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Ancient Human Ancestor 'Ida' Discovered 

By LiveScience Staff 
posted: 19 May 2009 12:23 pm ET 

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.  

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.  

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.  
 
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 "toothcomb" 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.  
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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. 



Amid Media Circus, Scientists Doubt 'Ida' Is Your Ancestor 

By Clara Moskowitz 
posted: 20 May 2009 02:13 pm ET 

You know science has made it big when the Google homepage logo is changed to celebrate a fossil finding and the 
mayor of New York shows up at a press conference to unveil it.   A new 47-million year old primate fossil unveiled 
to the world Tuesday has made waves among scientists and non-scientists. Google responded by working an image of 
the fossil into the logo of its search page.  

The discovery was presented with much fanfare at a press conference at the American Museum of Natural History in 
New York, where researchers called the finding a "missing link" and a publisher from Little, Brown (which put out a 
related book called "The Link") called it "a scientific discovery that will undoubtedly revolutionize how we 
understand our own evolution." Mayor Michael Bloomberg called the finding an "astonishing breakthrough."  

The mayor's enthusiasm aside, some scientists aren't convinced.  

"What does it tell us about human evolution that we didn't know? Precious little," said Stonybrook University 
paleoanthropologist John Fleagle. But the fossil is certainly significant for what it can tell us about early primate 
evolution, he said.  

"It's an extraordinary fossil as an individual," Fleagle told LiveScience. "I'm sure people will be combing over it for 
details for decades."  

The small body represents a roughly 9-month-old female that probably looked a lot like modern lemurs. The 
researchers who studied the fossil, led by Jørn Hurum of the University of Oslo's Natural History Museum, 
nicknamed her "Ida."  

Experts are almost unanimous in their praise for the fossil's exceptional preservation: About 95 percent of its bones 
are intact, and even some fur imprints and stomach contents are visible.  

"The significance of this new find is it has almost every single fragment of the bones," said Tab Rasmussen, an 
anthropologist at Washington University in St. Louis. "[Usually] it's very difficult to find anything besides teeth, a 
jaw, and bones here and there. This is something that really vaults the whole field forward."  

Controversy - While most experts agree on the beauty of the specimen, opinions diverge on how to interpret it.  

The authors of the scientific paper reporting the finding in the journal PLoS ONE May 19 claim that some of Ida's 
features could redraw the evolutionary tree of life, and even suggest that Ida might belong to a family that is an early 
precursor of humans.  

Humans, apes and monkeys all belong to a group called anthropoids. Debate has raged for decades about the origins 
of this group, but the prevailing view is that anthropoids likely sprung from either the extinct omomyids or the 
tarsiers (large-eyed primates with living relatives in Southeast Asia).  

Hurum and team advocate the minority hypothesis that in fact a third group, adapids, eventually gave rise to 
monkeys, apes and humans. They argue that Ida (scientific name: Darwinius masillae) is an adapid, and has features 
more closely aligned with anthropoids than with lemurs, who are thought to be adapid descendants.  

"On the whole I think the evidence is less than convincing," said Chris Gilbert, a paleoanthropologist at Yale 
University. "They make an intriguing argument but I would definitely say that the consensus is not in favor of the 
hypothesis they're proposing."  

The Ida team points to the fact that some the fossil's teeth, toe and ankle bones resemble anthropoids more than 
modern lemurs. But other researchers point out that primitive lemurs, as opposed to modern lemurs, also share many 
of these features.  
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"They claim in the paper that by examining the anatomy of adapids, these animals have something to do with the 
direct line of human ancestry and living monkeys and apes. This claim is buttressed with almost no evidence," said 
paleontologist Richard Kay of Duke University. "And they failed to cite a body of literature that's been going on since 
at least 1984 that presents evidence against their hypothesis."  

Kay said the researchers did not compare Ida to other important fossil primates from this time, especially those from 
a group called Eosimiads, that could contradict their claims.  

Whether or not researchers agree with the conclusions of the Ida team, many said they were thrilled that new 
evidence has been added to the debate. At the very least, the discovery offers a chance to reevaluate prevailing 
thinking.  

"I think when we find these new discoveries, let's just go back and look at all of the fossils, and just rethink the whole 
thing," said Jeffrey Schwartz, an evolutionary biologist at the University of Pittsburgh.  

Media circus  - Besides scientific objections, some paleontologists take issue with the way the discovery was 
announced. The research team unveiled the fossil Tuesday at a showy press conference at the American Museum of 
Natural History. A History Channel documentary and a book about the discovery are also being released to tout the 
news.  

"The P.R. campaign on this fossil is I think more of a story than the fossil itself," said anthropologist Matt Cartmill of 
Duke University in North Carolina. "It's a very beautiful fossil, but I didn't see anything in this paper that told me 
anything decisive that was new."  

Most experts agree that the find is significant, if only for its impressive degree of completeness, but some were put 
off by the bells and whistles that went along with the publicity campaign around Ida.  

"This fossil has been hailed as the eighth wonder of the world. Frankly I've got 10 more in my basement," said Chris 
Beard, a curator of vertebrate paleontology at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in Pittsburgh. Though the 
fossil is a beautiful specimen, it is not dissimilar to many slightly less well-preserved primate fossils from around the 
same period.  

"In some ways the most amazing and startling result of all of this is that we've now set a new standard in how to 
promote a new fossil," Beard told LiveScience. "And I have mixed feelings about that."  

Beard said he applauded the push to get the public excited about science. But he disagreed with some of the 
outlandish claims researchers made during the press conference, such as the suggestion that Ida represents a "missing 
link" between early primates and humans.  

"It's not a missing link, it's not even a terribly close relative to monkeys, apes and humans, which is the point they're 
trying to make," Beard said.  

Kay agreed that the hoopla surround Ida "does have its Barnum and Bailey aspects," but said that he supported the 
idea of reaching out to the public to make science accessible.  

Golden age of primates  - Ida lived during a period on Earth called the Eocene epoch, which was also a "golden age 
of primates," Rasmussen said.  

Rainforests covered much of the planet, and a wide array of different sizes and shapes of primates thrived.  

"The story that keeps growing is that primate diversity was growing for a very long time," said biologist Anne Yoder, 
director of the Duke Lemur Center. "We're at the lowest ebb of primate diversity today."  

Yoder said the new discovery helped confirm that primates existed far back in our planet's history, because Ida has 
some relatively advanced features, such as its inner ear configuration, that you would only expect to be produced if 
primates had already been adapting for millions of years. 
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