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An overview of the pachycormiform Leedsichthys

Jeff LISTON

Abstract

A historical review of work on the Callovian actinopterygian fish Leedsichthys is given, and unresolved issues
regarding its type material, taxonomic position and palaeobiology are highlighted. Collections and archival
research reveal two previously unrecognised exceptionally complete specimens, which should be critical to the
future understanding of this animal.

Introduction

One hundred and fifteen years after some of its bones were first described, the extinct Callovian actino-
pterygian fish Leedsichthys remains extremely poorly understood. Understanding has been hindered by the
material collected only being very incomplete (HUDSON & MARTILL 1994), crushed and badly fragment-
ed, and there being no site map record of specimens to indicate the relative dispositions of bones within
a site prior to collection. This has led to very few anatomical determinations being made to the bones found,
with most of those identifications later retracted.

As essential first steps towards improving understanding of this animal, a comprehensive historical
review of all published work on this taxon was undertaken, in conjunction with a survey of all known
specimens of Leedsichthys held in British collections. The aim of the literature review was to reduce the
number of contradictions and inaccuracies persisting in the literature regarding this fish, and the primary
purpose of the collection survey was to assess the most complete specimens for future work. In addition,
it was hoped that the collection work would identify more limited specimens that represented components
not preserved in the more complete individuals, as well as identify and exclude other specimens that might
have been passively included within the genus, simply because it seemed to represent “the large fish from
the Oxford Clay”, rather than because it contained remains comparable to the type material. This would
enable a more refined and rigorous diagnosis of Leedsichthys to be produced in the future.

This paper will present a historical review of all published work on the taxon, and present initial results
from collections and archival research on historically collected specimens, with the intention of resolving
some of the conflicts and inaccuracies in the literature, and to highlight important specimens for future
work on this animal.

Historical overview

From 1867 to 1917, gentleman farmer Alfred Nicholson Leeds indulged his passion for collecting vertebrate
fossils from the Oxford Clay that cropped out near his home at Eyebury, near Peterborough, in Cambridge-
shire (then Northamptonshire), England (LEEDS 1956). His skill as a fossil collector and preparator, his
interest in anatomy, and the occasional help of his elder brother Charles in the early years, enabled him to
reassemble a large number of these skeletons, mainly of marine reptiles from the Callovian Oxford Clay
sea. By September 1885 the British Museum (Natural History) – now The Natural History Museum
(London) – had become aware of his collection, and an arrangement was made for it (known afterwards
as “the First Collection”) to be purchased in its entirety. Amongst that first collection was a series of bones
which Arthur Smith Woodward christened Leedsichthys problematicus (WOODWARD 1889b).
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