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Abstract  This experiment involved the study of two species of ambystomatid 
salamanders, Ambystoma tigrinum and Ambystoma opacum (Amphibia: Caudata). 
Individual salamanders were placed in sediment-filled terrariums and allowed to 
burrow for 7 to 14 days under natural environmental conditions. Salamanders were 
then removed and their burrows cast, excavated, and described both qualitatively 
and quantitatively. Quantitative measurements included the number of surface 
openings, width, height, width-to-height ratio, total length, maximum depth, slope, 
branching angle, complexity, and tortuosity. Additional experiments involved varia-
tions in soil composition and soil moisture. Ambystoma tigrinum burrowed through 
excavation and compaction techniques whereas A. opacum only used compaction. 
Burrows produced by A. tigrinum consisted of ramps, branched ramps, U-, W-, Y-, 
and J-shaped burrows. Small-scale surface mounds were also created by A. tigri-
num. Burrows produced by A. opacum consisted of ramps and branched ramps. 
Sinuous to straight surface trails were also produced by A. opacum. There was no 
recognized change in behavior or burrow properties in response to changes in the 
environmental parameters.

Keywords  Trace fossil · Vertebrate · Bioturbation · Continental · Paleoecology

13.1 � Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to document the burrow morphology of two species 
of fossorial salamanders, Ambystoma opacum and Ambystoma tigrinum, through 
simple experiments in a controlled, laboratory setting. The morphology of the bur-
rows was analyzed to determine the architectural features unique to each species 
and to burrowing salamanders in general, as well as how the burrows’ properties 
varied due to changes in sediment composition and soil moisture. These observa-
tions provide for a better understanding of the paleoecological, paleoenvironmental, 
and paleoclimatic significance of continental vertebrate trace fossils by aiding in the 
recognition of the behaviors represented, potential trace makers, and the associated 
environmental conditions.

Fossil burrows and the organisms responsible for them are rarely found together, 
making the interpretation of trace makers and behaviors difficult. Study of modern 
analogs is necessary to accurately interpret trace makers, behaviors, and environ-
mental conditions responsible for burrows within the fossil record (Bromley 1996). 
Neoichnological studies have generally been restricted to organisms found in the 
marine realm (Frey 1968, 1970; Frey et al. 1984; Gaillard 1991; Gingras et al. 2002, 
2004; Martin 2006; Hertweck et al. 2007; Pearson et al. 2007; Seike and Nara 2007) 
with few studies of terrestrial invertebrates (Hasiotis and Mitchell 1993; Davis et al. 
2007; Smith and Hasiotis 2008; Counts and Hasiotis 2009; Hembree 2009, 2013; 
Halfen and Hasiotis 2010; Hembree et al. 2012) and even fewer of terrestrial ver-
tebrates (Brand 1996; Deocampo 2002; Hembree and Hasiotis 2006, 2007; Genise 
et al. 2009; Melchor et al. 2012). Marine trace fossils are well documented and, 
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through neoichnological studies, behaviors and environmental factors controlling 
their morphology have been accurately determined (Bromley 1996). While the 
study of continental ichnology is relatively new, the same methods used in the ma-
rine realm have been applied for understanding the behaviors and environmental 
factors involved in the occurrence and morphology of continental trace fossils, 
especially those of terrestrial arthropods (Hasiotis 2002, 2007). The majority of 
knowledge of terrestrial vertebrate ichnology is focused on fossilized tracks and 
trackways (e.g., Brand and Tang 1991; Lockley et al. 1994; Brand 1996; Genise 
et  al. 2009). Increasingly, however, vertebrate burrows are being documented in 
the fossil record and correlations have been made between burrowing behaviors 
in vertebrates and climatic and environmental conditions (Romer and Olson 1954; 
Voorhies 1975; Groenewald et  al. 2001; Miller et  al. 2001; Hasiotis et  al. 2004, 
2007; Hembree and Hasiotis 2008).

No detailed accounts of fossil burrows definitively attributed to salamanders or 
salamander-like amphibians have been described in the literature. A potential rea-
son for this is that relatively few studies of the burrowing behaviors exhibited by 
modern salamanders have been conducted (e.g., Semlitsch 1983) and none have de-
scribed the morphology of the burrows produced. In particular, no previous studies 
have presented three-dimensional models of modern salamander burrows. Amphib-
ians with body types similar to modern salamanders have a fossil record extending 
to the Devonian and there is a strong likelihood that some of these species were 
fossorial (Gardner 2001; Anderson et al. 2008; Maddin et al. 2011). True salaman-
ders (Amphibia: Caudata) appeared in the Jurassic and fossils of salamander-like 
amphibians (Amphibia: Caudata: Karauridae) with morphologies indicative of bur-
rowing behaviors appear as early as the Early Permian (Amphibia: Lepospondyli) 
(Holman 2006; Maddin et al. 2011). These morphological characteristics are similar 
to those of extant burrowing amphibians, implying that burrowing organisms with 
body plans similar to A. tigrinum and A. opacum extend at least as far as the Early 
Permian (Maddin et al. 2011). The lack of knowledge and understanding about the 
burrowing behaviors and burrows produced by salamanders and their ancestors 
could, therefore, have potentially led to the misinterpretation of these structures in 
the fossil record.

13.2 � Salamander Ecology and Behavior

Salamanders are a diverse group of amphibians consisting of approximately 500 
extant species (Vitt and Caldwell 2008). Most salamanders have well-developed 
tails, cylindrical and often elongate bodies, distinct heads with reduced and fre-
quently cartilaginous skulls, and short, well-developed limbs (Vitt and Caldwell 
2008). Salamanders inhabit every continent except Antarctica and Australia and are 
adapted to both aquatic and terrestrial habitats. The Ambystomatidae are a group 
of heavy bodied and tailed, mostly fossorial, salamanders ranging in length from 
8–34 cm. To avoid desiccation, most species within the Ambystomatidae spend a 
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majority of their time within leaf litter or burrowed below the sediment surface 
(Semlitsch 1983).

Two species of salamanders from the Ambystomatidae were chosen for these ex-
periments, A. opacum and A. tigrinum (Fig. 13.1a and b). Both species are fossorial 
and inhabit similar deciduous forest environments with temperatures averaging 18–
20 °C within sandy loam to loamy soils with moisture levels of approximately 74 %. 
These are heavy bodied salamanders with short, well-developed legs and broad 
heads with rounded snouts. Ambystoma tigrinum generally has a more robust body 
type and adults are 5–14 cm longer than adult A. opacum. Both types of salamander 
are nocturnal, emerging from their burrow at night to hunt (Vitt and Caldwell 2008).

Ambystoma opacum (marbled salamander) has a geographic range extending 
from New England to Florida and as far west as eastern Texas (Anderson and Gra-
ham 1967; Fig. 13.1c). This species is the smallest of the ambystomatids, typically 
reaching adult sizes up to 11 cm in length. The life span of A. opacum is around 4 
years, most of which is spent underground in burrows. Individuals mate in the fall, 
emerging from their burrow after a heavy rain to mate and deposit eggs. Ambysto-
ma opacum burrow passively through compression by the expansion of preexisting 
cracks, holes, or other burrows in the sediment surface (Semlitsch 1983).

Ambystoma tigrinum (eastern tiger salamander) has a wide geographic range in 
eastern North America that extends from the Gulf Coastal Plains to the plains of 

ba

c d
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Fig. 13.1   The fossorial salamanders used in this experiment and their known geographic ranges. 
a Ambystoma tigrinum. b Ambystoma opacum. c Range of A. tigrinum. d Range of A.opacum
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the Midwest, but it is mostly absent east of the Appalachians (Church et al. 2003; 
Fig. 13.1d). It is one of the largest salamander species within the ambystomatids, 
reaching total adult lengths of 15–25  cm. The life span of A. tigrinum is 12–15 
years. Individuals mate in the spring, leaving their burrows to mate and deposit 
eggs within small ponds or streams. Ambystoma tigrinum actively excavate their 
burrows through the use of their snout and forelimbs using their hind limbs to move 
loose sediment backwards into soil piles (Semlitsch 1983; Kley and Kearney 2007).

13.3 � Materials and Methods

The burrowing behavior and burrow morphology of wild-caught individuals of 
A. opacum and A. tigrinum ( n = 6 each) were studied over the course of these ex-
periments. Individuals of A. opacum were 6.0–6.2 cm long snout to vent (SVL), 
1.5–1.9 cm wide, and weighed 8–13 g. Individuals of A. tigrinum were 7.5–9.0 cm 
long SVL, 1.5–2.2 cm wide, and weighed 14–30 g. The laboratory was kept on a 
12-hour light cycle and temperatures were maintained at 18–23 °C throughout the 
study. Prey animals (crickets) were placed in the terrarium twice per week during 
and in-between experiments. Three different terrarium sizes, 38 L (50 × 25 × 30 cm), 
114 L (60 × 45 × 40 cm), and 246 L (91 × 45 × 61 cm), were used to account for pos-
sible variations in burrow morphology due to space constraints. The sediment depth 
for each terrarium remained constant: 20 cm for the 38 L, 25 cm for the 114 L, and 
55 cm for the 246 L. The sediment surface was sprayed with water daily to main-
tain moisture levels. Sediment moisture was monitored using an Aquateer EC300 
moisture meter.

Experiment 1 involved the observation of the behaviors and burrow morpholo-
gies of each salamander under ideal conditions (Table 13.1a). The composition and 
moisture content of the sediment used in these experiments were chosen to closely 
mimic the physical properties of the soils occupied by A. tigrinum and A. opacum in 

Table 13.1   Environmental parameters for each experiment. a Experiment 1. b Experiment 2. c 
Experiment 3
a. Basic morphology experiments

Sediment composition Moisture content Enclosure size Time
75O/25C 74 % 38, 114, and 246 L 7 days
75O/25C 74 % 38, 114, and 246 L 14 days

b. Variation in sediment composition
Sediment composition Moisture content Enclosure size Time

50O/50C 74 % 38, 114, and 246 L 14 days
50O/25C/25S 74 % 38, 114, and 246 L 14 days

c. Variation in moisture content
Sediment composition Moisture content Enclosure size Time

75O/25C 54 % 38, 114, and 246 L 14 days
75O/25C 94 % 38, 114, and 246 L 14 days
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the wild. Sediment compaction was kept at levels conducive to burrowing. The six 
individuals of both A. tigrinum and A. opacum were placed into separate terrariums 
containing a mixture of 75 % finely-shredded coconut fiber and 25 % clay loam soil 
(75O/25C; organic clay loam). Sediment moisture levels were kept at approximately 
74 %. The experiments were conducted over 7 and 14 days to determine if the final 
burrow morphologies were changed over time. Experiments 2 and 3 involved varia-
tions in either sediment composition or moisture content (Table 13.1b and c). For 
both species, the sediment density was either increased with the addition of 25 % 
more clay loam (50O/50C; clay loam) or decreased with the addition of 25 % fine-
grained sand (50O/25C/25S; sandy clay loam). In experiment 3, the sediment mois-
ture content was either increased to 94 % or decreased to 54 %. The salamanders 
were observed under these altered conditions for 14 days. Species of A. tigrinum 
and A. opacum are commonly found burrowed within organic material (Semlitsch 
1983). Due to this aspect of their ecology, burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. 
opacum ( n = 9 and 1, respectively) in the laboratory in 100 % organic material (i.e., 
coconut fiber) were also cast, excavated, and described. Terrariums filled with this 
sediment were primarily used as holding tanks for the salamanders between experi-
ments. While moisture levels were not recorded with a moisture probe, they were 
maintained at visibly high levels (70–85 %).

During the experiments, observed burrowing activity was digitally recorded 
and visible changes in the sediment surface or burrow openings were recorded, 
measured, and photographed. At the end of each experiment, the salamanders were 
carefully removed from either within their burrows or from the sediment surface, 
as not to disturb any burrows. Open burrows were cast with quick-drying plaster, 
described, and measured qualitatively and quantitatively. Quantitative properties 
measured for each burrow cast included the number of surface openings, maximum 
depth, cross-sectional width, cross-sectional height, cross-sectional width-to-height 
ratio, total length, slope, and branching angles (Fig. 13.2a). Two additional, scale-
independent, quantitative descriptions of the burrows were made: burrow complex-
ity and tortuosity (Meadows 1991). Complexity is found by adding the total number 
of segments, surface openings, endpoints, and chambers of the burrow (Fig. 13.2b). 
Tortuosity is a measure of the deviation of a tunnel from a straight line and is found 
by dividing the total length of the tunnel by the straight line distance measured from 
end to end (Fig. 13.2c). Burrow casts were divided into different morphological 
types based on their qualitative and quantitative properties.

The ten quantitative measurements were then used to compare burrows of differ-
ent individuals and species. The Bray–Curtis similarity test is a nonparametric sta-
tistical analysis used to determine the level of similarity between multiple samples 
each with multiple quantitative properties (Bray and Curtis 1957). This statistical 
analysis was chosen because it is capable of utilizing all ten quantitative properties 
together in order to quantify the similarity of each burrow cast instead of comparing 
each property individually. The level of similarity is ranked between 1.0–0.0, with 
values of 1.0 indicating burrows that are identical and 0.0 indicating burrows that 
are completely different (e.g., Bray and Curtis 1957). In this study, values of 0.9–0.8 
indicate that the compared burrow casts have a high degree of similarity, values of 
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0.7–0.6 indicate that they have a moderate level of similarity, and any values of 
0.5 or less indicate that they are dissimilar following the studies of Hembree et al. 
(2012) and Hembree (2013).

The quantitative properties of the salamander burrows produced under different 
environmental conditions were analyzed using the Spearman’s rank correlation test, 
a nonparametric statistical analysis used to determine if two variables are corre-
lated. Sediment composition, moisture content, and enclosure size were treated as 
independent variables while average width, average height, average width-to-height 
ratio, total length, maximum depth, and slope of the burrow casts were treated as 
dependent variables. These analyses were performed to determine if the burrow 
properties were influenced by the sediment properties or habitat size. Spearman’s 
rank correlation was also used to compare the width, height, width-to-height ratio, 
and length of the burrow casts to the width, height, width-to-height ratio, and length 
of the salamanders to determine if body size had an effect on the burrow size. Sala-
mander body size was treated as the independent variable while burrow size was 
treated as the dependent variable.

Complexity: E+C+S

Tortuosity:  j/k

D

S°

BA°
L

W & H*

C

E

E

C =3 C =7

a b

c
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E E E

E

E
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Fig. 13.2   Quantitative measurements taken for each burrow. Burrows were divided into segments 
( S), chambers ( C), and endpoints ( E). a Scale-dependent measurements include: D = maximum 
depth, L = total length, W = segment width, H = segment height, S = slope of burrow, and BA = 
branching angle. b Complexity. c Tortuosity. j = length of the burrow and k = endpoint to endpoint 
( straight line) distance. (Modified from Hembree and Hasiotis 2006)
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Finally, two additional nonparametric analyses, the Mann–Whitney and Kol-
mogorov–Smirnov tests, were performed to determine if the means and distribu-
tions of the individual quantitative measurements of the burrows, excluding the 
number of surface openings, slope, and branching angle, produced by A. tigrinum 
and A. opacum were similar. All statistical analyses were conducted using PAST 
(Palaeontological Statistics, ver. 2.16).

13.4 � Experimental Results

Both salamander species produced open burrows in all of the sediment types with 
little visible variation in morphology. Ambystoma tigrinum and A. opacum exhibited 
similar behaviors in similar sediments with occasional variation in burrowing meth-
ods unrelated to changes in the environmental parameters. Many experiments, par-
ticularly those involving A. tigrinum, resulted in multiple burrows being cast due to 
several abandoned burrows remaining open to the surface for the entire experimental 
period. Two experiments with A. opacum resulted in no burrow casts being produced. 
These two salamanders excavated only shallow burrows that were passively filled 
by gravitational collapse of the overlying sediment before the end of the experiment.

13.4.1 � A. tigrinum

13.4.1.1  �Behavior

Ambystoma tigrinum burrowed using both excavation and compaction techniques 
within 12 h of being placed in the terrarium. Excavation was used to start the burrow 
after which their method of burrowing would switch to compaction. Individuals ex-
cavated by bracing their bodies on the sediment surface with their hind limbs and then 
thrusting their forelimbs into the sediment; sediment was thrown and pulled back into 
small mounds (Fig. 13.3). Individuals pushed themselves farther below the surface 
by first forcing their snout into the sediment and then by moving their head both later-
ally and vertically. As the salamander burrowed deeper, this process compressed the 
sediment around the margins of the burrow. Depending on the individual, burrows 
were either inhabited for the entire experimental period ( n = 36) or were abandoned 
and new burrows were created ( n = 18). The salamanders spent approximately 80 % 
of their time below the surface, emerging from their burrows most commonly at night 
either through the original burrow opening or by creating a new opening.

13.4.1.2 � Burrow Morphology

Ramps  These commonly produced burrows ( n = 41) consist of one elliptical sur-
face opening, one elliptical, subhorizontal-to-subvertical tunnel or shaft, and, at 
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the end of most ( n = 27), a laterally expanded, hemispherical chamber (Fig. 13.4a 
and b; Table 13.2; Table A.1). Ramps were constructed by all six salamanders in 
all sediment compositions and moisture conditions. The total length of the ramps 
is 9–26  cm ( x  = 15.4  cm, SD = 3.8) and the maximum depth is 4.0–18.4  cm 
( x  = 9.4  cm, SD = 3.2). The tunnels and shafts enter the sediment surface at 
angles of 10–90° ( x  = 55°, SD = 15) and have widths of 1.2–4.1 cm ( x  = 2.9 cm, 
SD = 0.5 cm), heights of 1.5–4.2 cm ( x  = 2.2 cm, SD = 0.5 cm), and width-to-height 
ratios of 0.6–2.1 ( x  = 1.3, SD = 0.2). The terminal chambers have widths of 2.4–
5.4 cm ( x  = 3.7 cm, SD = 0.6), heights of 1.6–2.9 cm ( x  = 2.2 cm, SD = 0.3), and 
width-to-height ratios of 1.2–2.9 ( x  = 1.7, SD = 0.3). The heights of the chambers 
are, on average, the same as those of the tunnels, but the widths of the terminal 
chambers are typically 0.8 cm greater. Ramps have a complexity of either 2 when 
they consist of only one opening and a single tunnel or shaft or 3 when they also 
include a single chamber. The tortuosity is 1.0–1.7 ( x  = 1.3). Six ramps produced 
by A. tigrinum also possessed narrow, sinuous tunnels extending from the end of 
the chamber (Fig. 13.4c and d). The extensions were 1.0–2.3 cm wide, 1.2–2.6 cm 
high, and 2.6–5.0 cm long, dimensions which were considerably less than the rest 
of the burrow.

U and W-Shaped Burrows  These less commonly produced burrows ( n = 8) consist 
of two to three, elliptical-to-circular, surface openings with two or three elliptical, 
subhorizontal-to-vertical tunnels or shafts connected below the surface by one or 
two tunnels all with similar widths and heights (Fig. 13.5; Table 13.2; Table A.1). 
U-shaped burrows consist of a single, continuous tunnel (Fig. 13.5a and b) whereas 
W-shaped burrows are composed of two intersecting U-shaped burrows (Fig. 13.5c 
and d). These burrows were produced in the organic clay loam and sandy clay 
loam sediment compositions and in soil moisture percentages of 74 and 94 %. The 
burrows are 12.2–34.0  cm ( x  = 22.3  cm, SD = 7.7) long and extend 3.5–7.9  cm 

2 cm

Fig. 13.3   Ambystoma tigri-
num burrowing by excavation
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( x  = 5.7 cm, SD = 1.6) into the sediment at angles of 15–90° ( x  = 53°, SD = 16). 
The shafts and tunnels have widths of 1.5–4.8 cm ( x  = 3.2 cm, SD = 0.5), heights of 
1.2–4.0 cm ( x  = 2.3 cm, SD = 0.3), and width-to-height ratios of 1.1–1.8 ( x  = 1.4, 
SD = 0.3). The complexity of the U-shaped burrows is 3 including two surface open-
ings and a single continuous U-shaped tunnel. The W-shaped burrows have com-
plexities of either 5, including three surface openings and two continuous U-shaped 
shafts or tunnels, or 6, including three surface openings and three curved shafts 
or tunnels that intersect beneath the surface. The tortuosities of the burrows are 
1.1–2.8 ( x  = 1.8, SD = 0.5).

a b

c d

3 cm3 cm

2 cm 3 cm

Fig. 13.4   Ramp morphologies produced by A. tigrinum. a Overhead view of a common ramp with 
a terminal chamber (TS2-3-1). b Side view of TS2-3-1. c Overhead view of a ramp with a narrow 
tunnel extending from the terminal chamber (TS6-2-2(T)). d Side view of TS6-2-2(T)
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a

b

c

d

3 cm

3 cm

2 cm

2 cm

Fig. 13.5   U- and W-shaped 
morphologies produced by 
A. tigrinum. a Overhead 
view of a U-shaped burrow 
(TS3-1-1). b Side view of 
TS3-1-1. c Overhead view 
of a W-shaped burrow 
(TS3-1-2A). d Side view of 
TS3-1-2A
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Branched Ramp  This rare burrow morphology ( n = 1) consists of an elliptical sur-
face opening, an elliptical, subvertical tunnel, and a laterally expanded chamber 
with two branches (Fig. 13.6; Table 13.2; Table A.1). The branched ramp was pro-
duced in the clay loam sediment with a moisture content of 74 %. The total length 
of the branched ramp is 19.4 cm reaching a maximum depth of 10.1 cm. The tunnel 
enters the sediment at an angle of 68° and has an average width of 2.7 cm, an aver-
age height of 1.9 cm, and an average width-to-height ratio of 1.5. The chamber has 
an average width of 3.7 cm, an average height of 2.2 cm, and an average width-to-
height ratio of 1.7. The two branches extend from the chamber at angles of 52 and 
70 ° leading upward and downward, respectively. The complexity of the burrow is 
5 due to the single surface opening, three tunnel segments, and a single chamber. 
The tortuosity is 1.8.

Y-Shaped Burrows  This uncommon burrow morphology ( n = 3) consists of two 
or three surface openings and two or three subhorizontal-to-subvertical shafts that 
meet under the sediment surface and terminate in one vertical shaft (Fig.  13.7a 
and b; Table 13.2; Table A.1). These burrows were produced in holding tanks in 
organic sediment. The Y-shaped burrows are 23.0–25.2 cm ( x  = 23.9 cm, SD = 1.1) 
in length and reach depths of 9.6–12.4 cm ( x  = 10.7 cm, SD = 1.5). The tunnels and 

Table 13.2   Average quantitative properties of burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum
A. tigrinum

Ramp Branched ramp U- and 
W-shaped

J-shaped Y-shaped Combined

Surface openings 1 1 2 1 2 1
Depth 9.4 10.1 5.7 16.7 10.7 9.0
Length 15.4 19.4 22.3 27.0 23.9 17.2
Width 3.0 2.9 3.2 2.5 2.9 3.0
Height 2.1 1.9 2.3 1.7 1.9 2.1
W/H 1.5 1.5 1.4 1.5 1.5 1.5
Slope 55.0 68.0 52.9 62.0 55.9 55.1
Branch angle 0.0 52.0 4.4 0.0 90.0 6.6
Complexity 3 5 4 2 5 3
Tortuosity 1.3 1.8 1.8 2.5 1.7 1.4
A. opacum

Ramp Branched ramp Combined
Surface openings 1 1 1
Depth 7.2 5.7 7.1
Length 12.7 14.5 12.8
Width 2.9 2.9 2.9
Height 2.0 1.9 2.0
W/H 1.4 1.5 1.5
Slope 43.6 37.0 43.0
Branch angle 0.0 90.0 7.8
Complexity 2 4 2
Tortuosity 1.3 1.7 1.3
Depth, length, width, and height in cm. Combined is the average of all burrows regardless of 
morphology
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shafts enter the sediment at angles of 36–74° ( x  = 56.7° cm, SD = 12.9) and meet 
the single, terminal tunnel or shaft at angles of 36–74° ( x  = 56.7°, SD = 11.9°). The 
terminal tunnel or shaft begins at depths of 2.5–6.0 cm ( x  = 4.2 cm, SD = 1.8). The 
tunnels and shafts have widths of 1.8–3.8 cm ( x  = 2.9 cm, SD = 0.5), heights of 
1.2–2.5 cm ( x  = 1.9 cm, SD = 0.2), and width-to-height ratios of 1.4–1.6 ( x  = 1.5, 
SD = 0.09). The complexity of the burrows is 4, 5, or 7 depending on the number of 
shafts (2–4) and surface openings (2–3) present. The tortuosity ranges from 1.3–2.0 
( x  = 1.7, SD = 0.3).

J-Shaped Burrow  A rare morphology ( n = 1) consisting of one surface opening lead-
ing to an elliptical, subvertical, J-shaped shaft (Fig. 13.7c; Table 13.2; Table A.1). 
This burrow was produced in a holding tank in organic sediment. The length of the 
burrow is 27 cm reaching a maximum depth of 16.7 cm. The shaft enters the sedi-
ment at an angle of 62° and has an average width of 2.5 cm, an average height of 
1.7 cm, and an average width-to-height ratio of 1.5. The complexity of the J-shaped 
burrow is 2 due to its single surface opening and single shaft. The tortuosity is 2.5.

Bioglyphs  Bioglyphs were commonly observed on all burrows, although they were 
best developed on burrows produced in clay loam sediment. Most of the bioglyphs 
present are rounded to elongate protrusions (Fig.  13.8a and b) as well as some 
bilobate or heart-shaped markings (Fig. 13.8c). The burrows possess 0–11 of these 
structures with a variable distribution along their length.

Surface Features  Mounding was present in all sediments regardless of composition 
or moisture content (Fig. 13.9). The mounds were directly related to the burrow-

a

3 cm

b

3 cm

Fig. 13.6   Branched ramp morphology produced by A. tigrinum. a Overhead view of the branched 
ramp (TS6-2-1A). b Oblique view of TS6-2-1A
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a

b

c

3 cm

3 cm

3 cm

Fig. 13.7   Y- and J-shaped 
burrow morphologies pro-
duced by A. tigrinum. a Side 
view of a Y-shaped burrow 
with two surface openings 
(TSB8). b Side view of a 
Y-shaped burrow with three 
surface openings (TSB6). c 
Side view of a J-shaped bur-
row (TSB9)
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ing method employed by A. tigrinum. Mounds were produced as the salamanders 
initially excavated their burrow, using their forelimbs to pull sediment back behind 
them into spoil piles. Mounding was present next to the surface opening, on the side 
opposite the downward sloping ramp.

13.4.2 � A. opacum

13.4.2.1  �Behavior

Ambystoma opacum burrowed through compaction only, entering the sediment 
through cracks and holes that were already present in the surface within 24 h of 

a

b

c

3 cm

3 cm

2 cm

Fig. 13.8   Examples of bio-
glyphs preserved on burrows 
produced by A. tigrinum. a 
Overhead view of a portion 
of a ramp (TS6-3-2) bearing 
elongate and rounded bio-
glyphs. b Overhead view of a 
portion of a ramp (TS6-3-1) 
bearing rounded and elongate 
bioglyphs. c Side view of a 
branched burrow (TS6-2-1) 
exhibiting a bilobate or heart-
shaped bioglyph on the end 
of the burrow’s branch
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being placed in the terrariums. The salamanders first forced their snout into the sedi-
ment and then used their hind- and forelimbs to push themselves deeper. Expansion 
of the burrow was accomplished by moving their heads vertically and their bodies 
in an undulatory fashion. Once constructed, burrows commonly remained open to 
the surface. In 34 of the 36 experiments conducted, the burrows were inhabited 
for the entire length of the experiment. The salamanders spent approximately 90 % 
of their time in their burrow, rarely surfacing at night. When the salamanders did 
emerge, they did so only through their original burrow opening.

13.4.2.2 � Burrow Morphology

Ramps  These commonly produced burrows ( n = 22) consist of one elliptical sur-
face opening and one elliptical-to-circular, subhorizontal-to-subvertical tunnel or 
shaft (Fig. 13.10a and b; Table 13.3; Table A.2). Some ramps ( n = 6) also included 
a laterally expanded chamber either at the end of the burrow (Fig. 13.10c and d) or 
just below the surface opening (Fig. 13.10e and f). Ramps were constructed in all 
sediment compositions and moisture conditions; those with chambers were only 
produced in sediments with a moisture content of 74 %. The ramps have lengths of 
6.0–24.0 cm ( x  = 12.2 cm, SD = 4.4) and reach depths of 3.5–14.6 cm ( x  = 7.3 cm, 
SD = 3.0) at angles of 11–95° ( x  = 46.3°, SD = 22.8). The tunnels and shafts have 
widths of 1.5–4.0 cm ( x  = 2.9 cm, SD = 0.3), heights of 1.0–5.4 cm ( x  = 2.0 cm, 
SD = 0.3), and width-to-height ratios of 0.8–2.6 ( x  = 1.4, SD = 0.2). The chambers 
have similar dimensions to the adjacent tunnels except that their widths are, on 
average, 1.0 cm wider with a range in widths of 2.1–4.0 cm ( x  = 3.2, SD = 0.5). The 
complexity of the ramps is either 2, including one surface opening and single tun-
nel or shaft or 3 when a chamber is present. Tortuosity values are 1.0–1.9 ( x  = 1.3, 
SD = 0.3). A variation on this morphology is an L-shaped ramp which includes a 
subvertical to vertical shaft at the end of the burrow (Fig. 13.10g). This variation 

a b

Fig. 13.9   Surface mounds produced by A. tigrinum. a Overhead view of a mound produced by 
an individual (TS5) in the clay loam with a moisture content of 74 %. b Oblique view of mounds 
produced by the same salamander in organic clay loam with a moisture content of 54 %
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a

c

d

e

b

f g

3 cm3 cm
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2 cm

3 cm

Fig. 13.10   Ramp morphologies produced by A. opacum. a Overhead view of a ramp (MS3-1-1). 
b Side view of MS3-1-1. c Overhead view of a ramp with a terminal chamber (MS3-2-1). d Side 
view of MS3-2-1. e Side view of a ramp morphology with a chamber just below the surface open-
ing (MS4-1-1A). f Overhead view of MS4-1-1A. g Side view of an L-shaped ramp (MS4-2-2)
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was produced twice by the same salamander (MS4) in organic clay loam and sandy 
clay loam sediments with a moisture content of 74 %.

Branched Ramp  A rare ramp morphology ( n = 2) produced by one individual con-
sisting of a single, elliptical opening, an elliptical, subhorizontal tunnel, and a single 
elliptical, subhorizontal branch (Fig. 13.11; Table 13.3; Table A.2). Branched ramps 
were produced in organic clay loam sediment with moisture contents of 54 and 94 %. 
The branched ramps have lengths of 9.0–20.0 cm ( x  = 14.5 cm, SD = 4.4) reaching 
depths of 4.5–6.8 cm ( x  = 5.7 cm, SD = 1.2) at an angle of 31–43° ( x  = 37°, SD = 6). 
The branch extends off of the main burrow at an angle of 90°. The tunnels have 
widths of 1.5–3.8 cm ( x  = 2.9 cm, SD = 0.5), heights of 0.9–3.1 cm ( x  = 1.9 cm, 
SD = 0.2), and width-to-height ratios of 1.4–1.7 ( x  = 1.6, SD = 0.1). The complexity 
is 4 including the single surface opening and three tunnel segments. The tortuosity 
is 1.2–2.1 ( x  = 1.7 cm, SD = 0.5).

Bioglyphs  Weakly formed bioglyphs were present on burrows of A. opacum from 
all experiments. Bioglyphs included bilobate or heart-shaped structures (Fig. 13.12a 
and b) as well as rare, round-to-elongate protrusions (Fig. 13.12c). The burrows 
possess 0–5 of these structures with a variable distribution along their length.

Surface Features  Surface trails were common in the A. opacum terrariums in all 
experiments (Fig. 13.13). The trails were sinuous to straight, 2–3 cm wide and typi-
cally 1 cm deep. The production of surface trails was observed during the movement 

A. �grinum
All 0.8
R to R 0.9 UW to UW 0.8 Y to Y 0.9
R to BR 0.7 UW to BR 0.7 Y to BR 0.8
R to UW 0.8 UW to J 0.7 Y to J 0.6
R to J 0.8 UW to Y 0.6
R to Y 0.6

A. opacum
All 0.8
R to R 0.8 BR to BR 0.8
R to BR 0.5

A. �grinum  to A. opacum
All 0.7
R to R 0.8 R to BR 0.5
BR to R 0.6 BR to BR 0.6
UW to R 0.7 UW to BR 0.5
J to R 0.7 J to BR 0.7
Y to R 0.5 Y to BR 0.9

Table 13.3   Average similarity values of the burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum 
compared within and between each species. R: ramp, BR: branched ramp, UW: U- and W-shaped 
burrow, J: J-shaped burrow, Y: Y-shaped burrow
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of A. opacum after the initiation of burrowing. Once partially burrowed, some sal-
amanders would move laterally through the shallow sediment, pushing material 
aside with their snout to form the shallow trails. These trails commonly led to an 
open burrow.

13.5 � Analysis of Burrow Morphology

13.5.1 � Comparison of A. tigrinum Burrows

The burrows produced by A. tigrinum were found to be highly similar (1.0–0.8) 
to dissimilar (0.5–0.4) with an overall average similarity of 0.8 based upon the 
ten quantitative morphological characteristics used in the Bray–Curtis analy-
sis (Table 13.3; Table A.3). The average level of similarity was highest (0.9–0.8) 
when burrows of the same morphology were compared with a range of 1.0–0.5 
(Table 13.3). An exception to this was a single ramp (TS4-3-1) which was dissimi-
lar (0.5) to three other ramps and only moderately similar (0.7–0.6) to all but one 
other ramp (Table A.3). This burrow had a nearly circular cross section (W/H = 1.0) 
and a low average slope (15°). When burrows of different morphologies were com-
pared, the average level of similarity was lower (0.8–0.6) with a range of 1.0–0.4 
(Table 13.3; Table A.3). In general, the level of similarity decreased with increasing 
complexity of the burrows; those burrows possessing branches (branched ramps, Y-
shaped burrows) were found to be less similar to those without branches (ramps, U-, 
W-, J-shaped burrows). Y-shaped burrows in particular had relatively low levels of 
similarity (0.6) to the ramps, Y-, U-, and W-shaped burrows with several individual 
comparisons indicating dissimilarity (Table 13.3; Table A.3). Ramps, on the other 
hand, were highly similar (0.8) to U-, W-, and J-shaped burrows as were branched 
ramps and Y-shaped burrows (Table 13.3).

a b

3 cm 3 cm

Fig. 13.11   Branched ramp produced by A. opacum. a Overhead view of branched ramp (MS2-3-
1). b Side view of MS2-3-1
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13.5.2 � Comparison of A. opacum Burrows

Burrows produced by A. opacum were highly similar (1.0–0.8) to dissimilar (0.5–
0.3) with an overall average similarity of 0.8 based upon the ten quantitative mor-
phological characteristics used in the Bray–Curtis analysis (Table 13.3; Table A.4). 
The average level of similarity was highest (0.8) when burrows of the same mor-
phology were compared with a range of 1.0–0.5 (Table 13.3). Exceptions to this 
included two ramps (MS4-2-2A and MS4-2-2B) which were dissimilar (0.5) to 
four and two other ramps, respectively (Table A.4). These two ramps had smaller 
average tunnel widths and heights and a lower slope than the others. Ramps and 
branched ramps were found to be dissimilar to each other with an average similarity 
of 0.5 and a range of 0.6–0.3 (Table 13.3; Table A.4). The inclusion of a branching 
angle and higher complexity were the primary differences.

a b c

3cm3cm3cm

Fig. 13.12   Bioglyphs observed on burrows produced by A. opacum. Bilobate or heart-shaped 
bioglyphs exhibited on a the chamber of a ramp (MS4-1-1A) and b the shaft of the branched ramp 
(MS2-3-1). c Rounded bioglyphs on the shaft of a ramp (MS3-2-1)

 

3 cm

a b

3 cm

Fig. 13.13   A surface trail produced by A. opacum. a Underside of a plaster cast of a sinuous trail. 
b Trail ( outlined) produced on the sediment surface

 



32513  The Neoichnology of Two Terrestrial Ambystomatid Salamanders

13.5.3 � Comparison of A. tigrinum and A. opacum Burrows

Burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum showed a wide range of simi-
larities from high (1.0) to low (0.4) (Table A.5). On average, however, the 77 bur-
row casts produced by both species were found to be moderately similar (0.7) 
(Table 13.3). The highest levels of similarity were found between the ramp mor-
phologies of both species (0.8) and between the Y-shaped burrows of A. tigrinum 
and the branched ramps of A. opacum (0.9) (Table 13.3). The ramps of A. opacum 
had the lowest levels of similarity (0.6–0.5) to the A. tigrinum burrows with branch-
es (branched ramps, Y-shaped burrows). The A. opacum ramps were moderately 
similar (0.7) to the A. tigrinum U-, W-, and Y-shaped burrows. The branched ramps 
of A. opacum were dissimilar (0.5) to the ramps, U-, and W-shaped burrows of A. 
tigrinum and moderately similar (0.7–0.6) to the branched ramps and J-shaped bur-
rows (Table 13.3).

While certain burrow morphologies were specific to each species, analysis of 
the burrow’s quantitative measurements using Mann–Whitney and Kolmogorov–
Smirnov tests indicated that the average width, height, width-to-height ratio, and 
tortuosity of all of the burrow casts of both species were similar with p values 
< 0.05 (Table 13.4). The average values of each of these burrow properties are also 
similar between each species (Table  13.2). The median of the branching angles 
is similar between the burrows of the two species whereas the distribution is not 
similar (Table 13.4). Given that most (> 90 %) of the burrow casts of both species 
do not have branches, but those of A. tigrinum have a wider range of values, this is 
expected. The number of surface openings, total length, depth, average slope, and 
complexity of the burrow casts, however, were found to be different between the 
two species (Table 13.4). The average values of these burrow properties are also 
different between each species (Table 13.2). On average, burrows of A. tigrinum 
had more surface openings, were longer, deeper, had a greater slope, and a higher 
complexity than those of A. opacum. These differences are largely driven by the 
greater assortment of complex morphologies produced by A. tigrinum.

13.5.4 � Environmental Controls on Burrow 
Morphology and Behavior

The quantitative properties of the burrows produced by both A. tigrinum and A. 
opacum were not found to have a strong correlation with variations in sediment 
composition, moisture content, or enclosure size (Table 13.5). The Spearman’s rank 

Width Height W:H Ra�o Openings Length Depth Burrow Angle Branching Angle Tortuosity Complexity
M-W 0.09 0.12 0.63 0.02 0.001 0.02 0.003 0.98 0.21 0.005
K-S 0.14 0.07 0.23 0.00002 0.007 0.006 0.007 0.0001 0.38 0.0001

Table 13.4   p values for the Mann–Whitney and Kolmogorov–Smirnov tests run between the 
quantitative burrow characteristics of A. tigrinum vs. A. opacum

 



326 N. D. Dzenowski and D. I. Hembree

Ta
bl

e 
13

.5
  R

s a
nd

 a
ss

oc
ia

te
d 

p 
va

lu
es

 fo
r t

he
 S

pe
ar

m
an

’s
 ra

nk
 c

or
re

la
tio

n 
te

st
s r

un
 fo

r e
ig

ht
 o

f t
he

 q
ua

nt
ita

tiv
e 

pr
op

er
tie

s o
f t

he
 b

ur
ro

w
s p

ro
du

ce
d 

by
 A

. 
tig

ri
nu

m
 (T

) a
nd

 A
. o

pa
cu

m
 (O

) i
n 

co
m

pa
ris

on
 to

: a
 S

ed
im

en
t c

om
po

si
tio

n.
 b

 M
oi

st
ur

e 
co

nt
en

t. 
c 

En
cl

os
ur

e 
si

ze
W

id
th

H
ei

gh
t

W
:H

 ra
tio

Le
ng

th
D

ep
th

B
ur

ro
w

 a
ng

le
To

rtu
os

ity
C

om
pl

ex
ity

a.
T

Rs
0.

10
− 

0.
20

0.
33

0.
19

0.
19

0.
04

0.
20

0.
21

p
0.

48
0.

14
0.

01
0.

16
0.

16
0.

75
0.

14
0.

12
O

Rs
0.

07
− 

0.
01

0.
02

0.
08

0.
11

− 
0.

16
− 

0.
04

0.
17

p
0.

73
0.

96
0.

92
0.

70
0.

63
0.

47
0.

85
0.

44
b.

T
Rs

0.
20

0.
30

− 
0.

03
0.

19
0.

10
0.

06
−0

.0
9

− 
0.

08
p

0.
2

0.
04

0.
83

0.
21

0.
94

0.
67

0.
53

0.
61

O
Rs

− 
0.

19
0.

06
− 

0.
13

− 
0.

24
− 

0.
37

− 
0.

16
0.

02
− 

0.
17

p
0.

41
0.

81
0.

58
0.

28
0.

09
0.

48
0.

93
0.

44
c.

T
Rs

−  
0.

08
0.

00
2

− 
0.

19
0.

09
0.

10
−0

.0
3

− 
0.

31
− 

0.
06

p
0.

59
0.

99
0.

21
0.

55
0.

52
0.

86
0.

04
0.

70
O

Rs
0.

09
0.

24
−  

0.
05

0.
01

0.
05

− 
0.

03
− 

0.
15

− 
0.

16
p

0.
68

0.
28

0.
81

0.
96

0.
81

0.
88

0.
52

0.
48



32713  The Neoichnology of Two Terrestrial Ambystomatid Salamanders

correlation yielded Rs values of − 0.20–0.33 ( p = 0.96–0.01) for sediment composi-
tion, − 0.37–0.30 ( p = 0.94–0.04) for sediment moisture, and − 0.31–0.24 ( p = 0.99–
0.04) for enclosure size (Table 13.5). None of the Rs values were near − 1.0 or 1.0 
indicating that there was no strong correlation between the three environmental 
parameters and the quantitative burrow properties.

While none of the experimental sediments prevented burrowing by either spe-
cies, there were burrow morphologies only observed in sediments with specific 
compositions and moisture contents. Ramps produced by both A. tigrinum and A. 
opacum were produced in all sediment compositions and moisture levels. The Y- 
and J-shaped burrows of A. tigrinum, however, were only produced in the organic 
sediment. Branched ramps of both species were not produced in the sandy clay 
loam. The U- and W-shaped burrows of A. tigrinum were observed in situ in all 
sediment compositions and moisture levels, but were not successfully cast in the 
clay loam or in tanks with soil moistures of 54 %.

13.5.5 � Body Size Versus Burrow Size

The widths, heights, width-to-height ratios, and lengths of the burrow casts of A. 
tigrinum and A. opacum were not found to have a strong correlation with these 
properties of the bodies of the trace-making salamanders. The Spearman’s rank cor-
relation yielded Rs values of −0.28–0.33 ( p = 0.65–0.01) for these four properties 
in both species (Table 13.6). None of the Rs values were near −1.0 or 1.0 indicating 
that there was no strong correlation between these dimensions of the burrows and 
the body of the tracemaker.

13.6 � Discussion

13.6.1 � Burrow Morphology and Tracemaker

The body plan of salamanders is, in general, not specialized for a fossorial lifestyle 
(Kley and Kearney 2007). Some members of the Amybstomatidae have modifica-
tions of the skull for burrowing, such as a flattening of the dorsal skull elements 
(Wake 1993), but other skeletal and muscular modifications have not been iden-
tified. This lack in specialized morphological adaptations has led to the general 

L W H W/H
T Rs 0.33 0.29 0.21 0.07

p 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.13
O Rs 0.14 − 0.28 − 0.09 − 0.03

p 0.54 0.09 0.20 0.65

Table 13.6   Rs and associ-
ated p values for the Spear-
man’s rank correlation tests 
comparing burrow size to the 
body size of A. tigrinum (T) 
and A. opacum (O)
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acceptance that, while fossorial, most ambystomatid salamanders are not active bur-
rowers; they instead reside in leaf litter, in burrows of other organisms, or simply 
enlarge cracks and holes that are already present in the soil (Semlitsch 1983). While 
these experiments have shown that this may be true of A. opacum, it is not the case 
for A. tigrinum which was observed actively excavating burrows regardless of the 
presence or absence of cracks and holes on the sediment surface.

Regardless, both A. tigrinum and A. opacum produced permanent, open burrows 
with similar morphologies and quantitative properties in these experiments. The 
common burrow morphologies were not only produced by the same individuals, but 
also by different individuals and in varying experimental conditions. Differences 
in general burrow architecture are, therefore, attributed to variations in individual 
behavior. While the burrow morphologies did not greatly vary between species, 
the number of surface openings, lengths, depths, slopes, and complexities of the 
burrows were found to be dissimilar. These dissimilar quantitative properties are re-
lated to differences in the level of architectural complexity of the burrows produced 
by the two species. These differences are likely due to the different burrowing tech-
niques employed by each species as well as the behaviors exhibited while occupy-
ing the burrows. The consistency in the morphology of the burrows produced by the 
different individuals and species of salamanders, however, suggests that salamander 
burrows, or those of similar animals with similar behaviors, could be distinguished 
from those of other tracemakers.

The results of these experiments have also reinforced that burrow size cannot 
be relied upon for accurately determining the size of a tracemaker. The dimensions 
of the burrows did not correlate to the dimensions of the individual tracemaker as 
observed in some other burrowing animals (e.g., White 2005). The lengths, heights, 
widths, and width-to-height ratios of the burrows of both species of salamanders 
were consistently greater than those dimensions of the salamanders. The larger 
cross-sectional diameters of the burrows are likely the result of the range of body 
motion and burrowing techniques exhibited by the salamanders. Greater burrow 
diameters allow for the accommodation of limb and head movements both during 
initial excavation and later compaction of the burrow walls. The wider tunnels and 
shafts also provide the salamanders the space needed to turn around inside their bur-
rows. Similar observations have been made with the burrows of millipedes (Hem-
bree 2009), scorpions (Hembree et al. 2012), and whip scorpions (Hembree 2013). 
The width of the salamander’s bodies was typically greater than their height, so the 
elliptical cross-sectional shape, which was typical of the burrows produced, does 
mirror the salamanders’ elliptical body plan.

Well-preserved bioglyphs closely mirror the relative shape and size of the limbs 
and head of the salamanders. These are best preserved in the burrows of A. tigrinum. 
The bioglyphs were produced by the animal’s head, forelimbs, and hind limbs as 
it forced itself into the subsurface, compacting sediment around it along the way. 
Bioglyphs observed on burrows produced by A. opacum are typically poorly ex-
pressed and are not similar to the size or shape of the salamander’s limbs or head. 
This is likely due to the weaker burrowing abilities of these salamanders. A few 
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well-preserved bilobate structures do, however, preserve the general size and shape 
of the trace-making salamander’s head.

13.6.2 � Burrow Morphology and Behavior

The burrows produced by both A. tigrinum and A. opacum served the same be-
havioral purposes. Burrowing techniques did differ between species, but this had 
no effect on the final behavioral purpose of the burrow or on the burrow’s general 
architecture. Burrows of both species are commonly constructed for dwelling pur-
poses, most importantly for protection from environmental conditions and preda-
tion (Gehlbach et al. 1969; Marangio and Anderson 1977, Semlitsch 1983). Bur-
rows produced by both species were also observed allowing for a passive means of 
prey capture. Prey items typically found their way down into the burrows allowing 
the salamander to capture and eat the prey from the protective environment of their 
burrow. Burrows were typically constructed within 12 h of placing a salamander in 
an enclosure. Once burrows were produced, salamanders were seen only on rare 
occasions outside of their burrows. When the salamanders did come to the surface, 
it occurred during the 12-h dark period.

The simplest burrows produced by the salamanders were the ramps. These 
burrows are representative of typical dwelling burrows and provide the minimum 
protection necessary from predation and adverse environmental conditions such 
as extreme temperatures and dryness. Chambers present in burrows serve as both 
dwelling areas and as turn-around points. The burrows are typically not wide enough 
to allow the salamander to turn around or reorient themselves, therefore, chambers 
or enlarged sections are created within the burrow. Overall, burrow morphologies 
which terminated in a chamber occurred in terrariums in which the salamanders 
abandoned their burrows less often. More complex burrow morphologies seen in 
A. tigrinum such as U-, W-, and Y-shaped burrows express the same behaviors as 
the ramps. The extra elements of these burrows were produced over time from sala-
manders moving upwards through the sediment creating new tunnels, shafts, and 
surface openings in already existing ramps. Continued burrow modification was ob-
served only rarely in A. opacum with the production of two branched ramps. More 
typically, once specimens of A. opacum completed a burrow it remained largely 
unchanged throughout the experiment. This difference is also a result of the weaker 
burrowing ability of A. opacum.

13.6.3 � Burrow Morphology, Behavior, and Sediment Properties

Sediment composition, moisture content, and enclosure size appeared to have no 
effect on the quantitative properties of the burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. 
opacum. Both A. tigrinum and A. opacum are generalist species which are capable 
of producing burrows with similar morphologies in a variety of sediment types and 
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soil environments. Burrows produced by both species in ideal conditions ranged 
from simple to complex and provided the individuals with the minimum cover 
necessary to protect themselves from external environmental conditions as well as 
predation. Lower moisture content as well as increased sand content decreased the 
cohesiveness of the sediment which, in turn, affected the behaviors of the sala-
manders expressed by a decrease in burrow complexity. Looser sediment would be 
expected to require more initial energy to compact and would also likely require the 
salamander to exert more energy throughout the habitation to keep the burrow open 
to the surface. As a result, only ramps were produced in these sediment types with 
the exception of one U-shaped burrow in sandy sediment and one branched ramp 
in the drier sediment.

13.7 � Significance

13.7.1 � Recognition of Salamander Burrows in the 
Fossil Record

The burrows created by A. tigrinum and A. opacum are representative of dwelling 
(domichnia) behaviors. In particular, the terminal chambers common in both spe-
cies’ burrows along with extended periods of inhabitance allow these burrows to be 
classified as domichnia. Surface trails observed in tanks of A. opacum are represen-
tative of locomotion (repichnia).

Architecture  Burrow morphologies produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum consist 
of vertical to subhorizontal ramps, with and without chambers and branches, as well 
as U-, W-, J-, and Y-shaped burrows. Burrows produced by both species consist of 
one, two, or three surface openings.

Overall Shape  Burrow shafts, tunnels, and chambers are elliptical in cross section. 
Tunnels and shafts have widths that are commonly 1.5–2.0 times wider than they 
are high. Laterally expansive chambers may be present or absent. Chambers are 
approximately 1 cm wider than the associated tunnel or shaft.

Orientation  Burrows range from rarely subhorizontal (11–15°), most commonly 
subvertical (20–70°), rarely near vertical (70–89°) to vertical (90°) with an average 
burrow orientation of 52°.

Internal Structure  Burrows exhibit no visible lining and irregular burrow walls. 
Burrow fill is passive and often due to collapse of the burrow’s opening that occurs 
during or after burrow abandonment.

Bioglyphs  Burrows exhibit common, but scattered, rounded, elongate, or bilobate 
shaped protrusions of varying sizes extending off of the surface of the burrow.
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13.7.2 � Paleontological and Paleoecological Significance

Burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum have a moderate preservation 
potential. Deeper tier burrows have greater chances of preservation and the shal-
low nature of burrows produced by both salamander species decreases the bur-
rows’ chances of being preserved. In addition, both types of salamander produced 
burrows with no discernible lining. Linings are not found in all fossilized burrows 
and are not necessary for preservation, but they do increase the burrow’s potential 
to be preserved and recognized. Preservation potential is increased by the fact that 
burrow openings were maintained by both species throughout habitation. Individu-
als were not observed maintaining the burrows, but the walls were continuously 
compacted and the burrow kept open through the animal’s movements. Small-scale 
mounds and surface trails also have the potential to be preserved, but these would 
all require rapid sedimentation. Infilling of open burrows with sediment of a con-
trasting lithology would also aid in recognition due to the lack of a lining. This 
process could be common in the floodplains which salamanders typically inhabit.

Burrows of vertebrates are typically viewed as structures with large diameters 
(≥ 2 cm) and complex, branching networks (e.g., Miller et al. 2001; Hasiotis et al. 
2004). While diameters of the burrows produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum are 
commonly greater than 2 cm, small (1–2 cm) diameter burrows were produced. In 
addition, the majority (90 %) of the burrows produced by both species were simple 
ramps characterized by a single burrow opening, a single tunnel or shaft, and, in 
some, a single chamber. This study illustrates, therefore, that small diameter bur-
rows with simple morphologies can be produced by vertebrates.

The body fossil record of salamanders is improving, but fossilized salamanders 
are poorly represented in the pre-Cenozoic record (Evans et al. 1988). Considering 
the abundance of extant, fossorial, salamander species, their widespread geographic 
range, and relatively long fossil record extending to the Jurassic (Holman 2006), 
fossilized salamander burrows should be moderately abundant. The ability to recog-
nize salamander burrows from those of other tracemakers in the fossil record could 
aid in gaining a better understanding of the abundance and diversity of salamanders 
and their associated ecosystems, especially in the body fossil poor pre-Cenozoic. 
Salamanders are abundant, mid-level predators that play an important role in mod-
ern ecosystem processes (Davic and Welsh 2004). Salamander density in a variety 
of forested habitats ranging from New Hampshire to California has been estimated 
to be between 2,950 and 10,000 salamanders/ha (Burton and Likens 1975; Hair-
ston 1987; Welsh and Lind 1992; Petranka et al. 1993; Stebbins and Cohen 1995). 
Salamanders play a critical role in these ecosystems and are often the dominant 
vertebrate predator (Hairston 1987). The absence of recorded salamander burrows 
is likely due to the inability to recognize such burrows or the misinterpretation 
of salamander burrows as those of other organisms. Salamander burrows would 
be representative of hidden biodiversity in areas generally devoid of body fossils. 
Uncovering such hidden biodiversity through trace fossils would allow for a more 
thorough interpretation of the ecology of the environment in question.
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13.7.3 � Paleopedological and Paleoenvironmental Significance

Burrows produced by the salamanders were restricted to the top 18 cm of the sedi-
ment, corresponding to the upper surface of most soils (A and upper B horizons); 
however, there are reports of individuals of both species being found at depths of 
a meter or more below the surface (Gruberg and Stirling 1972). It is possible that 
larger amphibians could create burrows at even greater depths. Observation of the 
salamanders’ burrowing techniques and burrows in the laboratory has indicated that 
both species play a role in pedogenesis. Burrowing by both species has the potential 
to alter the soil through the destruction of sedimentary structures, the formation and 
destruction of peds, and through sediment mixing.

Small-scale mounds, which are evidence of sediment mixing, were observed on 
numerous occasions in terrariums occupied by A. tigrinum which utilized excava-
tion as a burrowing method. Mixed soil is vital in the germination process of many 
plants whose seeds rely on bioturbated soils (Schaetzl and Anderson 2009). Exca-
vation by A. tigrinum during initial burrow creation loosened sediment at and just 
below the surface. Compression of sediment, which was exhibited by both salaman-
ders, increased the compaction and decreased the porosity and permeability of the 
sediment directly surrounding the burrows. Open and permanent burrows produced 
by the salamanders then serve as conduits which aid in the rapid downward move-
ment of water and oxygen through the soil profile. As water moves downward, dis-
solution of minerals occurs, as well as the movement of dissolved ions and organics. 
The open burrows also allow for the upward movement of water through the soil 
profile through evapotranspiration, which is essential to plant growth (Schaetzl and 
Anderson 2009). Even when filled, sediment within the burrows continues to allow 
for the movement of fluids throughout the soil profile; the sediment which passively 
fills the burrows is typically looser than the surrounding sediment and has a greater 
porosity and permeability.

Along with downward movement of organics from the surface, alteration of the 
soil occurred through the direct addition of organics by the salamanders. Fecal ma-
terial was rarely found at the surface of the enclosures, indicating defecation often 
took place within burrows. Individuals of A. tigrinum were directly observed ex-
creting waste in their burrows. Remnants of prey animals were also observed within 
the burrows. The addition of organics to the soil provides nutrients for both soil 
microorganisms and plants.

Salamander burrows found in the fossil record would be indicative of a terrestri-
al, continental paleoenvironment. The hygrophilic nature of salamanders indicates 
that their burrows would be found in fairly moist soils within the vadose zone. Fos-
sil salamander burrows are likely to be found in a wide array of soil types ranging 
from Entisols to, less likely, Aridisols. These burrows would be found in conjunc-
tion with traces produced by various soil invertebrates, plants, and possibly other 
vertebrates. Fossil root traces would likely be the most common trace found in 
conjunction with fossil salamander burrows.
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13.8 � Conclusions

Each species of salamander produced a morphologically consistent set of burrows 
which, despite architectural differences, were largely similar to each other. Burrows 
produced by A. tigrinum and A. opacum included two common morphologies, the 
ramp and branched ramp. Specimens of A. tigrinum also produced J-, U-, W-, and 
Y-shaped burrows. Differences in quantitative properties of the burrows produced 
by the two species were largely a result of the greater complexity and size of the 
A. tigrinum burrows. These dissimilarities were related to differences in burrow-
ing techniques and behaviors associated with the burrows. The ramp morphologies 
of both species, however, were considered highly similar. The consistency in the 
morphology of the burrows produced by the two salamander species suggests that 
these burrow casts may be used as analogs for assessing potential tracemakers of 
fossil burrows.

Overall, sediment composition, moisture content, and enclosure size were found 
to have little effect on the properties of the burrows produced by either species. The 
lack of correlation between the quantifiable burrow properties and the environmen-
tal controls suggests that these properties are primarily controlled by the tracemak-
ers morphology and behavior. This indicates that these burrow morphologies can be 
attributed to salamanders in a variety of environments.

The use of modern analogs is necessary in ichnology order to understand the 
potential burrow morphologies that different animals can produce and how that 
morphology can be affected by variations in environmental conditions. Having a 
defined set of burrow morphologies that can be attributed to specific groups of 
animals makes more accurate interpretations of burrowing methods, behaviors, and 
potential tracemakers possible. The results of this laboratory study of the burrow-
ing behavior of A. tigrinum and A. opacum will aid in the identification of fossil 
burrows produced by ancient salamanders or amphibians with similar body types.
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Table A.5   Bray–Curtis similarity index tables showing relative levels of similarity between bur-
rows of A. tigrinum and A. opacum
 A. �grinum vs A. opacum

R BR

MS1-1-1 MS1-2-1 MSB1 MS2-1-1 MS2-1-2 MS3-1-1 MS3-1-2 MS3-3-1 MS3-3-2 MS4-1-2 MS4-2-1 MS4-2-2A MS4-2-2B MS4-3-1 MS4-3-2 MS2-2-1 MS2-2-2 MS3-2-1 MS3-2-2 MS4-1-1A MS4-1-1B MS2-3-1 MS2-3-2

TS3-2-1B 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.5

TS3-3-1(T) 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS3-3-2B 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.5

TS4-1-1A 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.4 0.5

TS4-3-1 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4

TS5-1-1A 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6

TS5-1-1B 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS5-2-2D 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS6-1-1G 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6

TS6-1-1H 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6

TS6-3-1(T) 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

TS6-3-2 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5

TS7-2-1 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 1.0 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.4 0.5

TS7-2-2 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.4 0.5

TSB1 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS2-1-2 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.5

TS2-2-1(T) 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.5

TS2-2-2 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5

TS2-3-1 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.5

R TS2-3-2 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TSB3 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

TSB7 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS3-1-2B 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6

TS3-2-1A 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5

TS3-3-2A 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6

TSB2 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6

TS4-1-1C 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS4-1-2 0.5 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.9 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.4 0.5

TS4-2-1 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.5 0.6

TS4-2-2(T) 0.5 1.0 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.4 0.5

TS5-1-2(T) 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

TS5-2-1(T) 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.5

TS5-2-2C 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6

TS5-3-1 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS5-3-2 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS6-1-1C 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS6-2-1B 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.5

TS6-2-2 0.5 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.5 0.5

TS7-1-1 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS7-1-2 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.5 0.5

TS7-3-1 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.5

BR TS6-2-1A 0.4 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.8

TS3-1-1 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5

TS3-2-2 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.5

TS6-1-1E 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.5

TS6-1-2 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.4 0.5

UW TS2-1-1 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.5 0.5

TS4-3-2 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

TSB4 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.7

TS3-1-2A 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

J TSB9 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

TSB5 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.9 0.9

Y TSB6 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.6 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.9

TSB8 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.4 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.9

Table A.4   Bray–Curtis similarity index tables showing relative levels of similarity of burrows of 
A. opacum
 

A. opacum
R BR

MS1-1-1 MS1-2-1 MSB1 MS2-1-1 MS2-1-2 MS3-1-1 MS3-1-2 MS3-3-1 MS3-3-2 MS4-1-2 MS4-2-1 MS4-2-2A MS4-2-2B MS4-3-1 MS4-3-2 MS2-2-1 MS2-2-2 MS3-2-1 MS3-2-2 MS4-1-1A MS4-1-1B MS2-3-1 MS2-3-2

MS1-1-1 1.0 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.6 1.0 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.5

MS1-2-1 0.6 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.4 0.5

MSB1 0.8 0.7 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5

MS2-1-1 0.8 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6

MS2-1-2 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.5

MS3-1-1 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.5 0.6

MS3-1-2 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.5 0.6

MS3-3-1 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.4

MS3-3-2 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4

R MS4-1-2 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6

MS4-2-1 0.9 0.6 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.7 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5

MS4-2-2A 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.7 1.0 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.5 0.4 0.3

MS4-2-2B 1.0 0.5 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.6 1.0 0.8 0.6 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.4

MS4-3-1 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.6 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6

MS4-3-2 0.6 0.9 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 1.0 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.4 0.5

MS2-2-1 0.9 0.6 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.7 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5

MS2-2-2 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 1.0 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.5 0.6

MS3-2-1 0.7 0.9 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.7 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.7 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.5 0.5

MS3-2-2 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.8 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.7 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.6 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.9 1.0 0.9 0.9 0.5 0.6

MS4-1-1A 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.6 0.6 0.8 0.7 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.9 0.8 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.5 0.5

MS4-1-1B 0.6 1.0 0.7 0.7 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.9 0.6 0.8 0.9 0.9 0.8 1.0 0.4 0.5

BR MS2-3-1 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 1.0 0.9

MS2-3-2 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.3 0.4 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.9 1.0



33913  The Neoichnology of Two Terrestrial Ambystomatid Salamanders

Brand LR (1996) Variations in salamander trackways resulting from substrate differences. J Pale-
ontol 70:1004–1010

Brand LR, Tang T (1991) Fossil vertebrate footprints in the Coconino Sandstone (Permian) of 
northern Arizona: evidence for underwater origin. Geology 19:1201–1204

Bray JR, Curtis JT (1957) An ordination of the upland forest communities of southern Wisconsin. 
Ecol Mon 27:326–349

Bromley RG (1996) Trace fossils: biology, taphonomy, and applications. Chapman and Hall, New 
York

Burton TM, Likens GE (1975) Salamander populations and biomass in the Hubbard Brook experi-
mental forest, New Hampshire. Copeia 1975:541–546

Church SA, Kraus JM, Mitchell JC, Church DR, Taylor DR (2003) Evidence for multiple Pleisto-
cene refugia in the postglacial expansion of the eastern tiger salamander, Ambystoma tigrinum 
tigrinum. Evolution Int J org Evolution 57:372–383

Counts JW, Hasiotis ST (2009) Neoichnological experiments with masked chafer beetles (Cole-
optera: Scarabaeidae): implications for backfilled continental trace fossils. Palaios 24:74–91

Davic RD, Welsh HH Jr (2004) On the ecological role of salamanders. Annu Rev Ecol Syst 
35:405–434

Davis RB, Minter NJ, Braddy SJ (2007) The neoichnology of terrestrial arthropods. Palaeogeogr 
Palaeocl 255:284–307

Deocampo DM (2002) Sedimentary structures generated by Hippopotamus amphibius in a lake-
margin wetland, Ngorongoro Crater, Tanzania. Palaios 17:212–217

Evans SE, Milner AR, Mussett F (1988) The earliest known salamanders (Amphibia, Caudata): a 
record from the Middle Jurassic of England. Geobios 21:539–552

Frey RW (1970) Environmental significance of recent marine Lebensspuren near Beaufort, North 
Carolina. J Paleontol 44:507–519

Frey RW (1968) The Lebensspuren of some common marine invertebrates near Beaufort, North 
Carolina. I. Pelecypod burrows. J Paleontol 42:570–574

Frey RW, Curran HA, Pemberton SG (1984) Tracemaking activities of crabs and their environ-
mental significance: the ichnogenus Psilonichnus. J Paleontol 58:333–350

Gaillard C (1991) Recent organism traces and ichnofacies on the deep-sea floor off New Caledo-
nia, southwestern Pacific. Palaios 6:302–315

Gardner JD (2001) Monophyly and affinities of albanerpetontid amphibians (Temnospondyli; Lis-
samphibia). Zool J Linnean Soc 131:309–352

Gehlbach FR, Kimmel JR, Weems WA (1969) Aggregations and body water relations in tiger 
salamanders ( Ambystoma tigrinum) from the Grand Canyon Rims, Arizona. Physiol Zool 
42:173–182

Genise JF, Ricardo N, Melchor RN, Archangelsky M, Bala LO, Straneck R, Valais S (2009) Appli-
cation of neoichnological studies to behavioural and taphonomic interpretation of fossil bird-
like tracks from lacustrine settings: the Late Triassic-Early Jurassic? Santo Domingo Forma-
tion, Argentina. Palaeogeogr Palaeocl 272:143–161

Gingras MK, MacEachern JA, Pickerill RK (2004) Modern perspectives on the Teredolites ichno-
facies. Observations from Willapa Bay, Washington. Palaios 19:79–88

Gingras MK, Pickerill R, Pemberton SG (2002) Resin cast of modern burrows provides analogs 
for composite trace fossils. Palaios 17:206–211

Groenewald GH, Welman J, MacEachern JA (2001) Vertebrate burrow complexes from the Early 
Triassic Cynognathus Zone (Driekoppen Formation, Beaufort Group) of the Karoo Basin, 
South Africa. Palaios 16:148–160

Gruberg ER, Stirling RV (1972) Observations on the burrowing habits of the tiger salamander 
( Ambystoma tigrinum). Herpetol Rev 4:85–89

Hairston NGS (1987) Community ecology and salamander guilds. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge

Halfen AF, Hasiotis ST (2010) Neoichnological study of the traces and burrowing behaviors of 
the western harvester ant Pogonomyrmex occidentalis (Insecta: Hymenoptera: Formicidae): 
paleopedogenic and paleoecological implications. Palaios 25:703–720



340 N. D. Dzenowski and D. I. Hembree

Hasiotis ST (2002) Continental trace fossils. Society for Sedimentary Geology, Tulsa
Hasiotis ST (2007) Continental ichnology: fundamental processes and controls on trace fossil 

distribution. In: Miller IIIW (ed) Trace fossils: concepts, problems, prospects. Elsevier, Am-
sterdam, pp 268–284

Hasiotis ST, Mitchell CE (1993) A comparison of crayfish burrow morphologies: Triassic and Ho-
locene fossil, paleo- and neo-ichnological evidence, and the identification of their burrowing 
signatures. Ichnos 2:291–314

Hasiotis ST, Wellner RW, Martin AJ, Demko TM (2004) Vertebrate burrows from Triassic and 
Jurassic continental deposits of North America and Antarctica: their paleoenvironmental and 
paleoecological significance. Ichnos 11:103–124

Hasiotis ST, Platt B, Hembree DI, Everhart M, Miller W (2007) The trace-fossil record of verte-
brates. In: Miller IIIW (ed) Trace fossils: concepts, problems, prospects. Elsevier, Amsterdam, 
pp 196–218

Hembree DI (2009) Neoichnology of burrowing millipedes: understanding the relationships be-
tween ichnofossil morphology, behavior, and sediment properties. Palaios 24:425–439

Hembree DI (2013) Neoichnology of the whip scorpion Mastigoproctus giganteus: complex bur-
rows of predatory terrestrial arthropods. Palaios 28:141–162

Hembree DI, Hasiotis ST (2006) The identification and interpretation of reptile ichnofossils in 
paleosols through modern studies. J Sediment Res 76:575–588

Hembree DI, Hasiotis ST (2007) Biogenic structures produced by sand-swimming snakes: a mod-
ern analog for interpreting continental ichnofossils. J Sediment Res 77:389–397

Hembree DI, Hasiotis ST (2008) Miocene vertebrate and invertebrate burrows defining compound 
paleosols in the Pawnee Creek Formation, Colorado, U.S.A. Palaeogeogr Palaeocl 270:349–
365

Hembree DI, Johnson LM, Tenwalde RW (2012) Neoichnology of the desert scorpion Hadrurus 
arizonensis: burrows to biogenic cross lamination. Palaeontol Electron 15:1–34

Hertweck G, Wehrmann A, Liebezeit G (2007) Bioturbation structures of polychaetes in modern 
shallow marine environments and their analogues to Chondrites group traces. Palaeogeogr 
Palaeocl 245:382–389

Holman JA (2006) Fossil salamanders of North America. Indiana University Press, Bloomington
Kley N, Kearney M (2007) Adaptation to digging and burrowing. In: Hall BK (ed) Fins into limbs. 

University of Chicago Press, Chicago, pp 284–309
Lockley MG, Hunt AP, Meyer C (1994) Vertebrate tracks and the ichnofacies concept: implica-

tions for paleoecology and palichnostratigraphy. In: Donovan SK (ed) The paleobiology of 
trace fossils. Wiley, New York, pp 241–268

Maddin HC, Olori JC, Anderson JS (2011) A redescription of Carrolla craddocki (Lepospondyli: 
Brachystelechidae) based on high-resolution CT, and the impacts of miniaturization and fos-
soriality on morphology. J Morphol 272:722–743

Marangio MS, Anderson JD (1977) Soil moisture preference and water relations of the marbled 
salamander, Ambystoma opacum (Amphibia, Urodela, Ambystomatidae). J Herpetol 22:169–
176

Martin AJ (2006) Resting traces of Ocypode quadrata associated with hydration and respiration. 
Sapelo Island, Georgia, USA. Ichnos 13:57–67

Meadows PS (1991) The environmental impact of burrows and burrowing animals—conclusions 
and a model. In: Meadows PS, Meadows A (eds) The environmental impact of burrowing ani-
mals and animal burrows. Clarendon Press, Oxford, pp 327–338

Melchor RN, Genise JF, Umazano AM, Superina M (2012) Pink fairy armadillo meniscate bur-
rows and ichnofabrics from Miocene and Holocene interdune deposits of Argentina: palaeoen-
vironmental and palaeoecological significance. Palaeogeogr Palaeocl 350–352:149–170

Miller MF, Hasiotis ST, Babcock LE, Isbell JL, Collinson JW (2001) Tetrapod and large bur-
rows of uncertain origin in Triassic high paleolatitude floodplain deposits, Antarctica. Palaios 
16:218–232



34113  The Neoichnology of Two Terrestrial Ambystomatid Salamanders

Pearson NJ, Gingras MK, Armitage IA, Pemberton SG (2007) Significance of Atlantic sturgeon 
feeding excavations, Mary’s Point, Bay of Fundy, New Brunswick, Canada. Palaios 22:457–
464

Petranka JW, Eldridge ME, Haley KE (1993) Effects of timber harvesting on southern Appala-
chian salamanders. Conserv Biol 7:363–370

Romer AS, Olson EC (1954) Aestivation in a Permian lungfish. Brevoria 30:1–8
Schaetzl R, Anderson S (2009) Soils: genesis and geomorphology. Cambridge University Press, 

Cambridge
Seike K, Nara M (2007) Occurrence of bioglyphs on Ocypode crab burrows in a modern sandy 

beach and its palaeoenvironmental implications. Palaeogeogr Palaeocl 252:458–463
Semlitsch RD (1983) Burrowing ability and behavior of salamanders of the genus Ambystoma. 

Can J Zool 61:616–620
Smith JJ, Hasiotis ST (2008) Traces and burrowing behaviors of the cicada nymph Cicadetta cal-

liope: neoichnology and paleoecological significance of extant soil-dwelling insects. Palaios 
23:503–513

Stebbins RC, Cohen N (1995) A natural history of amphibians. Princeton University Press, Princ-
eton

Vitt LJ, Caldwell JP (2008) Herpetology: an introductory biology of amphibians and reptiles. 
Academic Press, San Diego

Voorhies M (1975) Vertebrate burrows. In: Frey RW (ed) The study of trace fossils. Springer-
Verlag, New York, pp 325–350

Wake MH (1993) The skull as a locomotor organ. In: Hanken J, Hall BK (eds) The skull. Vol-
ume 3: functional and evolutionary mechanisms. The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 
pp 197–240

Welsh HHJ, Lind AJ (1992) Population ecology of two relictual salamanders from the Klamath 
Mountains of northwestern California. In: McCulloch DR, Barrett RH (eds) Wildlife 2001: 
populations. Elsevier, London, pp 419–429

White CR (2005) The allometry of burrow geometry. J Zool 265:395–403


	Part III 
	Organism-Substrate Interaction
	Chapter 13
	The Neoichnology of Two Terrestrial Ambystomatid Salamanders: Quantifying Amphibian Burrows Using Modern Analogs
	13.1 Introduction
	13.2 Salamander Ecology and Behavior
	13.3 Materials and Methods
	13.4 Experimental Results
	13.4.1 A. tigrinum
	13.4.1.1 Behavior
	13.4.1.2 Burrow Morphology

	13.4.2 A. opacum
	13.4.2.1 Behavior
	13.4.2.2 Burrow Morphology


	13.5 Analysis of Burrow Morphology
	13.5.1 Comparison of A. tigrinum Burrows
	13.5.2 Comparison of A. opacum Burrows
	13.5.3 Comparison of A. tigrinum and A. opacum Burrows
	13.5.4 Environmental Controls on Burrow Morphology and Behavior
	13.5.5 Body Size Versus Burrow Size

	13.6 Discussion
	13.6.1 Burrow Morphology and Tracemaker
	13.6.2 Burrow Morphology and Behavior
	13.6.3 Burrow Morphology, Behavior, and Sediment Properties

	13.7 Significance
	13.7.1 Recognition of Salamander Burrows in the Fossil Record
	13.7.2 Paleontological and Paleoecological Significance
	13.7.3 Paleopedological and Paleoenvironmental Significance

	13.8 Conclusions
	Appendix
	References







