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A new stem tetrapod from the Early Carboniferous
of Northern Ireland

Jennifer A. CLACK & Per E. AHLBERG

Abstract

We report on the first Carboniferous tetrapod specimen discovered in Northern Ireland, and one of the most
primitive tetrapods known from the UK. The specimen consists of a partial left jaw ramus showing sufficient
features to diagnose it as a new taxon. The specimen was discovered in 1843 by Portlock, described as Holoptychius
and housed with the British Geological Survey. Recent work on tetrapodomorph lower jaws has shown that this
specimen belongs to an undoubted tetrapod that bears resemblances to deep-skulled forms such as the whatch-
eeriids and Crassigyrinus. The precise locality is uncertain, but it probably derives from a site near Maghera,
County Londonderry. Palynological evidence is equivocal, ranging from late Tournaisian through early Westphal-
ian. The Altagoan Formation, from which most of Portlock’s material seems to have been collected, is usually
regarded as late Tournaisian or early Viséan (Courceyan or Chadian). The specimen is almost certainly older than
those from Jarrow in Eire (Westphalian A), and is certainly more primitive than any tetrapod described from there.
The specimen extends the geographical range of known Early Carboniferous tetrapods, which have now been
found much further west in the British Isles than previously reported, and suggests the possibility of further
discoveries in this region.

The jaw displays a distinctive character combination, including coronoids with an organised tooth row, lack
of postsplenial-prearticular contact, an open mandibular lateral line sulcus, and a stepped rather than straight
dentary-angular suture. A preliminary analysis of lower jaw characters places the new taxon in the neighbourhood
of “Tulerpeton” (late Famennian jaw material from Andreyevka, Russia) and Whatcheeria, above all other Devonian
tetrapods, and below Crassigyrinus, Greererpeton, Megalocephalus and an anthracosaur-temnospondyl clade. It may
belong to an early and wide-ranging post-Devonian tetrapod radiation.

Introduction

In 1843, Portlock described a series of fossils from the area around Londonderry in Northern Ireland, in his
Geological Survey report on Londonderry, Tyrone and Fermanagh. Among these was a portion of a lower
jaw that he figured as a specimen of Holoptychius (PORTLOCK 1843: pl. xiii, fig. 13a,b). In recent years, work
on lower jaws by the authors (AHLBERG & CLACK 1998) has shown consistent characters by which
tetrapod jaws can be distinguished from those of closely related lobe-finned fishes, and that these charac-
ters evolved in an ordered sequence. As a result of these studies, it is clear that Portlock’s ‘Holoptychius’
jaw is that of a primitive tetrapod. A cladistic analysis indicates that this specimen fits into the upper part
of the tetrapod stem group, above Acanthostega and Ichthyostega but below Crassigyrinus, colosteids and
baphetids; it shows particular similarities to the jaws of the whatcheeriids Whatcheeria (LOMBARD & BOLT
1995) and Pederpes (CLACK 2002a), and to the isolated jaw elements associated with Tulerpeton (LEBEDEV
& CLACK 1993). This makes the jaw not only the most westerly but also one of the most primitive known
from the British Isles. It seems to belong to a grade of organisation that is distinctively Early Carboniferous
in character with some features in common with Devonian forms and some with later Carboniferous forms.
Like Pederpes, the recently described Tournaisian whatcheeriid from Dumbarton in Scotland (CLACK
2002a) this jaw ramus extends the known geographical range of Carboniferous tetrapods and suggests the
existence of a new locality from which significant material might be recovered.



Dieser Beitrag kann als 
PDF-Datei erworben werden.

Verfügbarkeit von PDF-Dateien
Prinzipiell sind von allen unseren Publikationen PDF-
Dateien erhältlich. Komplette Publikationen in der Regel 
erst nachdem die gedruckte Version vergriffen ist. An-
fragen bezüglich bestimmter Beiträge richten Sie bitte 
per E-Mail an pdf@pfeil-verlag.de.

Die PDF-Dateien sind urheberrechtlich geschützt.
Ein Ausdruck der PDF-Dateien ist nur für den persönli-
chen Gebrauch erlaubt.
Die Vervielfältigung von Ausdrucken, erneutes Digitali-
sieren sowie die Weitergabe von Texten und Abbildungen 
sind nicht gestattet.
Das persönliche Zertifi kat und das Passwort dürfen nicht 
an Dritte weitergegeben werden.

Preise
Bücher: Die Preise sind dem Katalog zu entnehmen.
Zeitschriftenbeiträge und einzelne Kapitel aus Sammel-
bänden bzw. Büchern:
10 EURO Grundbetrag pro Bestellung (einschließlich 
der ersten 10 Seiten),
und
0,50 EURO pro Seite ab der 11. Seite.
Den Umfang der Beiträge entnehmen Sie bitte den In-
haltsverzeichnissen.

Bestellungen
Bestellungen sind mit dem PDF-Bestellformular oder 
formlos per E-Mail (pdf@pfeil-verlag.de) an uns zu 
richten. Die Bezahlung ist ausschließlich per Kreditkar-
te möglich. Bei Verwendung unseres Bestellformulars 
werden die Kreditkartendaten über eine gesicherte 
Verbindung (ssl) übermittelt. Sie können die Daten aber 
auch formlos per E-Mail, Fax, Post oder telefonisch 
übermitteln.

Abwicklung
So bald wie möglich, aber abhängig von unseren Büro-
zeiten und der gewünschten Bestellung, schicken wir 
Ihnen die PDF-Datei(en) zusammen mit Ihrem persön-
lichen Zertifi kat und dem zugehörigem Passwort per 
E-Mail. Größere Dateien bieten wir Ihnen gegebenenfalls 
zum Herunterladen an.
Der fällige Betrag wird von Ihrer Kreditkarte abgebucht 
und Sie erhalten die Rechnung ebenfalls per E-Mail.
Um die verschlüsselten PDF-Dateien öffnen zu können, 
muss bei der ersten Bestellung das passwortgeschütz-
te persönliches Zertifi kat installiert werden, welches 
anschließend auf dem Rechner verbleibt. Alle mit diesem 
Zertifi kat verschlüsselten Dateien können anschließend 
auf diesem Rechner geöffnet werden.

The whole contribution can be 
purchased as PDF fi le.

Availability

Generally all our publications are available as PDF fi les; 
full publications as a general rule after the printed version 
is out of print. If you have questions concerning particu-
lar contributions please contact us by e-mail: 
 pdf@pfeil-verlag.de.

The PDF fi les are protected by copyright.

The PDF fi le may be printed for personal use.
The reproduction and dissemination of the content or 
part of it is permitted.
It is not allowed to transfer the digital personal certifi cate 
or the password to other persons.

Prices

Books: Prices are to be found in the catalog.

Articles in journals and single contributions or chapters 
in books:

10 EURO basic price per order (including the fi rst 10 
pages),
and
0.50 EURO per page, beginning with the 11th page.

Page numbers are found in the contents of the publica-
tions.

Orders

Use our order form for PDF fi les or send your order in-
formal per e-mail (pdf@pfeil-verlag.de). The only ac-
cepted payment is by credit card. While using the order 
form for PDF fi les, your data will be transmitted by secure 
link (ssl). You also may send the informations informally 
by e-mail, fax, phone or mail.

Handling

As soon as possible, depending on our business hours 
and your order, you will receive your PDF fi le together 
with the certifi cate and password by e-mail.
Larger PDF fi les can be downloaded from our webspace, 
if necessary.
Your invoice will be sent out by e-mail after we charged 
your credit card.

To open the encrypted PDF fi les you have to install your 
personal certifi cate after your fi rst order. All PDF fi les 
with the same certifi cate can be opened from that time 
on.


