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AT THE MUSEUM

he Helicoin

Mystery

Where were the teeth
situated on this ancient
shark? In its jaw? On its
tail? On its back?

By Richard Ellis

Helicoprion fossil

n the Museum’s Hall of Vertebrate

Origins is a most intriguing object,

tucked away where few people see
it. The object appears to be a perfect
spiral of teeth, and the label below it
reads, “What 1s this fossil?” This seems a
curious question to be asking of Muse-
um visitors, but the label provides the
answer: “Many isolated tooth whorls
of Helicoprion have been found, such as
this specimen, but complete fossil
skeletons are unknown.” The speci-
men came from a phosphate mine in
Idaho, but others like it have been
unearthed in Wyoming as well as in

As painted by Ray Jroll, Helicoprion's tooth whorl

may have been located on the lower jaw.

Norway, Russia, Japan, Greenland, and
Australia. Paleoichthyologists have
categorized the teeth as sharklike and
therefore identified the specimen as
having belonged to certain primitive
cartilaginous fishes—a group that in-
cludes the sharks and chimaeras living
some 300 million years ago.

Helico- comes from the Greek for
“spiral” or “whorl,” and -prion from the

Greek for “saw.” Helicoprion thus means
“spiral saw.” But what was this saw used
for? Russian paleontologist A.P. Kar-
pinsky was the first to find and describe
a specimen, which he collected in 1899
in the Ural Mountains. He puzzled over
where to place it on the shark—the
lower jaw, the upper jaw, both jaws, the
tail, the dorsal fin, the middle of the
back? Only a year after Karpinsky’s de-
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