
 

Tiniest ever fossil ape discovered in Kenya
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Teeth of Simiolus minutus, which currently reside in the National Museum of
Kenya, Nairobi, were found in the Tugen Hills of Kenya. Credit: Stony Brook
University

When Stony Brook University anthropologist James Rossie began sifting
through sediment in the Tugen Hills of Kenya during his first day of the
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dig, he didn't know he'd discover teeth from a previously undiscovered
tiny ape species.

Now, a study authored by Rossie and his former doctoral advisor, the
late Andrew Hill of Yale University, shows that this belongs to a new
species of ape—the smallest ever yet described, weighing just under 3.5
kilograms—from 12.5 million year old sites in the Tugen Hills, giving
important clues about the unexplained decline in diversity of apes during
the Miocene epoch. The paper, titled "A new species of Simiolus from
the middle Miocene of the Tugen Hills, Kenya," is scheduled to
published in the December issue of the Journal of Human Evolution.

The fossil molars were found at three different sites along the Tugen
Hills and Lake Baringo Basin by Rossie and Hill in 2004, just more than
a decade before Hill's death in 2015. Rossie said fossil molars from the
tiny ape, now housed in the National Museum of Kenya, Nairobi, show
evidence of leaf eating, which suggests that it was in direct competition
with the earliest colobine monkeys for food resources. Rossie said the
small ape is also the latest-surviving member yet described of the small
apes that flourished in the early Miocene epoch.

At the beginning of the Miocene epoch, there were only a few species of
monkeys, while apes were represented by a broad radiation of species
ranging from 4 to 50 kilograms; today, however, there are only a handful
of ape species remaining. Precisely what caused the decrease in ape
diversity and rise of monkey diversity is a mystery that paleontologists
have been contemplating for decades, Rossie said, and many suspect that
direct competition between the two groups was to blame.

"One thing this shows us is that some apes were leaning toward folivory
[leaf eating] at just the time when monkeys were evolving their uniquely
effective adaptations for it," said Rossie, . "Under those circumstances,
I'm not surprised that this is the last you see of these small apes. We've
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previously found the earliest colobine monkeys at these sites, and now
we have an ape that looks like it would have been in direct competition
with them for food."

Rossie, an associate professor of anthropology in the College of Arts and
Sciences, said fossil molars from the tiny ape, now housed in the
National Museum of Kenya, Nairobi, show evidence of leaf eating,
which suggests that it was in direct competition with the earliest colobine
monkeys for food resources. Rossie said the small ape is also the latest-
surviving member yet described of the small apes that flourished in the
early Miocene epoch.

The greatest obstacle to solving this puzzle is the relative scarcity of
fossil sites in the middle of the transition, Rossie said – from about 14 to
6 Ma. The new species comes from sites in the Tugen Hills that are
among a small number of African sites in this time range.

  More information: James B. Rossie et al. A new species of Simiolus
from the middle Miocene of the Tugen Hills, Kenya, Journal of Human
Evolution (2018). DOI: 10.1016/j.jhevol.2018.09.002
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