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Although the public view of the polar regions is one of the last great unexplored regions, the
work of the great oceanographic expeditions and other pioneers mean that the marine fauna
is far better known than is often recognised. A compilation (Clarke & Johnston 2003) yielded
a total of over 4000 described species of benthic marine invertebrate for the Southern Ocean,
and Gutt et al (2004) have estimated that the total fauna may exceed 17000 species. In this
study we use a recently constructed database containing all available data on the occurrence
of gastropod and bivalve molluscs in the Southern Ocean (SOMBASE: Giriffiths et al. 2003),
to ask how well we know the fauna. We conclude that sampling of the continental shelf fauna
is reasonable full and extensive, but knowledge of the slope and deep-sea faunas remains
poor (though improving rapidly). Species richness varies spatially but as yet there is no
convincing evidence for a latitudinal cline in diversity, either along the Antarctic Peninsula or
Victoria Land. Multivariate analyses define biogeographical regions very similar to those
established previously, though with intriguing extra detail.
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