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the Falconidae (this feature can, however, not be listed as 
a synapomorphy of Masillaraptor and crown group Fal-
conidae, because a notarium evolved within the latter and 
is absent in Herpetotheres and Micrastur, which are the 
sister taxon of other Falconidae; SUSCHKIN 1905; GRIFFITHS 
et al. 2004). The distribution of the above-mentioned char-
acters that are shared by Masillaraptor and extant “falco-
niform” taxa is tabulated in Tab. 1. Concerning these fea-
tures the osteology of the fossil corresponds best with the 

Falconidae, but owing to the high degree of homoplasy 
and, in the case of well-developed processus zygomatici, 
uncertain character polarity, none of these similarities 
provides strong evidence for an assignment of Masillarap-
tor to the stem lineage of the Falconidae.

Irrespective of their exact phylogenetic affinities, how-
ever, the M. parvunguis fossils are of significance, be-
cause they document the existence of a distinctive group 
of raptorial birds in the early Eocene. A well-preserved but 

Fig. 3. Masillaraptor parvunguis MAYR, 2006 from the middle Eocene of Messel. – a. Complete skeleton SMF-ME 11042. b. Right 
foot of holotype (SMF-ME 1065). The arrows indicate the shortened pedal phalanges of the fourth and second toes. – Specimens 
coated with ammonium chloride; scale bars equal 10 mm.
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as yet undescribed partial skeleton of a Masillaraptor-like 
bird was also reported from the early Eocene London Clay 
of Walton-on-the-Naze (DANIELS 1992; information letter 
of the Society of Avian Paleontology and Evolution, 6; 
 http://www2.nrm.se/ve/birds/sape/sapenews6.html.en). 
This specimen, which I had the opportunity to briefly ex-
amine, is currently in the private collection of M. DANIELS, 
and once available for formal publication it will doubtless 
contribute to a better understanding of the phylogenetic 
affinities of masillaraptorids.
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Tab. 1. Distribution of selected characters seen in Masillaraptor parvunguis MAYR, 2006 and extant “Falconiformes”. The character 
polarity of well-developed processus zygomatici is uncertain, but concerning the other characters the presence represents the derived 
state. 1 absent in, e. g., Polyboroides and Neophron; 2 present in Harpagus, Ictinia, Leptodon, and Chondrohierax (JOLLIE 1977a: 
201).

Masillaraptor Falconidae Accipitridae Pandionidae Sagittariidae Cathartidae
Well-developed processus 
supraorbitales present present variable1 absent present absent

Well-developed processus 
zygomatici present present absent present absent present

Tomial grooves present present variable2 absent absent absent
Shortened proximal pha-
lanx of second toe present present present present absent absent

Shortened central phalanges 
of fourth toe present present present present present absent
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