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The new Miocene Samos faunas

Koufos, G.D. and Nagel, D. (eds.) 2009. The Late Miocene Mammal Faunas of Samos. 438 pp. Beitrage
zur Paläontologie 31, Vienna. ISSN 1024−4727. Price: 169 Euros.

The fossil finds from the Island of

Samos constitute classic Greek late

Miocene faunas that have yielded note−

worthy biochronological and palaeo−

ecological information. The history of

collecting at Samos spans more than

100 years, starting in the late 19
th

cen−

tury with the excavations of Charles

I. Forsyth−Major and going through

the most recent excavations in the

mid−1990s. This long history resulted in large collections (more than

30,000 fossils, see Solounias 1981) spread in many museums across

the world, but also in the lack of basic stratigraphic and field informa−

tion necessary to better understand the very position of the fossils, thus

hampering evaluation of their scientific potential.

The diversity of fossil mammals from Samos was evident from

the first discoveries. Of particular interest are the incredibly rich

and diverse bovid assemblage (more than 25 species) and the 16

species of carnivores. Such a rich assemblage (>50 mammalian spe−

cies) is relatively rare in the Neogene of Europe. Palaeontologists

from the University of Thessaloniki (Greece) undertook completely

new and thoroughly documented excavation of the historical sites

to put the faunas in their geological, stratigraphic and evolutionary

context, which resulted in the publication of this special volume

dedicated to the fossil finds of Samos.

After an interesting introductory chapter constructed around the

long history of the fossil discoveries in Samos (Chapter 1), 16 pa−

pers are dedicated to systematic descriptions and to the delicate task

of analysing their biochronological and palaeoecological messages.

Chapter 2 places “the old quarries” in a comprehensive geo−

logic/stratigraphic framework inside the Mytilinii Formation, and

proposes correlation to new sites discovered by the team. The flu−

vial conditions prevailing in the Turolian are now well−constrained

and framed within lacustrine episodes in the middle Miocene and

early Pliocene. The fossil sites are now magnetostratigraphically

dated and three new faunal assemblages, which seem to succeed to

one another from 7.6 to 7.1 mya, are documented. The old collec−

tions are also reinterpreted in this new study and span the period

from 8 to 6.7 mya (see also Chapter 16).

A short but informative contribution on the palynology of the

different geological formations (Chapter 3) proposes an environ−

mental reconstruction independently supported by analysis of the

faunas (Chapters 15, 17). Both studies indicate a rather arid “open

bushland with rich grass floor” under a warm temperate climate,

conditions that prevailed in the area in the Turolian (see also

Merceron et al. 2005; Koufos et al. 2006; Strömberg et al. 2008).

Lastly, the taxonomy of the faunas as a whole is described in de−

tail in 11 chapters. All the species described, either new or already

known in Samos, are put in their biochronological context at the Eu−

ropean and eastern−Mediterranean level. Palaeoecological as well

as biogeographical information are given. Although there is no real

attempt to statistically characterise the sampling biases in the latter,

the results seem to correspond to what is known from the other east−

ern Mediterranean Turolian faunas. However, no account of the

small mammal palaeoecology or palaeobiogeography is given in

this contribution, which makes it a little restrictive when one speaks

for “mammals” as a whole.

This collection of papers on the new fossil finds of the well known

Samos faunas is particularly interesting as it gives a comprehensive

idea on the position of the different historical sites of the Mytilinii For−

mation. This basic stratigraphic framework helps us to better under−

stand the biochronological message of the different Samos faunas and

allows a rather complete palaeoecological analysis to be done.

Although the stratigraphy of the old fossil sites is now better un−

derstood in the light of the correlations made available by the field and

literature work done, a simple comparison of the lists of fossils for

each of theses sites would have helped put the old collections in the

framework of the new finds. Identically, a comparison of the previ−

ously published lists of species with those resulting from new field

work would have been interesting. Only less than half of the chapters

(carnivores, equids, giraffids and bovids) fulfil this helpful task.

Generally, this volume is timely and very interesting. A lot of raw

data are made available and the combination of historical, taxonomi−

cal, biochronological and palaeoecological contributions makes it im−

portant to any vertebrate palaeontologist or palaeoecologist working

on Miocene faunas and palaeoenvironments.
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