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DINOBIRDS?

1. SKELETONS

IS THERE A PHYLOGENETIC CONNECTION BETWEEN
DINOSAURS AND BIRDS?

In 1867, Thomas Huxley examined the 150-million-
year-old fossil of the Archeopteryx, which is now 
exhibited in the Natural History Museum in London. 
He noticed great similarities to the skeleton of the 
small, carnivorous dinosaur Compsognathus. It 
occurred to Huxley that birds may have descended 
from small, two-legged dinosaurs, an unimaginable 
hypothesis at the time. Today it is generally accepted 
that the birds are descendants of the predatory 
dinosaurs, who, like Velociraptor and Compsognathus, 
walked on two legs.
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3. EGGS

A find from the year 1995 in the chalk layers in 
Mongolia suggests that some dinosaurs could have 
incubated their eggs: a complete skeleton of the small 
predatory dinosaur Oviraptor was found on a nest 
with eggs.

Thus, it seems possible that different dinosaurs 
may have already incubated their eggs. In addition, 
ticks and bristles of larvae of dermistid beetle were 
discovered on a 99 million years old dinosaur feather 
enclosed in amber. The larvae of skin beetles still like 
to live in bird nests. This could be further evidence 
that some dinosaurs took care of their eggs.

Similarities in the structure of the skeletons, the 
feathers and the incubation of the eggs indicate that 
birds are the direct descendants of small carnivorous 
dinosaurs.

2. FEATHERS

Since the 1990s, there are descriptions, particularly 
from China about small predatory dinosaurs with a 
petrified plumage like Sinosauropteryx prima. These 
documents prove the bird’s tribal history ever more 
precisely. Particularly impressive is Yutyrannus huali, a 
nine-meter relative of the Tyrannosaurus rex, who was 
found in China with all his feathers in the chalk layers. 
The youngsters of Tyrannosaurus rex probably already 
had feathers. The first feathers of the dinosaurs 
resembled the down feathers of today’s birds and 
probably also served the same purpose: to warm the 
body.

With some dinosaurs, coloured feathers appeared on 
the head and limbs. Similar to today’s birds, they may 
have played a role in the search for partners.

Feathers later developed on the limbs and tail, which 
first enabled passive gliding and ultimately active flight.
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Pterosaurs

The first flying vertebrates, the so-called pterosaurs, 
appeared 220 million years ago. Similar to birds, their 
skeletal structure is adapted to active flying, with 
hollow bones and arms that have been transformed 
into strong wings. But are the pterosaurs therefore 
related to birds? 

A closer look reveals that the pterosaurs, unlike 
the birds, have a fourth finger of the hand that is 
extremely elongated and have membrans of skin used 
for flying that reaches down to the legs. Instead of 
feathers, the pterosaurs wore fur made of hair-like 
filaments. Despite flight skin and fur, the resemblance 
to the bats is only superficial, among other things, 
since in the latter all 4 fingers of the hand are 
extended. Birds, pterosaurs and bats are therefore not 
closely related, but have independently developed the 
ability to fly and have related similarities in their body 
structure.

While birds can get by with a comparatively short 
bone structure even with elongated wings thanks to 
their feathers, the bones at pterosaurs would reach to 
the wing tip. The outer wing was passed by the vastly 
elongated fourth finger of the pterosaur hand. 

Pterosaurs were not only the first flying vertebrates, 
but also the largest. Quetzalcoatlus from the late 
Cretaceous period had a wingspan of 10-12 meters 
and was about the size of a giraffe when standing on 
the ground. The pterosaurs became extinct 66 million 
years ago, which allowed the birds to conquer the 
ecological niches they had freed up.


