
del Pleistoceno 

Grandes mamíferosGrandes mamíferos
sudamericanossudamericanos
Exposición temporaria 
e itinerante

División Científica
Paleontología Vertebrados
Museo de La Plata
Paseo del Bosque s/n
B1900 FWA La PLata

Tel. 54 221 425 9161/7744 int. 129
Fax: 54 221 4257527
www.fcnym.unlp.edu.ar/museo

MUSEO DE LA PLATA 
Universidad Nacional de La Plata - Facultad de Ciencias Naturales y Museo 

Huge extinct 
          south american 
         MAMMALS
             from the late quaternary 
             (late pleistocene)



MUSEO DE LA PLATA 
Universidad Nacional de La Plata - Facultad de Ciencias Naturales y Museo 

1

Historical overview
Note: Through a series of maps, it will be displayed the 
paleogeographical history of the South American continent, beginning 
with the Pangeic stage, i.e. when it was part of PANGAEA, the great and 
discrete supercontinent (ca. 200 million years before Present), to finish 
with the present geographical situation. On a map indicating the 
geographical relationship of the Americas, by means of the figure of one 
conspicuous genus of mammal we indicate the families that 
participated in whet is known as The Great American Interchange, as 
well as those families that became extinct in the continent by ca. l0.000 
year before Present, i.e. The Megafaunal Extinction (Figures encircled 
with dashes), plus those that presently integrate the Neotropical Region 
(with black dot). On the present world map, also by means of figures of 
conspicuous genera of the families that during the Cenozoic and Present 
inhabited the South American Continent, it is indicated the known 
geographical origin of the groups represented by the genus figured. On 
each one, by means of arrows, it is indicated the paths followed by the 
distinct immigratory events that led to the South American population, 
as it is explained  below.

Present South America is well known by having a peculiar mammal 
fauna. With Central America and Antillas, it is part of the Neotropical 
Biogeographical Region, recognized by a distinctive flora and fauna.  
Historically, its mammal fauna represents a mixture of mammals 
originated all over the world, and most of the Cenozoic originated in 
situ from those oldest immigrants. Most of the immigrants came from 
North America through Central America, with the exception of the 
primates and rodents who came from Africa For example, cervids 
originated in Asia, camelids in North America, tapirs in Europe, rodents 
and monkeys in Africa, and armadillos, apparently, in the South 
American continent, whose unknown ancestors probably lived in the 
joined African-South American supercontinent, probably before the 
Cenozoic. Among the most typical mammals are the llamas, guanacos, 
vicuñas ungulates (Family Camelidae), armadillos (Family Dasypodidae), 
tree-sloths [three toed (Family Bradypodidae)  and two toed (Family 
Megalonychidae)], and anteaters (Family Myrmecophagidae) edentates.  
Most of these peculiar extant Neotropical mammals represent survivors 

of an even more peculiar mammal fauna that populated the South American 
continent up to a decisive event occurred around 8.500 years before Present.  This is 
known as the Megafaunal Extinction because most of the huge mammals became 
extinct. Up to this event, and from approximately 30.000 years before Present, these 
huge mammals lived with native human beings. The mammals here exhibited 
represent the most conspicuous beasts that populated South America just before the 
Megafaunal Extinction, some of them related to extant mammals living in 
Neotropica. But, most of them, e.gr. Toxodon platensis, Macrauchenia patachonica, 
Hippidion bonaerense, Stegomastodon superbus, Smilodon populator, and Doedicurus 
clavicaudatus became extinct without leaving descendants. In its turn, most of these 
extinct huge mammals were the relictual offspring of  at least two immigratory 
events:  (1) the oldest one --occurred about 66 million years ago and when the 
continent was an enormous island.continent-- is here represented by the descenders 
Toxodon platensis, and Macrauchenia patachonica;  (2) the younger one  --occurred 
about 3 million years ago, when Central America was onset, and provided the 
"Panamanian Bridge" that marked the end of the South American isolation and its 
connection with North America, affording in such a way the path for an active 
American overland interchange  that followed up to recent--  is here represented by 
Stegomastodon superbus, Hippidion bonaerense, and Smilodon populator.  On a third 
position, Megatherium americanum, Doedicurus clavicaudatus and Propaopus grandis, 
pertaining to the edentate Orders Tardigrada and Cingulata, apparently had their 
primaeval origin in our proper continent, from unknown South American or  African 
ancestors, at a time when both present continents were geographically connected.  
Except Propraopus grandis and Eumegamys paranensis, the mammals here exhibited 
coexisted with Man, and represent the last species that lived just up to before the 
Megafaunal Extinction. In relation to the other mammals, man was a new incomer 
(about 30.000 years ago) that met these long existing mammals, taking advantage of 
them: it has been proven that some of these big mammals, for example Megatherium 
americanum and Stegomastodon superbus, were part of man's diet.
  
In relation with the history of mammals, the South American continent is unique, not 
only because it is the only continent that, throughout its history, received mammals 
originated in all the remaining continents, but because man is one of the last 
incomers (South America was the last big continent populated by mankind), who 
survived the Megafaunal Extinction. Contrariwise, in Eurasia and Africa there was not 
such severe Megafaunal Extinction, permitting that such huge mammals as rhinos, 
hyppos, elephants, giraffes, camels, and horses remained living with man up to 
Present.
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About the exhibition
This exhibition consists in 8 skeleton or cranial casts of large South 
American mammals, exinct since approximately 10.000 years before 
Present. The casts are made in plastic (expanded polyurethane), with 
their respective internal supports (iron structures).

Exhibit material and measurements
(length x  width x  height)
3,90  x   1,60  x  3,30 m

3,10  x   0,80  x  2,30 m

3,10  x   1,20  x  1,40 m

2,70  x   0,55  x  1,55 m

1,90  x   0,92  x  2,18 m

3,80  x   1,30  x  1,65 m

2,05  x   0,65  x  1,21 m

1,00  x   0,20  x  0,48 m

Megatherium americanum 

Macrauchenia patachonica

Toxodon platensis

Hippidion bonaerense

Stegomastodon superbus

Doedicurus clavicaudatus

Smilodon populator

Propraopus grandis 

Complete skeleton

Complete skeleton

Complete skeleton

Complete skeleton

Skull and mandible 

Complete skeleton

Complete skeleton

Carapace
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Megatherium americanum

Order TARDIGRADA  
Family MEGATHERIIDAE 
Megatherium americanum 

PROVENANCE:  pampas of Buenos Aires province, Argentina, Late Pleistocene (Lujanian SALMA = 
South American Land Mammal Age)

Megatherium americanum is among the largest ground-sloths ever known, particularly 
one species of the early Pleistocene. They are among the biggest mammals that lived in 
the South American continent. During the last 30.000 years before Present, and up to 
its extinction, occurred about 8.500 years before Present "Megafaunal Extinction", it 
was one of the most common inhabitants of the southern South American plains 
(pampas). It was about 6 meters long and weighted around 5 tons. The fore and hind 
limbs were provided of strong claws. This ground sloth was able to stand upon its hind 
legs (bipedal position), using the robust tail as a tripod. This position allows the animal 
to feed on trees, pulling out the branchs with its hands, supplied with three enormous 
claws. 
Megatherium americanum coexisted with humans in the Argentinian pampas. Recently, 
there has been found a new site where its skeletal remains show traces that it was 
eaten by man. This species also was recorded in Bolivia and Perú. Another species, that 
typically lived in the intertropical forested regions, through the newborn Panamanian 
Bridge invaded North America, and lived there along its southern territory.

NOTE: The peculiar torsion of its members -as in the remaining Tardigrada here 
exhibited- appears to be a feature inherited from scansorial or arboreal ancestors, 
like the living tamandua or the tree-sloths. 




