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The newly claimed primate genus and species Darwinius masillae, said to be an ancestor of humans. The fossil 
dates to 47 million years ago. The abdomen contains organic remains of food in the digestive tract. The skeleton was 
split into two parts before scientists put it all back together, leading to today's announcement. 

Credit: PLoS One, Hurum et al. 

A discovery of a 47-million-year-old fossil primate that is said to be a human ancestor 
was announced and unveiled today at a press conference in New York City. 

Known as "Ida," the nearly complete transitional fossil is 20 times older than most 
fossils that provide evidence for human evolution. 

http://www.livescience.com/3306-fossils-reveal-truth-darwin-theory.html


It shows characteristics from the very primitive non-human evolutionary line 
(prosimians, such as lemurs), but is more related to the human evolutionary line 
(anthropoids, such as monkeys, apes and humans), said Norwegian paleontologist Jørn 
Hurum of University of Oslo Natural History Museum. However, she is not really an 
anthropoid either, he said. 

Advertisement 

The fossil, called Darwinius masillae  and said to be a female, provides the most 
complete understanding of the paleobiology of any primate so far discovered from the 
Eocene Epoch, Hurum said. An analysis of the fossil mammal is detailed today in the 
journal PLoS ONE . 

"This is the first link to all humans … truly a fossil that links world heritage," Hurum said. 

● UPDATE May 20: Doubts About Ida 

● Sidebar: 'Holy Grail' Fossil Gets Celebrity Treatment 

Here is some context for the age of the new primate fossil: Anatomically modern 
humans (Homo sapiens ) first emerged about 200,000 years ago, but early humans such 
as Australopithecus afarensis  and Australopithecus anamensis , reach back to 3 million 
or 4 million years ago, or earlier. Humans are thought to have split off from a group that 
includes chimpanzees and gorillas about 6 million years ago. And a group that includes 
all the great apes (including us) and old world monkeys (called simians or anthropoids) 
diverged from new world monkeys in the Eocene, just after the time of Ida. So our 
primate roots reach back to this time. 

History of discovery 

For the past two years, an international team of scientists led by Hurum has conducted 
a detailed forensic analysis of the fossil.  

http://www.livescience.com/11326-top-10-missing-links.html
http://www.livescience.com/5427-media-circus-scientists-doubt-ida-ancestor.html
http://www.livescience.com/5420-unveiled-holy-grail-fossil-celebrity-treatment.html


 

The fossil was apparently discovered in 1983 by private collectors who split and 
eventually sold two parts of the skeleton on separate plates: The lesser part was 
restored and, in the process, partly fabricated to make it look more complete.  

 

This part was eventually purchased for a private museum in Wyoming, and then 
described by Jens L. Franzen, part of Hurum's team, who recognized the fabrication. 
The more complete part has just come to light, and it now belongs to the Natural History 
Museum of the University of Oslo.  

 

Ida was preserved in Germany’s Messel Pit, a mile-wide crater containing oil-rich shale 
that is a significant site for fossils of the Eocene Epoch. Opposable big toes and 
nail-bearing tips on the fingers and toes confirm the fossil is a primate, and a foot bone 
called the talus bone links Ida directly to humans, Hurum said. 

 

The fossil also preserved the primate's gut contents, including fruits and leaves. X-rays 
reveal both baby and adult teeth, plus the lack of a "tooth comb" or a "grooming claw," 
which is an attribute of lemurs (which are also primates, like us, but are considered 
more primitive and part of a different family than all the great apes and us). 

The scientists estimate Ida was about 9 months at death, and measured about 3 feet in 
length. Her forward-facing eyes are like ours — which would have enabled her fields of 
vision to overlap, allowing 3-D vision and an ability to judge distance. She was probably 
nocturnal, Hurum and his colleagues say. 



Ida lived at a time when mammals were evolving quickly on a planet that was basically 
a vast jungle. Early horses, bats, whales and many other creatures, including the first 
primates, thrived at this time when the climate was subtropical. The Himalayas were 
being formed. 

 

Death scenario 

 

X-rays reveal that a broken wrist may have contributed to Ida’s death — her left wrist 
was healing from a bad fracture, Hurum said.  

 

She could have been overcome by carbon dioxide gas whilst from drinking from the 
Messel lake: the still waters of the lake were often covered by a low-lying blanket of the 
gas as a result of the volcanic forces that formed the lake and which were still active.  

 

Hampered by her broken wrist, Ida possibly slipped into unconsciousness, was washed 
into the lake, and sunk to the bottom, where the unique conditions preserved her for 47 
million years, Hurum said. 

 

A replica of Ida will go on display later this week at the American Museum of Natural 
History's new "Extreme Mammals" exhibition. 

 


