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Cymbiola nobilis shell: Toughening 
mechanisms in a crossed-lamellar 
structure
Hongmei Ji1,2, Xiaowu Li1 & Daolun Chen2

Natural structural materials with intricate hierarchical architectures over several length scales 
exhibit excellent combinations of strength and toughness. Here we report the mechanical response 
of a crossed-lamellar structure in Cymbiola nobilis shell via stepwise compression tests, focusing on 
toughening mechanisms. At the lower loads microcracking is developed in the stacked direction, and 
channel cracking along with uncracked-ligament bridging and aragonite fiber bridging occurs in the tiled 
direction. At the higher loads the main mechanisms involve cracking deflection in the bridging lamellae 
in the tiled direction alongside step-like cracking in the stacked direction. A distinctive crack deflection 
in the form of “convex” paths occurs in alternative lamellae with respect to the channel cracks in the 
tiled direction. Furthermore, a barb-like interlocking mechanism along with the uneven interfaces in the 
1st-order aragonite lamellae is also observed. The unique arrangement of the crossed-lamellar structure 
provides multiple interfaces which result in a complicated stress field ahead of the crack tip, hence 
increasing the toughness of shell.

Compared with the contemporary manufacturing technology of humanity, nature has achieved great successes 
that can provide us with direct clues in designing lighter, stronger and tougher materials1–3. Natural structural 
materials, usually consisting of hard and soft phases that are arranged in intricate hierarchical architectures over 
several length scales, exhibit remarkable mechanical properties4–10. This is why mimicking the structural features 
of natural structural materials has become a fascinating and thriving area in recent years11–16. For example, Ritchie 
and co-workers11 developed a silicon carbide/polymethyl methacrylate (SiC/PMMA) composite with a laminated 
structure similar to that of nacre, and they reported that such SiC/PMMA composites can display significantly 
higher R-curve toughness values, indeed higher than any silicon carbide ceramic to date. Therefore, natural bio-
logical materials can provide a rich source of inspiration to solve a classic material-design dilemma that the 
strength and toughness as two key structural properties tend to be mutually exclusive4.

Mollusca, as the second largest phylum in nature, can offer a wide range of successful composition design. 
While extensive studies have been focused on the simpler “brick-and-mortar” shell microstructure named 
nacre17,18, there have been limited experimental efforts on the crossed-lamellar structure19 although this type of 
structure consists of more than 90% species within the Mollusca20. This structure is hierarchically assembled by 
ordinary brittle inorganic calcium carbonate with only 0.1–1 wt.% organic matrix21,22. The crossed-lamellar struc-
ture in conch Strombus gigas has drawn a lot of attention, and its microstructure has been well described19,21–28. 
Specifically, the structure is stacked by the 1st-order lamellae, which are further composed of laths (the 2nd-order 
lamellae) of parallel mineral fibers (the 3rd-order lamellae). The fibers are parallel within a given 1st-order lamella 
but almost perpendicular to those in the neighboring 1st-order lamellae. The architecture of the three-layer 
crossed-lamellae structure in conch Strombus gigas is in a 0°/90°/0° mode, i.e., the arranged direction of the 
1st-order lamellae in the middle layer has a 90° rotation with respect to those in the inner and outer layers. The 
mechanical tests, including bending, compression and indentation tests21–28, indicated that this shell fails grad-
ually, i.e., in the form of so-called ‘graceful failure’, reflecting a superior toughness compared with pure mineral 
aragonite. Actually, the unique construction of the crossed-lamellar structure provides multiply and complex 
interfaces at different levels of lamellae, which provide several energy dissipating mechanisms during deforma-
tion, such as multiple microcracking, crack bridging and crack deflection6. Both the experimental results21 and 
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finite element modeling19 indicated that channel cracking along the 1st-order interfaces in the inner and outer 
layers and crack bridging through the 2nd-order interfaces of the middle layer can significantly increase the work 
of fracture of materials. Recently, Shin et al.26 reported a toughening mechanism governed by nanoscale twins, 
whose boundaries can effectively impede crack propagation by inducing phase transformation and delocalization 
of deformation around the crack tip.

Despite some limited studies on the toughening mechanisms of conch Strombus gigas shell, there is still a lack 
of systematic understanding on the toughening mechanisms in the crossed-lamellar structure in Cymbiola nobilis 
shell. It is unclear whether the channel cracking and crack bridging also occur along the specific lamellae inter-
faces like conch Strombus gigas shell, and how different toughening mechanisms act synergistically during defor-
mation. The purpose of this investigation was, therefore, to study the mechanical response of the crossed-lamellar 
structure in a C. nobilis shell under stepwise compressive deformation, focusing on toughening mechanisms. This 
study will provide a theoretical basis for developing high-performance biomimetic structural materials.

Results
Microstructure of C. nobilis shell.  Figure 1 shows the morphology of TD-ND cross section of a directly 
broken C. nobilis shell sample. It is seen that the shell exhibits a 0°/90°/0° mode that three distinct layers consist 
of a crossed-lamellar structure and the arranged direction of the 1st-order lamellae in the middle layer has a 90° 
rotation to those in the inner and outer layers, as indicated in Fig. 1(b). The magnified morphologies of this struc-
ture are shown in Fig. 1(c–e). It is clearly seen that the crossed-lamellar structure exhibits different morphologies 
along two nearly vertical directions with respect to the arrangement of the 1st-order lamellae, i.e., one being 
the tiled direction (Fig. 1(c)), and the other being the stacked direction (Fig. 1(e)). As schematically shown in 
Fig. 1(f), the lath-like 2nd-order lamellae are parallel within a given 1st-order lamella but almost perpendicular 
to those in the neighboring 1st-order lamellae, and the 3rd-order fibers are parallel stacked within a lath. XRD 
analysis reveals that the mineral in each layer is the same, i.e., aragonite calcium carbonate, as shown in Fig. 1(g).

Compressive behavior.  Figure 2 shows the compressive fracture strength of the crossed-lamellar structure 
along the TD. It is seen that the Weibull distribution function could be used to well characterize the scatter of the 
distribution of fracture strength, where the strength corresponding to a 50% fracture probability (F(V) =​ 50%) 
is obtained to be ~235 MPa. Similar Weibull distribution function has also been used to characterize the flexural 
strength results of biomaterials29,30. The compressive strength of the present crossed-lamellar structure is much 
higher than that of many other biomaterials, such as Aligator osteoderms31 and Leatherback sea turtle shells32, 
whose compressive strengths are 40–70 MPa and 10–45 MPa, respectively. In the Strombus gigas shell, as being 
one of the most famous shells, its compressive strength at the 50% fracture probabilities is about 218 MPa along 
the same direction as the present shell22. Thus, the compressive strength is different in a variety of shells even with 
a similar crossed-lamellar structure, and it is a little higher in the present shell than that in the Strombus gigas 
shell.

To understand the mechanical behavior and examine the detailed fracture characteristics of the 
crossed-lamellar structure in the present shell, stepwise compression tests were performed on a single sample via 
a loading-unloading procedure at prescribed loads. After each loading cycle, the initiation and propagation of 

Figure 1.  Overall view (a) and multi-scale hierarchical structures of C. nobilis shell, i.e., (b) morphologies on 
the cross-section of a directly broken sample, (c,d) detailed features of the crossed-lamellar structure with the 
tiled 1st-order lamellae in the inner layer, (e) detailed features of the crossed-lamellar structure with the stacked 
1st-order lamellae in the middle layer, (f) schematic drawing of the crossed-lamellar structure, and (g) XRD 
patterns of the inner, middle and outer layers of C. nobilis shell. Note that in (a) LD indicates the longitudinal 
direction (shell axis direction), TD stands for the transverse direction, and ND represents the normal direction 
through the shell thickness; the observational direction is parallel to the LD.
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cracks and the interaction between cracks among three layers were observed on the pre-polished TD-ND cross 
section called the main observation surface (MOS).

As shown in Fig. 3(a,b), multiple microcracks are developed along the interfaces between the 2nd-order lamel-
lae in the outer and middle layers after the first cycle of loading up to 45 MPa, and the number of microcracks 
increases with increasing load to 83 MPa, as shown in Fig. 3(c,d). After the second cycle, channel cracking along 
the 2nd-order lamellar interfaces in the inner layer is also developed, but arrested by the interface between the 
inner and middle layers (Fig. 3(e,f)). As the loading is further increased to 137 MPa, more parallel channel cracks 
are produced, and earlier channel cracks become enlarged, as shown in Fig. 3(g). Furthermore, some earlier 
channel cracks also start to extend along the interface between macrolayers with a zig-zag path, as shown in 
Fig. 3(h–j). After the fifth loading cycle, most interfaces of the 1st-order and 2nd-order lamellae in the middle 
layer fail, as shown in Fig. 3(k,l). Furthermore, the fifth loading, which could only reach basically the same stress 
as that of the forth loading cycle (i.e., ~138 MPa), leads to a catastrophic failure (Fig. 3(k,l)). It is of interest to note 
that the macrocrack in the middle layer propagates along an oblique direction, which is a common phenomenon 
in this structure. For example, Menig et al.22 observed that the crack deflection also happened in the middle layer 
of Strombus gigas shell samples during compression, as the organic interfacial layers could arrest and deflect 
cracking when the loading direction was perpendicular to the 1st-order lamellae. On the other hand, both inter-
faces between macrolayers (i.e., inner/middle layer interface, and outer/middle layer interface) partly failed after 
the 4th cycle (Fig. 3(h–j)), which caused that the middle layer undergoes the majority of loading in the 5th cycle. 
Thus, the shear movement is relatively easier in the middle layer in this case.

Figure 2.  Weibull plot of compressive strength of C. nobilis shell samples. 

Figure 3.  Stepwise compression stress-strain curves and the corresponding surface changes on the MOS 
after each loading cycle in the C. nobilis shell. (a,d,e,h,j) Schematic drawing indicating the initiation and 
propagation of cracks on the MOS after five loading cycles, respectively, (b,c) microcracking along the interfaces 
between the 2nd-order lamellae in the outer layer after first and second loading cycles, (f,g) channel cracking in 
the inner layer after third and fourth cycles, (I,j) a crack propagating along the interface between the inner and 
middle layers, and (k,l) an overall view of failed sample after the fifth loading cycle.
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It should be noted that the Young’s modulus or slope on the stress-strain curve for the fourth loading cycle 
changes from 6.2 GPa to 5.0 GPa, reflecting a significant damage to the microstructure by the crack propagation 
along the interface between the inner and middle layers to the bottom of the sample (Fig. 3(i)). This suggests that 
the lower part of the inner layer has been broken from the whole sample. However, it is interesting to note that in 
the subsequent fifth loading cycle the Young’s modulus has reached a similar value to that of the previous three 
loading cycles. This indicates that the remaining middle and outer layers can still bear the load until the middle 
layer fails (Fig. 3(l)), even though the inner layer has been broken.

Crack bridging.  During the propagation of channel cracks, two major types of bridging are observed on 
MOS. Uncracked-ligament bridges appear on the propagation paths of cracks (as indicated in Fig. 4(a)), along 
with crack deflection/twist in the form of zig-zag paths and multiple microcracks perpendicular to the main 
crack. Inside the crack aragonite fibers are stretched across the crack but still connected to both sides, form-
ing the bridges (Fig. 4(b)). The crack bridging phenomenon has also been observed to be present in human 
bone1,4, Alligator osteoderms31, Leatherback sea turtle shell32, etc. The bioinspired materials including bio-inspired 
glass13,14, bio-inspired ceramic-based composites12, and bio-inspired (“nacre-like”) hybrid polymer composites33 
also inherit these bridging mechanisms during deformation.

Fracture surface characteristics.  After the stepwise loading-unloading compression tests, the sample was 
divided into three parts by three main cracks along different directions, as shown in Fig. 3(l) which is schemat-
ically re-plotted in Fig. 5(a). The fracture surface characteristics of each crack in Fig. 5(a) is carefully examined, 
where the observational surfaces (OS) are referred to as OSA, OSB, and OSC for cracks A, B, and C, respectively. 
On the OSA one can see that the shape of the 1st-order lamella in this sea shell is basically irregular (Fig. 5(b)). It 
is of particular interest to observe a unique phenomenon of interlocking in some sheets of the 1st-order lamellae, 
as indicated by the red arrows in Fig. 5(b). It appears that some neighboring 1st-order lamellae closely “bite” each 
other by a kind of special structure. Almagro et al.20 described this kind structure as a cone extending from the 
1st-order lamellae. This type of fishhook barb-like interlocks is different from the “platelet interlock” observed in 
nacre34–36. When a crack propagates along the interface into the barb-like interlocks, the 2nd-order lamellar per-
pendicular to the crack propagation direction may arrest the propagation until all fibers in the barb-like structure 
are failed, as indicated by the schematic in Fig. 5(c). Figure 5(d) shows the fractured fibers left on the neighboring 
sheet, and it can easily be imagined that the bundle of fibers drag the upper lamellae until the complete failure. 
This type of interlocking plays an important role in arresting the main crack propagation, as such an interlock 
needs to be broken or yielded before the complete transfer of loads to the boundary between two adjacent sheets, 
hence increasing the toughness of materials.

Furthermore, the irregular shape of the 1st-order lamellae may lead to general hardening. As the sheets are 
pushed, the tumid parts of a sheet tend to expand more towards the left and right adjacent intercrossed sheets, 
generating a compressive effect in that region. The transverse compressive stress is balanced by transverse ten-
sile stresses in other regions. The transverse tensile stresses are magnified by stress concentrations at the tumid 
regions, which could lead to sheet delamination and release the locking mechanism. General hardening is nec-
essary for the sheet gliding when spreading from local regions to the whole volume with increasing applied load, 
which causes all the interfaces to be sufficiently weakened until the failure, as shown in Fig. 5(e). If the interfaces 
are straight, no hardening would be generated and a fast and catastrophic propagation of cracks would happen. 
As a result, this type of irregular interface structure spreading throughout the volume of the crossed-lamellar 
structure results in a further enhancement in the strength and fracture toughness of the sea shell.

From the stepwise compressive tests in Fig. 3, it has been seen that the interface between the inner and middle 
layers can effectively arrest the propagation of channel cracks, since the interface exhibits a complicated struc-
ture, as shown in Fig. 6(a). Even though the crack begins to propagate along the interface when the load is high 
enough, it is easily deflected due to the complicated structure, leading to a zig-zag path, as shown in Fig. 3(i,j). 
After the interface fails, the crack will go into the middle layer, which shows step-like paths not only inside indi-
vidual 1st-order lamellae but also between the adjacent 1st-order lamellae along the stacked direction, as shown in 
Fig. 6(b). The above observed barb-like interlocks, irregular shape of 1st-order lamellae and complicated interfacial 
structure between macrolayers play an important role in toughening and strengthening the present C. nobilis shell.

Figure 4.  (a) Uncracked-ligament bridging and (b) aragonite fiber bridging in the crossed-lamellar structure.
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Discussion
It is known that the building blocks or the 1st-order lamellae in the crossed-lamellar structure are oriented either 
in a “weak” orientation or “tough” orientation with respect to a given loading direction. In the present work 
the tiled direction of the 1st-order lamellae in the inner layer is nearly parallel to the loading direction, and the 
interfaces of the 2nd-order laths inside some 1st-order lamellae have an angle of ~33° to the compressive load-
ing direction, which become the weak lamellae along with the neighboring tough intercrossed lamellae. Such a 
weak-tough alternate arrangement results in a third type of energy dissipation mechanism, as shown in Fig. 7(a,b) 
where the cracking across the tough lamellae exhibits a convex path as revealed from the height profile shown in 
Fig. 7(c). Such a characteristic fracture morphology has not been reported in the literature so far, to the best of 
our knowledge. The average starting angle θ from the weak lamellae forming flat channel cracks to the adjacent 
tough lamellae with a curved/convex fracture morphology is observed to be ~50°. The convex fracture morphol-
ogy could be approximately considered as part of a lying cylinder with several micrometers in height protruding 
from the plane of channel cracks. The area per unit length, S, of this partial cylinder could be calculated by the 
following equation,
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Figure 5.  (a) Schematic drawing representing a failed sample after compressive loading and different 
observational directions, (b) channel cracking and barb-like interlocking observed on OSA, (c) schematic 
drawing of a barb-like interlock and its interaction with a crack, (d) broken fibers left on the surface of adjacent 
intercrossed lamella, and (e) interfaces to be sufficiently weakened before the failure of the inner layer.

Figure 6.  (a) Morphology of the interface between the inner and middle layers, and (b) step-like propagating 
path in the middle layer.
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where b and h is the width and height of “convex” profile of tough lamellae, respectively. Then, an average value 
of ~39 μ​m2 for S is obtained, which is about 20% higher than that of the flat plane. It follows that the “convex” 
fracture surface in the tough lamellae would absorb ~20% more energy, resulting in a higher toughness.

Linear elastic fracture mechanics is used to analyze the formation of the above “convex” fracture surface 
by considering all three loading modes. Here the slightly simplified plane strain configuration is modeled by 
a two-lamellar composite, and the tough and weak lamellae are assumed to have the same Young’s modulus  
E and Poisson’s ratio ν (with a value of 0.323,28). During compressive deformation, the applied load is transmitted 
through the material by compressive normal stress (Mode I) and shear stresses at the interfaces. The shear stress 
can be further resolved into Mode II in-plane shear stress and Mode III outer-of-plane shear stress with respect 
to the tough lamellar sheet, as shown in Fig. 8(a). When the applied load increases, these stresses will increase 
accordingly until one possible failure mode is activated. Some channel cracks along the 2nd-order interfaces 
in the weak lamellae are first developed at some positions with defects (such as growth defects and containing 
impurities2,23). For an initiated channel crack ABCD shown in Fig. 8(a), the crack front AD and BC would extend 
under compressive loading. As the applied load further increases, the crack front AB and CD would extend as 
well, where a likely initiation associated with the extension of the channel crack into the tough lamellae will be 

Figure 7.  (a) A characteristic “convex” fracture surface morphology, (b) the corresponding 3D morphology, 
and (c) a representative height profile across the “convex” tougher lamella.

Figure 8.  (a) Schematic diagram for channel cracking in the inner layer, and (b) the distribution of stress field 
at the interface between two 1st-order adjacent lamellae ahead of the crack tip.
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reached. This could be understood and roughly analyzed using a linear elastic finite-element analysis model37. 
As the crack front AB would be subjected to both normal stress (Mode I) and shear stress (Modes II and III), the 
stress field ahead of the crack tip AB (Fig. 8(b)) could be expressed as38,
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where KI, KII and KIII are the stress intensity factors for Modes I, II and III, respectively. fij(θ) is a function of crack 
deflection angle θ. Under a uniaxial loading, the stress intensity factors for a crack oriented at an angle of β =​ 57° 
are given by,
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where KI(0) is the Mode I stress intensity factor when β =​ 0°, and α is the angle between the overall shear stress 
direction and the interface between the weak and tough lamellae (Fig. 8(a)). The three principal stresses ahead of 
the crack tip can be calculated by the follow equation,
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As seen from Figs 3(l), 5(a) and 7(a), this shell sample is sheared to fracture. Thus, the theory considered here 
to model crack growth direction is based on the shear stress maximization38, i.e.,
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Based on the above formulation, Fig. 9(a) shows the distribution of f(θ) =​ f1 −​ f3 as a function of θ with vary-
ing angles of α. When α =​ 0° (i.e., the resolved shear stress is just along the interface border line, Fig. 8(a)), the 
in-plane Mode II shear stress is zero, which means that the crack front is subjected to mixed Modes I and III. 
Under such a mixed mode, the deflection angle θ of crack extension becomes the maximum (~77°). Figure 9(b) 
shows the value of θmax corresponding to the maximum value of f(θ) as a function of angle α. It is seen that θmax 
decreases with increasing α. This suggests that the presence of Mode II in this condition weakens the deflection 
angle of crack extension towards the tough lamellae. In a Strombus gigas shell subjected to four-point bending23, 
both Modes I and II were considered to model the large scale bridging, although the fracture surfaces exhibited 
a flat feature. The special arrangement of the crossed-lamellar structure under compression can provide a more 
complicated stress field ahead of the crack tip even if samples are deformed in a uniaxial loading condition, which 
can cause an obvious deflection at the crack tip and hence increase the toughness of materials.

As analyzed above, the criterion of shear stress maximization could be used to estimate the deflection of cracks 
in the tough lamellae fairly accurately, while it was normally applied to the ductile materials. One possible reason 
could be that a certain extent of plastic deformation is present in the local portion around the crack tip. Li et al.39,40 
reported that the individual 3rd-order lamellae of the crossed-lamellar structure consist of both aragonite nano-
particles and biopolymers, and the nanoparticle rotation effectively dissipates energy through plastic deformation 
in individual lamellae by nanoscale three-point bending tests on individual 3rd-order lamellae. Ultimately, cracks 
tend to propagate along the maximum shear stress at the crack tip since the local area exhibits a certain degree of 
plastic deformation.

One could also consider that the crossed-lamellar structure is composed of two kinds of substrates bonded 
together with interfaces. The weak lamellae could be seen as matrix materials, and the tough lamellae as fiber 
inclusions. Let the channel cracks to be developed inside the matrix, then the deflection criterion at the fiber/
matrix interface can be expressed as41,



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

8Scientific Reports | 7:40043 | DOI: 10.1038/srep40043

> Γ ΓG G/ / , (7)d p d p

where Gd and Γd represent the energy release rate and surface energy in the case of deflection, respectively, and Gp 
and Γp refer to the corresponding quantities in the case of penetration. The composite can be tough if the fibers 
remain intact and the interface is weak enough for the matrix crack to be deflected along the interface. Otherwise, 
the matrix crack would penetrate into the fibers and thus the composite is brittle like a mono-lithic ceramic42. 
Mirkhalaf et al.14 proposed a new criterion which is related to the crack deflection angle θ as follows,

θ > K Kcos ( /2) / , (8)IC
i
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b2 ( )

where KIC
(i) and KIC

(b) are the critical stress intensity factors (fracture toughness) of the interface and the bulk of 
the material, respectively. In the buck glass14, if the crack propagates along the interface, their experiments show 
that interface could deflect the crack up to an angle of θ =​ 60°, similar to the result observed in the present shell. 
The apparent toughness increases with increasing angle from half of the toughness of glass at θ =​ 0° up to the 
toughness of glass at θ =​ 70°, which is in agreement with the result discussed on the basis of linear elastic frac-
ture mechanics above. In the C. nobilis shell, fiber failure is suppressed at the matrix crack front, and the crack 
deflection results in a pullout effect with a convex morphology (Fig. 7), which would contribute to the toughness 
of materials43.

It can be concluded that the complicated architecture of this C. nobilis shell enhances its strength and tough-
ness by invoking several energy-dissipating mechanisms: microcracking at lower loads, channel cracking in the 
weak lamellae, crack bridging and crack deflection in the tough lamellae at higher loads. The superior mechanical 
properties of the crossed-lamellar structure are strongly related to its distinctive structural arrangement with 
complex interfaces, which can provide complex stress field at the crack tip to drive crack deflection and improve 
the toughness of materials. The crossed-lamellar microarchitecture in the present C. nobilis sea shell can thus be 
used to guide the bio-mimetic design of tougher and stronger materials.

Materials and Methods
The target material in the present study is C. nobilis shell, which belongs to the Gastropoda class. This shell, also 
known as Noble Volute, has a logarithmic spiral shape. In the present work, all the analyses were based on the 
principal directions LD, TD and ND, where LD stands for the longitudinal direction (i.e., the shell axis direction, 
meaning the spiral axis direction), TD indicates the transverse direction (i.e., the growth direction), and ND 
denotes the normal direction (i.e., the shell thickness direction), as indicated in Fig. 1(a). The sample for the initial 
microstructural examinations was cut via a slow diamond saw and then directly broken using a plier. The hier-
archical structures present on the TD-ND fractured surface were observed via a scanning electron microscope 
(SEM, JSM-6380LV) equipped with three-dimensional (3D) surface/fractographic analysis capacity. A rectangu-
lar X-ray diffraction (XRD) specimen of approximately 15 mm ×​ 10 mm was cut and ground up to 600 grit sand 
paper in three steps to specifically expose the inner, middle and outer layers of the sea shell, respectively. Attempt 
was made to achieve the middle of each macroscopic layer, then XRD analysis was conducted in each step via a 
Panalytical X-ray diffractometer using Cu Kα radiation (wavelength λ =​ 0.15406 nm) at 45 kV and 40 mA.

Compression tests were conducted at room temperature with a constant strain rate of 1.0 ×​ 10−4 s−1, and the 
loading direction is along TD. Orthorhombic compressive specimens with a dimension of approximately 4.0 mm 
(LD) ×​ 4.0 mm (TD) ×​ 5.0 mm (ND) were prepared. A special sample holder was machined to facilitate the spec-
imen preparation, aiming to ensure the surfaces in contact with the compressive plates to be parallel. In order to 
observe crack initiation and propagation characteristics during deformation, stepwise compressive tests were also 
performed on some samples with a TD-ND surface carefully polished using diamond paste down to 1 μ​m. In eval-
uating the compressive stress-strain curves, the machine deformation was eliminated using a calibration curve to 
obtain the actual deformation amount of test samples. The obtained compression strength σ was analyzed via a 
two-parameter Weibull distribution44,45:

Figure 9.  (a) f(θ) as a function of θ with varying angles of α, and (b) the change of θmax with angle α.
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σ σ= − −P 1 exp[ ( / ) ], (9)f
m

0

where Pf is the failure probability, m is the Weibull modulus, and σo is the characteristic strength.

References
1.	 Wegst, U. G. K., Bai, H., Saiz, E., Tomsia, A. P. & Ritchie, R. O. Bioinspired structural materials. Nat. Mater. 14, 23–36 (2015).
2.	 Barthelat, F., Yin, Z. & Buehler, M. J. Structure and mechanics of interfaces in biological materials. Nat. Rev. Mater. 1, 16007,  

doi: 10.1038/natrevmats.2016.7 (2016).
3.	 Checa, A. G., Macías-Sánchez, E. & Ramírez-Rico, J. Biological strategy for the fabrication of highly ordered aragonite helices: the 

microstructure of the cavolinioidean gastropods. Sci. Rep. 6, 25989, doi: 10.1038/srep25989 (2016).
4.	 Ritchie, R. O. The conflicts between strength and toughness. Nat. Mater. 10, 817–822 (2011).
5.	 Meyers, M. A., McKittrick, J. & Chen, P. Y. Structural biological materials: critical mechanics-materials connections. Science 339, 

773–779 (2013).
6.	 Naleway, S. E., Porter, M. M., McKittrick, J. & Meyers, M. A. Structural design elements in biological materials: application to 

bioinspiration. Adv. Mater. 27, 5455–5476 (2015).
7.	 Ji, H. M., Jiang, Y., Yang, W., Zhang, G. P. & Li, X. W. Biological self-arrangement of fiber-like aragonite and its effect on mechanical 

behavior of Veined rapa whelk shell. J. Am. Ceram. Soc. 98, 3319–3325 (2015).
8.	 Ji, H. M. & Li, X. W. Microstructural characteristic and its relation to mechanical properties of Clinocardium californiense shell. J. 

Am. Ceram. Soc. 97, 3991–398 (2014).
9.	 Jiao, D., Liu, Z. Q., Zhang, Z. J. & Zhang, Z. F. Intrinsic hierarchical structural imperfections in a natural ceramic of bivalve shell with 

distinctly graded properties. Sci. Rep. 5, 12418, doi: 10.1038/srep12418 (2015).
10.	 Huang, Z. et al. Uncovering high-strain rate protection mechanism in nacre. Sci. Rep. 1, 148, doi: 10.1038/srep00148 (2011).
11.	 Naglieri, V., Gludovatz, B., Tomsia, A. P. & Ritchie, R. O. Developing strength and toughness in bio-inspired silicon carbide hybrid 

materials containing a compliant phase. Acta Mater. 98, 141–151 (2015).
12.	 Munch, E. et al. Tough, bio-inspired hybrid materials. Science 322, 1516–1520 (2008).
13.	 Valashani, S. M. M. & Barthelat, F. A laser-engraved glass duplicating the structure, mechanics and performance of natural nacre. 

Bioinspir. Biomim. 10, 026005 (2015).
14.	 Mirkhalaf, M., Dastjerdi, A. K. & Barthelat, F. Overcoming the brittleness of glass through bio-inspiration and micro-architecture. 

Nat. Commun. 5, 3166, doi: 10.1038/ncomms4166 (2014).
15.	 Shao, C. & Keten, S. Stiffness enhancement in nacre-inspired nanocomposites due to nanoconfinement. Sci. Rep. 5, 16452,  

doi: 10.1038/srep16452 (2015).
16.	 Djumas, L., Molotnikov, A., Simon, G. P. & Estrin, Y. Enhanced Mechanical Performance of Bio-Inspired Hybrid Structures Utilising 

Topological Interlocking Geometry. Sci. Rep. 6, 26706, doi: 10.1038/srep26706 (2016).
17.	 Espinosa, H. D. et al. Tablet-level origin of toughening in abalone shells and translation to synthetic composite materials. Nat. 

commun. 2, 173, doi: 10.1038/ncomms1172 (2011).
18.	 Huang, Z. & Li, X. Origin of flaw-tolerance in nacre. Sci. Rep. 3, 1693, doi: 10.1038/srep01693 (2013).
19.	 DiPette, S., Ural, A. & Santhanam, S. Analysis of toughening mechanisms in the Strombus gigas shell. J. Mech. Behav. Biomed. Mater. 

48, 200–209 (2015).
20.	 Almagro, I. et al. New crystallographic relationships in biogenic aragonite: the crossed-lamellar microstructures of mollusks. Cryst. 

Growth Des. 16, 2083–2093 (2016).
21.	 Kamat, S., Su, X., Ballarini, R. & Heuer, A. H. Structural basis for the fracture toughness of the shell of the conch Strombus gigas. 

Nature 405, 1036–1040 (2000).
22.	 Menig, R., Meyers, M. H., Meyers, M. A. & Vecchio, K. S. Quasi-static and dynamic mechanical response of Strombus gigas (conch) 

shells. Mater. Sci. Eng. A 297, 203–211 (2001).
23.	 Kamat, S., Kessler, H., Ballarini, R., Nassirou, M. & Heuer, A. H. Fracture mechanisms of the Strombus gigas conch shell: II-

micromechanics analyses of multiple cracking and large-scale crack bridging. Acta Mater. 52, 2395–2406 (2004).
24.	 Lin, A. Y. M., Meyers, M. A. & Vecchio, K. S. Mechanical properties and structure of Strombus gigas, Tridacna gigas, and Haliotis 

rufescens sea shells: a comparative study. Mate. Sci. Eng. C 26, 1380–1389 (2006).
25.	 Hou, D. F., Zhou, G. S. & Zheng, M. Conch shell structure and its effect on mechanical behaviors. Biomaterials 25, 751–756 (2004).
26.	 Shin, Y. A. et al. Nanotwin-governed toughening mechanism in hierarchically structured biological materials. Nat. Commun. 7, 

10772, doi: 10.1038/ncomms10772 (2016).
27.	 Romana, L. et al. Use of nanoindentation technique for a better understanding of the fracture toughness of Strombus gigas conch 

shell. Mater. Charact. 76, 55–68 (2013).
28.	 Kuhn-Spearing, L. T. et al. Fracture mechanisms of the Strombus gigas conch shell: implications for the design of brittle laminates. J. 

Mater. Sci. 31, 6583–6594 (1996).
29.	 Ji, H. M., Zhang, W. Q., Wang, X. & Li, X. W. Three-point bending fracture behavior of single oriented crossed-lamellar structure in 

Scapharca broughtonli shell. Materials 8, 6154–6162 (2015).
30.	 Yang, W., Zhang, G. P., Zhu, X. F., Li, X. W. & Meyers, M. A. Structure and mechanical properties of Saxidomus purpuratus biological 

shells. J. Mech. Behav. Biomed. Mater. 4, 1514–1530 (2011).
31.	 Chen, I. H., Yang, W. & Meyers, M. A. Alligator osteoderms: Mechanical behavior and hierarchical structure. Mater. Sci. Eng. C 35, 

441–448 (2014).
32.	 Chen, I. H., Yang, W. & Meyers, M. A. Leatherback sea turtle shell: A tough and flexible biological design. Acta Biomater. 28, 2–12 

(2015).
33.	 Barthelat, F. Designing nacre-like materials for simultaneous stiffness, strength and toughness: Optimum materials, composition, 

microstructure and size. J. Mech. Phys. Solid. 73, 22–37 (2014).
34.	 Katti, K. S., Katti, D. R., Pradhan, S. M. & Bhosle, A. Platelet interlocks are the key to toughness and strength in nacre. J. Mater. Res. 

20, 1097–1100 (2005).
35.	 Katti, K. S. & Katti, D. R. Why is nacre so tough and strong? Mater. Sci. Eng. C 26, 1317–1324 (2006).
36.	 De Luca, F. et al. Nacre nanomimetics: strong, stiff and plastic. ACS Appl. Mater. Inter. 7, 26783–26791 (2015).
37.	 Kamat, S. Toughening mechanisms in laminated composite: a biomimetic study in mollusk shells. PhD thesis, Department of 

Materials Science and Engineering, Case Western Reserve University, August, 2000.
38.	 Anderson, T. L. Fracture mechanics, third (ed. Taylor & Francis Group) 44–45 ((Boca Raton, London, New York, Singapore, 2005.
39.	 Li, H., Xu, Z. H. & Li, X. D. Multiscale hierarchical assembly strategy and mechanical prowess in conch shells (Busycon carica). J. 

Struct. Bio. 184, 409–416 (2013).
40.	 Li, H. Z., Yue, Y. H., Han, X. D. & Li, X. D. Plastic deformation enabled energy dissipation in a bionanowire structured armor. Nano. 

Lett. 14, 2578–2583 (2014).
41.	 He, M. Y. & Hutchinson, J. W. Crack deflection at an interface between dissimilar elastic materials. Int. J. Solids Struct. 25, 1053–1067 

(1989).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

1 0Scientific Reports | 7:40043 | DOI: 10.1038/srep40043

42.	 Ahn, B. K., Curtin, W. A., Parthasarathy, T. A. & Dutton, R. E. Criteria for crack deflection/penetration criteria for fiber-reinforced 
ceramic matrix composites. Compos. Sci. Tech. 58, 1775–1784 (1998).

43.	 Evans, A. G., He, M. Y. & Hutchinson, J. W. Interface debonding and fiber cracking in brittle matrix composites. J. Am. Ceram. Soc. 
72, 2300–2303 (1989).

44.	 Weibull, W. A Statistical Theory of the Strength of Materials. Ingenioersvetenskapsakad. Handl. 151, 1–45 (1939).
45.	 Quinn, G. D. & Quinn, J. B. A practical and systematic review of Weibull statistics for reporting strengths of dental materials. Dent. 

Mater. 26, 135–147 (2010).

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada (NSERC) 
for providing financial support. X.W. Li would like to give thanks to National Natural Science Foundation of 
China for the financial support (Grant No. 51231002, 51271054, and 51571058). This work was also supported 
by the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities of China under Grant No. N150506002. D.L. 
Chen is grateful for the financial support by the Premier’s Research Excellence Award (PREA), NSERC-Discovery 
Accelerator Supplement (DAS) Award, Canada Foundation for Innovation (CFI), and Ryerson Research Chair 
(RRC) program. The authors would also like to thank Messrs. Q. Li, C. Ma, A. Machin, J. Amankrah and  
R. Churaman for easy access to the laboratory facilities of Ryerson University and their assistance in the 
experiments.

Author Contributions
H.M.J. designed and performed experiments, and wrote the manuscript. H.M.J. and D.L.C. discussed and 
analyzed the data. D.L.C. and X.W.L. revised the paper and approved it.

Additional Information
Competing financial interests: The authors declare no competing financial interests.
How to cite this article: Ji, H. et al. Cymbiola nobilis shell: Toughening mechanisms in a crossed-lamellar 
structure. Sci. Rep. 7, 40043; doi: 10.1038/srep40043 (2017).
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. The images 
or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, 

unless indicated otherwise in the credit line; if the material is not included under the Creative Commons license, 
users will need to obtain permission from the license holder to reproduce the material. To view a copy of this 
license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
 
© The Author(s) 2017

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Cymbiola nobilis shell: Toughening mechanisms in a crossed-lamellar structure

	Results

	Microstructure of C. nobilis shell. 
	Compressive behavior. 
	Crack bridging. 
	Fracture surface characteristics. 

	Discussion

	Materials and Methods

	Acknowledgements
	Author Contributions
	﻿Figure 1﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Overall view (a) and multi-scale hierarchical structures of C.
	﻿Figure 2﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Weibull plot of compressive strength of C.
	﻿Figure 3﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ Stepwise compression stress-strain curves and the corresponding surface changes on the MOS after each loading cycle in the C.
	﻿Figure 4﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) Uncracked-ligament bridging and (b) aragonite fiber bridging in the crossed-lamellar structure.
	﻿Figure 5﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) Schematic drawing representing a failed sample after compressive loading and different observational directions, (b) channel cracking and barb-like interlocking observed on OSA, (c) schematic drawing of a barb-like interlock and its i
	﻿Figure 6﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) Morphology of the interface between the inner and middle layers, and (b) step-like propagating path in the middle layer.
	﻿Figure 7﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) A characteristic “convex” fracture surface morphology, (b) the corresponding 3D morphology, and (c) a representative height profile across the “convex” tougher lamella.
	﻿Figure 8﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) Schematic diagram for channel cracking in the inner layer, and (b) the distribution of stress field at the interface between two 1st-order adjacent lamellae ahead of the crack tip.
	﻿Figure 9﻿﻿.﻿﻿ ﻿ (a) f(θ) as a function of θ with varying angles of α, and (b) the change of θmax with angle α.



 
    
       
          application/pdf
          
             
                Cymbiola nobilis shell: Toughening mechanisms in a crossed-lamellar structure
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep40043
            
         
          
             
                Hongmei Ji
                Xiaowu Li
                Daolun Chen
            
         
          doi:10.1038/srep40043
          
             
                Nature Publishing Group
            
         
          
             
                © 2016 Nature Publishing Group
            
         
      
       
          
      
       
          © 2016 The Author(s)
          10.1038/srep40043
          2045-2322
          
          Nature Publishing Group
          
             
                permissions@nature.com
            
         
          
             
                http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/srep40043
            
         
      
       
          
          
          
             
                doi:10.1038/srep40043
            
         
          
             
                srep ,  (2016). doi:10.1038/srep40043
            
         
          
          
      
       
       
          True
      
   




