
 
 

                                
 
 

 
 

IN THE MIDDLE OF URBAN LOS ANGELES AN UNCOVERING OF A VAST 
CACHE OF ICE-AGE FOSSILS BEGINS AT  

THE PAGE MUSEUM AT THE LA BREA TAR PITS 
 

“PROJECT 23: NEW DISCOVERIES AT RANCHO LA BREA” 
 

WILL POTENTIALLY DOUBLE A COLLECTION KNOWN AS THE NATION’S “LIBRARY OF 
THE ICE AGE” BY THREE TO FOUR MILLION SPECIMENS 

 
DISCOVERIES INCLUDE “ZED,” THE MOST COMPLETE INDIVIDUAL MAMMOTH FOUND 

IN THE AREA 
 
 

Los Angeles, CA—The Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits, part of the Natural History Museum of Los 
Angeles County family of museums, today announced an endeavor of discovery and research so enormous 
that it could potentially rewrite the scientific account of the world-famous La Brea Tar Pits and their 
surrounding area—one of the richest sources of life in the last Ice Age, approximately 40,000 to 10,000 
years ago. Project 23: New Discoveries at Rancho La Brea, undertaken in the heart of urban Los 
Angeles,  has to date uncovered over 700 measured specimens including a large pre-historic American 
Lion skull, lion bones, dire wolves, saber-toothed cats, juvenile horse and bison, teratorn, coyotes, lynx, 
and ground sloths.  Most rare of all is a well-preserved male Columbian mammoth fossil, about 80% 
complete, with 10-feet long intact tusks found in an ancient river bed near the other discoveries.  
 
This latter fossil is the first complete individual mammoth to have been found in Rancho La Brea. In 
recognition of the importance of the find, paleontologists at the Page Museum have nicknamed the 
mammoth “Zed.”   
 
“The name signifies the beginning of a new era of research and discovery,” according to Dr. John Harris, 
Chief Curator, Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits. “Zed is a symbol of the potential of Project 23 to 
revolutionize our knowledge about this area.” 
 
When Zed was removed from the ground, his fossilized remains were encased, along with their 
surrounding soil, in plaster “jackets” and taken to the Page Museum. In the Museum’s famous Fish Bowl 
laboratory paleontologists are carefully excavating the bones from these jackets in public view. Every time 
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a jacket is opened, the fossil is meticulously cleaned and the surrounding matter—soil that is filled with 
thousands of tiny fossils of plants, fish, snails and other organisms—is removed and carefully studied. As 
Zed’s parts are prepared, many of them go on view in the Museum. Currently, Zed’s huge tusks are being 
cleaned and prepared inside the Museum’s Fish Bowl lab. 
 
The Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits is famous as one of the world’s largest and most diverse 
collections of Late Pleistocene fossils—objects so important that the last 300,000 years of the Pleistocene 
is known to scientists as the Rancholabrean Land Mammal Age. Paleontologists at the Page Museum now 
estimate that Project 23 could double the collection by three to four million specimens. These finds may 
inform decades of new research on subjects including global warming, geological change, biodiversity and 
life cycles. 
 
So that scientists may focus on Project 23: New Discoveries at Rancho La Brea, the Page Museum has 
temporarily halted excavations at Pit 91, one of the world’s most plentiful urban excavation sites. A public 
observation area remains in place. As excavations continue, the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles 
County Family of Museums will develop Project 23-related experiences for the Page Museum’s annual 
visitors.   
 
 “This is an outstanding example of how research, collections and exhibitions come together at the Natural 
History Museum and its family,” stated Jane G. Pisano, president and director. “Whether conducting basic 
science or arousing wonder in our visitors, we work across the institution to learn, educate and inspire.” 
 
Uncovering Project 23: New Discoveries at Rancho La Brea 
When the neighboring Los Angeles County Museum of Art, LACMA, began construction in and around 
the parkland, scientists at the Page Museum had the opportunity to survey areas that would otherwise have 
been inaccessible to them. The subsequent paleontological salvage operation proved to exceed all 
expectations.  
 
Under the guidance of Page Museum scientists, 23 enormous intact blocks were lifted out of the earth, 
crated with wooden planks into “tree” boxes, which ranged in size from 5x5x5 feet (weighing 3 tons) to 
12x15x10 feet (weighing 56 tons) from the sixteen asphaltic deposits salvaged from the site.  Project 23: 
New Discoveries at Rancho La Brea gets its name from the reference to the number of extracted 
crates—with each box bearing its own number (1-23) and excavations for the massive new project. 
In recognition of their expertise, the Page Museum and the Natural History Museum were given 
ownership of these asphaltic deposits recovered during the course of construction.  
 
Rather than beginning at ground level and digging into the ooze of asphalt or “tar pit” to expose trapped 
specimens as they’ve done for the last century, Page Museum paleontologists will begin their Project 23 
excavations at the top of each earthen block, uncovering fossils buried in a sediment composite of sand 
and asphalt. In addition to discoveries of mammal fossils, finds to date include turtles, snails, mollusks, 
abundant tree trunks and complete insect and leaf mats, all of which are expected to provide important 
environmental data.  



 
 

 
Zed the mammoth was not part of the 23-crate finds but was found as an individual specimen in a 
neighboring area. 
  
The Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits and the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles  
Originally known as the County Museum of History, Art and Science, and housed in the first dedicated 
museum building in Los Angeles, the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County was constructed in 
1913 in Exposition Park in part, for the purpose of holding extraordinary finds from excavations 
conducted in the early 1900s. Soon after the Museum opened to the public, the owners of Rancho La Brea 
granted the Museum the sole right to excavate their land. (They later deeded the 23 acres of Rancho La 
Brea to Los Angeles County and donated its abundant fossils to the Museum.) The Natural History 
Museum’s first aggressive dig, begun in 1913, was the largest excavation undertaken at Rancho La Brea 
prior to Project 23. 
 
The Page Museum, created as an on-site exhibition and research facility, opened at the tar pits in 1977, at 
which time the Natural History Museum returned the fossil collection to Rancho La Brea. The Page 
Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits and the William S. Hart Museum are members of the family of museums 
headed by the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County. 
 
In 2010, the Natural History Museum in Exposition Park will reopen its renovated 1913 Building. Among 
the major exhibits to be unveiled will be the new Age of Mammals Hall featuring skeletons from the 
Rancho La Brea Collection. 
 

# # # 
 

About the Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits: 
The world-famous Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits is part of the Natural History Family of Museums, which also includes the Natural 
History Museum of Los Angeles County in Exposition Park and the William S. Hart Museum and Ranch in Newhall, California. Located in 
the heart of metropolitan Los Angeles, the Page Museum represents one of the world’s most famous fossil localities, the only active urban 
paleontological excavation site in the United States. This unique Southern California attraction displays Ice Age fossils—including saber-
toothed cats, mammoths, dire wolves and mastodons—from the 10,000 to 40,000-year-old sticky asphalt deposits commonly known as the La 
Brea Tar Pits. Also on display are the fossilized remains of microscopic plants and seeds, insects and reptiles. Daily, visitors can watch 
scientists and volunteers clean, repair, and identify fossils inside the glass-enclosed paleontology laboratory. Outside the Museum, in 
Hancock Park, iconic life-size replicas depict several of the extinct mammals that once roamed the Los Angeles Basin. 
  
Hours and Admission: 
The Page Museum at the La Brea Tar Pits is located on “Museum Row” in Los Angeles at 5801 Wilshire Boulevard, at the corner of Curson 
Avenue, east of Fairfax. It is open every day from 9:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. Admission is $7 for adults, $4.50 for students and seniors, and $2 for 
children ages 5-12. Admission is FREE for children under 5 and Museum members. Admission is also FREE for everyone on the first 
Tuesday of every month. Parking is $8, $6 with museum validation. For more information, visit the Museum’s website at www.tarpits.org or 
call (323) 934-PAGE. 
  


