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Cretaceous acanthomorphs
of North America

J. D. STEWART

Abstract

Prior to 1992, the oldest published acanthomorph teleost from North America was of middle Turonian age. North
American acanthomorphs extend back to the late Albian or early Cenomanian stage in Utah (Mowry Shale; zone
of †Neogastroplites americanus) and Alberta (Shaftesbury Formation, zone of †Neogastroplites maclearni: LECKIE et
al. 1992). The same sphenocephalid genus occurs at both these localities. A single polymixiid genus occurs in late
Santonian sediments of Kansas. Holocentrids are known from Turonian, Coniacian, and Santonian horizons in
Kansas; the Coniacian of Colorado, and Maastrichtian rocks of New Jersey. Hoplopteryx, a trachichthyoid, occurs
in Campanian rocks in Texas. Unassigned fin spines, probably from acanthomorphs, have been found in late
Turonian and Campanian strata in Kansas, and in Campanian sediments of Alabama.

The relatively high energy regime of many Cretaceous formations in North America make them unsuitable
for preserving relatively small remains of acanthomorph fishes. Nonetheless, at least five North American forma-
tions (Gober Chalk, Niobrara Chalk, Carlile Shale, Mowry Shale, and Hornerstown) have produced partially to
fully articulated skeletons of acanthomorphs.

Only four acanthomorph families have been demonstrated in Cretaceous rocks in North America based on
osteological remains. This is considerably less than in some other areas of the world. Grain size, bioturbation,
evaporites, and high energy regimes have rendered many North American Cretaceous rocks as poor candidates
for preserving articulated remains of these relatively small fishes.

Introduction

This paper is a survey of the osteological (non-otolith) record of acanthomorph (polymixiid plus paracan-
thopterygian plus acanthopterygian) fishes in North America. Acanthomorpha as used in this paper com-
prises the Paracanthopterygii plus Acanthopterygii plus Polymixiidae (STIASSNY 1986). Many of the
occurrences recorded herein have no prior published record, and there will doubtless be many more oc-
currences that have yet to come to light. The detailed study of North American Cretaceous acanthomorphs
is a relatively recent phenomenon. Only two species descriptions of North American Cretaceous acantho-
morphs predate 1950. These are †Beryx insculptus (COPE 1869) and †Kansius sternbergi HUSSAKOF 1929.
The first 75 years of investigation of the Cretaceous formations of the North American Western Interior
produced no descriptions of acanthomorphs, even though they were already well known in Cretaceous
rocks of Europe and Lebanon. COCKERELL (1919: 187) studied the scales in North American Cretaceous
rocks and remarked that, “We are thus still left without berycoids in the Cretaceous mediterranean sea of
America”.

Acronyms

DINO Dinosaur National Monument, Vernal, Utah
FHSM Sternberg Memorial Museum, Fort Hays State University, Hays, Kansas
KUVP Natural History Museum, University of Kansas, Lawrence, Kansas
LACM Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County, Los Angeles, California
NJSM New Jersey State Museum, Trenton, New Jersey
UFH Utah Field House of Natural History State Park, Vernal, Utah
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