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Raman Spectroscopy Detects
Amorphous Carbon in an Enigmatic
Egg From the Upper Cretaceous
Wido Volcanics of South Korea
Seung Choi* , Sung Keun Lee, Noe-Heon Kim, Seongyeong Kim and Yuong-Nam Lee*

School of Earth and Environmental Sciences, Seoul National University, Seoul, South Korea

Raman spectroscopy has been widely used in micropaleontology and organic
geochemistry to identify carbonaceous materials and evaluate their thermal maturity
in fossils or metasedimentary rocks. Meanwhile, fossil egg researches have mostly
focused on biomineralized calcite, but preserved carbonaceous (or possibly organic)
materials inside the eggshells have been usually neglected until recently. Here we report
an enigmatic egg from the Wido Volcanics (Upper Cretaceous) of South Korea that
was analyzed using diverse methods including polarized light microscope, scanning
electron microscope, electron probe microanalyzer, electron backscatter diffraction, and
Raman spectroscopy. The eggshell not only shows the crystallography of archosaurian
eggshells but also contains peculiar dark bands, which were previously known as the
trait of fossil and modern Crocodyliformes eggshells. Raman spectroscopic analysis
showed that the dark bands are mainly due to amorphous carbon, as evidenced by
the clear graphite (G) and disordered (D) bands. The deconvolution of amorphous
carbon peaks and resultant parameters made it possible to infer the paleotemperature
inscribed in the eggshell. The result suggests that preserved amorphous carbon in the
fossil eggshells can be identified using Raman spectroscopy and Raman parameters
may make it possible to compare the thermal maturity of spatiotemporally diverse fossil
eggshells. The biogenicity of the dark band is not clear because Raman spectroscopic
analysis is not sufficient to confirm biogenicity. However, overall distribution of the dark
band may imply the biogenic origin. It is apparent that the material of this study is not a
dinosaur egg but might belong to a crocodyliform or choristoderan egg, and even other
non-dinosaur archosaur can be a candidate as well.

Keywords: Raman spectroscopy, amorphous carbon, thermal maturity, EBSD, fossil egg, Wido Volcanics,
taphonomy

INTRODUCTION

Along with diverse invertebrate fossils, vertebrate egg fossils are calcium carbonate-based
biominerals (Mikhailov, 1997; Cusack and Freer, 2008; Pérez-Huerta et al., 2018). Calcium
carbonate of fossil eggs not only provide reproductive paleobiological information of amniotes
(Grellet-Tinner et al., 2006; Tanaka et al., 2015; Varricchio and Jackson, 2016 and references
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therein; Choi et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2019) but also afford
paleoenvironmental and taphonomic information overprinted
in the eggs (Grellet-Tinner et al., 2010; Montanari et al., 2013;
Angst et al., 2015; Moreno-Azanza et al., 2016; Graf et al.,
2018; Kim et al., 2019; see also Montanari, 2018 and references
therein). Modern avian eggshells are mostly composed of calcite
(96%) with a rare amount of organic matrix (2%) and trace
elements such as Mg, P, and S (Hincke et al., 2012; Dauphin
et al., 2018). Likewise, modern crocodylian and (rigid) gecko
eggshells are mostly composed of calcium carbonate in the form
of calcite (Ferguson, 1982; Schleich and Kästle, 1988; Marzola
et al., 2015; Choi et al., 2018) unlike turtle eggshells, which are
mainly composed of aragonite (Lawver and Jackson, 2014). In
all rigid eggshells of modern amniotes, organic materials are
certainly a minor and easily degradable component so that they
are rarely preserved in the fossil record (Hirsch, 1996, Table 2;
Smith and Hayward, 2010). Accordingly, the majority of the
fossil eggshell studies have focused on biominerals rather than
preserved carbonaceous (potential organic) matters.

The reports on the potential preserved organic material of
fossil eggs are, however, accumulating ever since the 1990s. For
example, preserved shell membrane (membrana testacea; see
Grellet-Tinner, 2005, Figure 1) was reported even from the Early
Jurassic dinosaur eggs (e.g., Kohring and Hirsch, 1996; Kohring,
1999; Grellet-Tinner, 2005; Schweitzer et al., 2005; Stein et al.,
2019). Unfortunately, many of the reports were merely based on
the morphology of putative biological structure, thereby another
line of evidence should be applied to guarantee the biogenicity
of those structures (e.g., Schidlowski, 2001; Gupta et al., 2007;
Stein et al., 2019; see also discussion of Schopf et al., 2005). On
the other hand, Schweitzer et al. (2005) showed the presence of
organic materials in the radial section of a titanosaur eggshell
using an immunohistochemical approach, which is a superb tool
to see a distribution of in situ organic materials and can identify
the type of organic material using antigen-antibody reaction (but
see also Saitta et al., 2018). Nevertheless, this approach requires
rather complicated preparation steps and laboratory resources
(see electronic appendix of Schweitzer et al., 2005) that are not
easily available to most paleontologists.

In this respect, Raman spectroscopy used in Wiemann et al.
(2018) and Yang et al. (2018) to detect preserved cuticle (an
outermost proteinous layer of an eggshell) or pigments in the
fossil eggshell is a promising technique because it is non-
destructive and provides high spatial and spectral resolution
without complicated preparation steps (Smith and Clark, 2004;
Schweitzer et al., 2008; Olcott Marshall and Marshall, 2015).
In addition, Raman spectroscopy is useful in appraising the
thermal maturity of preserved organic materials (or at least
carbonaceous material) in fossils (Hartkopf-Fröder et al., 2015;
Olcott Marshall and Marshall, 2015 and references therein).
By using the parameters derived from the Raman spectra
of thermally matured carbonaceous materials, the preserved
carbonaceous matter in metasedimentary rock samples (Beyssac
et al., 2002; Rahl et al., 2005; Lahfid et al., 2010) or fossil fuels
(Schito et al., 2017; Henry et al., 2019a) could be used as a
‘thermometer’ because the parameters are affected mainly by
heat, but little affected by other variables such as pressure at least

in higher metamorphic grade (T > 350◦C) (Lahfid et al., 2010).
The Raman spectroscopy, therefore, has been widely used by
micropaleontologists and applied to diverse fossils including, but
not limited to, acritarch (Marshall et al., 2005; Schiffbauer et al.,
2012), conodont (Marshall et al., 2001; McMillan and Golding,
2019), foraminifera (McNeil et al., 2015), kerogenous microfossils
(Schopf et al., 2005), plant spores (Bernard et al., 2007), and
protist (Ferralis et al., 2016) to investigate the thermal maturity of
those fossils. Although Raman spectroscopy does not fully prove
the biogenicity of preserved carbonaceous matter in fossil and
needs further confirmation by independent approaches (Pasteris
and Wopenka, 2003; Marshall et al., 2010), Raman spectroscopy
is the simplest tool to detect carbonaceous material in fossils,
thus make further biogenicity test possible (Marshall et al.,
2010). In fossil eggshells and vertebrate fossils in general, Raman
spectroscopy has not been widely used except for a few pioneering
studies (e.g., Piga et al., 2011; Thomas et al., 2011; Lee Y.C.
et al., 2017), but as shown in Wiemann et al. (2018), Yang et al.
(2018), and Stein et al. (2019), it has a great potential in vertebrate
paleontology as it is in archeology (Smith and Clark, 2004).

In the fieldwork in 2016, a solitary partial egg had been
found in the Wido Volcanics of South Korea where two types
of dinosaur egg fossils were reported (Choi and Lee, 2019; Kim
et al., 2019). The most peculiar microstructural feature of this egg
is several parallel dark bands, which is reminiscent of the dark
band structure in modern and fossil crocodyliform eggshells (e.g.,
Marzola et al., 2015; Russo et al., 2017). We hypothesized that the
dark bands, which were observed in all eggshells, of this eggshell
are attributed to the composition, mainly due to the preserved
carbonaceous (probably organic) matter. Hence, the aim of this
study is to provide a detailed description of a new egg using
diverse analytical methods including Raman spectroscopy and to
investigate the origin of the dark bands. Based on circumstantial
evidence surrounding this fossil material and comparisons to
modern crocodylian eggshells, we also deduced a possible egg-
layer of this enigmatic egg.

GEOLOGICAL SETTING

The Wi Island is located in the Yellow Sea and a part of
the successive Upper Cretaceous volcanic-influenced deposits in
southwestern Korean Peninsula (Figure 1A; Chough et al., 2000;
Kim S.W. et al., 2016; Choi and Lee, 2017, Figure 4; Kwon
et al., 2017). The island is composed of the Wido Volcanics and
can be further divided into four conformable subunits: Daeri
Andesite, Mangryeongbong Tuff, Beolgeumri Formation, and
Ttandallae Tuff in ascending order (Figure 1B; Koh et al., 2013;
Ko et al., 2017). The Daeri Andesite is mostly composed of
andesite but reddish mudstone layer with calcareous nodules lies
at the bottom. This fossiliferous lithofacies was interpreted to be
deposited in a floodplain under semi-arid paleoclimate (Gihm
et al., 2017). The Mangryeongbong Tuff is mostly composed
of massive lapilli tuff (Gihm and Hwang, 2014) and U-Pb
radiometric age dating yielded 86.63 ± 0.83 Ma, which is the
youngest age limit of the fossiliferous layer (Ko et al., 2017). The
Beolgeumri Formation is composed of tuffaceous conglomerate,
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FIGURE 1 | Geological map of Wi Island, South Korea. (A) A map of the Korean Peninsula and distribution of the Cretaceous basins (colored regions). Note that Wi
Island (inset square) is a part of volcanic-influenced sedimentary successions colored in yellow. Modified from Choi and Lee (2017). (B) A geological map of Wi
Island. The Wido Volcanics is composed of four conformable units: Daeri Andesite, Mangryeongbong Tuff, Beolgeumri Formation, and Ttandallae Tuff in ascending
order (Ko et al., 2017). Modified from Koh et al. (2013), Ko et al. (2017), and Choi and Lee (2019). Scale bars equal 100 km (A); 1 km (B).

coarse sandstone, very fine sandstone, and black shale (Koh et al.,
2013; Ko et al., 2017). The Beolgeumri Formation was deposited
in lacustrine environment that was highly influenced by the
pyroclastic density currents triggered by earthquakes (Gihm and
Hwang, 2014, 2016; Ko et al., 2017). The Ttandallae Tuff is
the uppermost unit and composed of breccias and lapilli tuff,
deposited from pyroclastic density currents (Ko et al., 2017).

The study area is in the lower part of the Daeri Andesite
and characterized by siliciclastic mudstones with gravelly

sandstones (Gihm et al., 2017; Figure 2). More specific geological
characteristics of this area will be discussed in a separate paper
and we will briefly present the locality information herein. In
the north-eastern part of the study area, a few gravelly sandstone
bodies of less than 2 m in thickness showing lenticular geometry
are developed in the reddish mudstones. The sandstones are
interpreted to have been deposited in ephemeral channels.
The south-western part of the study area is dominated by
mudstones containing numerous dinosaur eggs in clutches
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FIGURE 2 | Fossil locality. (A) A columnar section of the study area. It can be roughly divided into three sections based on the lithological and sedimentary
characteristics. The lower and upper sections are composed of weakly laminated very fine sandy mudstones. The middle section is dominated by massive calcite
cemented-mudstones and very fine-grained sandstone alternated with well-laminated mudstone. The deposits between the middle and the upper section are coarse
to fine sandstones intercalated with mudstones, interpreted to have been deposited in crevasse splay. The stratigraphic position of the studying material is marked
by a black arrow. M, F, C, and P stand for mud, fine sand, coarse sand, and pebble, respectively. (B) An aerial view of fossil locality. The material of this study was
found near the upper end of horizontal outcrop. A green backpack for scale (a black arrow). (C,D) The material was found in an exposed siltstone. Scale bars equal
1 m (A); 2 cm (D).

(Figure 2A; mostly faveoloolithid eggs; Kim et al., 2019). The
strata mainly composed of the mudstones are red in color,
and the bedding geometry preserves original horizontality. In
addition, the association of the deposits with channel sandstone
bodies developed in the north-eastern part indicates that the
study area was formed in a floodplain environment (Gihm
et al., 2017). The sedimentary deposits of the study area can
be largely divided into lower, middle and upper sections by
sedimentary and pedogenic features (Figure 2A). The lithofacies
of lower and upper sections are composed of weakly laminated
very fine sandy mudstones. The middle section is characterized

by massive calcite cemented-mudstone and very fine-grained
sandstone alternated with well-laminated mudstone indicating
sheet flooding deposits. The mudstone that contains clutches
of dinosaur eggs in this section is massive, comprising finer
sediments than those of the laminated sandy mudstones. Most of
the primary sedimentary structures are faded out by weathering
and/or pedogenesis. Bedded calcretes and rootlets are only
developed in this lithofacies. All of these observations suggest
that the reddish massive mudstones were formed in the more
distal part of the floodplain with a lower sedimentation rate
(Kraus, 1999).
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Materials
Only one incomplete egg of Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis
oogen. et oosp. nov. (SNUVP 201701; Figures 2B–D) was
found, but other ootaxa such as faveoloolithid Propagoolithus
widoensis (Kim et al., 2019) and possible dromaeosaurid
eggshell Reticuloolithus acicularis (Choi and Lee, 2019) were
relatively abundant in the fossil locality. An incomplete egg
was excavated in the field (Figure 2D). The four fragments
were situated no more than 5 cm from the egg. The nearby
eggshell fragments have dark bands exactly the same as
those of the holotype egg, thus we used nearby fragments
for physico-chemical analyses detailed below (Figure 3A) in
order not to damage the holotype. The main microstructural
features of holotype eggshell and nearby fragments are
summarized in Figure 3B. See Supplementary Figure S1
for further information.

Because the material is a definite archosaur egg (see EBSD
observation below) but its microstructure is not similar to
that of any known dinosaur (including Aves) eggshells (see
section “Comparative Study” below), we analyzed eggshells of
modern crocodile (Caiman latirostris, provided by Dr. Kohei
Tanaka, University of Tsukuba, Japan) using selective methods
for comparisons.

FIGURE 3 | Schematic view of study methods and eggshell microstructure.
(A) The material excavated from the field is composed of partially preserved
egg and nearby fragments. After confirming the consistent microstructure
between the holotype and nearby fragments, the fragments were prepared for
physico-chemical analyses. See also Supplementary Figure S1. (B) A
schematic view and terminologies of microstructural features observed in both
holotype egg and nearby fragments. See text for details.

Institutional Abbreviations
SNUVP, Paleontological Laboratory, Seoul National
University, Seoul, South Korea; UHR, Hokkaido University
Museum, Sapporo, Japan.

Polarized Light Microscopy (PLM)
Thin sections were made following the standard thin section
preparation method of fossil eggshell (Quinn, 1994). The thin
sections were observed and photographed using Nikon Eclipse
LV100N POL, housed at the School of Earth and Environmental
Sciences, Seoul National University (hereafter, SEES, SNU).

Scanning Electron Microscopy (SEM)
Freshly fractured radial sections were coated with carbon and
examined using a JEOL JSM-7100F scanning electron microscope
(SEM) (housed at SEES, SNU) with an accelerating voltage of
15.0 kV in secondary electron (SE) mode. In addition, lapped
and polished materials used for EPMA and EBSD analyses were
observed in the backscattered electron (BSE) mode. See Choi et al.
(2018) for further detail.

Electron Probe Microanalyzer (EPMA)
and Electron Backscatter Diffraction
(EBSD)
Two eggshell fragments were lapped by hand with aluminum
compounds with decreasing size, polished with 0.5 µm diamond
paste, finalized with 0.06 µm colloidal silica, and coated with
carbon. These specimens were used for chemical compositional
analysis using field emission electron probe microanalyzer
[FE-EPMA; JEOL JXA-8530F housed at the National Center
for Inter-University Research Facilities (NCIRF), SNU] and
crystallographic analysis using electron backscatter diffraction
(EBSD; Oxford Instrument Symmetry detector attached to
JEOL JSM-7100F in SEES, SNU). We acquired and curated
EPMA (Choi et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2019) and EBSD data
(Moreno-Azanza et al., 2013; Choi et al., 2019) following the
established methods.

Raman Spectroscopy
Thin sections of the eggshells (SNUVP 201702 and Caiman
latirostris) were analyzed using Raman spectroscopy. Raman
spectroscopic analyses were performed in two steps. First, we
applied Raman point-analysis in a radial section to get the spectra
of the dark and plain parts of eggshell. In this step, we used
a home-built micro Raman spectrometer (SEES, SNU) used in
Kim E.J. et al. (2016) and Lee S.K. et al. (2017). The Raman
spectra were collected using a laser wavelength of 488 nm, the
laser power of 11 mW, and the exposure time of 2 s. The
accumulation numbers of 60 and a grating groove density of
1800/500 lines mm−1 were used with 20X microscope objectives,
and the estimated beam size is approximately 7.8 µm.

Secondly (applied only to SNUVP 201702), we performed
Raman mapping analysis using DXR 2xi Raman Imaging
Microscope (Thermo Fisher; NCIRF, SNU). The 2D Raman
image of the specimen was constructed by measuring the
intensity of the amorphous carbon peak at 1600 cm−1. The
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Raman signal was collected with beam size of ≥ 2.0 µm, a laser
wavelength of 532 nm, and the laser power of 2.0 mW. Exposure
time of 0.00625 s (160 Hz) with the number of scans of 50 were
used. The image pixel size of 3.0 µm × 3.0 µm were used for
capturing the total view of 300 µm× 300 µm.

As the Raman spectrum for the amorphous carbon consists
typically of two peaks (i.e., graphite ‘G’ and disordered ‘D’ bands),
the fraction of each band was obtained from deconvolution of
the spectrum using Origin v.9.0. Note that these amorphous
carbon peaks can be further deconvoluted (or decomposed) into
several components. The consensus on numbers and types of
the components is not conclusively made among the researchers
(Henry et al., 2019b), but Sadezky et al. (2005) used four
Lorentzian bands (G, D1, D2, and D4) at ∼1580, ∼1350, ∼1620,
and ∼1200 cm−1, respectively and a Gaussian band to G3 at
∼1500 cm−1 to simulate the Raman spectrum of amorphous
carbon with good fit. The position of each band may shift with
varying degree of thermal maturation of original carbonaceous
precursor (Schito et al., 2017; Khatibi et al., 2019). In the
current deconvolution similar peak positions for G, D1, D2, and
D3 bands were used. We found that the D4 peak position of
∼1160 cm−1 can simulate the overall pattern of the spectrum
better. As in Lahfid et al. (2010), the widths and positions were
allowed to vary upon deconvolution.

The deconvolution of amorphous carbon peak yields full
width at half maximum (FWHM), area (peak intensity), and
height of each band. The relative peak intensity between these
bands allowed us to roughly estimate the paleotemperature.
For example, Beyssac et al. (2002) showed that the parameter
named R2 [= D1 area/(G area + D1 area + D2 area)]
can be used as a geothermometer in a higher metamorphic
grade (paleotemperature range of 330–650◦C). Likewise, Lahfid
et al. (2010) proposed that another parameters RA1 and RA2
[RA1 = (D1 area + D4 area)/(G area + D1 area + D2 area + D3
area + D4 area)]; [RA2 = (D1 area + D4 area)/(G area + D2
area + D3 area)] may constrain temperature conditions relevant
to advanced diagenesis to low-grade metamorphism (∼200–
320◦C). We note that the types of bands used in the earlier studies
are somewhat different from those used in the current study
(e.g., Voigt function, Beyssac et al., 2002; Lorentzian function,
Lahfid et al., 2010). Therefore, the estimated temperature in the
current study may provide a rough guide to the paleotemperature
inscribed in our specimen.

SYSTEMATIC PALEONTOLOGY

Oofamily Incertae sedis.
Oogenus Aenigmaoolithus oogen. nov.
Type oospecies Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis

oogen. et oosp. nov.
Diagnosis. As for the type and only oospecies.
Etymology. ‘Aenigma,’ Latin word of ‘Enigma,’ indicates

unidentifiable affinity of an egg-layer and its peculiar
microstructure compared to other known ootaxa; ‘oo’ and
‘lithos’ mean egg and stone in Greek, respectively.

Type locality and horizon. As for the type and only oospecies.

Oospecies Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis oogen. et oosp. nov.
Etymology. The specific name derived from abundant vesicles

distributed in the eggshell.
Holotype. One partial egg (SNUVP 201701).
Referred specimens. One thin section for polarized light

microscopy (PLM) and Raman spectroscopy investigation
(SNUVP 201702), one fresh radial section for SE mode
(SEM) observation (SNUVP 201703), and one polished
section for FE-EPMA, EBSD, and BSE mode (SEM)
observation (SNUVP 201704).

Type locality and age. Sedimentary deposits of the Daeri
Andesite, Wido Volcanics, Wi Island of Buan County, North
Jeolla Province, South Korea. Late Cretaceous [not younger than
Santonian; older than 86.63± 0.83 Ma (Ko et al., 2017)].

Diagnosis. The outer surface is usually smooth but rarely
nodular flat-topped ornamentation exists; thickness ranges from
178 to 214 µm (average 200 µm); shell units are wedge-
shaped; large vesicles occupy outer half of the eggshell; dark
bands composed of amorphous carbon exist mainly in the inner
end of the eggshell (1/7–1/8 of the whole thickness of the
eggshell) but also weakly exist in the middle part of the eggshell
(see Figure 3B).

RESULTS

Taphonomic Consideration for
Mineralized Part
Before detailed morphological description, we firstly present
distribution of Mg in the eggshell because Mg might be
related to potential disruption of original microstructure. In
the experimental setting, Mg included ‘artificial burial fluid
(100 mM NaCl + 10 mM MgCl2 aqueous solution)’ combined
with thermal treatment would effectively disrupt the original
calcite grain shape in modern invertebrate shells compared to its
control groups treated with thermal effects only or thermal effects
with ‘artificial meteoric fluid (10 mM NaCl aqueous solution)’
(Casella et al., 2018).

In A. vesicularis, Mg showed characteristic bilaminar structure
in that its concentration is lower in the inner part of the eggshell
whilst the outer half (roughly equivalent to a vesicular layer
in SEM observation; see below) is comparatively enriched with
Mg (Figure 4). The sedimentary matrix also contains a high
concentration of Mg. It is not certain whether detected Mg in
the eggshell is endogenous or exogenous, but in the case of
sympatric Propagoolithus, pore canals were filled with calcite
enriched with Mg (Kim et al., 2019). Considering the porosity
caused by the vesicles in the outer half of the eggshell (see SEM
observation below), the outer half of A. vesicularis might be
influenced by exogenous Mg.

Although the extent of thermal effect during the taphonomic
history of the Wido Volcanics is unknown (but it is highly
likely that thermal effect per se indeed existed; see below), the
potential exogenous Mg (Figure 4; Kim et al., 2019) and extensive
thermal effects that may be related to the volcanic activities or
magmatism of the Wido Volcanics (Gihm and Hwang, 2014;
Gihm et al., 2017) might have caused the favorable setting for the
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FIGURE 4 | Elemental composition of Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis oogen. et
oosp. nov. (SNUVP 201704) and its surrounding matrix. (A) Na is nearly
absent in the eggshell, whilst it is present in the matrix. (B) The concentration
of Mg is somewhat higher in the outer half while it is nearly absent in the inner
half. Mg is also highly enriched in the matrix. (C) The concentration of Ca is
very high in the eggshell as well as some parts of the matrix. A colored-bar in
(A) shows the intensity of the signal with red represents a stronger one. Note
that the panels do not share absolute concentration scale. The eggshell
boundaries are marked by white dashed lines. All scale bar equals 100 µm.

degradation of calcite grains (Casella et al., 2018) at the outer half
of the eggshell.

Thus, the preservation of horizontal layering in the inner
part of the eggshell and its weakening toward the outer surface
(see SEM observation below) may be affected by taphonomic
process so that they should be considered in observation. See also
Supplementary Figure S2 for the distribution of P and S.

Macroscopic
A cross-section of an egg is exposed (Figures 5A,B). Its diameter
ranges from 21 to 23 mm. There are many eggshell fragments
inside the only fragmentary egg. Almost all fragments are cut to

expose their radial section but only one fragment exposes its inner
surface. The external surface of the egg is not exposed. In general,
accumulated fragments of a crushed egg are usually located at the
bottom of an egg (Mueller-Töwe et al., 2002; Grigorescu, 2017),
thereby the specimen may represent a bottom cross-section of
an egg. Eggshell fragments juxtaposed within the outline of the
egg are parallel to the curvature but those inside are randomly
arranged and concentrated in one part of the section.

The eggshell is very thin (200 µm in average thickness; see
PLM observation below), suggesting a small egg size because the
eggshell thickness and egg mass have a positive correlation (Ar
et al., 1979) and it is also certain that the egg mass is positively
correlated with the egg size. Among the fossil eggs of which intact
size and thickness are reported, Sankofa pyrenaica (theropod egg)
is 270 µm in average thickness and is 7 cm× 4 cm in size (López-
Martínez and Vicens, 2012), which is comparable to A. vesicularis
on its thinness. Thus, the original size of A. vesicularis would be
smaller than that of Sankofa pyrenaica.

Polarized Light Microscopy
The outer surface of the eggshell is smooth without noticeable
ornamentation in radial view (but see SEM observation below).
The thickness of eggshell ranges from 178 to 214 µm with
an average of 200 µm. Under normal light, at least four
layers stand out based on color variation: darkest inner band;
translucent band; a pale dark band that has intermittent
translucent bands within it; translucent band in the remaining
external part of the eggshell (Figure 5C). The eggshell
shows columnar to wedge-like extinction pattern under the
polarized light (Figure 5D). In some parts, however, the
extinction pattern is irregular. It should be noted that the
extinction pattern is similar to the grain shape of calcite
detected by EBSD analysis (Athanasiadou et al., 2018; see
EBSD observation below) that was also reported in non-
avian dinosaur eggshell fossils (e.g., see Moreno-Azanza et al.,
2013, Figures 1, 3 for cases of Trigonoolithus amoae and cf.
Maiasaura eggshell) and extant gecko eggshells (Choi et al., 2018,
Figures 4, 9).

Scanning Electron Microscopy
We present SEM imaging with two approaches: secondary
electron (SE) imaging using freshly fractured eggshell and BSE
imaging using lapped and polished eggshell. Under SE mode,
the overall morphology is not very characteristic, but columnar
structures are often observed in the inner part of the eggshell
(Figures 6A,B). The length of the preserved columns varies
but the width is uniform (9.43–12.4 µm with an average
of 11.1 µm). Each column and the inner half of the entire
eggshell show horizontally stacked crystalline layers. The layering
becomes weaker toward the outer surface, but it may be
an artifact caused by taphonomic influences (see Taphonomic
consideration above). In some cases, exposed section of a calcite
layer shows numerous vesicle-like structures with varying sizes
(Figure 6C). In a few cases, horizontal or slightly inclined
gully-like structures are seen (Figure 6D), which might be the
trace of dissolved organic fiber (e.g., see Choi et al., 2018,
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FIGURE 5 | Macroscopic and microstructural features of Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis oogen. et oosp. nov. (A) A cross-section of the holotype (SNUVP 201701). The
eggshell fragments nearby the holotype (a white arrowhead and dashed circle) are used for physico-chemical analyses. (B) A schematic view of the holotype egg.
(C) PLM view under normal light (SNUVP 201702). At least four layers are identified: innermost dark band (a black arrow), inner translucent layer, middle pale dark
band (a white arrow), and outer translucent layer. The boundaries are marked by white bars. (D) PLM view under polarized light (SNUVP 201702). Extinction pattern
is irregular, columnar, and wedge-like (a black arrow). Scale bars equal 5 mm (A); 100 µm (C,D).

Supplementary Figures S2I–L). The width of this structure is
consistent with that of large vesicles.

In BSE imaging, two sublayers are prominent. The inner
half (compact layer; CL in Figures 6E,F,H) is filled with very
minute vesicles. The bigger vesicles are very rare in this layer.
In outer half (vesicular layer; VL in Figures 6E,G,H) of the
eggshell, larger vesicles are abundant, but minute vesicles are
also present between the larger vesicles. The length ranges of
larger and very minute vesicles are 0.910–4.520 µm (2.108 µm in
average) and 0.110–0.454 µm (0.304 µm in average), respectively.
On the other hand, the ornamentation-like structure was
observed at one point on the external surface (Figure 6H).
The ornamentation-like structure was morphologically similar
to that reported in authentic choristoderan eggshell that is
nodular and flat-topped in shape (Hou et al., 2009). It
contains larger vesicles as in the vesicular layer lying below,
supporting the biogenicity of this structure. Therefore, we
interpret it as a genuine ornamentation rather than a taphonomic
artifact (e.g., epitaxial diagenetic calcite growth). Except for
this ornamentation, the external surface is smooth (see PLM
observation above) and uniform in thickness. Considering the

fact that non-ornamented plain parts of the eggshell have
consistent thickness (e.g., Choi et al., 2018, 2020), it also
supports the non-taphonomic origin of ornamentation structure
described herein.

Electron Backscatter Diffraction
Electron backscatter diffraction imaging shows that the calcite
grains with horizontal c-axis are present in the inner part
of eggshell whereas c-axis align vertically toward the outer
surface (Figure 7A). As seen from the extinction pattern (see
PLM observation above), the shell units are usually wedge-like
(Figures 7A–C), a feature also known in modern and fossil
crocodyliform eggshells (see Hirsch and Quinn, 1990; Tanaka
et al., 2011; Moreno-Azanza et al., 2014a, 2015; Marzola et al.,
2015, Table 3; Srivastava et al., 2015; Jackson and Varricchio,
2016; Russo et al., 2017). One may think that the calcite grains
with horizontal c-axis are diagenetic calcites, but the extant
crocodyliform eggshells also show calcite with horizontal c-axis
to the middle part of the eggshell (see “Comparative Study”
below). Furthermore, in case when diagenetic calcites grow in
the empty space in the eggshell, they are usually chaotic in
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FIGURE 6 | Ultrastructural features of Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis oogen. et
oosp. nov. (A–D) Secondary electron imaging (SNUVP 201703). (A) A fresh
section. The boundaries of the eggshell are marked by dashed lines. The
columnar structure is observed in the inner part (a black arrow). Occasionally,
a section of the calcite plates composing the eggshell is exposed (a white
arrow). (B) A detailed view of columnar structure. Note columnar structures
(black arrows) and stacked calcite plates (white arrows). (C) A detailed view of
an exposed calcite plate. Abundant vesicles are observed in the section and
other parts of the eggshell (black arrows). (D) “Gully-like” structures exposed
in calcite plates. The widths of “gully” are consistent with the diameter of
larger vesicles. (E–H) Backscattered electron imaging (SNUVP 201704). (E) A
polished section. Note the two layers: a compact layer (CL; a black arrow) and
a vesicular layer (VL; a white arrow). (F) In CL, calcite contains very minute
vesicles whereas large vesicles are uncommon. (G) In VL, larger vesicles are
dominant but very minute vesicles are also present between the larger
vesicles. (F) and (G) are in the same magnification. (H) Rarely, ornamentations
are present at the outer surface of eggshell (a black arrow). Note the existence
of larger vesicles in the ornamentation. Scale bars equal 50 µm (A,B,E,H);
10 µm (C,D,F,G).

their crystallographic orientation or epitaxial to adjacent calcites
(Moreno-Azanza et al., 2016; Kim et al., 2019). Moreover, the
diagenetic calcite growth could be differentiated by the high
concentration of Mg compared to that of the eggshells in Wi
Island eggshell fossils (Kim et al., 2019), but this phenomenon
was not observed in A. vesicularis (Figure 4B). Hence, the
calcite with horizontal c-axis in A. vesicularis would be a
biological trait. The grain boundaries are usually high-angled
(>20◦; Figures 7C,F).

In the ornamentation, the grains constituting the
ornamentation are continuous with respect to the underlying
main body of the eggshell (Figures 7D,E). This observation
supports the biogenicity of the ornamentation unless it was made
by the epitaxial growth of calcites (i.e., diagenetic overgrowth;
Moreno-Azanza et al., 2016; Choi et al., 2019, 2020; Kim et al.,
2019). However, the epitaxy is highly unlikely considering
the presence of larger vesicles inside the ornamentation
(Figures 7D–F; see SEM observation above).

Raman Spectroscopy
The eggshell is embedded in the siltstone matrix that consists
mainly of quartz grains (Figure 8A). Raman spectra were
acquired at the dark band and plain part of the eggshell. The plain
part shows the peaks at 1087, 713, 282, and 156 cm−1 (Figure 8B
and Supplementary Figure S3), correspond to the characteristic
vibrational modes of calcite (Yang et al., 2018; Stein et al., 2019,
Supplementary Figure S2). The Raman spectrum collected at the
dark band (with label “C” in Figure 8A) near the inner edge
of the eggshell revealed the broad peaks at 1340–1360 cm−1 (D
band) and 1580–1620 cm−1 (G band), along with the 1087 cm−1

calcite peak, respectively (Figure 8C and Supplementary Figure
S3). The doublet-like feature corresponds uniquely to disordered
amorphous carbon (e.g., Tuinstra and Koenig, 1970; Ferrari and
Robertson, 2000; Sadezky et al., 2005 and references therein).
The results confirm that the dark band at the inner edge of the
eggshell consists mainly of amorphous carbon. While the dark
band is prevalent near the inner edge of the eggshell, it also exits
throughout the eggshell as evidenced from the distribution of
dark spots (Figure 8A).

We further acquired the distribution of amorphous carbon
throughout the selected area of eggshell by measuring the peak
intensity of the G band (1600 cm−1) (Figures 8A,D). The
resulting 2D image shows that the inner dark band is indeed rich
in amorphous carbon compared to the other parts of the eggshell
(Figure 8D). The image also confirmed the non-negligible
presence of amorphous carbon throughout the eggshell, while
the intensity is much less. The distribution patterns confirm that
dark bands in the eggshell are attributable to amorphous carbon
(Figures 5B, 8D). The matrix outside the eggshell composed of
siliciclastic sediments (Kim et al., 2019, Supplementary Figure S5)
shows very low amorphous carbon signal (Figure 8D).

The fractions of G and D peaks were obtained based on
the deconvolution method of Sadezky et al. (2005) (see section
“Materials and Methods” above). The deconvolution result
indeed confirmed that the experimental Raman spectrum can be
well-described with five (G, D1, D2, D3, and D4) Raman bands
(Figure 9A). We also obtained the fraction of each band using
the deconvolution protocol by Lahfid et al. (2010; All Lorentzian)
but this result was not as good as the former (Figure 9B). While
the difference in the fractions of each band is not significant, we
used the former method to estimate the fractions of 5 bands.
The parameters acquired by the deconvolution are presented
in Table 1.

The estimated Raman parameters (Table 1) were used to infer
the paleotemperature using the band-based geothermeters (e.g.,
for higher metamorphic grade, T > 350◦C; Beyssac et al., 2002;
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FIGURE 7 | Crystallography of Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis oogen. et oosp. nov. (SNUVP 201704). (A,D) Inverse pole figure (IPF) maps; (B,E), Euler maps; (C,F),
grain boundary maps. In IPF maps, when c-axis of a calcite grain lies perpendicular to the eggshell surface, it is colored red. When lies parallel to the eggshell surface,
it is colored green or blue. In Euler map, different grains have a different color so that it is easy to differentiate calcite grains. In grain boundary maps, boundary angle
5◦–10◦ is colored green, 10–20◦ dark purple, and >20◦ light purple. In (A), note wedge-like shell units marked by white arrows. The radiating calcite grains in the
inner end are very similar to a mammillary layer of archosaur eggs (a black arrow in A). An ornamentation is marked by a black arrow in (D). Note the crystallographic
continuity between the ornamentation and underlying eggshell. In (B,E), the color gradation marked by black arrows is limitation of visual representation of Euler
map, not a biological phenomenon, thus crystallographically insignificant. (C,F) Most grain boundaries are higher than 20◦. All scale bars equal 100 µm.

and lower metamorphic grade temperature conditions,
200◦C < T < 320◦C; Lahfid et al., 2010). Table 2 summarizes the
estimated paleotemperature. Based on the geothermometer for
high temperature conditions (Beyssac et al., 2002), the estimated
paleotemperature is ∼320◦C, which is lower than the lower
limit of the system (350◦C). Based on another geothermometer
(Lahfid et al., 2010), the estimated paleotempertuare is ∼360◦C,
which is higher than the higher limit of the system (320◦C). It
may be caused by the different deconvolution methods adopted
in Beyssac et al. (2002) and Lahfid et al. (2010) compared to
ours (Sadezky et al., 2005), or the lower estimation power at
the margin of each system. Nevertheless, the values obtained
from both estimations are roughly similar. Therefore, the
paleotemperature inscribed in A. vesicularis from the Wido
Volcanics would be roughly 340 ± 30◦C. This temperature is
sufficient to burn avian feathers into a complete black ash (Saitta
et al., 2018, Supplementary Figures S142, S143).

COMPARATIVE STUDY

With a Modern Crocodylian Eggshell
Because A. vesicularis shows Crocodylia-eggshell-like shell unit
structure under EBSD analysis and dark banded structure, but it
is no similar to any known EBSD mapping images of dinosaur
eggshells (Choi et al., 2019, Table 1), we further analyzed a

modern crocodylian eggshell (Caiman latirostris) using EBSD,
BSE mode of SEM, and Raman spectroscopy (Figure 10).
We found several similarities between the modern crocodylian
eggshell and A. vesicularis, but at the same time, we could find
notable differences.

Crystallography of Caiman latirostris Eggshell
The crystallography of Caiman latirostris eggshell revealed by
EBSD analysis shows that, to some extent, it is composed
of calcite with horizontal c-axis at the inner part of the
eggshell, whereas the outer part is mainly composed of
vertically aligned larger calcite grains (Figures 10A,B). This
overall configuration is consistent with that of other archosaur
eggshells (Silyn-Roberts and Sharp, 1986; Packard and DeMarco,
1991; Lawver and Jackson, 2014; Choi et al., 2019, Table 1)
but completely different from that of gekkotan (Squamata)
eggshells (Choi et al., 2018). However, compared with dinosaur
eggshells, each calcite grain composing Caiman latirostris
eggshell has a relatively larger portion in the whole thickness
of an eggshell. In addition, Caiman latirostris eggshell unit
is usually wedge-shaped in radial view and the grains with
horizontal c-axis occupy to the middle of the eggshell
(Figure 10B) as in A. vesicularis. The latter trait has never
been observed in non-neognath dinosaur eggshells (Choi
et al., 2019, Table 1 and references therein). Although
modern neognath eggshells have a large portion of calcite
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FIGURE 8 | Detection of amorphous carbon in Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis oogen. et oosp. nov. (A) An analyzed thin section (SNUVP 201702). Point analysis was
carried out in the translucent region and a dark band (marked by red dots), respectively. The mapped region is marked by a white square. (B) The Raman spectrum
acquired at the translucent region. Note calcite peak and very weakly developed G band. (C) The Raman spectrum acquired at the dark band. Note well-developed
(G,D) bands as well as calcite peak. (D) The Raman mapping of the eggshell. The detecting frequency was set on the 1600 cm−1 (G band). Note the dark band in
the inner end of the eggshell is highly enriched with amorphous carbon. Scale bars equal 100 µm (A); 50 µm (D).

with horizontally laid c-axis, they are often extended to the
external surface of the eggshell (Choi et al., 2019, Figure 1).
Thus, the pattern of neognath eggshells is different from
that of modern crocodylian eggshells of which the grains
with horizontal c-axis is usually confined to the middle
of the eggshells (Figure 10B). These observations support
that, to our knowledge, A. vesicularis has a crystallographic
similarity with crocodyliform eggshells among the known
archosaur eggshells.

Raman Spectroscopy of Caiman latirostris Eggshell
In contrast, the dark band of Caiman latirostris eggshells
does not show clear evidence for the presence of amorphous
carbon, which is observed in A. vesicularis. Some earlier
studies have shown that modern crocodylian eggshells are
characterized by the existence of dark bands at the inner end
and the middle of thin section images (e.g., Fernández et al.,
2013; Marzola et al., 2015, Figure 13). They were usually
explained as the existence of organic matter (e.g., Marzola
et al., 2015). To test whether amorphous carbon detected in
A. vesicularis is observed in modern crocodylian eggshells, we
applied Raman spectroscopy at the inner end of the Caiman
latirostris eggshell where the eggshell is usually dark in thin
section imaging (Figure 10E). The result showed that the Raman

spectrum only shows the calcite peak (Figure 10G) similar
to the plain part of the eggshell lying above (Figure 10F). It
means that the dark band at the inner end of the modern
crocodylian eggshell is not caused by the amorphous carbon
unlike A. vesicularis. Alternatively, some pristine organic matter
(i.e., not thermally matured ones) may be present here as
suggested in Marzola et al. (2015) that may be detected
by Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy (FTIR), useful to
detect functional groups of pristine organic matter (Olcott
Marshall and Marshall, 2015). Potential pristine organic matter
may cause the dark tint present in modern crocodyliform
eggshells, but testing this hypothesis was out of scope of
the present study.

BSE Mode Observation of Caiman latirostris Eggshell
On the other hand, the BSE imaging shows that the inner
end of the Caiman latirostris eggshell is composed of porous
calcite (Figures 10C,D), which is well-consistent with the inner
dark part in thin section images (compare Figures 10C,E).
We think, therefore, that the inner dark part of the modern
crocodylian eggshell is mostly caused by the porosity of the
calcified eggshell.

In the case of the dark band at the middle of crocodylian
eggshell, unfortunately, the material of this study (Caiman
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FIGURE 9 | Comparison of the two deconvolution methods. (A) The method of Sadezky et al. (2005) adopted in this study. (B) The method of Lahfid et al. (2010),
which designated Lorentzian to D3 band (a pink curve). Note that overall regular residual is smaller in the first method. The numbers in each label of band are central
position in the Raman shift; L and G in parenthesis denote Lorentzian and Gaussian distributions, respectively.

latirostris) does not show the one (Figure 10E) such as those
figured in Marzola et al. (2015, Figures 9, 11). Thus, we could
not investigate the reason behind the middle dark band of the

TABLE 1 | Parameters of amorphous carbon peaks.

Deconvoluted Band Maximum Full width at half Area
bands designation height (a.u.) maximum (cm−1) (a.u.)

G Lorentzian 0.413 43.6 26.9

D1 Lorentzian 0.570 142 110

D2 Lorentzian 0.355 28.4 15.3

D3 Gaussian 0.114 126 15.2

D4 Lorentzian 0.0168 44.2 1.04

modern crocodylian eggshells (Table 3) that should be further
clarified by future studies.

In summary, although similar in their position, the inner
dark bands of A. vesicularis and extant Caiman latirostris
(Crocodylia) eggshell have completely different backgrounds
in their origin: dark bands of A. vesicularis is attributable
to amorphous carbon (Figures 8, 9), while those of (at least
inner one) modern crocodylian eggshell would be caused
by porous calcite (Figure 10 and Table 3). It implies that
the morphological or optical similarity alone should not be
used as a diagnostic character before the reason behind the
phenomenon is resolved by independent approach (e.g., Choi
et al., 2020). For these reasons, despite crystallographic similarity,
A. vesicularis cannot be safely ascribed to crocodyliform eggshell
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TABLE 2 | Paleotemperature estimation based on Raman parameters.

T (◦C) Parametric Estimated
estimation formulae values paleotemperature (◦C)

T = −445 X R2 + 641 1R2: 0.722 320

T = (RA1-0.3758)/0.0008 2RA1: 0.659 354

T = (RA2-0.27)/0.0045 3RA2: 1.93 369

1R2 = (D1 area)/(G area + D1 area + D2 area) (Beyssac et al., 2002). 2RA1 = (D1
area + D4 area)/(G area + D1 area + D2 area + D3 area + D4 area)
(Lahfid et al., 2010). 3RA2 = (D1 area + D4 area)/(G area + D2 area + D3 area)
(Lahfid et al., 2010).

before an organic-matter-derived dark band is reported from
crocodyliform eggshell fossil.

With Fossil Eggshells
Gekkoolithus columnaris
Among the known fossil eggshells, A. vesicularis shows
remarkable similarity with Gekkoolithus columnaris
(Hirsch, 1996). Both ootaxa show a continuous dark band
near the surface of the eggshell and have jagged columnar
structure (Figure 6; Hirsch, 1996, Figure 4B). Unfortunately,
Hirsch (1996) did not mention where the outer surface of the
eggshell is in his Figure 4 thereby an accurate comparison when
it comes to the location of the dark band is not possible. The
average thickness of A. vesicularis (200 µm) is matched with
an oogeneric diagnosis of Gekkoolithus (40–200 µm). Thus,
the radial thin section images of both ootaxa have a significant
degree of similarity.

Although Hirsch (1996) suggested the gekkotan affinity for
G. columnaris, as admitted in his paper, the diagnosis of the
G. columnaris was provisional and based on a morphological
similarity with extant gekkotan eggshells. Recently, Choi et al.
(2018) provided a more rigorous criterion to diagnose gekkotan
eggshells in fossil record using the crystallographic configuration
of eggshells (see also Choi et al., 2020). When the crystallography
of G. columnaris is examined using EBSD and if it shows
strong crystallographic similarity to modern gekkotan eggshells,
G. columnaris can be concretely identified as a fossil squamate
ootaxon. Otherwise (i.e., G. columnaris turns out to be an
archosaur eggshell), the ootaxonomic affinity of A. vesicularis
would be more strongly inclined to G. columnaris, and in
this case, ironically, archosaurian ‘Aenigmaoolithus’ might be
synonymized with Gekkoolithus even though Gekkoolithus will
not be a gekkotan ootaxon anymore.

Choristoderan Eggshell
The ornamentation of A. vesicularis is nodular with the flat top
in radial view (Figures 6H, 7D–F), similar to dispersituberculate
ornamentation, which is reminiscent of choristoderan eggshell
reported by Hou et al. (2009). See Potential egg-layer below for
further discussion.

Maniraptoran Eggshells
Even though there have been many reports on eggshells with
dispersituberculate ornamentation, these eggshells are usually
thicker than 200 µm (Choi et al., 2020; Table 1) and many of them
would be highly probable maniraptoran eggshells because at least

two-layered crystallographic microstructure of maniraptoran
dinosaur eggshells are observed (Choi et al., 2020) that is absent
in A. vesicularis (Figure 7).

DISCUSSION

Dark Bands and Thermal Maturity
Dark Bands
It appears that fossil eggshells frequently preserve organic
materials within the calcite. The presence of organic growth line
in fossil eggshell has been frequently reported (see Grellet-Tinner
et al., 2006; Jackson et al., 2010; Moreno-Azanza et al., 2014b
for well-preserved growth lines). Those organic remnants may
originate from structural proteins (e.g., Nys et al., 2004). Thermal
alteration of these remnants may lead to form amorphous carbon.
This interpretation can be further supported by the report that
an antibody made from a chicken eggshell is also reactive to a
sauropod eggshell, implying that the preserved organic matter in
the sauropod eggshell is highly likely endogenous protein that
survived more than 70 Myr (Schweitzer et al., 2005; but see
also Saitta et al., 2018 for criticism). In addition, in some sub-
fossil avian eggshells, easily degradable ancient DNA (aDNA) was
preserved even from the warmer paleoenvironment suboptimal
for aDNA preservation, meaning that the eggshell is effective
in preserving fragile organic materials (Oskam et al., 2010;
Demarchi et al., 2016; Grealy et al., 2017).

In this study, the presence of amorphous carbon in
A. vesicularis was clearly observed (Figure 8). We see three
potential hypotheses for the origin of the dark bands in
A. vesicularis. Firstly, it may be the organic material of vertebrate
preserved in situ as in Schweitzer et al. (2005). The systematic
(linear) distribution of carbonaceous matter (Figure 8D), which
is reminiscent of that of modern avian eggshell (e.g., Fraser et al.,
1998) supports this view. Secondly, the carbonaceous materials
may be mainly derived from the microbial activity after the egg
was buried in earth. In this case, although potential in situ original
distribution of carbonaceous matter may cause the pattern seen
in Figure 8 (as in first hypothesis), because the proteins would
be a main target of microbe, the detected carbonaceous matter
may be mainly derived from microbe, not from the endogenous
protein of the eggshell. The second hypothesis can be supported
by the omnipresence of microbe in the crust of earth (even if
A. vesicularis experienced heat effect and deep burial; Edwards
et al., 2007; Magnabosco et al., 2018), the ancient and relatively
modern microbial activity in the fossil materials (Kremer et al.,
2012; Owocki et al., 2016; Saitta et al., 2019b), and experimental
evidences (Smith and Hayward, 2010). Thirdly, the carbonaceous
material may be derived from inorganic carbonaceous material.
We think that the third hypothesis is less likely considering
the scarcity of amorphous carbon signal in the surrounding
matrix (Figure 8D).

Despite the aforementioned utility, we note that Raman
spectroscopy alone does not provide full details of the origin
of carbonaceous matters preserved in geological materials
(i.e., biogenic or not) (Pasteris and Wopenka, 2003; Marshall
et al., 2010). Other analytical techniques may reveal whether
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FIGURE 10 | Modern crocodylian (Caiman latirostris; UHR33185) eggshell analyzed with selected methods. (A,B) IPF maps. Note wedge-like calcite grains of
crocodylian eggshell. Grains with horizontal c-axis is present toward the middle of the eggshell. (C,D) BSE imaging. Note that the inner end of the eggshell is
composed of porous calcite. (E) Thin section imaging and locations where Raman spectra were acquired. Note that the inner dark band corresponds to the porous
calcite figured in (D) above. (F–H) Raman spectra acquired at the locations marked in (E). (F,G) In plain calcite and a dark part at the inner end of the eggshell, only
calcite Raman peak is detected. Note the absence of amorphous carbon peaks (i.e., G,D bands) in (G). (H) A spectrum from epoxy resin shows the peaks
attributable to polyester resin and silica gel. Scale bars equal 500 µm (A); 250 µm (B); 100 µm (C–E).
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TABLE 3 | Comparison between the dark bands of Caiman latirostris
(crocodyliformes) eggshell and A. vesicularis.

Position Width portion Width (µm) Origin

Caiman
latirostris

Inner end 9.97% 47.3 Porosity of
calcite

A. vesicularis Inner end and
middle part

25.16% (inner);
19.89% (middle)

59.5 (inner);
47.0 (middle)

Amorphous
carbon

the carbonaceous material is biogenic or not (see Figure 4
of Pasteris and Wopenka, 2003). For example, these techniques
include Gas-Chromatography/Mass-Spectrometry (Gupta et al.,
2007; Saitta et al., 2019b) and/or stable isotope analysis
concentrated on the δ13C value (Schidlowski, 2001; Bell et al.,
2015). Because the available specimen of A. vesicularis was not
sufficient, currently, it is impossible to try further independent
analysis with this sample.

Taking the distribution of amorphous carbon into
consideration (Figure 8), the precursor of amorphous carbon in
A. vesicularis would be most likely from intercrystalline protein
(Schweitzer et al., 2005) and its biogenic contamination derived
from Late Cretaceous or relatively modern (but geologic past
such as Cenozoic) microbes (Kremer et al., 2012; Saitta et al.,
2019b). If the latter is the case, the thermal estimation (Table 2)
should not be used as Late Cretaceous paleotemperatural state
of the Daeri Andesite. Nevertheless, it would still show the
taphonomic history that A. vesicularis experienced. Extant
microbes (e.g., Saitta et al., 2019b) would not be source of
the dark band because what we detected is thermally matured
carbonaceous matter, not pristine organic matter.

Thermal Maturity
The presence of carbonaceous matter (in our case, the dark
bands) in the fossil materials can be used in estimating the
thermal maturity of the fossil through Raman spectroscopy (see
section “Introduction” above). The amorphous carbon in the
dark band of A. vesicularis shows characteristic G and D bands
in the Raman spectrum (Figures 8, 9). In pure graphite, only
G band exists (Tuinstra and Koenig, 1970), but the intense
heat effect disrupts the structure, causing D band (Ferrari and
Robertson, 2000). Numerous studies have shown that the peak
shape and the relative intensities of G and D bands depend on
thermal maturity of preserved carbonaceous matter (e.g., Schopf
et al., 2005; Schiffbauer et al., 2012; Hartkopf-Fröder et al., 2015;
McNeil et al., 2015; Olcott Marshall and Marshall, 2015; Schito
et al., 2017; Henry et al., 2019a,b). The spectral information,
therefore, can be used for reconstructing the thermal history of
the fossil materials (Schopf et al., 2005).

Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis shows G and D bands and
yields Raman parameters (Table 1) that may provide the
opportunity to systematically (and quantitatively) compare the
carbonaceous thermal maturity among the spatiotemporally
diverse fossil eggshell materials around the globe (especially
where near the convergent margin of plates). Korean fossil
eggshell materials would be ideal ones to investigate the
thermal effect on the carbonaceous matter because Cretaceous
deposits in the Korean Peninsula were heavily influenced

by volcanic activity and magmatism during the Cretaceous
and Paleogene (Chough and Sohn, 2010; Zhang et al., 2012;
Kim S.W. et al., 2016; Zhai et al., 2016; Kwon et al., 2017; Hwang
et al., 2019). Wi Island is not an exception and it is also highly
influenced by the Late Cretaceous volcanism (Gihm and Hwang,
2014; Gihm et al., 2017; Ko et al., 2017). However, most studies
did not pay attention to the extent of heat effect, but just
mentioned the presence of it. In other words, the quantitative
approaches have been uncommon. Thus, the approach attempted
in this study may provide a way to estimate the thermal history of
terrestrial basin using macrofossil (= fossil egg).

The thermally matured organic matter (i.e., blackened
amorphous carbon) would be, at least partially, responsible for
usual dark-color of Korean fossil eggshells (e.g., Janssen et al.,
2011; Collins and Steele, 2017) along with blackening chamosite,
a mineral that is widespread in Korean Cretaceous vertebrate
bones and invertebrate shells (Kim et al., 2018; Supplementary
Figure S4). In fact, palynomorphs from the Cretaceous deposits
in Korea are heavily altered by igneous activities as well
(Choi, 1985, 1989; Yi et al., 1998, 2004), supporting that
thermal maturation of the carbonaceous material was a universal
phenomenon for Cretaceous fossils in the Korean Peninsula.

We suggest that comparing the Raman spectra of fossil
eggshells (or any other type of fossil that preserve carbonaceous
matter) from where Cretaceous volcanism and magmatism were
intense (e.g., northeastern and southern China, Korea, and Japan;
Chough and Sohn, 2010; Pan et al., 2013; Song et al., 2015; Zhai
et al., 2016; Ryu and Lee, 2017) to those from relatively stable
regions (e.g., inland China and Mongolia; Eberth et al., 2009;
Zhang et al., 2014; Eberth, 2018) in East Asia would make it
possible to assess the potential relationship between the thermal
maturity of fossils and the tectonic setting in a more systematic
way (see also Choi and Lee, 2011 and Song et al., 2015 for the
thermal history of northeastern China, Korea, and Japan where
are relevant to the continental margin tectonism).

Although it is not presented herein, we observed well-
developed amorphous carbon peaks from the Reticuloolithus
acicularis, sympatric to A. vesicularis (Choi and Lee, 2019).
The accuracy of the estimated paleotemperature would be
a potential future research avenue because thermal maturity
assessment has been mostly focused on the marine microfossil
(see section “Introduction” above), but to our knowledge, few
study has focused on thermal maturity of terrestrial macrofossil.
A systematic taphonomic experiment that controls temperature
and/or pressure would be also helpful for such an approach (e.g.,
Saitta et al., 2019a).

Finally, we note that the amorphous carbon signal of
A. vesicularis is not the first report of amorphous carbon from
fossil eggshells. Stein et al. (2019, Supplementary Figure S2)
recently reported that the Raman spectroscopy detected the
presence of amorphous carbon peaks (i.e., G and D bands)
from the eggshell of Massospondylus from the Lower Jurassic
Elliot Formation of South Africa. However, Stein et al. (2019)
interpreted the signal as an artifact due to laser ablation triggered
by the long exposure time of Raman analysis. We would not
like to negate such a possibility because the laser powers used
in Stein et al. (2019) (2.5–25 mW) and this study were not
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controlled (∼11 mA) and the preservation of carbonaceous
matter of both fossil specimens might have affected the volatility
when exposed to laser. Nevertheless, 2D Raman mapping (e.g.,
Figure 8) will make it possible to test whether the signal
in Stein et al. (2019, Supplementary Figure S2) is indeed an
artifact or is a part of the potential biogenic structure of
the eggshell. Although further investigation is necessary, the
observed amorphous carbon in Massospondylus eggshell may
originate from organic materials inside an eggshell (and/or its
accompanying microbiome), providing potential insight into the
thermal evolution of the Elliot Formation (e.g., Schopf et al., 2005;
McNeil et al., 2015; this study).

Potential Egg-Layer
The egg layer of A. vesicularis is enigmatic because there
is no significantly similar egg fossil in the literature except
for an affinity unknown ootaxon Gekkoolithus (Hirsch, 1996).
Nevertheless, the available evidence confines it to unequivocal
archosaur affinity (see EBSD observation above). We propose
that non-dinosaur archosaurs such as Crocodyliformes or
Choristodera may be a potential egg layer. Considering the small
size of egg, extreme thinness, and peculiar microstructure of
A. vesicularis that is dissimilar to those of eggshell of Maniraptora
(Choi et al., 2020) which is the only known dinosaur clade that
laid small (comparable to the estimated size of A. vesicularis) eggs,
it is unlikely that A. vesularis is a dinosaur egg.

As discussed above, the crocodyliform affinity cannot be ruled
out. However, we would not support the crocodyliform affinity
until the middle dark band of fossil and modern crocodyliform
eggshell turns out to have an organic origin.

Although detailed direct evidence should be gathered, we
speculate (or hypothesize) that another potential egg-layer may
be Choristodera. Firstly, Choristodera was one of the major
clades of paleoecosystem in the Early Cretaceous of East
Asia. The reported choristoderan genera outnumber that of
crocodyliforms at that time only in Asia (Matsumoto and Evans,
2010, Figure 5). Interestingly, Choristodera was reported from
the Lower Cretaceous deposits of China and Japan (Matsumoto
and Evans, 2010, Table 4), thereby it is highly probable that
they also existed in the Early Cretaceous of Korea considering
that China, Korea, and Japan were connected landmasses before
Miocene (Taira, 2001; Chough and Sohn, 2010; Van Horne
et al., 2017). Admittedly, the record of Choristodera from the
Upper Cretaceous deposits in Asia is nearly absent (Matsumoto
et al., 2019a), but a preliminary report of Choristodera from
the Upper Cretaceous deposits (Kuji Group) of northeast Japan
implies that the lack of record may be attributable to the
taphonomic bias (Matsumoto et al., 2019b). Secondly, the surface
ornamentation composed of the circular flat-topped node was
reported in Hyphalosaurus baitaigouensis (Choristodera) eggshell
(Hou et al., 2009). This structure is similar to that of Korean
specimen in this study (Figures 6H, 7D–F). If both structures are
homologous to each other (i.e., not an outcome of independent
homoplastic evolution), this character can be used to support the
choristoderan affinity of A. vesicularis among the non-dinosaur
archosaurs because there is no report of flat-topped nodular
ornamentation in extant and fossil crocodyliform eggshells.

However, ‘choristoderan affinity’ hypothesis is not without
weakness. All known Choristodera laid soft eggshells unlike
A. vesicularis (Ji et al., 2006; Hou et al., 2009) or are suggested
to be viviparous (Ji et al., 2010; Blackburn and Sidor, 2014).
There is no report of rigid eggshells in Choristodera so far
(Sander, 2012; Skawiñski and Tałanda, 2014). However, Stein
et al. (2019) opened a discussion that well-mineralized rigid
eggshells might have been independently evolved from very thin
calcified eggshells in different dinosaur clades. In addition, a
crystallographic approach for the rigid and soft eggshells of
Gekkota showed a similar framework in their configuration,
despite difference in their degree of mineralization, having a
homologous blueprint in their eggshells (Choi et al., 2018).
These cases demonstrate that the rigid eggshell can be
readily evolved from the soft eggshell that can be further
supported by the independent evolution of rigid eggshells in
non-gekkotan squamates (i.e., Early Cretaceous anguimorph
eggshells; Fernandez et al., 2015).

That being said, this hypothesis should be tested. When
the crystallography of an authentic choristoderan eggshell (e.g.,
Ji et al., 2006; Hou et al., 2009) is analyzed and compared
with A. vesicularis, the ‘choristoderan affinity’ hypothesis of
A. vesicularis can be solved with firm data. More importantly,
the correct identification of Choristodera eggshell through
crystallographic approach (e.g., Choi et al., 2020) would help
to clarify exact taxonomic status of Choristodera. That is
because choristoderan eggshell affinity to either archosaur- or
lepidosaurian-type eggshell through crystallographic approach
(e.g., Choi et al., 2020) will provide an indirect evidence to the
true affinity (either archosaur or lepidosaurian) of choristodera
that is still a controversial issue in vertebrate paleontology (see
Matsumoto and Evans, 2010, p. 254).

In summary, A. vesicularis is most comparable to the
crocodyliform eggshell among the known well-studied archosaur
eggshells. Nevertheless, considering the very conservative nature
of crocodyliform eggshells (or basal archosaur in general)
(Moreno-Azanza et al., 2015), observed common characters
in crocodilyform eggshell and A. vesicularis may not be
unique to crocodyliform eggshells but may be present in other
primitive archosaur eggshells (e.g., Choristodera or other non-
crocodyliform basal Crurotarsi).

CONCLUSION

An enigmatic fossil egg from the Wido Volcanics of
South Korea named as Aenigmaoolithus vesicularis has
typical archosaurian microstructure and crystallography.
We confirmed that dark bands in A. vesicularis are carbon
in origin by detecting the G and D bands from the Raman
spectrum. The presence of amorphous carbon in the eggshell
can be used in quantitative way when assessing the thermal
maturity of fossil materials. This approach would be applicable
to other regions in East Asia which were also affected by
Cretaceous igneous activity. It will be also useful to screen out
thermally altered fossil materials before performing molecular
paleontological investigation, which is aimed for finding
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pristine molecular traces in the fossil record (e.g., Oskam
et al., 2011). Finally, the taxonomic affinity of A. vesicularis
is unknown, but we propose that non-dinosaur archosaur
such as Crocodyliformes or Choristodera may be the
potential candidates based on crystallography, ornamentation
morphology, paleobiogeography, and potential independent
origin of eggshell mineralization. We suggest future research
should be done for the crystallography of genuine choristoderan
eggshells to test the true affinity of A. vesicularis. This approach
will also provide an independent evidence to resolve the
controversial phylogenetic position of Choristodera.
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