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ABSTRACT

A fragmentary mandible of Tapirus housed at Museo di Paleon-
tologia, Sapienza Università di Roma, was indicated as collected at 
Castel San Pietro (Rieti) and/or Nera Montoro (Terni), representing 
the southernmost occurrence of the taxon in Italy and suggesting a 
Pliocene age for the locality of the discovery. A careful analysis of 
the fossil records of tapir in Italy and the collection of several bib-
liographic sources revealed that the specimen was instead discov-
ered at Spoleto (Perugia), within the lignite mines of Morgnano and 
Santa Croce, and it was donated to the Museo di Paleontologia in 
1895. Therefore, Tapirus has been never recorded at Nera Montoro, 
which yielded remains of Anancus arvernensis, or Castel San Pietro, 
which instead yielded remains of A. arvernensis and Stephanorhinus 
etruscus.
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INTRODUCTION

The genus Tapirus occurred in Italy during the latest 
Miocene but it seems to disperse in Europe during the 
Middle Miocene (Rustioni, 1992; Guérin & Eisenmann, 
1994; Made & Stefanovic, 2006). During the Pliocene 
only one species of Tapirus has been reported in Europe:  
Tapirus arvernensis Croizet & Jobert, 1828. The supposed 
Pliocene age for Tapirus jeanpiveteaui Boeuf, 1991 from 
the locality of Barro (France) (Boeuf, 1991; Spassov & 
Ginsburg, 1999) is uncertain (Made & Stefanovic, 2006; 
Guérin & Tsoukala, 2013). Moreover Made & Stefanovic 
(2006) suggested T. jeanpiveteaui as a possible synonym of 
Tapiriscus pannonicus Kretzoi, 1951. Tapirus arvernensis 
is recorded in several European localities from MN13 (lat-
est Miocene) to MN16b/MN17 (around the Plio-Pleistocene 
boundary), including France, Spain, Netherlands, Slova-
kia, Hungary, Romania and Greece (Fejfar, 1964; Jánossy 
& Krolopp, 1981; Rustioni, 1992; Radulescu et alii, 2003; 
Made & Stefanovic, 2006; Gómez de Soler et alii, 2012; 
Guérin & Tsoukala, 2013 and references therein). Two sub-
species of Tapirus arvernensis are recognized (Michaux et 
alii, 1976; Guérin & Eisenmann, 1994; Guérin & Tsoukala,  
2013): T. arvernensis minor Michaux, Sigé & Sudre, 1976 
(Early Ruscinian, MN14) and T. a. arvernensis (Late Rus-
cinian and Early Villafranchian, MN15-MN16b). The first 
subspecies is smaller and slenderer than the nominal 
one (Michaux et alii, 1976; Guérin & Eisenmann, 1994;  
Guérin & Tsoukala, 2013). 

The oldest reference of Italian tapir is probably  
Meneghini (1880), who reported the occurrence of Tapirus  
in the Garfagnana Basin (Tuscany). Later the taxon was 
recorded by several authors from various localities of 
Piedmont, Emilia, Tuscany and Umbria (Del Campana, 
1910; Rustioni, 1992 and references therein; Dominici et 
alii, 1995; Rustioni & Mazza, 2001). Almost all the col-
lected specimens of tapir were attributed to T. arvernensis  
(Del Campana, 1910; Rustioni, 1992); nevertheless, the 
specimens collected at Il Casino and Baccinello V3 (lat-
est Miocene, Tuscany) were tentatively referred to T.  
arvernensis whereas the specimens from Sarzanello (Plio-
cene, Tuscany) were attributed to Tapirus sp. by Rustioni 
(1992). According to Rustioni (1992) the taxon became 
extinct in Italy at the end of the Pliocene, during the Ear-
ly Villafranchian, at the transition from the Triversa FU 
(=  Faunal Unit) to the Montopoli FU (at the Plio-Pleis-
tocene transition). Accordingly, Tapirus represents an 
important biochronological element which allows to dis-
criminate between Pliocene and Early Pleistocene faunal 
complexes.

The specimen considered in this note is represented by 
two fragmentary and crushed mandibular corpi embedded 
in a lignite sample housed at the Museo di Paleontologia, 
Sapienza Università di Roma, Rome (MPUR). 

DESCRIPTION AND COMPARISONS

The specimen (MPUR no code) lacks of the rami and 
symphysis; the two corpi are crushed (Fig. 2A). The teeth 
on the left corpus are strongly damaged whereas only 
p2-p4 and part of m1 are preserved on the right corpus 
(Fig. 2B-C). A negative print of the left corpus is impressed 
on the lignite sample suggesting the presence of six well-
preserved teeth at the time of the discovery (Fig. 2A). Me-
sial and distal cingula are evident on the preserved tooth 
portions of the right corpus whereas lingual and labial cin-
gula seem to be absent (Fig. 2B). The estimated length of 
p3-p4 (ca. 39 mm) and that of the molar row (ca. 64 mm) 
are close to the maximum values of T. arvernensis (39 mm 
and 66 mm, respectively) given by Guérin & Eisenmann 
(1994) . The estimated length of p2-m3 (ca. 122 mm) and 
that of p2-p4 (ca. 59 mm) fall within the range values of 
T.  arvernensis from Upper Valdarno (respectively 120.2-
133.6 mm and 55.7-63.3 mm) given by Rustioni (1992). 
These values are slightly larger than those of the specimens 
from Vialette (France) and other Italian Pliocene localities 
(Vignola, Ponzano di Magra, Montichiello, Villafranca) (cf. 
Rustioni 1992: p. 291).
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The dimensions of the studied specimen are clearly 
close to the maximal values of T. arvernensis and exclude 
an attribution to the smaller subspecies T. a. minor.

The studied specimen was figured by Azzaroli (1980; 
p. 215) and indicated as collected at Castel San Pietro (Pog-
gio Mirteto, Rieti, Latium) following Ambrosetti et alii, 
(1972). Kotsakis (1986) also indicated Castel San Pietro 
as locality of provenance. The same specimen was reported 
by Rustioni (1992) as collected at Nera Montoro (Narni, 
Terni, Umbria) on the basis of a label attached on the spec-
imen; this information was also mentioned by Palombo 
(1994). Later, the occurrence of Tapirus at Castel San Pi-
etro was questioned by Kotsakis (1992) and Petronio et 
alii (2002) which indicated an uncertain provenance for 
the studied specimen. 

Accordingly, “Nera Montoro, Castel San Pietro” or 
“Castel San Pietro (Nera Montoro)” has been cited as one 
of the Early Villafranchian sites which yielded remains of 
Tapirus (Made & Stefanovic, 2006; Gómez de Soler et 
alii, 2012; Guérin & Tsoukala, 2013). 

As reported by Rustioni (1992), a kind of label at-
tached on the studied specimen indicates an origin from 
Nera Montoro. Nevertheless this label was absent during 
the ‘70 and ‘80 of the past century, it was attached in re-
cent time (C. Petronio pers. comm., December 2015) and 
it is not the original label of the specimen. Only Anancus 
arvernensis (Croizet & Jobert, 1828) and Mammuthus 
meridionalis (Nesti, 1825) (from different stratigraph-
ic levels) have been indeed collected at Nera Montoro  
(Terrenzi, 1887; Tuccimei, 1891). Concerning Castel San 
Pietro, the discovery of a tapir from the lignite mine has 

been never reported by Maxia (1949), who only record-
ed the occurrence of A. arvernensis and Stephanorhinus 
etruscus (Falconer, 1868) (specimens currently housed 
at MPUR; see also Pandolfi et alii, 2015). From the same 
lignite mine Tuccimei (1888) reported the presence of 
Rhinoceros etruscus [recte S. etruscus] and Castor fiber  
Linnaeus 1758. Scanty and fragmentary remains of Hip-
popotamus were recorded from the surroundings of Castel 
San Pietro by Meli (1882) and Tuccimei (1891), and re-
mains of Bos sp. (= Leptobos sp. in Petronio et alii, 2002) 
and Cervus sp. (= Cervidae indet.?) were mentioned by 
Tuccimei (1889). Unfortunately all these specimens were 
stored at the Istituto Tecnico di Poggio Mirteto and were 
destroyed during the World War II (A. Banchelli, pers. 
comm. December 2015).

In a short note, Clerici (1895) cited the discovery of 
Tapirus remains from the lignite mines of Morgnano and 
Santa Croce at Spoleto (Perugia, Umbria). According to 
Clerici (1895), the director of the mines Ing. L. Del Bene 
donated to him a sample of lignite which contained two 
corpi of the same badly crushed mandible of Tapirus with 
six teeth. The short description given by Clerici (1895) 
clearly fit that of the studied specimen. In addition, the 
studied fossil is the only crushed mandible of Tapirus 
housed at MPUR and the only embedded in a lignite sam-

Fig. 2 - Tapirus arvernensis from Spoleto lignite beds (MPUR). A: 
crushed mandible embedded in a lignite sample; B: occlusal view of 
the right toothrow; C: lingual view of the right corpus. Scale bars cor-
respond to 2 cm.

Fig. 1 - Location map of the three localities discussed in the text. 1, 
Castel San Pietro (Rieti, Latium); 2, Nera Montoro (Terni, Umbria); 3, 
Spoleto (Perugia, Umbria).
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ple. Other three isolated upper teeth of a tapir housed at 
MPUR, and maybe lost, were reported as probably col-
lected in Val di Chiana (Tuscany) by Portis (1896), but 
this record was questioned by Del Campana (1910). Ac-
cordingly, we refer the studied specimen as collected from 
the lignite mines of Spoleto. The occurrence of the tapir in 
this locality has been yet reported by Pantanelli (1886) 
and confirmed by Capellini (1888), Del Campana (1910), 
Azzaroli (1980) and Rustioni (1992). The absence of  
Tapirus from the lignite beds at Castel San Pietro and the 
presence of S. etruscus and A. arvernensis suggests an age 
younger than Triversa FU for this locality.
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