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The body impression of a new genus and species
of cymothoid isopod (Cymothoidae, Crustacea)
preserved in a vertebrate coprolite from the Atlantic Coastal Plain
(Miocene, Chesapeake Group) of Virginia, USA

Stephen J. Godfrey, Rodney M. Feldmann, and Carrie E. Schweitzer

ABSTRACT

Body impressions of ingested organisms preserved in coprolites are exceedingly
rare in the fossil record. Only two previous publications report on the preservation of an
impression of the body of an organism in a coprolite. Herein, the impression of the dor-
sal surface of the exoskeleton of a new genus and species of cymothoid isopod,
Calverteca osbornei, preserved in a vertebrate coprolite is described. The coprolite
probably originated from the Newport News beds of the lower Miocene Calvert Forma-
tion of the Chesapeake Group of Virginia, USA. This coprolite is the first report in the
fossil record of the impression of the body of a crustacean (Arthropoda) preserved in a
coprolite. This is also the first report of an isopod within the Chesapeake Group. The
producer of the original fecal mass is unknown, although a fish seems the most likely
given that cymothoid isopods parasitize the oral cavities of bony fishes.
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INTRODUCTION

Only two previous reports of the impression of
the body of an organism preserved in a coprolite
are known (Godfrey et al., 2017; Frandsen, 2022).
Godfrey et al. (2017) described the impression of a
portion of the carapace of a hatchling turtle pre-
served in a coprolite, and Frandsen (2022)
reported on the body impression of an ammonite in
a coprolite. These impressions, along with actual
fossilized plants or body parts preserved in copro-
lites, comprise the most definitive evidences of
diets, either accidental or intentional, of extinct
organisms.

For much of the Miocene (circa 22—8 Ma), the
Chesapeake Bay region in Maryland and Virginia
was intermittently inundated by the Atlantic Ocean
(Figure 1). Some of the continental siliciclastic sed-
iments that were laid down within this arm of the
Atlantic Ocean (i.e., the Salisbury Embayment) are
now exposed as sea bluffs along a relatively short
portion of the western shore of Chesapeake Bay
(i.e., Calvert Cliffs) and along some of the tributar-
ies flowing into the bay. These sediments abound
with marine fossils, including the tests of planktonic
organisms, shelled invertebrates, shark teeth, tele-
ost and marine mammal bones, and many other
kinds of fossils numbering over 650 taxa (Godfrey,
2018, 2023; Vogt et al., 2018). In addition to innu-
merable body fossils, these Miocene sediments
preserve trace fossils including burrows made by
invertebrates (Thalassinoides, Gyrolithes and
Ophiomorpha; Kidwell et al., 2015), shark bite
marks, usually on cetacean bone (Godfrey et al.,
2018; Godfrey and Lowry, 2021), and coprolites
from both vertebrates and invertebrates (Wetmore,
1943; Godfrey and Smith, 2010; Kent, 2018;
Weems, 2018; Godfrey and Collareta, 2022; God-
frey et al., 2022).

These coprolites include microcoprolites
(Godfrey et al., 2022), burrowed/scavenged copro-
lites (Godfrey and Collareta, 2022), and uncom-
mon finds such as fish-bitten coprolites and those
preserving tooth impressions (Godfrey and Smith,
2010; Lindholm et al., 2023).

In this report we describe another exception-
ally rare kind of coprolite, one that preserves an
impression of much of the body of an ingested
organism, in this case, a cymothoid isopod (Crus-

tacea) (Figure 2). This remarkable coprolite boasts
a number of firsts: the first preserving the body
impression of an arthropod, the first preserving the
body impression of an isopod, sufficiently pre-
served to describe and establish the name of a
new genus and species, and the first record of an
isopod from the Miocene Chesapeake Group. The
present paper aims to 1) enhance our knowledge
of the diverse coprofauna of the Atlantic Coastal
Plain, 2) show that the exoskeleton of an isopod
can pass essentially intact through the digestive
tract of another organism, and 3) report on a new
genus and species of parasitic isopod from these
shallow marine deposits.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Abbreviations

CMM-V-: Calvert Marine Museum vertebrate pale-
ontology collection, Solomons, Maryland, U.S.A;
ICZN: International Commission on Zoological
Nomenclature; Ma: Mega-annum; PCS: Popes
Creek Sand.

Specimen and Image Preparation

A latex cast was made of the natural mold of
the isopod (Figures 2 and 3). Mold release (i.e.,
Polytek® Plo-Ease 2500 Release Agent) was
sprayed on the coprolite so that once the molding
compound (latex) cured, the flexible cast could be
more easily removed from the natural mold of the
isopod without damaging the impression. Before
the latex was applied to the specimen, it was
diluted with water to the consistency of milk so that
it would penetrate more easily into all the crevices
in the natural mold. The diluted latex was applied
using a standard artist’s airbrush. Natural latex is
cream-colored, a difficult tone on which to see ana-
tomical details. Therefore, the dilute latex was pig-
mented with black acrylic paint.

A single application of dilute latex dries to a
very thin and delicate yet flexible layer. Therefore,
multiple layers (approximately 10) of dilute latex
were applied using an airbrush. Successive latex
layers consisted of more viscous latex applied with
a tiny paint brush to build up the thickness of the
latex cast whereby making it easier to demold
because of its thickness and resulting tear-resis-
tance. The final two layers consisted of undiluted
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FIGURE 1. Ages and stratigraphic correlation chart of the Miocene portion of the Chesapeake Group. The age range
of the Newport News beds in Virginia is shown in relationship to coeval sediments from the Popes Creek Sand (=
PCS and PC Sand) in the Fairhaven Member of the Calvert Formation up through and including Shattuck Zone 11
within the Plum Point Member also of the Calvert Formation. Modified from Weems and Edwards (2007), Ward and
Andrews (2008), Powars et al. (2015), Kidwell et al. (2015), Weems et al. (2017), and Vogt et al. (2018), with addi-
tional help in the placement of the Newport News beds from Robert E. Weems.

latex. The resulting flexible, high-resolution cast
was whitened with sublimed ammonium chloride
(see below) and photographed (Figure 3).

In its natural state, CMM-V-11695 is dark in
color, which makes it difficult to see and interpret

the anatomical details preserved in the impression
of the isopod. Therefore, to improve contrast and
visibility, the coprolite was lightly dusted with sub-
limed ammonium chloride (Figure 2), a whitening
technique described by Cooper (1935) and Feld-
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mann (1989). Both specimens were then photo-
graphed: the coprolite with a Nikon Coolpix P510
camera on black velvet under fluorescent light, and
the latex cast using a Leica Z6APO macroscope
with a Planepo 0.5X lens and Spotflex digital cam-
era.

The ammonium chloride was removed by
holding the specimen under running water (Shel-
burne and Thompson, 2016). Prior to whitening
any fossil with ammonium chloride, it is important
to determine whether the specimen is stable
enough to withstand a fresh water rinse because
without that, there would be the possibility of a res-
idue of hydrochloric acid (HCI) left on the specimen
if it was not washed thoroughly (although we are
not sure if the possibility of an acidic residue has
ever been tested).

Specimen Repository

The specimen described herein is stored in
the vertebrate paleontology collection as CMM-V-
11695 in the Calvert Marine Museum, Solomons,
Maryland, USA.

RESULTS

Locality and Geologic Setting

CMM-V-11695 was found and collected by
Jason E. Osborne while scuba diving along the bed
of the Pamunkey River in Virginia, USA. GPS coor-
dinates for the location where the coprolite was
found are recorded in the database of the Calvert
Marine Museum and will be made available to
qualified researchers.

During the Miocene, a large depositional
basin (the Salisbury Embayment) occupied what is
now a small portion of eastern Virginia, much of
Maryland, and all of Delaware (Ward, 1992). It was
located between the South New Jersey arch to the
north and the Norfolk arch to the south. Within that
basin, the accumulated siliciclastic sediments have
been subdivided into five Miocene-age formations:
the Old Church (mostly an Oligocene-age Forma-
tion), Calvert, Choptank, St. Marys, and Eastover,
in ascending stratigraphic order. These five Mio-
cene stratal packages belong to the northern por-
tion of the geographically wide-ranging
Chesapeake Group. Although these formations
preserve multiple transgressive-regressive cycles,
in their totality, they evidence a gradual retreat over
a 14-million-year period of the Atlantic Ocean east-
ward across the coastal plain (Kidwell at al., 2015;
Vogt et al., 2018).

Although the isopod-bearing coprolite, CMM-
V-11695, was not found in situ, and neither were
there any adhering sediments that could have
been analyzed for stratigraphic index microfossils,
there is no reason to think that the coprolite was
not locally derived from either the Old Church For-
mation or the Newport News beds of the Calvert
Formation. In the area where the coprolite was
found, the Newport News beds lie unconformably
over the Old Church Formation (Edwards, et al.,
2005). The Old Church Formation is exposed in
small pockets along the bottom of the river (Jason
Osborne, pers. comm., 2024). Edwards et al.
(2005) and Weems (2018) confirmed the presence
of the Newport News beds of the Calvert Formation
and the OIld Church Formation based on other
specimens found at the site. An analysis of the
dinoflagellates found in neighboring sediments
confirm the base of the river to be Newport News
beds. In addition, the coprolite was found among
many other lower Calvert Formation fossils (Jason
Osborne, pers. comm., 2024). Edwards et al.
(2005) confirmed the Newport News beds to be
basal Calvert Formation, early Burdigalian.
Approximately 1.5 km downriver from the site of
discovery, sediments of the upper Miocene St
Marys and Eastover formations are exposed.
Given the location of the coprolite upriver from
these other younger Chesapeake Group forma-
tions, it would not have been possible for the cop-
rolite to have been derived from them. At the point
along the Pamunkey River where the coprolite was
found, there are only Newport News beds above
the Old Church Formation.

The flora and fauna indicate deposition of the
Newport News beds in marine nearshore to shal-
low-shelf water depths, in an outer neritic (to possi-
bly middle neritic) environment during a
paleoclimactic period that was somewhat warmer
than the present climate in Virginia, USA (Edwards
et al., 2005).

Description of the Coprolite

The dark reddish-brown colored coprolite is
73 mm long and 22 mm at its widest point (Figure
2). One end of CMM-V-11695 is bluntly pointed, the
other, close to the location of the impression of the
isopod, appears naturally truncated. On this same
end, a small portion of the coprolite is covered with
linear striations, suggesting the activity of mouth
parts or feeding appendages of an unknown organ-
ism. The surface of the coprolite is variously tex-
tured, clearly seen when coated with sublimed



ammonium chloride (Figure 2). There are no
observable inclusions within CMM-V-11695.

From its size, this coprolite (CMM-V-11695) is
regarded as vertebrate in origin. Within the Calvert
Formation, there are no known invertebrates that
could have produced such a relatively large fecal
mass. The vertebrate fauna from the same forma-
tion is large and diverse, including a large suite of
chondrichthians; bony fishes; turtles; crocodilians;
mostly pelagic birds; marine mammals including
seals, sea cows, odontocetes, and mysticetes, and
very rarely, the isolated remains of large land mam-
mals (Godfrey, 2018, 2023). It is possible to rule
out a chondrichthyan origin of the coprolite
because their feces are scrolled or spiraled, the
result of the corkscrew-shaped terminal portion of
the intestine (i.e., their spiral valve). Avian feces
usually do not occur as such large and compact
masses, although what the fecal mass of the large
and pelagic super-soarer Pelagornis was like is
unknown. Coprolites attributed to seals and sea
cows are also not yet known and characterized. It
is unlikely that the coprolite originated from a ter-
restrial mammal (but not impossible) given the
marine sediments from within which the coprolite
was recovered.

The occurrence of a cymothoid isopod, which
is typically associated with fishes, suggests that
the coprolite was produced by a fish or that the iso-
pod, or isopod-parasitized fish, was ingested as a
food source by another vertebrate organism, such
as a turtle (Hunt and Lucas, 2012; Bajdek et al.,
2019), a crocodile (Weems, 2018), or a mammal.

The size and shape of CMM-V-11695 is con-
gruent with coprolites produced by turtles (Hunt
and Lucas, 2012; Bajcek et al., 2019). The copro-
lite could also be crocodilian in origin. Crocodilian
coprolites are generally sausage shaped and circu-
lar in cross section, with few structures visible on
their outer surface except for occasional striations
or traces from coprophagous organisms (Souto,
2010; Milan, 2012, Milan et al., 2018; Godfrey et
al., 2022; Godfrey and Collareta, 2022; Lindholm et
al., 2023). CMM-V-11695 is consistent in size and
shape to those of crocodilian coprolites collected
elsewhere (Hantzschel et al., 1968; Sawyer, 1981,
1998; Hunt and Lucas, 2010; Milan, 2012).

SYSTEMATIC PALEONTOLOGY

Order ISOPODA Latreille, 1816
Suborder CYMOTHOIDA Leach, 1814

Remarks. Placement within Cymothoida follows
the phylogenetic analysis of Wagele (1989)
(WoRMS Editorial Board, 2023) based upon pos-
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session of five free pleonites in which the first is
similar to the others and pleopods that are ovoid
and rounded distally (Brandt and Poore, 2003).
Other characters of the suborder are not visible in
the fossil specimen.

Superfamily CYMOTHOOIDEA Leach, 1814
Family CYMOTHOIDAE Leach, 1814

Remarks. Cymothoidae has been subject to
numerous analyses confirming its monophyletic
status (Trilles, 1999; Brandt and Poore, 2003; Smit
et al., 2014). Brandt and Poore (2003) recognized
the family and referred to Trilles (1999) for a diag-
nosis. Cymothoidae includes a speciose assem-
blage of primarily marine taxa characterized by an
outline becoming widest at about pereon 5; coxal
plates 5-7 visible; pleonite one similar to others and
large, ovoid pleopods (Brandt and Poore, 2003).
Members of the family are characterized by often
having a large size (1-6 cm), and all are parasitic
on fish. Cymothoidae is one of the largest families
of isopods, and they have been described as para-
sites on nearly every marine fish family as well as
some freshwater groups (Smit et al., 2014).

Isopods have a modest fossil record (Schram
and Koenemann, 2021). Because their classifica-
tion at the family and genus level is so dependent
on morphology that does not frequently fossilize,
comparison of fossil and extant isopods is precari-
ous (Poore and Bruce, 2012). The fossil remains
described here as they are preserved do not pro-
vide sufficient morphological detail to assign the
fossil to a genus within the Cymothoidae with cer-
tainty. Generic characters used to classify isopods
include details of the head, mouthparts, and pereo-
pods, none of which is preserved in the specimen
(Brandt and Poore, 2003; Poore and Bruce, 2012).
Furthermore, assigning fossil forms to extant gen-
era is severely limited because in many cases pre-
servable hard parts are also not present (Poore
and Bruce, 2012).

The new fossil is similar to species of Livon-
eca Leach, 1818; Nerocila Leach, 1818; and
Aegathoa Dana, 1853, all of which are known from
coastal Maryland today (marylandbiodiver-
sity.com; OBIS). Each of these taxa are character-
ized by an overall ovate pereion and pleonites
much narrower than pereionites. The fossil differs
somewhat in narrowing strongly anteriorly begin-
ning at pereonite five, unlike in these extant genera
wherein the pereon maintains a broadly convex
margin along its entire length. Thus, because
assignment of fossil isopods to extant taxa is lim-
ited by preservation, and because the specimen
differs from the extant, geographically proximal

5
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forms, we elect to name a new genus to accommo-
date the new material.

Genus Calverteca gen. nov.
zoobank.org/A6694AAB-B375-4290-8E31-F54D6E63EC39

Type species. Calverteca osbornei new species
(based on a body impression preserved in CMM-V-
11695), by original designation.

Etymology. The genus name is derived from the
Calvert Formation, from which it was collected, and
the ending -eca, as in some of the genera in the
family. The gender is feminine.

Diagnosis. Small size, about 17 mm long and ca.
10 mm wide at pereonite 6. Cephalon missing,
apparently positioned in advance of pereonite 1
and not enveloped by it. Pereonites increase in
width from pereonite 1 to 6 and narrowing to pere-
onite 7. Pereonite 1 longest; length of pereonites 2-
7 increasing posteriorly. Coxal plates exposed lat-
erally on pereonites 5-7. Pleon markedly narrower
than pereon. Pleonites 1-5 equally long and
decreasing in width posteriorly. Pleotelson broad
anteriorly and broken and missing posteriorly.
Pleopods long, blade-like.

Remarks. This is the first notice of a member of
Cymothoidae in the fossil record (Smit et al., 2014).
Members of Cirolanidae, in the same infraorder,
have a fossil record ranging from the Early Jurassic
to Holocene (Poore and Bruce, 2012; Maguire et
al., 2018; Schram and Koenemann, 2021). Mem-
bers of the same superfamily, Cymothooidea, are
known from the Late Jurassic to Holocene (Schram
and Koenemann, 2021).

Calverteca osbornei gen. et sp. nov.
Figures 2 and 3

zoobank.org/239D9389-C015-42D7-AB74-3E502E0BC355

Holotype. The sole specimen, the holotype, of
Calverteca osbornei sp. nov., CMM-V-11695, is
deposited in the vertebrate paleontology collection
in the Calvert Marine Museum, Department of
Paleontology, Solomons, Maryland, USA. It was
included in the vertebrate paleontology collection
because the coprolite was deemed to be verte-
brate in origin.

Etymology. Named in honor of Jason E. Osborne
who found and donated the type specimen to the
Calvert Marine Museum. “Osbornei” was created
by adding an “i” to “Osborne” in accordance with
Article 31.1.2. of the ICZN.

Locality and stratigraphic position. The speci-
men was collected on the bed of the Pamunkey
River, Virginia, USA in association with sediments

of the Newport News beds in the lower Miocene
Calvert Formation.

Diagnosis. As for genus.

Decription. Impressions of the cephalon and
antennae do not appear to have been preserved
and neither are there any impressions of pereo-
pods. However, the seven pereonites and five ple-
onites are clearly visible. Within the pereon, the
first six pereonites increase evenly in width from
3.3 mm for the first pereonite to 5.9 mm for the
width of the sixth pereonite. Pereonite 7 decreases
to approximately 5.2 mm wide. The midline length
of the pereonites ranges from 0.7 mm for the sec-
ond to 1.1 mm for the seventh (Figure 2). The
entire pleon is approximately 2 mm long by 4 mm
wide across the first pleonite. Along the midline,
the length of each pleonite is about 0.3 mm. The
pleonites decrease in width evenly to approxi-
mately 1.9 mm for the fifth. The pleopods are also
preserved. They are strong and eliptical in outline.
Remarks. The sole specimen is preserved as a
mold of the exterior situated transverse to the long
axis of the vertebrate coprolite that embraces it.
The mold is embedded deeply enough within the
coprolite to suggest that the isopod was not well
exposed on the surface. Preservation in this fash-
ion, with no matrix material filling the mold, sug-
gests that the isopod was complete both when
ingested and voided to be incorporated as it is into
the coprolite.

Cymothoids are parasitic isopods (Smit et al.,
2014) that attach to the tongue and other soft-tis-
sue regions in fishes. It has been well-established
that isopods of this family and body form are para-
sitic on fish (Smit et al., 2014). A search of the liter-
ature did not reveal any reference to cymothoids as
parasites on reptiles. Very large isopods, Bathyno-
mus, have been observed to scavenge upon dead
crocodiles. Thus, several scenarios may be visual-
ized to account for the small isopod within a fecal
mass. 1) The individual enclosed within the copro-
lite might have been ingested by the reptilian pro-
ducing the coprolite when the isopod was detached
from its original host. 2) This cymothoid may have
parasitized a wider variety of hosts in the Miocene
than today. However, the fossil is sufficiently similar
to modern cymothoids that one can safely say that
it was an external parasite of fish. 3) The coprolite
may have been produced by a fish, and the isopod
was, indeed, a parasite that was dislodged and
ingested.

There are over 10,000 known extant species
of isopods that inhabit terrestrial, freshwater, and
marine environments (Poore and Bruce, 2012;
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FIGURE 2. CMM-V-11695, a Miocene vertebrate coprolite preserving an impression of the dorsal surface of a
cymothoid isopod, Calverteca osbornei gen. et sp. nov. A. View of the length of the coprolite and the body impression
of the cymothoid isopod. B. Enlarged view of the end of the coprolite and the isopod body impression. The anterior end
of the isopod is oriented upward. The coprolite was dusted with sublimed ammonium chloride to highlight detail and

improve contrast. White scale bars equal 10 mm.

Schram and Koenemann, 2021). Most members
are less than 2 cm (0.8 in) in length. For being such
a successful cosmopolitan and speciose group of
crustaceans, isopods have a poor and very incom-
plete fossil record (Schram, 1970; Maguire et al.,

2018; Schram and Koenemann, 2021). Although
they first appeared in the fossil record during the
Carboniferous (Schram, 1970), remarkably few
extinct species have been described (Wieder and
Feldmann, 1992; Schram and Koenemann, 2021).
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cephalon and
antennae missing

pereonite 1

pereonite 7

pleonite 1

pleonite 5

pleopods

pleotelson broken
and incomplete

FIGURE 3. Enlarged view of a latex cast of the natural mold of the cymothoid isopod, Calverteca osbornei gen. et sp.
nov., preserved in CMM-V-11695 (a Miocene vertebrate coprolite). White scale bar equals 1 mm.

Maguire et al. (2018) attributed this not to their
numerical paucity through time, but rather, likely
due to the physical and chemical composition of
their thin and lightly sclerotized cuticle. Further-
more, their cuticle would have rapidly disintegrated
following their destructive biphasic molting behav-
ior (Tait, 1917). These attributes decrease the
chances of fossilization.

CONCLUSIONS

Body impressions of ingested organisms pre-
served in coprolites are exceedingly rare in the fos-
sil record. Here, we report on the impression of the
dorsal surface of the body of a cymothoid isopod
preserved in a vertebrate coprolite. The coprolite
originated from the lower Miocene Calvert Forma-
tion of the Chesapeake Group of Virginia, USA.



This is the first report in the fossil record of the
impression of the body of a crustacean (Calverteca
osbornei gen. et. sp. nov.) preserved in a coprolite.
This is also the first report of an isopod within the
Chesapeake Group. It is unclear what kind of ver-
tebrate ingested the isopod and produced the orig-
inal fecal mass, although it was almost certainly
produced by a fish.
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