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Half a billion years ago, sea creatures fled from a terrifying new creature: a gigantic primordial shrimp with pin-sharp vision. It is one of the oldest known animals with compound eyes, the hallmark of modern insects and crustaceans.

Anomalocaris – the name means "strange shrimp" – is the earliest known example of a top predator. At 90 to 200 centimetres long, it was the largest animal in the Cambrian seas. It had formidable grasping claws, which allowed it to grab its prey and pull it into its mouth. Lacking legs, it must have swum in open water.

That raises a question: how did it find its prey? It had eyes, but all fossils discovered until now have been in poor condition, so we didn't know how well it could see. Now John Paterson of the University of New England in Armidale, New South Wales, Australia, and colleagues have found a pair of exceptionally well-preserved eyes, 515 million years old, on Kangaroo Island off Australia's south coast.

"Anomalocaris had remarkable vision, rivalling or exceeding that of most living insects and crustaceans," Paterson says.

Michael Marshall, New Scientist, 07 December 2011 
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