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Abstract — Palaeontological research on the Miocene and Pliocene oras and faunas of Iceland date back
to the 1770’s. At that time, plant fossils from Iceland were considered belonging to a single ora, and in
the early 20th century scientist considered this ora of Eocene age. During the past few decades systematic
palaeontology, palaeoclimatology, stratigraphy, and palaeogeography have been linked to results from isotopic
(K/Ar and Ar/Ar) absolute age determinations and palaeomagnetic measurements of Cainozoic lavas in Iceland.
As a result, numerous fossil oras and a few faunas identied from terrestrial sediments in Iceland are now
known to give a contiguous record dating back 15 Ma. The oldest oras are therefore Middle Miocene in age.
Younger oras are quite different from the older ones and their composition changed as the Miocene came to
an end. Gradual cooling that occurred on Iceland since 12 Ma, when the climate was mild with no dry season
and warm summers, and continuous isolation of Iceland, in the northern North Atlantic, had its affect on the
Icelandic ora. Thermophilous plants soon became extinct and more cold tolerant species became prominent.

INTRODUCTION
The fossil record of Iceland extends back as far as its
oldest rocks, which have been radiometrically dated
to about 15 Ma (McDougall et al., 1984; Hardarson
et al., 1997). The Icelandic lava pile formed almost
exclusively above sea level and as a result the fossil bearing strata are primarily of terrestrial origin. A
number of sedimentary formations containing identiable plant remains occur interstratied with the lavas
(Figure 1). Studies of their fossil oras were initiated
more than a hundred years ago and a Miocene age was
correctly assigned to the oldest of them (Heer 1868).
This was later rejected in favour of an Eocene age and
that view persisted into the 1960’s (see Kristjánsson,
1993). Radiometric dating of the lavas, which started
in the mid-1960’s, veried that the oras could be no
older than Miocene, as originally proposed by Heer

(1868). The global cooling that has occurred on Earth
since the Middle Miocene is well documented in the
record of fossil oras in Iceland, owing to the regular spacing of plantbearing sedimentary formations
within the lava pile (Figure 2). Unfortunately, well
preserved remains of terrestrial faunal assemblages
are rarely found in these formations.
Iceland is the only landmass in the northern North
Atlantic that has a fairly continuous fossil record
from the early Middle Miocene to the present. The
geographical position of Iceland, between Greenland
and continental Northwest Europe, and its rich fossil
record makes it an interesting place to study possible transcontinental migration of plants and animals
between North America/Greenland and Europe/Asia
during the Late Cainozoic and to interpret and reconstruct palaeoclimate and palaeoenvironment in the
northern North Atlantic based on terrestrial proxies.
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