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ABSTRACT. The skull fragment of Archaeornithoides comes from a
juvenile individual and consists of maxillae, dentaries, and crushed
palate bones. The total length of the skull is estimated as 5 cm. As in the
theropods, the palatine is tetraradiate and, as in some of them, has a
medial embayment for the subsidiary palatal fenestra. As in the Troodon-
tidae, Baryonyx, and Spinosaurus, the interdental plates are absent, and
the interdental septa are separated from the lingual wall of the dentary
by a paradental groove. Also reminiscent of Baryonyx are the details of
premaxilla-maxilla articulation and the presence of a median ridge in
the rostral part of the palate. As in Archaeopteryx, the maxillary teeth
are widely spaced, pointed, and smooth, without serrations, carinae,
and constrictions. As in the Mesozoic and paleognathous birds, the
palatal shelf of the maxilla is expanded and as in Hesperornis it
supports two, rostral and caudal, pneumatic sinuses. These avian
features suggest that Archaeornithoides is the closest known theropod
relative of ilrds. Its consistent similarities to Baryonyx, Spinosaurus,
and the troodontids narrow down the ancestry of birds to the theropods
that possess the paradental groove and lack interdental plates.

INTRODUCTION

The skull ZPAL MgD-11/29, the holotype of Archaeornithoides deino-
sauriscus (Elzanowski and Wellnhofer, 1992), was found in 1965 by the
Polish-Mongolian Paleontological ‘Expedition in the locality Bayn Dzak
(formerly Shabarakh Usu), Mongolia, in the fluviatile sandstones of the
Djadokhta Formation, which is of Late Cretaceous, late Santonian, or
middle Campanian age (Gradzinski, Kielan-Jaworowska, and Maryan-
ska, 1977). The nature of these sediments precludes preservation of any
non-mineralized parts such as feathers, which is noteworthy in view of
the avian similarities and probable close relationships of Archaeornithoides
to birds. The Djadokhta Formation yielded abundant lizards, protocera-
topsids, and mammals; less than ten specimens each of turtles, crocodiles,
and ankylosaurs; single speciments of Quiraptor, Saurornithoides, and
Velociraptor; and rare, scattered teeth of carnosaurs, sauropods, and
hadrosaurs (Osmoélska, 1980).

ZPAL MgD-11/29 was first mentioned as the smallest known speci-
men of a theropod (Elzanowski, 1983, p. 87), a distinction already then
shared with the juvenile dentary (UCM41666) of Troodon (Carpenter,
1982, fig. 2b, c, e). The holotype skull of Lisboasaurus estesi, a species
recently identified as a maniraptoran theropod (Milner and Evans,
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