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Osteoglossids
(Teleostei: Osteoglossomorpha)

of the Mesozoic.
Comments on their interrelationships

Niels BONDE

Abstract

Osteoglossids comprise a family of primitive teleosts with a few living genera and species distributed in fresh-
water of the southern hemisphere (and SE-Asia) – apparently a typical Gondwanaland distribution. The family
is most closely related to pantodontids (by some included in the family), Mormyriformes and Notopteriformes,
all groups with a poor or no fossil record.

Several Early Cretaceous genera are said to be osteoglossids, some supposed to represent the extinct (mainly
Early Tertiary) subfamily Phareodontinae, which would therefore indicate a very early split between the two
living subgroups of the family; others are supposed to be related to the evolutionary lineage of just one Recent
genus, thus indicating very early split between living sister genera of Heterotinae. These ideas of interrelation-
ships are critically evaluated as a basis for understanding the radiation of the osteoglossids in Early Tertiary –
with many members even in the seas of present day northwestern Europe.

Introduction

The present review of Cretaceous osteoglossids is part of my study of late Paleocene osteoglossomorphs
of the marine mo-clay, Fur Formation (PEDERSEN & SURLYK 1983) in North Jutland, Denmark. The fish
fauna of the mo-clay apparently is, despite being marine, the richest fauna known in terms of diversity of
osteoglossomorphs (BONDE 1987). There are at least four, perhaps five species represented and probably
living together in this fauna (BONDE manuscript in progress) at about 57 m.y. (AUBRY et al. 1988).

My main point here is not an extensive character analysis of the entire osteoglossid group, such as it
appears in TAVERNE’s studies (1977, 1978, 1979) or the earlier studies of single character complexes by
GREENWOOD (1963, 1967, 1970, 1973), NELSON (1968, 1973), and KERSHAW (1976). All these studies
were summarized by LAUDER & LIEM (1983) including also the wider study of the systematic position
of osteoglossomorphs among primitive teleosts by PATTERSON & ROSEN (1977). The phylogeny by
LAUDER & LIEM (1983) does not comprise fossil osteoglossomorphs, while TAVERNE (1979) did include
all the fossils in his final diagram. Concerning the Recent osteoglossids (or rather the osteoglossoids of
these authors), the phylogenetic relationships inside the group are identical in NELSON (1973) and KER-
SHAW (1976). My goal is a criticism of the phylogeny with the Cretaceous fossils included, because the
stemtree as implied by the ages and phylogenetic positions of the fossils is improbable – even from a
general viewpoint, independently of these specific fishes. The pattern implies, namely, that all living
genera and even some species-lineages originated already early in the Cretaceous time, that is, their ages
are over 100 million years.
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