
Science Café: A Mammoth Find    
Wednesday, January 27, 2016 

5:30 - 7:30 PM 

Conor O’Neill’s Irish Pub 

318 South Main Street, Ann Arbor 

A few internet addresses you may find interesting … 

University of Michigan Museum of Paleontology: 

   http://www.lsa.umich.edu/paleontology/ 

University of Michigan Online Repository of Fossils:  

   http://umorf.ummp.lsa.umich.edu/wp/ 

University of Michigan Museum of Natural History:  

   http://www.lsa.umich.edu/ummnh 

UM video clip of Bristle mammoth excavation: 

   https://youtu.be/XbekbGz1cEY 

  
First vertebra behind the neck of the Bristle mammoth, with 
graduate student Joe El Adli (Photo by Daryl Marshke). 

Preparing to lift the skull and tusks of the Bristle mammoth 
using nylon tow straps (Photo by Daryl Marshke). 

 

 
Tusks can provide important features of life history that you might never expect to be preserved.  The diagram above is a 
cross section of the tusk of a young woolly mammoth from northeast Siberia showing annual increments of tusk growth 
traced from density changes mapped in microCT scans of the tusk.  Shades of gray in early years (near the tip) indicate the 
declining importance of milk in the diet, as judged from nitrogen isotope composition, ending with final weaning.  Nitrogen 
isotopes indicate an adult diet during the years shown in orange (diagram by Michael Cherney, University of Michigan). 

 
Skull and tusks of the Bristle mammoth being “airlifted” to 
a waiting flatbed trailer (Photo by Daryl Marshke). 

http://umich.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e7ea1aa1f70a9bcaa8db3fb1d&id=fdd6e8a162&e=a59a355877
http://www.lsa.umich.edu/paleontology/
http://umorf.ummp.lsa.umich.edu/wp/
http://www.lsa.umich.edu/ummnh
https://youtu.be/XbekbGz1cEY
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Bristle mammoth skull laying “face-down”, in the lab; tusk 
socket openings at right; uppermost broken surface cuts 
exactly through the middle of the brain cavity, removing 
lower, rear corner of skull, including connection to neck. 

Digital model (Smithsonian X3D, http://3d.si.edu) of a woolly 
mammoth skull and tusks.  Translucent cut-planes indicate 
location of damage on skull of Bristle mammoth. Note tusk 
orientation, which differs from that of Bristle (Adam Rountrey). 

 

  
Maps showing the distribution of mastodons and mammoths in Michigan. 
What controls their distribution and why are mastodons more common? 

Screen-shot of 3D digital model of the Bristle 
mammoth’s lower jaw on the UMORF website. 

 

Questions for Discussion: 

1. On television, the heroes always seem to figure out “who done it” – usually within one hour! 
Why is it more difficult in the real world?  Why do we use vague phrases like “demonstrating 
human association” rather than saying “humans killed this mammoth”?  What is the difference 
between hunting and butchery?  How can we learn what caused the extinction of mammoths? 

2. There may be some inherent tension between museums acting as archives, to conserve 

important evidence, and museums acting as a portal to facilitate public access to our common 

heritage.  How do we best compromise between both of these important objectives? 

3. We’d like you to help us design the exhibit of the Bristle mammoth.  What would you like to 

learn more about?  What interactive components would you find engaging or instructive?  

What would capture the attention of visitors covering a wide range of ages and learning styles? 

4. If you find something that might be a fossil, “Who ya gonna’ call?”  Are there risks to calling 

scientists?  … benefits?  How do you decide whether to donate a specimen, keep it, or sell it? 

http://3d.si.edu/

