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Letters
Eoraptor: Ancestral theropod?

In the story on Eoraptor (“The Accidental
Reign,” SN: 1/23/93, p.60), you state that the
dinosaur was found in the “foothills of the
Andes.” That is incorrect: The Ischigualasto
Formation outcrops in a Triassic basin some
100 kilometers east of the Andes.

Until recently, our knowledge of the initial
steps of dinosaur evolution was restricted to
three dinosaur genera: Herrerasaurus, Pis-
anosaurus, and Staurikosaurus.

Although Eoraptoris more generalized than
these forms, it is morphologically far from the
common ancestor. In fact, primitive ornithi-
schians and sauropodomorphs shared some
aspects of Eoraptor. Sereno noted the primitive
nature of the skull of Eoraptor, although he
recognized three cranial features diagnostic of
the saurischians. But it is incorrect to consider
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the primitive nature of the skull as support for
the hypothesis that dinosaurs arose from a
common ancestor: Phylogeny is reconstructed
on the basis of novel anatomical traits shared
by two or more taxa, not on the basis of primi-
tive resemblances.

According to Sereno et al. (NATURE, Jan. 7,
1993) Eoraptor is a primitive theropod. More
properly, Eoraptoris an ancestral theropod. The
importance of this dinosaur is that it sheds new
light on how and when evolutionary novelties
appeared within the theropod lineage.

Eoraptor was found by the geologist Ricardo
Martinez. Although Sereno is a clever scientist
and a hard field worker, the discovery of fossils
and generation of interpretations are the result
of the work of several people. )

Fernando E. Novas
Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales
Buenos Aires, Argentina
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You ask whether the dinosaurs achieved
global dominance through competition or
good fortune — that is, the mass extinction of
their rivals. These mechanisms are not mutu-
ally exclusive, as the article acknowledges
only briefly.

Even assuming that most of the large “rep-
tiles” of the late Triassic were eliminated by the
terminal extinction event, the mammals of the
time survived. If “classical Darwinian” compe-
tition was largely irrelevant to the success of
the dinosaurs, as Sereno suggests, what ac-
counts for the suppression of mammalian
evolution for the 150 million years following
the Triassic?

Perhaps a better model would include both
an ecosystem-clearing catastrophe and a sub-
sequent struggle among the survivors.

Joseph M. Ramirez
Pittsburgh, Pa.
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