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Jean Gaudant (* 31 December 1939 – † 6 December 2015) – In Memoriam
It was with great sadness that we learned of the passing of Dr. Jean Gaudant, lecturer in geology 
and palaeontology at the University Paris 7 (1970-2006), research associate at the Muséum national 
d’Histoire naturelle, Paris (2007-2015) and eminent specialist in the field of the Cenozoic teleosts of 
Europe. It is a great honour for me to present this extended obituary, which provides a brief outline 
of his scientific career, an overview of his favourite research topics, and some personal reminiscences 
of our work together. A bibliography of his 286 scientific publications is given at the end of this 
tribute to Jean Gaudant and his work.

Jean Gaudant (* 31 Décembre 1939 – † 6 Décembre 2015) – In Memoriam
C’est avec beaucoup de tristesse que nous avons appris le décès du docteur Jean Gaudant, Maître de 
Conférence en géologie et paléontologie à l’Université Paris 7 de 1970 à 2006, attaché honoraire au 
Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle de 2007 à 2015 et spécialiste éminent des téléostéens céno-
zoïques d’Europe. C’est un grand honneur pour moi de pouvoir présenter cette notice évoquant 
brièvement sa carrière scientifique, ses domaines de recherche favoris et quelques souvenirs aussi des 
travaux effectués ensemble. Enfin, la bibliographie de ses 286 publications est présente à la fin de cet 
hommage à Jean Gaudant, et à son travail.
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SCIENTIFIC BIOGRAPHY OF JEAN GAUDANT

Jean Gaudant obtained his primary degree (Licence) in 
Geology from the University of Rennes (France) in the 
year 1963 and served as a research associate (Assistant) in 
Geology there until 1964. As he was particularly fascinated 
by the field of vertebrate palaeontology, he then moved 
to the Sorbonne in Paris to work under the supervision 
of Prof. Jean Piveteau. He began his scientific career with 
studies on Mesozoic teleosts from China that had first 
been reported by the renowned French theologian and 
natural scientist Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. During this 
early stage of his career, Jean published several papers on 
the osteoglossomorph Lycoptera (Gaudant 1965, 1968a) 
and the elopomorph Anaethalion (Gaudant 1966a, 1968b; 
Gaudant & Maubeuge 1971), and his doctoral thesis 
(Thèse Doctorat de Spécialité) was devoted to the genus 
Lycoptera (Gaudant 1966b).

From 1966-1970, Jean, accompanied by his wife Mireille, 
did his national service in Tunisia, working as a lecturer 
at the high school in Sousse. During this time, he and 
his wife published several papers on Mesozoic fish fossils 
from Tunisia (Gaudant & Gaudant 1969, 1971a; Gaudant 
et al. 1972). Together, they also published a comprehen-
sive history of evolution, entitled Les théories classiques de 
l’évolution (Gaudant & Gaudant 1971b). 

On his return from Tunisia, Jean obtained a position as 
Assistant in Geology at Diderot University (Paris 7). At 
this point, he decided to branch out into a new field of 
research on teleost fishes, first by switching to the taxonomy 
of Cenozoic freshwater fishes, and secondly by developing 
a strong interest in the palaeoenvironmental information 
that could be gained from fossil fish assemblages. The lat-
ter is reflected in the title of his “Thèse de doctorat d’État” 
(equivalent to the “Habilitation”), submitted to the Uni-
versité Pierre et Marie Curie (Paris 6): “Contribution de 
la paléoichthyologie continentale à la reconstitution des 
paléoenvironnements cénozoïques d’Europe occidentale. 
Approche systématique, paléoécologique, paléogéographique 
et paléoclimatologique” (Gaudant 1981a). 

In 1984, Jean was awarded a position as a lecturer in the 
Earth Sciences Department at Diderot University (Paris 7), 
and he held this position until his retirement in 2006.  

JEAN GAUDANT’S RESEARCH

Jean Gaudant’s interests encompassed a wide variety of 
scientific topics and he had an excellent knowledge of 
many fields of science. Apart from his work on taxonomy 
and palaeoecology based on the detailed investigation 
of fossil fish assemblages, he carried out studies on the 
histology of fish bones together with François Meunier 
(Paris) (Meunier & Gaudant 1987; Gaudant & Meunier 
1996, 2004; Meunier et al. 2010). Moreover, Jean was 
involved in collaborative studies relating to the origin of 
evaporites in continental sediments (Fontes et al. 1980, 

1987, 1991, 1996), and had a deep interest in historical 
geology and palaeontology (see below). As it would be 
impossible to give a complete overview of the topics that 
fascinated Jean here, I focus in the following on some of 
his favourite areas of research.

Taxonomy

First of all, Jean was a pioneer in the taxonomic explora-
tion of the fossil freshwater fish fauna of Europe. Most 
of the work then available on the topic dated back to 
the 19th or early 20th century. Since that time, numerous 
new collections of fossil fishes had been assembled, but 
hardly anyone had systematically studied this material. 
Jean travelled tirelessly from museum to museum and 
inspected their collections. Thanks to his efforts, many 
hidden fossil treasures have been brought to light (e.g. 
Gaudant 1979a, 1981a, b, 1996a, 1997a, 1998a, 2000a, 
2002a, 2005a, 2010a; Gaudant & Vatsev 2003; Gaudant & 
Vatsev 2006; Brzobohatý & Gaudant 2009; Gaudant & 
Carnevale 2015). Furthermore, his excellent knowledge of 
anatomy, taxonomy and systematics enabled him to un-
dertake a number of significant taxonomic revisions (e.g. 
Gaudant 1989a, 1991a, 1993a, b, 1997b, c, 1999a, 2000b, 
2012a, 2015a; Gaudant & Ambroise 1999). Throughout 
his career, accurate anatomical descriptions and carefully 
prepared illustrations and photographs were trademarks 
of Jean’s publications.

Jean worked on numerous groups of fishes and described 
himself as a ‘generalist’ rather than a ‘specialist’. However, 
I believe that this self-assessment is far too modest. Jean 
was a real specialist in the taxonomy of several groups of 
fossil fishes, above all the species-rich Cyprinodontiformes 
(tooth carps or killifishes), of which he described very 
many new finds (Gaudant 1978a; 1979b, 1981a, 1982a, 
1988b, 1989b, 1991b, 1993c, 2003a, 2006a, 2009a, 2011a, 
2012b, 2013a, 2016; Gaudant & Ott D’Estevou 1985; 
Gaudant et al. 1988, 2015a; Cubells et al. 1994; Gaudant & 
Rovira-Sendrós 1998; Gaudant & Reichenbacher 2002; 
Reichenbacher & Gaudant 2003; Reichenbacher et al. 
2004). But he was also an expert on the fossil record of 
the Cyprinidae (carps, minnows and relatives), irrespec-
tive of whether the fossils at hand consisted of articulated 
skeletons or isolated pharyngeal teeth (Gaudant 1975a, 
1976, 1977a, 1978b, 1984a, b, 1989c, 1991c, 1993a, 
1994a, 1995a, 1997d, 2006b, 2007a, 2009b, 2013b, 
2014a, 2015a; Gaudant & Rousset 1979; Gaudant & 
Vatsev 1997; Gaudant et al. 2002, 2014; Sach et al. 2003). 
Furthermore, Jean had acquired a deep knowledge of 
the Amiiformes (Gaudant 1978c, 1980a, 1987a, 1992a, 
1997c, 1999a, 2008a; Gaudant et al. 2005a), as well as 
several other groups of freshwater fishes. During his career, 
Jean described numerous novel fossil species and several 
new genera. In addition, he discovered the oldest known 
fossil records of several important extant fish taxa, such 
as Esox (pike) (Gaudant 1979f ), the killifish Aphanius 
(Gaudant & Rovira-Sendrós 1998), and the Gobioidei 
(Gaudant 1996a).
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Palaeoenvironments 
An exclusive focus on interpreting the taxonomy and sys-
tematic position of a fossil fish specimen was not enough to 
satisfy Jean. He was acutely aware of the fact that, without 
detailed knowledge of the sediments in which fossil fishes oc-
cur, reconstructions of their palaeoenvironments must remain 
incomplete. If a previously discovered fossil site could still be 
accessed, Jean would organize a field trip to the locality, often 
in collaboration with colleagues (e.g. Gaudant & Burkhardt 
1984; Cavallo & Gaudant 1987; de la Chapelle & Gaudant 
1987; Fontes et al. 1987; Gaudant et al. 1988, 2015a; Barrier 
et al. 1993). As a result of these activities, Jean was able to 
expand collections of fish fossils from known sites. Most of the 
specimens that he collected are now deposited in the National 
History Museum in Paris. In addition, Jean recognized the 
value of the accompanying fossil biota, such as microfossils, 
insects or leaves, and he established numerous collaborations 
with specialists in the respective disciplines in order to obtain 
a comprehensive understanding of the palaeoenvironment in 
which the ancient fishes lived (e.g. Gaudant et al. 1997a, b, 
2006, 2007, 2008, 2010a, b, 2015a; Cavagnetto & Gaudant 
2000; Ghinassi et al. 2005; Peñalver & Gaudant 2010). 

One of Jean’s major interests with regard to palaeoenvi-
ronmental studies concerned the debate over the hypothesis 
that the Mediterranean Sea had completely dried out during 
the Late Miocene (the so-called Messinian crisis). He ana-
lysed, often together with colleagues, numerous fossil fish 
assemblages from many Messinian outcrops located around 
the Mediterranean, i.e. in Italy, Spain, Morocco, Algeria, 
Crete and Cyprus (Gaudant 1978c, d, e, 1979c, d, 1980b, 
1981c, 1989d, e, 1992b, 2007b, 2008b, c, 2014b, 2015b, c; 
Gaudant & Mori 1983; Cavallo & Gaudant 1984, 1987; de 
la Chapelle & Gaudant 1987; Fontes et al. 1987; Gaudant 
et al. 1988, 1994a, b, 1995b, c, 1996, 1997a, b, 2001, 2006, 
2008; Fourtanier et al. 1991; Cavallo et al. 1993; Gaudant & 
Cavallo 2008; Gaudant & Marín-Ferrer 2012). The results 
of these studies indicated that the Mediterranean did indeed 
experience a prolonged ecological crisis during the Late Mio-
cene, while raising serious doubts about the notion that the 
Mediterranean Basin as a whole ran dry (see also Gaudant 
2002b; Merle et al. 2002). 

Thus, Jean contributed substantially to the establishment 
of fossil fishes as significant proxy indicators for palaeoen-
vironmental conditions. He was fully cognisant of the fact 
that the discovery of a fossil can only be meaningful when 
viewed in its stratigraphic and geological context (often a 
challenging task in non-marine settings), and one can find 
such information in every one of Jean’s papers, regardless 
of whether the fish fossils come from small or remote sites. 
Moreover, Jean demonstrated that the precise identification 
of fish fossils can significantly contribute to the clarification 
of the stratigraphic ages of the corresponding sediments (e.g. 
Gaudant 1999b; Gaudant et al. 2015a). 

Palaeogeography

Fossil freshwater fishes are a useful tool for tracing the 
boundaries of ancient biogeographic provinces and infer-

ring past hydrological connections. Jean demonstrated that 
freshwater teleosts from Paleocene and Eocene freshwater 
deposits are representatives of an ancient biogeographic 
province located between North America and Eurasia (e.g. 
Gaudant 1988c, 1993d). Moreover, he provided evidence 
for the hypothesis that Characiformes, nowadays restricted 
to African freshwater habitats, reached freshwater biotopes 
in Europe through several independent waves of immigra-
tion, which may have been related to tropical palaeoclimatic 
conditions (Gaudant 2014c; see also Antunes et al. 1995; 
Gaudant 1996b; Monod & Gaudant 1998; Gaudant & 
Smith 2008). Further support for this hypothesis came 
from the fossil record of another tropical freshwater group, 
the Channiformes (snakeheads), in several Miocene sites in 
southern Germany and France (e.g. Gaudant & Reichen-
bacher 1998a; Gaudant 2000c, 2014c). 

Historical Geology

Apart from his work in vertebrate palaeontology, Jean par-
ticipated actively in the documentation of the history of 
geology. He published numerous studies on the history of 
geology and palaeontology, and the origins of geological and 
palaeontological sciences at the end of the 17th and at the 
beginning of the 19th century (Gaudant 1980e, f, 1984c, 
1986, 1989f, 1990a-c, 1991d-f, 1993e, 1995, 1997e, f, 
1999c, 2001a, 2002c, 2004a-c, 2005b-e, 2008d-g, 2009c, 
d, 2010b, 2011b, c, 2012c, d, 2014d-f; Gaudant & Bouillet 
1997, 2000, 2010; Gaudant & Breton 2010). He served as 
Secretary-General of the Comité français d’Histoire de la 
Géologie from 1976, the year in which it was founded by 
François Ellenberger, and edited the Committee’s Annual 
Reports from 1991 on. In 2004, he was elected President of 
the Association des Géologues du Bassin de Paris. Moreover, 
he was a member of the editorial board of Géochronique, 
published jointly by the Société géologique de France and 
the Bureau de Recherches géologiques et minières (BRGM), 
and contributed numerous articles to this periodical. In 
addition, he contributed to and/or co-edited five books on 
the history of geology: Essais sur l’histoire de la géologie en 
hommage à Eugène Wegmann (Société géologique de France 
1995), De la géologie à son histoire (CTHS 1997), Dolomieu 
et la géologie de son temps (Presses des Mines 2005), Géologues 
et Paléontologues, de la passion à la profession (Presses des 
Mines 2008), et L’essor de la géologie française, Essais (Presses 
des Mines 2009). 

PERSONAL MEMORIES

Jean and I first met in 1994, when I was a post-doctoral 
researcher at a very early stage of my career, and we trav-
elled together to several outcrops in southern France. I was 
particularly interested in his knowledge of fossil skeletons 
with otoliths (‘ear stones’) in situ because these specimens 
represent key fossils for the systematic assignment of isolated 
otoliths, which was my main field at that time. Besides, we 
both were interested in fossil killifishes. In 1994, Jean was 
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not at all convinced that fossil otoliths could provide useful 
taxonomic information. He told me that he had observed 
different forms of otoliths, thus implying the presence of 
more than one species, preserved in skeletons that appar-
ently belonged to the same species based on skeleton char-
acters. Nevertheless, he always respected my field and we 
developed a constructive and loyal friendship and fruitful 
collaboration. A few years later, during the preparation of 
our first joint papers (Gaudant & Reichenbacher 1998a, b) 
and also in the course of our subsequent projects (Gaudant 
et al. 2002, 2015a; Gaudant & Reichenbacher 2002, 2005; 
Keller et al. 2002; Reichenbacher & Gaudant 2003; Sach 
et al. 2003; Reichenbacher et al. 2004, 2007; Gierl et al. 
2013), Jean had accepted that otolith morphology can 
actually provide important taxonomic information that is 
not always detectable in skeletal characters alone. I refer to 
this here because it exemplifies his open-mindedness when 
discussing controversial topics and his willingness to accept 
new points of view. 

I once asked Jean how he managed to publish so many 
papers (sometimes as many as ten per year). He told me that 
he always worked at home, usually starting very early, and 
continuing with very few breaks into the late evening, and 
that he liked to work on weekends. I cannot remember that 
he ever took a holiday. Sometimes he would let me know 
that he would be out of touch for a month or so, because 
he needed to visit some museum or other, or do fieldwork. 
Obviously, his life was entirely dedicated to science. Here, 
however, I should mention his friendship with the artist 
Lucja Szostak, whose work he greatly admired. He did all 
he could to make her oeuvre better known, and several of 
her paintings hung in his home. 

There is certainly much more that could be said about 
my friend and colleague Jean Gaudant. His charm, kind-
ness and friendship, as well as his exceptional expertise in so 
many different fields of science, are irreplaceable. We have 
lost an outstanding researcher whose contributions have 
significantly advanced our knowledge of the composition 
of fossil freshwater fish assemblages in Europe and their 
palaeoenvironmental and palaeogeographic implications. 
He will be sorely missed by his many friends and colleagues. 
Our sincere condolences go to his family. Jean will live on 
in our memories and hearts and also through his rich sci-
entific legacy. 
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d’Information des Géologues du Bassin de Paris 23 (4): 43-58.

Gaudant J. 1986. — Camille Arambourg (1885-1969), précurseur 
du ponctualisme. Revue d’Histoire des Sciences 39 (1): 31-34.

Gaudant J. & Rouchy J.-M. 1986. — Râs Dib : un nouveau 
gisement de poissons fossiles du Miocène moyen du Gebel Zeit 
(golfe de Suez, Egypte). Bulletin du Muséum national d’histoire 
naturelle Section C, Sciences de la terre, paléontologie, géologie, 
minéralogie 8 (4): 463-481.

Cavallo O. & Gaudant J. 1987. — Observations complémen-
taires sur l’Ichthyofaune des Marnes Messiniennes de Cherasco 
(Piémont) : implications géodynamiques. Bollettino della Società 
Paleontologica Italiana 26 (1-2): 177-198.

de la Chapelle G. & Gaudant J. 1987. — Decouverte de deux 
nouveaux gisements de poissons fossiles Messinines dans le bassin 
de Nijar-Carboneras (Andalousie Orientale) : signification paleo-
ecologique et implications paleogeographiques. Estudios Geologicos 
43 (3-4): 279-298. http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/egeol.87433-4598

Fontes J.-C., Filly A. & Gaudant J. 1987. — Conditions de 
dépôt du Messinien évaporitique des environs d’Alba (Piémont) : 
Arguments paléontologiques et isotopiques. Bollettino della Società 
Paleontologica Italiana 26 (1-2): 199-210.

Gaudant J. 1987a. — Mise au point sur certains poissons Amiidae 
du Cénozoïque européen : le genre Cyclurus Agassiz (= Kindleia 
Jordan). Paläontologische Zeitschrift 61 (3-4): 321-330.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0016-6995(84)80114-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/egeol.84405-6682
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/egeol.84405-6682
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/egeol.85411-2694
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/egeol.85411-2694
http://dx.doi.org/10.3989/egeol.87433-4598


334 GEODIVERSITAS • 2016 • 38 (3)

Reichenbacher B.

Gaudant J. 1987b. — A preliminary report on the Osteichthyan 
fish-fauna from the Upper Neogene of Sahabi, Libya, in Boaz, 
N. T. et al. (eds), Neogene Paleontology and Geology of Sahabi, 
Lybia. Alan R. Liss Inc., New York: 91-99.

Gaudant J. 1987c. — Sur la présence de Chandidae (Poissons 
téléostéens, Percoidei) dans le Cénozoïque européen. Comptes 
rendus de l’Académie des Sciences Série IIA, Sciences de la Terre et 
des planètes 304 (20): 1249-1252.

Gaudant J. 1987d. — Mise au point sur l’ichthyofaune pliocène 
de Willershausen-am-Harz (Allemagne). Comptes rendus de 
l’Académie des Sciences Série IIA, Sciences de la Terre et des planètes 
305 (9): 811-814.

Meunier F. J. & Gaudant J. 1987. — Sur un cas de pachyostose 
chez un poisson du Miocène terminal du bassin méditerranéen, 
Aphanius crassicaudus (Agassiz), (Teleostei, Cyprinodontidae). 
Comptes rendus de l’Académie des Sciences Série IIA, Sciences de la 
Terre et des planètes 305 (10): 925-928.

Gaudant J. 1988a. — Mise au point sur l’ichthyofaune oligocène 
de Rott, Stösschen et Orsberg (Allemagne). Comptes rendus de 
l’Académie des Sciences Série IIA, Sciences de la Terre et des planètes 
306 (12): 831-834.

Gaudant J. 1988b. — Les Cyprinodontiformes (Poissons, téléos-
téens) Oligocène de Ronzon, Le Puy-en-Velay (Haute-Loire) : 
anatomie et signification paléoécologique. Geobios 21 (6): 773-
785. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0016-6995(88)80093-7

Gaudant J. 1988c. — L’Ichthyofaune éocène de Messel et du 
Geiseltal (Allemagne) : Essai d’approche paléobiogéographique. 
Courier Forschungsinstitut Senckenberg 107: 355-367.

Gaudant J., Guerrera F. & Savelli D. 1988. — Nouvelles don-
nées sur le Messinien de Méditerranée occidentale : les gisements à 
Aphanius crassicaudus (Agassiz) (poissons téléostéens, cyprinodon-
tiformes) des Marches (Italie). Geodinamica Acta 2 (4): 185-196.

Gaudant J. & Quayle W. J. 1988. — New palaeontological stud-
ies on the Chapelcorner fish bed (Upper Eocene, Isle of Wight). 
Bulletin of the British Museum of Natural History (Geology) 44 
(1): 15-39.

Gaudant J. & Schaal S. 1988. — Il faut sauver le gisement de 
Messel ! La Recherche 19 (200): 854-857.

Gaudant J. 1989a. — L’ichthyofaune stampienne des environs 
de Chartres-de-Bretagne, près de Rennes (Ille-et-Vilaine) : un 
réexamen. Géologie de la France 1-2: 41-54.

Gaudant J. 1989b. — Découverte d’une nouvelle espèce de pois-
sons cyprinodontiformes (Prolebias delphinensis nov. sp.) dans 
l’Oligocène du bassin de Montbrun-les-Bains (Drôme). Géologie 
méditerranéenne 16 (4): 355-367.

Gaudant J. 1989c. — Nouvelles observations sur l’ichthyofauna 
miocène de Steinheim am Albuch (Wurtemberg, Allemagne). 
Stuttgarter Beiträge zur Naturkunde Serie B (Geologie und Paläon-
tologie) 151: 1-33.

Gaudant J. 1989d. — Poissons téléostéens, bathymétrie et paléo-
géographie du Messinien d’Espagne méridionale. Bulletin de la 
Société géologique de France 5 (6): 1161-1167.

Gaudant J. 1989e. — Les Vertébrés et l’interprétation du Messinien 
de bassin méditerranéen. Compte rendu sommaire des Séances de 
la Société de biogéographie 65 (3): 141-158.

Gaudant J. 1989f. — Le Bassin Parisien, berceau de la Géologie. 
Bulletin d’Information des Géologues du Bassin de Paris, Mémoires 
hors-série 7: 15-41.

Gaudant J. 1989g. — Sur une alose (Poissons téléostéens, Clu-
peidae) du Pannonian inférieur des environs de Rudabánya 
(Hongrie). Magyar Állami Földtani Intézet Évi Jelentése az 1987 
Évröl: 281-291.

Micklich N. & Gaudant J. 1989. — Anthracoperca siebergi Voigt 
1934 (Pisces, Perciformes). Ergebnisse einer Neuuntersuchung. 
Zeitschrift für Geologische Wissenschaften 17 (5): 503-521.

Gaudant J. 1990a. — Meudon et la limite Crétacé-Tertiaire : 
aperçu historique. Bulletin d’Information des Géologues du Bassin 
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