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ABSTRACT
During his nearly 50-year long career Louis de Bonis has positively and mark-
edly infl uenced many generations of paleontologists. In this introduction to the 
volume celebrating the 75th birthday of this French outstanding scientist, we 
present and discuss the signifi cance of his many contributions to the study of 
mammalian evolution, focusing especially on his works on primate and carni-
voran systematics and evolution, and on his involvement in fi eld excavations 
in northern Greece Ouranopithecus-bearing sites.

RÉSUMÉ
Louis de Bonis : 50 ans de recherches paléontologiques sur les mammifères.
Au cours de sa carrière longue de près d’un demi-siècle, Louis de Bonis a forte-
ment et positivement infl uencé la carrière de générations de paléontologues. 
Dans cette introduction au volume célébrant le 75e anniversaire de ce scienti-
fi que français de tout premier plan, nous présentons et discutons l’importance 
de ses multiples contributions à l’étude de l’évolution des mammifères, en se 
focalisant plus particulièrement sur ses travaux sur l’évolution et la systématique 
des primates et des carnivores, et sur son investissement dans la recherche de 
terrain sur les sites à Ouranopithecus de Grèce septentrionale.
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FIG. 1. — Louis de Bonis excavating at Pech Crabit (Quercy, 
France) in 1972; from left to right: L. de Bonis, M. Vianey-Liaud, 
J.-P. Aguilar and D. Helmer.

Louis de Bonis was born in Marseille in October, 
1934 and received his basic education. While there, 
Louis developed a growing interest in paleontol-
ogy infl uenced by geology teachers G. Corroy and 
S. Taxy-Fabre at the Faculty of Sciences. In 1957-
1958, he completed his postgraduate diplomas in 
Mineralogy (Montpellier) and Applied Geology 
(Marseille), before being enlisted into the French 
Army for three years (1959-1962). Louis returned to 
the University of Paris in 1962, where he obtained 
an additional postgraduate diploma in Vertebrate 
Paleontology and Human Paleontology. From this 
time onwards, Louis’ work became fully dedicated to 

paleontology. Under the supervision of J. Piveteau, 
he completed a Doctorat de Troisième cycle (Ph.D. 
thesis) on Ludian mammals from La Débruge 
(Vaucluse, France) in 1963 (Bonis 1964) and his 
“Doctorat ès Sciences” (Habilitation thesis) on the 
Aquitanian Mammals from the Agenais (southwest-
ern France) in 1970 (Bonis 1973). Th is was partly 
based on new material found during his fi eldwork 
at Paulhiac, Laugnac, and Moissac. Meantime he 
obtained a position as assistant (1963), then maître-
assistant (1966) in the Laboratory of Vertebrate and 
Human Paleontology at the Faculty of Sciences, 
University Pierre et Marie Curie, Paris. In 1975 
Louis was awarded the A. C. Bonnet Price by the 
Academy of Sciences of Paris for his work on the 
Aquitanian mammals from the Agenais.

In 1980 Louis de Bonis became Professor in 
the Laboratory of Vertebrate Paleontology and 
Human Paleontology at the University Pierre et 
Marie Curie, Paris and in the same year moved to 
the University of Poitiers. In the Poitiers laboratory, 
where he was director for a while, he focused his 
research on late Neogene mammalian communities, 
especially the origin and evolution of hominoids. 
After his retirement in 2003 he was awarded the 
status of Emeritus Professor of the University of 
Poitiers. Louis maintains an intense scientifi c ac-
tivity and still frequents the laboratory in Poitiers 
on a weekly basis.

Louis de Bonis was a great teacher at the Univer-
sity of Paris Pierre et Marie Curie and then at the 
University of Poitiers until his retirement. He taught 
various topics, from the History of Life to the Evo-
lution of Primates. Generations of undergraduate 
and postgraduate students (including two of us 
and many contributors to this volume) remember 
his enthusiasm and his willingness to share his vast 
knowledge. He supervised or co-supervised many 
Masters and Ph.D. students including two of us 
(SP and GM), and many others learned how to 
excavate by his side. A fi rst class fi eldworker and 
systematist, he always was interested in new meth-
ods to better analyze paleontological data. He was 
among the fi rst scientists to apply factor analysis 
to paleontology in the early 70s (Bonis et al. 1972; 
Bonis &  Lebeau 1974). He also made pioneering 
global-scale faunal analyses to better understand 
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FIG. 2. — Louis de Bonis excavating at the locality “Ravin des 
Zouaves-5” of the Axios Valley (Macedonia, Greece) in 1978.

environmental and climatic dynamics in relation 
to mammalian evolution (see Bonis et al. 1992). 
Louis de Bonis published on many mammalian 
groups such as carnivores, primates, rodents, per-
issodactyls, and artiodactyls, which attests to his 
broad interests and productivity. But Louis is best 
known to our community for his work on fossil 
carnivores and primates. He wrote several funda-
mental papers on the early origin of the aeluroid 
and arctoid families, based on the tremendous 
paleontological collections from the Paleogene and 
early Miocene of southwestern France (notably the 
Quercy) (e.g., Bonis 1973, 1994, 1997) (Fig. 1). 
Another major scientifi c achievement of Louis’ 
career deals with his research on the late Miocene 
hominoid Ouranopithecus from northern Greece 
and its implications for the understanding of hu-
man evolution. Since 1973, with colleagues and 
students (including the authors), he went in the 
fi eld almost yearly to complete what is nowadays 
one of the most important collections of a fossil 
primate species (Figs 2; 3). After several fi eld ex-
cavations in the “Ravin de la Pluie” (Bonis et al. 
1973, 1974), he and his colleague Jean K. Melentis 
described the hominoid material as a new genus, 
Ouranopithecus (Bonis & Melentis 1977). Few years 
later, a complete face with maxillary, nasal aper-
ture, orbits, and part of the supraorbital torus was 
obtained from the locality Xirochori (Bonis et al. 
1990) (Fig. 3) and enhanced our understanding of 
hominoid and human evolution. Based on a set of 
dental and cranial features, L. de Bonis and his Greek 
colleagues, J. K. Melentis and G. D. Koufos then 
proposed that Ouranopithecus is the sister-group of 
African Pliocene hominids (Bonis & Melentis 1985; 
Bonis & Koufos 1994, 1997). Recent discoveries 
closing the time gap between the last occurrences 
of western Eurasian hominoids (Begun et al. 2003; 
Guleç et al. 2007; Spassov & Geraads 2008) and 
the earliest occurrence of African hominids (Brunet 
et al. 2002) definitively leave the debate regarding 
possible phyletic relationships between the two 
groups, a debate that was initiated by Louis more 
than twenty years ago, open.

Louis is a fi eld man. His excavating activity was 
and still is rich. While he has focused primarily on 
Neogene mammals in the framework of the study 

of the evolution of hominoid primates, he also did 
considerable work on Paleogene mammals, espe-
cially from the Phosphorites du Quercy where he 
led several fi eld campaigns in the 70s and 80s, with 
colleagues and students from Montpellier and Paris. 
His many fi eld projects in France include excava-
tions at La Débruge, the Phosphorites du Quercy 
(Fig. 1), Laugnac, Paulhiac, Moissac, etc. Abroad, 
he participated or conducted fi eldworks in Alge-
ria (Bou Hanifi a, late Miocene, 1980), Djibouti 
(Plio-Pleistocene, 1983, 1984, 1986), the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia or FYROM (late 
Miocene of Titov Veles, 1986), Greece (middle and 
late Miocene, 1972-2008) (Figs 2; 3), Turkey (late 
Miocene 1989, 1990, 1996), Kazakhstan (Oligo/Mio-
cene, 1995), Romania (late Miocene, 1995), Chad 
(Mio-Pliocene of Djourab desert, 1997, 1998), etc. 
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FIG. 3. — Excavating the locality Xirochori-1 of the Axios Valley (Macedonia, Greece) in 1989, just after the discovery of the partial skull 
of the hominoid primate Ouranopithecus macedoniensis; from left to right: D. Geraads, G. D. Koufos and L. de Bonis.

Th e most important fi eldwork  contribution by 
Louis took place along the Axios Valley, Macedonia, 
northern Greece, where he excavated late Miocene 
deposits. Excavations in the Axios Valley started 
in 1972 in the form of a collaboration with J. K. 
Melentis, and later with one of us (GK), from the 
Laboratory of Geology and Paleontology, Aristotle 
University of Th essaloniki. During these 35 years 
of fi eldwork many mammalian localities have been 
found, yielding a huge amount of fossils, represent-
ing a well-dated, outstanding collection from the 
eastern Mediterranean. Many French paleontolo-
gists, some of whom are contributors to this volume, 
participated in these excavations. Th e material from 
the Axios Valley provided material for several Mas-
ters and Ph.D. theses, including those of two of us 
(Koufos 1980; Merceron 2003), and has resulted 
in more than 100 scientifi c publications, and there 
is still unpublished material. In recognition of his 
outstanding contributions to the paleontology of 

Greece as well as his love of this country, Louis was 
in 2001 awarded the title of Doctor Honoris Causa 
of the School of Geology of the Aristotle University 
of Th essaloniki. One of us (GK), who introduced 
the proposal, remembers the unanimous enthusiasm 
of the committee during the ceremony (Fig. 4).

Th is volume celebrates the 75th birthday of Louis 
de Bonis and assembles papers refl ecting most of 
the topics developed by Louis over his career, with 
a special emphasis on Cenozoic mammals extracted 
from regions and countries excavated and/or pros-
pected by Louis: Europe (especially Greece), Asia, 
and Africa. Contributions dealing with Carnivores 
(Montoya et al. 2009; Rook 2009; Tseng et al. 2009; 
Wang et al. 2009; Werdelin & Simpson 2009) and 
Primates (Begun 2009; Koufos 2009; Macchiarelli 
et al. 2009; Merceron et al. 2009) form the main 
part of this volume. Nevertheless, papers on bovids 
(Kostopoulos 2009), giraffi  ds (Geraads 2009) and 
rodents (Vianey-Liaud 2009), on which Louis also 
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FIG. 4. — Louis is acclaimed Honorary Doctor in the School of Geology in the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki in 2001; from left to 
right: G. D. Koufos, L. de Bonis and E. Vavliakis, who gives to L. de Bonis the insignia of the School. 

worked, are also included. Th e paper by Ricqlès et al. 
(2009) deals with paleohistology, which was studied, 
although briefl y, by Louis more than 35 years ago 
(Bonis et al. 1972). Two additional contributions 
deal with mammals not directly investigated by 
Louis during his career. But the species described 
by Peigné et al. (2009), which presents a remarkable 
morphological convergence with Carnivores, was 
certainly a kind of predator, although it is a lipo-
typhlan! Beyond the interest of proboscideans, the 
contribution by Tassy (2009) aims to discuss “the 
diff erent ways of practicing multiple approaches in 
evolutionary biology”, a subject that Louis always 
appreciated, as a researcher but also as a teacher of 
evolutionary theories. 

Th is volume honours an outstanding scientist, but 
also a friend and a colleague. Th rough their contri-
butions, the authors of this volume also express their 
full appreciation not only for his colourful career 
but also their friendship with a humble and nice 
man. Most of the contributors have shared many 
good times during excavations with him, sharing 
a glass (or more!) of wine (or retsina) after a long 
day’s work in the fi eld.
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APPENDIX

Louis de Bonis bibliography.

Th e scientifi c output of Louis includes a large number 
of scientifi c articles, communications at congresses, 
and books. As we are writing these lines, Louis has 
published more than 150 articles in international 
journals, special volumes and congress proceed-
ings. Louis was also editor of the following books 
or special volumes of journals.

BONIS L. DE (ed.) 1995. — Le Garouillas et les sites 
contemporains (Oligocène, MP 25) et leurs faunes de 
vertébrés. Palaeontographica 236 (1-6): 1-343.

BONIS L. DE, KOUFOS G. D. & ANDREWS P. (eds) 2001. — 
Hominid evolution and climatic change in Europe. Volume 
2: Phylogeny of the Neogene Hominoid Primates of Eurasia. 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge: 372 p.

BONIS L. DE (ed.) 2008. — African Carnivora from 
the Middle Miocene to the Pleistocene: New data, 
systematics, evolution, biogeography. Comptes rendus 
Palevol 7: 475-672.

Louis also published two books for a more general 
audience, notably undergraduate students.

BONIS L. DE 1991. — Évolution et extinction dans le règne 
animal. Masson, Paris, 192 p.

BONIS L. DE 1999. — La famille de l’homme : des lému-
riens à Homo sapiens. Belin – Bibliothèque Pour la 
Science, Paris, 127 p.

Th is lengthy bibliography continues to grow as Louis 
keeps publishing his on-going multiple research 
projects. In the list below, we have gathered the 
scientifi c publications by Louis de Bonis, omitting 
published abstracts. 

1964
BONIS L. DE. — Étude de quelques Mammifères du 

Ludien de la Débruge (Vaucluse). Annales de Paléon-
tologie (Vertébrés) 50: 121-154.

1966
BONIS L. DE. — Arrière-crânes et moulages endocrâniens 

de Carnivores fossiles. Annales de Paléontologie 52: 
143-162.

BONIS L. DE. — Sur l’évolution du genre Haplocyon 
Schlosser (Carnivora). Bulletin de la Société géologique 
de France 7e série 8: 114-117.

BAUDELOT S. & BONIS L. DE. — Nouveaux Gliridés 
(Rodentia) de l’Aquitanien du bassin d’Aquitaine. 

Compte rendu sommaire de la Société géologique de 
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