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ANCIENT FOSSILS FROM THE HEART OF THE AMAZON PROVIDE EVIDENCE THAT
SOUTH AMERICAN MONKEYS CAME FROM AFRICA
NHM paleontologist’s fossil finds bear little resemblance to any extinct or living
South American primate
January 28, 2015. For millions of years, South America was an island continent. Geographically isolated from
Africa as a result of plate tectonics more than 65 million years ago, this continent witnessed the evolution of
many unfamiliar groups of animals and plants. From time to time, animals more familiar to us today —
monkeys and rodents among others — managed to arrive to this island landmass, their remains appearing
abruptly in the fossil record. Yet, the earliest phases of the evolutionary history of monkeys in South America
have remained cloaked in mystery. Long thought to have managed a long transatlantic journey from Africa,
evidence for this hypothesis was difficult to support without fossil data.
A new discovery from the heart of the Peruvian Amazon now unveils a key chapter of
the evolutionary saga of these animals. In a paper published February 4, 2015 in the
scientific journal Nature, the discovery of three new extinct monkeys from eastern
Peru hints strongly that South American monkeys have an African ancestry.
Co-author Dr. Ken Campbell, curator at the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles
County (NHM), discovered the first of these fossils in 2010, but because it was so
strange to South America, it took an additional two years to realize that it was from a
primitive monkey.

Artist rendering of what
South America's oldest
known monkey might have
looked like. It was about
the size of a squirrel, but
with a longer tail, and
probably weighed less than
250 grams (~0.5 lbs). Artist:
Jorge González

Mounting evidence came as a result of further efforts to identify tiny fossils
associated with the first find. For many years, Campbell has surveyed remote regions
of the Amazon Basin of South America in search for clues to its ancient biological
past. “Fossils are scarce and limited to only a few exposed banks along rivers during
the dry seasons,” said Campbell. “For much of the year high water levels make
paleontological exploration impossible.” In recent years, Campbell has focused his
efforts on eastern Peru, working with a team of Argentinian paleontologists expert in
the fossils of South America. His goal is to decipher the evolutionary origin of one of
the most biologically diverse regions in the world.
The oldest fossil records of New World monkeys (monkeys found in South America
and Central America) date back 26 million years. The new fossils indicate that
monkeys first arrived in South America at least 36 million years ago. The discovery
thus pushes back the colonization of South America by monkeys by approximately 10
million years, and the characteristics of the teeth of these early monkeys provide the
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first evidence that monkeys actually managed to cross the Atlantic Ocean from Africa.
About the Natural History Museum
The Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County is a national leader in research, exhibitions and education.
The Museum was the first dedicated museum building in Los Angeles, opening its doors in 1913. It has
amassed one of the world’s most extensive and valuable collections of natural and cultural history — with
more than 35 million objects, some as old as 4.5 billion years. For more information, visit the Museum’s
website at www.nhm.org or call (213) 763-DINO.
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