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The storied record of fossil mammals in South America has been dominated by findings in 
terrigenous sedimentary deposits in the high latitudes of Argentina. Those strata, generally 
deposited far east of the ancient and modern Andean arc, have yielded abundant fossils since the 
mid 19th century. By contrast, few of the kinds of deposits that typically produce mammals in 
Argentina, or elsewhere in the world, occur to the west within the arc itself. Accordingly, the 
paleontological potential of Chile was largely overlooked until the late 1980s. Reconnaissance in 
the Andean Main Range near Termas del Flaco first revealed that the Abanico Formation (and 
correlative units), thick volcanic and volcaniclastic sequences spanning several degrees of 
latitude, contain locally abundant, often superbly preserved, mammalian remains. Preservation of 
delicate fossils within these proximal arc deposits, remarkable in itself, also provided startling 
geochronologic information, and revealed unforeseen tectonic and stratigraphic complexity. 
These deposits, traditionally considered latest Mesozoic to possibly earliest Paleogene in age, 
have produced more than twenty mammal faunas that instead span the late Eocene to middle 
Miocene. Faunistic highlights include Chilecebus, the most complete early platyrrhine primate 
known, and a host of other novel placentals and marsupials. The structural juxtaposition of strata 
bearing older faunas over those with younger ones unveiled previously unsuspected tectonic 
intricacies, insights confirmed by subsequent geochronologic work. Cenozoic mammal-bearing 
strata in the Chilean Andes, now spanning almost 30° of latitude, have already generated 
remarkable tectonic, chronological and biogeographic advances. Even so, the paleontological 
richness of these previously neglected rocks has barely been tapped. 


