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Chapter 1  Introduction

This work provides the first overview of mammal species distributions in Africa since the Last 
Glacial Maximum (LGM, 18 ky) to modern time. It is derived from data published mainly in the 
zooarchaeological literature until 2009. During a post-doctoral project hosted in the zoological 
department of mammal collection at the Naturhistoriches Museum in Vienna (Austria), the 
occurrences of taxa in archaeological sites on the African continent were recorded in a database, 
integrating geographical and chronological information. This record offers the opportunity to produce 
a chronological atlas of mammalian distributions by presenting their occurrences on successive maps 
over the last 18 ky. 

Similar works were conducted previously at a smaller scale, including the macromammals of the 
southern subcontinent  (Plug and Badenhorst, 2001) and studies restricted to individual countries 
(eg. Gautier and Van Neer, 2005 for Ghana). The aim of the present project is to take all of the 
African mammalian fauna into account without taxonomic or geographic restrictions. Every effort 
has been made to record the fauna as accurately as possible, however there may be some omissions 
or inconsistencies due to a lack of data, missing publications, poorly referenced ages or faunal lists 
or incorrect ages attributed to excavation levels.

This work is useful for zooarchaeologists dealing with one particular species by providing 
a bibliographical work that documents its past locations. It must be noted that fauna are mainly 
documented through their presence at archaeological sites and are therefore tied to the presence of 
humans and their activities. This may only partially reproduce their true past distribution. However, the 
sites offer a good coverage throughout space and time and generally reflect the extent of mammalian 
distributions, although the limits of their distributions may be further refined.  
The atlas will aid in the investigation of palaeoecological issues, such as the capacity of mammals to 
adapt to climatic change and respond to human disturbance in the recent past of Africa. Since the LGM, 
drastic climatic changes occurred on the African continent, with alternating periods of aridity (~18-
10 ky and 5-0 ky) and humidity (~10-5 ky). Concomitantly, human economy and behaviour changed 
as populations migrated and adapted their dietary patterns, mainly with food production (agriculture 
and pastoralism), diet specialisation, social organisation, semi-nomadic or sedentary way of life. 
All together, climatic and anthropogenic impacts have an influence on the natural environment, and 
directly or indirectly on mammals (reduction of distribution area, of population size, of individual 
size, etc). Other questions than can be investigated through this atlas are: What was the mammal’s 
former distribution? Did refuge areas exist and, if so, what were their geographical barriers and the 
potential migration routes of species between them? Did some species face extinction during the 
hyper-arid LGM? How rapidly did distribution areas decrease for each taxa? Finally, these data 
presented here can indicate which species suffered more from the recent climatic degradation, and 
thus which are potentially more endangered by climatic change today. 

The database also provides information that is fundamental to a better understanding of what 
influenced the present-day distribution, dynamism and structure of mammalian communities in 
Africa. By incorporating a larger temporal scale to modern ecological studies, it may help control 
their conservation since desiccation and human disturbance in Africa is still a worrying question for 
their future.




