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New mawsoniid coelacanth
(Sarcopterygii: Actinistia)

remains from the Cretaceous of the Kem Kem beds,
Southern Morocco

Lionel CAVIN & Peter L. FOREY

Abstract

We describe newly discovered remains of mawsoniid coelacanths from the ?Cenomanian Kem Kem beds of
southern Morocco, housed in The Natural History Museum (BMNH) in London and in the Musée des Dinosaures
(MDE) in Espéraza, France. MDE F36 is an otico-occipital portion of the braincase of a moderate sized actinistian
fish. It comprises the dermal bones of the posterior skull roof dorsally and the endocranial neurocranium ventrally.
BMNH P.64127 is part of an ethmo-sphenoid. They are clearly from different-sized individuals. MDE F36 is
referred to Mawsoniidae indeterminate and BMNH P.64127 to cf. Mawsonia lavocati with caution, because of
difficulties, or even impossibility, to compare non-homologous skull remains from different species. MDE F36
shows that a species distinct from Mawsonia gigas, M. ubangiana, M. tegamensis and probably M. libyca was present
in North-western Africa during the Cenomanian. MDE F36 shares with Axelrodichthys araripensis extrascapulars
incorporated to the postparietal shield where a median element persists.

Introduction

During the Early and early Late Cretaceous, South-American and African continental blocks were gathered
into a large unit named Western Gondwana. A permanent seaway was established between the two blocks
in late Aptian, but both continents show strong biogeographic relationships until the early Late Cretaceous.
Mawsoniid coelacanths have been found in Cretaceous deposits from both sides of the proto-South
Atlantic. In South America, WOODWARD (1907) described Mawsonia gigas from the Hauterivian Marfim
Formation of Bahia, Brazil. CAMPOS & WENZ (1982) recorded Mawsonia sp. and a ‘forme B’ in the Albian
of the Santana Formation, Brazil, and CARVALHO (1982) recorded M. gigas from the Hauterivian of Bahia,
Brazil (dating taken from MAISEY 2000). MAISEY (1986, 1991a,b) described M. cf. gigas and a new form,
Axelrodichthys araripensis from the Santana Formation (the ‘forme B’ of CAMPOS & WENZ (1982) is
possibly referable to A. araripensis according to FOREY 1998). YABUMOTO (2002) described a new species
of Mawsonia from the Santana Formation, M. brasiliensis. He referred the material of M. cf. gigas described
by Maisey to this new species. In Africa, several species of Mawsonia have been described from Cretaceous
deposits: M. libyca WEILER, 1935 from the Cenomanian of Baharija, Egypt; M. ubangiana CASIER, 1961
from the Neocomian of the Republic of Congo; M. lavocati TABASTE, 1963 from the “Continental Interca-
laire” or Kem Kem beds in Morocco (WENZ 1980, 1981) and M. tegamensis WENZ, 1975 from the Aptian
of Niger. M. libyca and M. ubangiana are possibly synonyms of M. gigas (FOREY 1998). We should also
mention the probable mawsoniid, Lualabaea, found in the Late Jurassic of Zaire (SAINT-SEINE 1955).

In the South-eastern part of Morocco, around the Tafilalt basin and in the Kem Kem area, the non-
marine Kem Kem beds are exposed over 250 km north and south of the town of Erfoud (LAVOCAT 1954).
The formation lies uncomfortably on Palaeozoic strata and is overlain by a marine Cenomanian-Turonian
carbonate platform. The Kem Kem beds are now regarded generally as Cenomanian in age based on an
elasmobranch assemblage (SERENO et al. 1996), and based on comparisons with other Cretaceous North
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