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A large galaxiid fossil (Teleostei) from the Miocene of
Central Otago, New Zealand

Robert M. McDowall*, Mike Polet

A fish fossil of Miocene age from the Manuherikia group, from a site near Bannockburn
in Central Otago, New Zealand, is described and identified as a galaxiid, probably
genus Galaxias. The fish was large, estimated at 383 mm, and thus larger than all extant
New Zealand Galaxias except G. argenteus, which is known to reach 580 mm. However,
it appears to have been of quite slender form. There was, therefore, in Miocene times, a
large, slender, perhaps lacustrine Galaxias in Palaco-lake Manuherikia in Central
Otago.
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INTRODUCTION

Fishes of the family Galaxiidae are primitive teleosts of salmoniform relationships with
origins likely dating back to Mesozoic times (Greenwood et al. 1966; McDowall 1969; Fink
& Weitzman 1982). Notwithstanding this long evolutionary history, fossils are few, possibly
owing to the usually small size of Galaxias species (< 200 mm) and the fact that flowing
freshwater habitats are not conducive to preservation of remains. Although galaxiids are
found in Australia, Tasmania, New Caledonia, Lord Howe Island, New Zealand including
the Chatham, Auckland, and Campbell I[slands, Patagonian South America, the Falkland
Islands, and southern South Africa (McDowall 1969), fossils have been reported only from
New Zealand. Oliver (1936) described a fossil from Frasers Gully, Kaikorai Valley, near
Dunedin, that is now considered to be of late Miocene age (Campbell 1985; Coombs et al.
1986); Whitley later (1956) named this specimen Galaxias kaikorai, apparently without
having seen it. He provided no diagnostic characters, so that availability of the name depends
on his designation of a type specimen (Geology Museum of the University of Otago, OU
6330-1). This specimen, another from the same location (National Museum of New Zealand
6162), and two further Galaxias fossils from deposits in the Foulden Hills, near Middlemarch,
Central Otago (OU 7103, 7104), were examined by McDowall (1976). He concluded that the
Kaikorai Valley specimens could not be distinguished from the extant species G. brevipinnis
Giinther, and that the Foulden Hills fossils were more likely to be G. vulgaris Stokell.
Problems now recognised with the taxonomy of G. vulgaris and several previously
unrecognised but related species in central Otago (Allibone et al. 1996; McDowall & Wallis
1996; McDowall 1997), prevent the Foulden Hills fossils from now being identified more
precisely than that they probably belong to a species group best regarded as G. vulgaris
(sensu lato). McDowall (1976) suggested that they were probably of Pliocene age, but more
recent radiometric dating of volcanics in the area (D.S. Coombs, Department of Geology,
University of Otago, pers. comm. to MP) indicates that they are about 20 million years old, or
early Miocene.

*National Institute of Water and Atmospheric Research, P.O. Box 8602, Christchurch, New Zealand
tDepartment of Geology, University of Queensland, Brisbane, Qld 4072, Australia






