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Newfound Ancient 'Sea Monster' Is Largest Yet from 
Antarctica 

By  Laura Geggel, Senior Writer  |   November 9, 2016 12:29pm ET  

Live Science |  

 

About 66 million years ago, an ancient sea monster the height 
of a five-story office building once gnashed its sharp teeth as 
it swam around the dark waters of Antarctica, a new study 
finds. 

The newfound beast, known as a mosasaur — a Cretaceous-
age aquatic reptile that sped through the ancient seas using 
its paddle-like limbs and long tail — is only the second 
fossilized mosasaur skull ever found in Antarctica. 

The mosasaur specimen is different enough from other 
known species that it qualifies for its own genus and species. 
Researchers named it Kaikaifilu hervei after "Kai-Kai filú," an 
almighty giant reptile that owns the sea in legends from the 
Mapuche culture from southern Chile and Argentina. The 
species name honors Francisco Hervé, a world-renowned 
Chilean geologist and Antarctic explorer, the researchers said. 
[Image Gallery: Ancient Monsters of the Sea] 

Scientists with the Chilean Paleontological Expedition 
discovered the mosasaur skull on Seymour Island in January 
2011. The team had run into bad weather, and only during 
the last few days in the field, while they were mucking 
around in knee-deep mud, did they discover the enormous 
fossil, the researchers said. 

Based on the skull's anatomy and size (4 feet, or 1.2 meters, 
long), the reptile's entire body stretched about 33 feet (10 
m), making it the largest marine predator in the region, the 
researchers said. 

 

Researchers found the mosasaur Kaikaifilu hervei in 
Cretaceous-age rocks on Seymour Island in Antarctica (upper 
left). Kaikaifilu was quite large. See the human for scale 
(upper right). Paleontologists struggled through Antarctica's 
extreme climate when they excavated the specimen (lower 
right). The muddy site where experts found Kaikaifilu (bottom 
left). Credit: Otero, R.A. et al, Cretaceous Research. 2016.  

North versus South 

It's not uncommon to find mosasaur remains in North 
America, especially in the seaway that once divided the East 
from the West in North America. But with the exception of 
New Zealand, it's relatively rare to find the giant creatures in 
the Southern Hemisphere, said Rodrigo Otero, a 
paleontologist at the University of Chile and the lead 
researcher on the study. 

Still, K. hervei was a close relative of — and similar in size to 
— the North American mosasaur known as Tylosaurus, which 
lived about 20 million years earlier. K. hervei was also a close 
relative of another Antarctic mosasaur (Taniwhasaurus 
antarcticus), which was smaller, with a skull about 2.3 feet 
(0.7 m) in length, and lived about 5 million years before K. 
hervei did, the researchers said. 

What's more, other researchers have found an array of other 
isolated mosasaur teeth in the rocks of Antarctica. Mosasaurs 
have multiple types of teeth (a condition called heterodonty), 
meaning that differently shaped teeth might belong to the 
same mosasaur species. Thus, researchers will need to be 
careful not to overestimate the number of species as they 
review the discovered teeth, the researchers said. 

  

A Letter from the Editor: 
 

Dear Students, 

 Just two weeks to go until Thanksgiving break! In 

that time, we will be wrapping up Lab 3 and beginning to 

look at our Chapter 1 Challenge. Lab 3 report is due the 

Tuesday after the break. 

 After tomorrow I will be out of school until after 

the break. If you have any questions regarding your grade 

or Lab report now is the time to ask.  There will be no Earth 

Science study hall this week. 

    

    Sincerely, 

    Mr. Tarbert 

Student of 

the week! 
Hailey Ferguson 

Hailey has earned this esteemed award by pushing 

the bounds of her scientific knowledge through 

inquiry. “The greatest gift is no being afraid to 

question” – Ruby Dee 
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Warm Antarctic 

Although Antarctica is now a frigid continent, it was warmer 
during the dinosaur age, the researchers said. A slew of 
animals swam in the region's waters, giving K. hervei a 
smorgasbord of contemporaries to dine on, they said. 

For instance, the plesiosaurs— mostly long-necked marine 
reptiles that ate plankton via filter feeding — likely would 
have been prime targets for K. hervei, the researchers said. 

"Prior to this research, the known mosasaur remains from 
Antarctica provided no evidence for the presence of very 
large predators like Kaikaifilu, in an environment where 
plesiosaurs were especially abundant," Otero said in a 
statement. "The new find complements one expected 
ecological element of the Antarctic ecosystem during the 
latest Cretaceous." 

 

http://www.livescience.com/21677-antarctica-facts.html
http://www.livescience.com/53085-patagonia-plesiosaur.html
http://www.alphagalileo.org/ViewItem.aspx?ItemId=169721&CultureCode=en
http://www.alphagalileo.org/ViewItem.aspx?ItemId=169721&CultureCode=en

