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Do you have an inner � sh?
MATTHEW A. McLAIN

ABSTRACT
The ‘� shapod’ Tiktaalik has been hailed by many as 

one of the best examples of a transitional form in the 

fossil record, � lling in the gap between � sh and tetrapods 

(four-legged animals). Since its initial discovery in 2006, 

however, new � nds have come to light that have compli-

cated the picture of � sh-to-tetrapod evolution. This article 

reviews the history of the discussion on � sh-to-tetrapod 

evolution from both an evolutionist and a young-age 

creationist perspective, and suggests exciting new direc-

tions for young-age creationist research on this topic.

INTRODUCTION
In 2006 a startling discovery was announced. Edward 

Daeschler, Neil Shubin, and Farish Jenkins Jr. declared 

that they had found the transitional form linking � sh 

with four-legged animals (tetrapods). They named the 

creature Tiktaalik roseae, and Neil Shubin went on to 

write a popular book on the topic called Your Inner Fish, 

which was later picked up by the American broadcaster 

PBS and turned into a documentary series. Tiktaalik has 

since been hailed as one of the best ‘missing links’ ever 

found and one of the clearest proofs for universal com-

mon descent. Since the Scriptures are clear that God 

created � sh on Day 5 and land animals on Day 6 of the 

Creation Week, what are we to do with this creature and 

its supposed proof for the evolution of tetrapods from 

� sh? It turns out that the story has become more com-

plicated since 2006. What was thought to be a bombshell 

for creationists has instead become an opportunity for 

evolutionists to see what it is like to be a creationist who 

honestly works through the data of the fossil record.

A MISSING ‘MISSING LINK’
In the evolutionary model, all living things share a 

common ancestor in the tree of life (universal common 

descent). All of the four-legged animals, called tetrapods, 

are thought to be more closely related to each other 

than to any other creatures. Tetrapods, like bony � sh, are 

vertebrates with a bony skeleton. There are two types 

of bony � sh: ray-� nned � shes (Actinopterygii) and lobe-

� nned � shes (Sarcopterygii). Ray-� nned � shes are the 

most common ones, including such diverse forms as 

trout, salmon, eels, seahorses, sturgeon, and puffer� sh, 

just to name a few of the tens of thousands of known 

species. Ray-� nned � shes are named after the long bony 

rays that make up the structure of their � ns. Lobe-� nned 

� shes, however, have extensive bones inside their � ns 

giving them more ‘� eshy’ � ns than the actinopterygiians. 

Unlike ray-� nned � shes, the lobe-� nned � shes are very 

low in diversity in the present, with only two living types: 

coelacanths and lung� shes. The fossil record of lobe-

� nned � shes, however, shows a much greater diversity 

and disparity of forms, including giant river monsters 

weighing in over a ton!1

Between these two groups, it had long been known 

that tetrapods are most similar to the lobe-� nned � shes. 

Scientists recognised the bones inside of their � ns 

as being homologous to the limb bones in tetrapods. 

Whether you are looking at humans, birds, or whales, all 

of these animals follow the same pattern for their fore-

limb skeletons: one long bone (humerus), followed by 

two long bones (radius and ulna), followed by little wrist 

bones (carpals), followed by longer little bones (meta-

carpals and phalanges). This same internal makeup is 

found in structures as distinct as a human arm/hand, a 

bird wing, and a whale � ipper. And this same pattern can 

be identi� ed in the lobe-� nned � shes: one bone, going to 

two bones, and then going to lots of little bones.

For many years, the best candidate for a transitional 

form linking lobe-� nned � shes to tetrapods was a fossil 

animal called Eusthenopteron (Figure 1). Eusthenopteron 

had one more feature in common with tetrapods than 

the other lobe-� nned � shes people were more familiar 

with: choanae. A choana is a hole on the palate (roof of 

the mouth) that connects to another hole on the outside 

of the snout called the naris. The naris is the hole in the 

skull that corresponds to the nostril. So, the choanae link 

the nostrils to the mouth. This is what is seen in tetra-

pods, but it is not what is found in other � sh. Fish do have 

nostrils, but they do not use them for breathing. Rather, 

they use them for smelling underwater. The water � ows 

in the front naris, moves along some tissue that can pick 

up on chemical signatures in the water, and then out the 

back naris. Both of these openings are on the side of the 

skull. In other words, there is no connection between the 

nose and the mouth in most � sh.

But, like tetrapods, Eusthenopteron had a naris that 

connected to the mouth, which is really useful for 

air-breathing. You might be thinking, why would a � sh 
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want to breathe air? Well, this is a behaviour known 

among some of our living � sh, especially one group of 

lobe-� nned � shes: the lung� sh. Lung� sh can take in 

oxygen through the water via their gills, but they can 

also gulp air up at the surface. Eusthenopteron could 

potentially do something similar, even by just taking in 

air through the external naris if it popped its head up 

above the water.

The problem is that Eusthenopteron looks too much like 

a typical � sh to be a transitional form between � sh and 

tetrapods. Its limbs are clearly � ns (Figure 1), even though 

some evolutionists in the past tried to imagine Eusthe-

nopteron crawling up on the land (Schmalhausen 1968, 

p.55),2 and its skull is attached to its shoulder girdle, 

meaning that it did not have a true neck. There is wide 

agreement that Eusthenopteron is a fully aquatic animal 

(Laurin et al. 2007).

In the 1930s, the earliest tetrapod fossils were discov-

ered in Greenland in the form of two distinctly different 

genera: Acanthostega (Figure 1) and Ichthyostega, although 

they were not well understood until much better material 

was recovered by an expedition in 1987 (Coates and Clack 

Figure 1. Life reconstructions and skeletal anatomy of pectoral � n/forelimb of Eusthenopteron, Tiktaalik, and Acanthostega. 
Illustrations of the skeletal anatomy of the pectoral � ns of Eusthenopteron and Tiktaalik and forelimb of Acanthostega are 
part of a larger work by Neil Pezzoni found on Wikimedia (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Fins_to_hands.
png) / CC BY 4.0. Eusthenopteron and Acanthostega life reconstructions by Nobu Tamura / CC BY 2.5. Tiktaalik life recon-
struction by Zina Deretsky / public domain.
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1990). These animals both have true necks, and their limbs 

have true digits (although they have a lot more digits 

than you or I would be comfortable with: eight digits per 

hand/foot in Acanthostega (Figure 1) and seven digits per 

foot in Ichthyostega3). Both of these animals are clearly 

aquatic, although it is likely that at least Ichthyostega 

could come out on land.4

As unusual as Ichthyostega and Acanthostega are, they 

are still clearly tetrapods in their body plans, and there 

is a very large morphological gap between � sh like 

Eusthenopteron and these tetrapods. Evolutionary biologists 

wanted to � nd an animal that was a transitional form 

between the two. But where would one look for such a 

fossil?

GETTING A FIN READING
An animal that was truly a transitional form between 

� sh and tetrapods would need to be found in Devonian 

rocks. The Devonian Period is believed by old-earth 

geologists to have been between 419 and 356 million 

years ago. The Devonian System is part of the Palaeozoic 

Erathem, with its layers lying above Silurian rocks 

and below Carboniferous rocks (Figure 2). The Devonian 

System can be divided up into smaller series (Figure 2). 

Ichthyostega and Acanthostega come from the very top of the 

Famennian Series, the last series in the Devonian Sys-

tem. Eusthenopteron, by contrast, comes from rocks in the 

Givetian Series. Thus, if palaeontologists wanted to � nd a 

transitional form between � sh and tetrapods, then they 

needed to look in the rocks of the intervening Frasnian 

Series.

However, it is not enough to know which layers to look 

in, you also need to know where on the Earth to search. 

Acanthostega and Ichthyostega both come from Greenland, 

whereas Eusthenopteron comes from Miguasha, Quebec 

in Canada. Thus, it makes sense to continue looking for 

a transitional form between these creatures in the far 

north of North America. From studying geological maps, 

Daeschler, Shubin, and Jenkins decided that Ellesmere 

Island in the Canadian province of Nunavut would 

be a good place to look as it had abundant Devonian 

sedimentary rocks.

Finally, even if you know the correct age and geographic 

location, you still need to know what kind of rocks to 

look in. Daeschler, Shubin, and Jenkins thought their 

best bet was to look in rocks laid down in a freshwater 

environment. Thus, they were searching for rocks with 

lacustrine (related to lakes), � uvial (related to rivers), or 

deltaic (related to deltas) palaeoenvironments.

After four seasons in the � eld, these scientists � nally 

Figure 2. Geological column, with the Devonian series expanded. Stratigraphic locations of Ichthyostega and Eusthenopteron
indicated via silhouettes from PhyloPic (https://www.phylopic.org/) available under CC0 1.0 Universal public domain 
licenses. The stratigraphic location of the sought-after transitional form is indicated by the red arrow.
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stumbled upon the remains of Tiktaalik. They first 

recognized the fossil as something important because 

they uncovered the tip of the lower jaw, which looked 

similar to what was seen in other tetrapodomorph � sh like 

Panderichthys (Tetrapodomorpha is the group containing 

tetrapods and � sh that are the most similar to tetra-

pods). However, they did not know how much detail was 

present in the original fossil (and the other individuals 

they found) until they brought them back and had them 

prepared.

It turned out that Tiktaalik had many interesting 

features. It was clearly a � sh as it had � ns, � sh scales, 

and gills (Figure 1), but it also possessed some traits that 

are not found in other � sh. For instance, Tiktaalik had a 

true neck – its skull was not fused to its pectoral girdle 

(Daeschler et al. 2006). Additionally, Tiktaalik had large, 

complex, and robust pectoral and pelvic girdles,5 espe-

cially when compared to sarcopterygian � shes (Shubin 

et al. 2006; Shubin et al. 2014). Most surprisingly, Tiktaalik

possessed functional elbow and wrist joints (Figure 1) 

(Shubin et al. 2006).

Tiktaalik had an amazing combination of features 

that looked per-

fectly intermedi-

ate in morphology 

between � sh and 

tetrapods. As the 

late Jenny Clack, world expert on early tetrapod palae-

ontology at Cambridge University, said, ‘… [I]t’s got 

a combination of � sh-like features with some clearly 

tetrapod-like features. It’s one of those things you can 

point to and say, “I told you this would exist,” and there 

it is’ (Holmes 2006). The famous evolutionist and atheist 

Richard Dawkins (2009) wrote, ‘Tiktaalik is the perfect 

missing link – perfect, because it almost exactly splits 

the difference between � sh and amphibian, and perfect 

because it is missing no longer’ (p.169 on Kindle Edition). 

When Tiktaalik was announced to the world in 2006, it 

was widely hailed as amazing proof for evolution and a 

nail in the cof� n for creationism because, not only was 

it a transitional form, but it was found via an 

evolutionary prediction. Daeschler, Shubin, and Jenkins 

went to � nd it in rocks of the right time, place, and 

palaeo environment, and that is exactly what they found. 

Indeed, a New York Times article at the time said that 

Tiktaalik was ‘a powerful rebuttal to religious cre-

ationists, who hold a literal biblical view on the 

origins and development of life’ (Wilford 2006). 

The National Academy of Sciences Institute of 

Medicine put out a statement called Science, Evolution, 

and Creationism in 2008 that said that Tiktaalik was 

‘critically important for confirming predictions of 

evolutionary theory’ (p.3).

So how did creationists respond at the time? One 

evolutionist blogger summarised and addressed responses 

to Tiktaalik by some creationist organisations. In his 

critique of these responses, he noted two things worthy 

of our attention. First, he wrote, ‘The earliest amphibians 

still looked very much like the lobe-� nned � sh they 

evolved from. Over time, of course, they diversi� ed and 

became less and less � sh-like and better adapted to life 

on land. And what is the creationist explanation for that 

order of appearance? Dead silence.’ Secondly, he said, 

‘… [W]hy are there no tetrapods found until after the 

� sh that live in those shallow marine [environments]6 

… If God created both, why in that speci� c order? Why 

wouldn’t we � nd tetrapods living side by side with those 

marine-adapted � sh all the way along and not only after 

we see all of those terrestrial-adapted traits slowly devel-

op in a series of species in just the right temporal and 

anatomical sequence to mimic evolution?’ [emphasis 

original] (Stcynic 2006).

Since this evolutionary blog was written, there have 

been numerous popular articles by creationists on Tiktaalik, 

but the majority are written by those without training 

in vertebrate palaeontology or geology. As a result, I sub-

mit that they often skirt these important points raised by 

the blogger (and the Tiktaalik prediction and discovery). 

For instance, some creationists have focused on whether 

Tiktaalik could actually walk on land (Menton 2007) or 

noted how it is well-designed for its environment, which 

is why it has ‘transitional’ characteristics (Sherwin 2020) 

or focused on how it has a mosaic of characteristics, 

which is not evidence for evolution (Doyle 2008). These 

are important observations and discussions, but they do 

not address why Daeschler et al.’s prediction worked. If 

Tiktaalik is not actually a transitional form that evolved 

in that particular time, then why were Daeschler and his 

colleagues able to find Tiktaalik in the layer, area, and 

palaeoenvironment they predicted?

FOOTPRINTS BEFORE FEET?
A new wrench was thrown into the Tiktaalik narrative 

in 2010 when Niedźwiedzki and colleagues announced 

tracks from the Devonian of Poland, which are now 

referred to as the Zachełmie tracks. They discovered 

footprints with digits and tracks of what appeared to 

be a walking tetrapod from the lower part of the Middle 

Devonian. This makes the Zachełmie tracks older than 

our oldest fossil of a tetrapod by at least 18 million years. 

Surprisingly, though, the Zachełmie tracks are also older 

than Tiktaalik by 12 million years and older than 

When Tiktaalik was announced to the 
world in 2006, it was widely hailed as 
amazing proof for evolution and a nail 
in the coffin for creationism.
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Eusthenopteron by 6 million years! Jenny Clack wrote 

in her book, Gaining Ground: The Origin and Evolution of 

Tetrapods, ‘The whole scenario implied by these trackways 

shows that we may well have to rethink the whole ques-

tion of timing, sequence and circumstances of the origin 

of tetrapods’ (2012, p.126).

Initially, Daeschler and Shubin were both skeptical 

that these trackways were made by tetrapods. Ted 

Daeschler told an interviewer via email, ‘With all respect 

to the scientists involved in this study, there may be 

other explanations for these suggestive tracks’ (Vergano 

2010). Neil Shubin told science writer Ed Yong, ‘The skel-

etal anatomy, let alone evolutionary relationships, of a 

trackmaker is hard to interpret from a track or print … 

There is nothing in Tiktaalik’s described anatomy that 

suggests it didn’t have a stride.’ In other words, Shubin 

suggests that Tiktaalik could produce prints similar to the 

Zachełmie tracks if its � n was mushed into sand (Yong 

2010).

Then, in 2015, palaeontologist Spencer Lucas from 

the New Mexico Museum of Natural History and Science 

authored a paper where he argued that the supposed 

tracks were not tracks at all. Rather, he argued that they 

were actually � sh feeding traces. According to Lucas 

(2015), the lack of overlapping prints on trackways and 

the fact that the digits are not clear on any of the tracks 

argue against them being footprints made by tetrapods. 

Lucas had not studied any of the specimens � rsthand 

and was working only from the photographs published 

in Niedźwiedzki et al. (2010).

A reply came in the form of an article about the 

non-marine palaeoenvironment associated with the 

Zachełmie tracks written by Qvarnström et al. (2018) and 

published in Scienti� c Reports. In Figure 1 of their paper, 

Qvarnström et al. show a trackway with overlapping prints 

and a track with clear digit impressions. Qvarnström 

et al. (2018, p.8) wrote, ‘The tracks were made by paired 

appendages with digits and discrete sole pads … , very 

different from the � ns of lobe-� nned � shes’.

What does this mean for the � sh-to-tetrapod transi-

tion? It is important to note that the Zachełmie tracks 

and their stratigraphic position in no way affect the 

phylogenetic position of Tiktaalik, which is the end result 

of meticulous work of describing and coding the mor-

phological characters of Tiktaalik and other creatures. In 

other words, the presence of tetrapods before Tiktaalik in 

stratigraphy and time do not change the fact that Tiktaalik

has numerous features that are intermediate in mor-

phology between � sh and tetrapods. Indeed, Simões and 

Pierce (2021) have already incorporated the Zachełmie 

track data into morphological phylogenies to calibrate 

the ages of divergence times for tetrapodomorphs.

Although the Zachełmie tracks do not change the 

comparative anatomy and proposed evolutionary 

relationship of Tiktaalik and other tetrapodomorphs, the 

tracks do bring about two important challenges. Firstly, 

the tracks affect the timing of the supposed evolution 

of � sh into tetrapods. If the tracks show the existence 

of tetrapods before the � rst tetrapod body fossils, before 

Tiktaalik, and before Eusthenopteron, then tetrapods could 

not have evolved in the Late Devonian as previously 

thought. As a result, Tiktaalik cannot be a ‘missing link’ 

in the classic sense. What is Tiktaalik, then? Two options 

present themselves.

The first option is that tetrapods, Tiktaalik, and 

Eusthen opteron all have ghost lineages. A ghost lineage 

is when a taxon is suspected of existing before its � rst 

appearance in the fossil record. In other words, it is sup-

posed to be there even though we see no evidence of it, 

hence a ‘ghost’. Tiktaalik would then be a holdover from 

the animals that did evolve into tetrapods, kind of like 

how we still have apes today that resemble our supposed 

evolutionary ancestors. No evolutionist would say that 

humans evolved from chimps or gorillas, but it could be 

argued that chimps and gorillas more closely resemble 

the common ancestor of humans with other apes than 

humans do. In other words, the living apes have changed 

less than humans have, relative to the common ancestor.

The second option 

is that Tiktaalik and 

other tetrapodomorph 

� shes are merely convergent with the true tetrapod 

ancestor. In this hypothesis, Tiktaalik looks a lot like the 

tetrapod ancestor, but only in the way that the recently 

extinct thylacine (Tasmanian wolf) looks a lot like 

wolves despite it being a marsupial. This is not a popu-

lar option because the evolutionary phylogenies do not 

recover this possibility as very parsimonious – that is to 

say, such a possibility requires a lot of evolutionary steps, 

so it does not seem very likely. That being said, there are 

groups of animals that were previously considered to be 

missing links that are now considered to merely be con-

vergent with the ‘true’ missing links.7

Regardless of which hypothesis one chooses (and the 

former is the more popular by far), the same issue pre-

sents itself, which is addressed by the second, and more 

serious, challenge the Zachełmie tracks bring to the 

timing of the supposed evolution of � sh into tetrapods. 

If � sh did not actually evolve into tetrapods in the Late 

Devonian as the Zachełmie tracks suggest, then why did 

Daeschler, Shubin, and Jenkins’ prediction work?

Tiktaalik cannot be a ‘missing link’ 
in the classic sense.
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PREDICTIONS AND ASSUMPTIONS
Daeschler, Shubin, and Jenkins predicted that if they 

looked in rocks of the right age in the right part of the 

world and from the right depositional environment, then 

they would discover a creature that was transitional 

between � sh and tetrapods. They tested their prediction 

and discovered Tiktaalik, which many would hail as a 

perfect intermediate between � sh and tetrapods. How-

ever, because of the Zachełmie tracks we now know that 

there were tetrapods walking around before Tiktaalik’s 

bones were buried. So, if these palaeontologists were 

wrong in their assumptions about the timing of the � sh-

to-tetrapod evolutionary sequence, then how were they 

able to � nd Tiktaalik? To put it another way, why is there 

a sequence of, � rst, Eusthenopteron, then Panderichthys, 

then Tiktaalik, and then tetrapods like Acanthostega and 

Ichthyostega if tetrapods existed before even the � rst 

member of this series? Daeschler, Shubin, and Jenkins 

assumed that the order of the animals re� ected the timing 

of their evolution, but the Zachełmie tracks show this is 

an incorrect assumption. So, if this is not an evolutionary 

sequence, then why are the fossils in this order and why 

does it look like an evolutionary sequence?

To begin, we need to address why their prediction 

worked. This is where we can look to a philosopher of 

science named Peter 

Vickers, who included 

a chapter on Tiktaalik

in his book Identifying 

Future Proof Science. 

Vickers addresses one of the reasons why the Tiktaalik

prediction worked: it ‘had quite a high prior probability 

given the empirical knowledge of the day.’ Vickers 

continues: ‘Now imagine a serious and dedicated 

“explorer of the phenomena”, an “empirical scien-

tist” who proceeds without ever thinking about the 

theory of evolution. With intimate knowledge of the 

species on either side of the divide and the way they 

relate to each other, this empirically minded scientist 

might half-expect there to be other species in the fossil 

record, functionally and morphologically “in between” 

the � sh and the amphibians. Furthermore, the scien-

tist would have a good sense of where to look, given 

the strata where the other species were found (without 

for a moment assuming macroevolution) … Thus we 

reach the conclusion that the case for evolution theory 

shouldn’t put too much weight on the speci� c Tiktaalik 

prediction – it is no silver bullet’ (2023, pp.83, 85).

Vickers is not a creationist, but it is amazing how he 

essentially demonstrates that 1) someone could study 

and make predictions from the fossil record without 

holding to the theory of evolution and 2) the Tiktaalik pre-

diction and discovery story is not nearly as miraculous 

as it � rst seems.

One of the exciting things for creationists concerning 

the � sh-to-tetrapod series is that it puts creationist and 

evolutionist palaeontologists in the same boat. For years, 

creationists have claimed that just because creatures are 

found in an order in the fossil record that looks like a 

transitional series, that does not automatically mean it 

is a record of evolutionary change. Meanwhile, evolution-

ists have scoffed at such an idea. What other possibility 

is there than evolution over time for such an obvious 

transitional series?

But suddenly, here we have a series of convincing 

morphological intermediates in stratigraphic order 

(called a stratomorphic series), and both creationists and 

evolutionists agree that it is not due to evolution over 

time! Evolutionists now must acknowledge that there are

stratomorphic series in the fossil record that are generated 

by processes other than evolution.

This does not mean that creationists should gloat. 

That is never the point of scienti� c discovery or inquiry 

or any other facet of the Christian life. Creationist 

palaeontologists should be excited by these develop-

ments for two reasons. First, this demonstrates that 

creationists were not crazy to investigate alternative 

explanations for what so many argue are transitional 

series in the fossil record. Second, this is an opportunity 

for creationist palaeontologists to step in and provide new 

and innovative explanations for the fossil record. Rather 

than simply focusing on responding to evolutionary 

hypotheses, we can do the rewarding work of generating 

hypotheses that have even greater explanatory power.

NEW HYPOTHESES FOR THE FISH-TO-TETRAPOD 
SERIES

How can creationists explain this stratomorphic 

� sh-to-tetrapod series in the rock record if it is not evo-

lution over time? First, consider what morphological 

changes occur stratigraphically. In lower layers, there are 

only fully aquatic � sh, but higher stratigraphically there 

is a � sh that has some underwater walking ability, and 

higher still are tetrapods with actual hands and feet that 

could potentially pull themselves up on land (at least in 

the case of Ichthyostega). This is a movement from totally 

aquatic to semi-aquatic. Such a transition theoretically 

could be an evolutionary change, but it could also be an 

ecological change. In other words, could it be that the 

environments preserved in the rock record are transi-

tioning from more aquatic to less aquatic, and that this 

is re� ected in the types of animals found in them?

So, if this is not an evolutionary 
sequence, then why are the fossils 
in this order and why does it look like 
an evolutionary sequence?
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Creationist palaeontologist Kurt Wise had an interest-

ing idea he presented at the 2003 International Confer-

ence on Creationism that arose out of his study of fossil 

plant evolution. Wise recognized that, unlike for most 

groups, the fossil record of plants matched up well with 

their phylogeny (evolutionary tree). In other words, the 

appearance of different plant taxa in the rock layers 

matches the order we would predict based on the order 

in which those plant taxa evolved as inferred from their 

morphology. Wise recognized that water dependence 

was the key feature that connected the two. The more 

dependent a plant was on water, the lower it appeared 

stratigraphically and the more primitive it seemed. As 

one moved up the stratigraphic record and up the sup-

posed evolutionary tree, the plants became increasingly 

more terrestrial. As a result, Wise developed a creationist 

model that accounted for this observation: the � oating 

forest.

Wise’s � oating forest is a hypothesised pre-Flood eco-

system made of a continent-sized mat of bizarre plants 

that grew over the water. These plants had unusual 

features that suggested they did not grow in normal soil 

but instead � oated on the water with interconnected 

root-like structures. Out on the fringes of the � oating 

forest were the smallest plants (like Cooksonia, rhynio-

phytes, and zosterophylls), whereas the larger plants 

(like arborescent (tree-forming) lycopods and spheno-

phytes) grew more towards the centre. Wise postulated 

that this ancient ecosystem was ripped apart during 

Noah’s Flood from the outside in, resulting in the smaller, 

fringing plants getting buried � rst, followed by the larger, 

more central plants. This would make it appear that 

there was a progression in the plant fossil record from 

smaller, more ‘primitive’ plants in lower Palaeozoic rocks 

to larger, more ‘derived’ plants in upper Palaeozoic rocks.

Such an unusual environment might be expected to 

possess some unusual creatures. Many of these crea-

tures would need features that would allow them to be 

semi-aquatic or nearly so. Thus, it would not be shocking 

to � nd creatures like Tiktaalik living around such an eco-

system. Indeed, the Devonian is precisely where we see 

the transition from the smaller, more ‘primitive’ plants 

to the larger, more ‘advanced’ plants, matching our tran-

sition from � sh to tetrapods! Additionally, it is impor-

tant to remember that we do not stop � nding � sh fossils 

(even sarcopterygian � sh fossils) once we start � nding 

tetrapods. We would expect in a Flood-burial scenario to 

keep seeing fossils of aquatic animals even after we start 

� nding fossils of semi-terrestrial and even terrestrial 

tetrapods. The Zachełmie tracks make sense in this model 

because we would not expect it to be a perfectly tight 

sequence. Unlike the evolutionary model, which could 

not have tetrapods appearing before Tiktaalik, this � oat-

ing forest model could have some ‘out of order’ fossils 

while still expecting a general � sh-to-tetrapod order 

to be found in the layers. There could have been some 

tetrapods that wandered out into deeper or farther areas, 

leaving traces of their activity.

This hypothesis accounts for the stratomorphic 

� sh-to-tetrapod series, but that does not make it auto-

matically true. Indeed, the evolutionary account also 

� t the series well (until the discovery of the Zachełmie 

tracks). Much more work needs to be done to � esh out 

a robust creationist model that explains the � sh-to-

tetrapod stratomorphic series, but it is my hope that this 

article will inspire some current and future creationist 

palaeontologists to go out there and make new discoveries 

and develop new models. Rather than being an insur-

mountable problem and a ‘powerful rebuttal to religious 

creationists,’ Tiktaalik and similar forms can be studied 

and understood from a creationist perspective.

The late evolutionist palaeontologist Jenny Clack wrote 

about the Zachełmie tracks, ‘In the � rst edition of Gaining 

Ground, I wrote in Chapter 1 that “whatever is concluded 

today may be overturned by discovery of a new fossil 

tomorrow.” This is one obvious and important example. 

If corroborated by bone material, there really will be a 

lot of rethinking to do’ (2012, p.126). Palaeontology, like 

all science, requires constant rethinking, whether one is 

a creationist or an evolutionist. However, unlike the evo-

lutionist, the creationist has the wonderful blessing of 

knowing with absolute certainty the big picture outline 

of earth history. Regardless of how exactly creationists 

make sense of Tiktaalik or Ichthyostega, Christians can be 

con� dent that there really was a global Flood and that 

God really did create the entire universe out of nothing. 

Creationist scientists just have the hard – but good – job 

of working out the details.
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ENDNOTES
1. Rhizodus hibberti.

2. Jenny Clack in Gaining Ground (p. 133) explains that 

the thinking of palaeontologists on Eusthenopteron’s 

terrestrial capabilities was partially based in a misun-

derstanding about the palaeoenvironment represent-

ed by Devonian red beds, which they understood to 

represent arid or semi-arid conditions (e.g. Barrell 

1916). Many authors have since demonstrated that 

red beds can form under other conditions (e.g. Krynine 

1950; Dubiel and Smoot 1994; Sheldon 2005).

3. The hand of Ichthyostega is still unknown.

4. Although it would have lumbered around awkwardly, 

kind of like a mudskipper or a seal (Pierce et al. 2012).

5. The pelvic girdle actually was not found until later, 

described in a publication in 2014.

6. I added the word ‘environments’ here as it is clearly 

the intention, and the author made a mistake where 

he left out a word or two resulting in a nonsensical 

sentence.

7. An example would be how bauriid therocephalians 

were at one time considered to be transitional forms 

leading to mammals because of their shared bony sec-

ondary palate. Nowadays, cynodonts are considered 

to be the true transitional forms with bauriids merely 

being convergent with the cynodont condition. The 

bauriid secondary palate is formed differently than 

the cynodont/mammal secondary palate, so conver-

gence is the more reasonable hypothesis.
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