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Meet your earliest known
ancestor: Saccorhytus

30th January 2017 by Katherine Lindemann

Newly discovered fossils of a tiny sea creature are
the earliest known step in humans’ evolutionary history.

Time to update your family tree. Scientists have found a 535-million-year-old fossil befonging to a
group from which alf vertebrates—including humans—descended. Named Saccorhytus, the animal
was about a millimeter in size and bilaterally symmetrical, a trait shared by many vertebrates today.
The discovery marks the earliest known step in the evolution of humans. We speak with two of the
study’s authors, Jian Han of Northwest University in Xian, China and Simon Conway Morris, a
palaeobiologist at the University of Cambridge, to learn more.
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AT Meot your parilest known ancosier: Saccoriyiue

Photograph of the Saceorhytus fossll and an artlsts' imprassion of the creature as it would have Ipoked when i was alive. Credit Jian
Han (Morthwest Univergity, China)

ResearchGate: Where and how did you discover this fossil?

Jlan Han: The specimen, which lived about 535 million years ago in the Early Cambrian Period, was
found in China, in Shaanxi Province. The rocks around it were dissolved by acetic acid, and
the surviving fossils were manually picked up under a microscope.

RG: What did [t look llke?

Simon Conway Morrls: More or less globular to hemispherical. It had a prominent mouth and a
series of openings an either side of the body. These are marked externally by sc-called body cones.
Additional structures include sets of pores, some of which are possibly sensory. There's no evidence
for eyes.

RG: What do you know about what its life was like

Conway Morris: It would have lived in marine sediments, in the equivalent of a carbonate sand. The
location where the fossil was found would have been tropical, shallow water in the in the Early
Cambrian Period. The animal would have wriggled between the sediment grains, although short-
term attachment to them was also likely. We also suggest that the mouth could expand quite
significantly and potentially ingest relatively large prey for its size.

RG: How is Saccorhytus releted to humans?

Conway Momis: Humans are vertebrates and so are one of the major groups that collectively define
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This tiny 'wrinkled bag' might be humans' earliest
kKnown ancestor




A huge mouth and no anus - this could be

our earliest known ancestor

Thoyght to have lived 540 millon years ago, the discovery of Sacoorhytus coronarions fossils sheds
Hght on the early stages of evoluton

An artist™s ecorstuction of Sacoonnrus coronarfes, based on the original fossil finds. The actual creatum was pmbably no
muns than a mil liresdrein gize, Llustriion: S Carmay Morris / Jian Han

Nicola Davis
Monday 30 January 2017 16.00 GUT

You won’t find it in your family album, but a tiny prehistoric creature with a bag-like
body, a huge mouth and no anus has become the best candidate yet for our earliest
known ancestor,

Thought to have lived as long as 540 million years ago, the creature is the oldest known
member of a large group of animals known as deuterostomes, which inchides vertebrates
- such as humans - as well as starfish, sea urchins and a host of other fauna.

While it is highly unlikely the new spedes is our direct ancestor, scientists say the
cteature oold be very similar toit. As a regult, the discovery of the fossils sheds light on
the early stages of our evolution.

hiipeAwere g uardien comscarce 20T Sy s-moulh-ad-ne-ae-a  sei-nosn-arcesior-secco ipin-cororerious-svol uon 18



201711131 Bag-like sea creature was humans' oldest known ancestor | Eureldlertl Science News

PUBLIC RELEASE: 30-JAN-2017

Bag-like sea creature was humans' oldest
known ancestor

A tiny sea creature identified from fossils found in China may be the earliest known
step on an evolutionary path that eventually led to the emergence of humans

8T JOHN'S COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE

IMAGE: ARTIST'S RECONSTRUCTION OF
SACCORHYTUS CORONARIUS, BASED ON THE
ORIGINAL FOSSIL FINDS. THE ACTUAL CREATURE
WAS PROBABLY NO MORE THAN AMILLIMETER IN
SIZE view more >

CREDIT: § CONWAY MORRIS { JIAN HAN

Researchers have identified traces of what they believe is the earliest known prehistoric ancestor of
humans -- a microscopic, bag-like sea creature, which lived about 540 million years ago.

Named Saccorhytus, after the sack-like features created by its elliptical body and large mouth, the
species is new to science and was identified from microfossils found in China. It is thought to be the
most primitive example of a so-called "deuterostome™ -- a broad biological category that encompasses a

number of sub-groups, including the vertebrates.

If the conclusions of the study, published in the journal Nature, are correct, then Saccorhyfus was the
common ancestor of a huge range of species, and the earliest step yet discovered on the evolutionary
path that eventually led to humans, hundreds of millions of years later.

Modern humans are, however, unlikely to perceive much by way of a family resemblance. Saccorhytus
was about a millimetre in size, and probably lived between grains of sand on the seabed. Its features
were spectacularly preserved in the fossil record -- and intriguingly, the researchers were unable to find
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Saccorhytus, el primerabuelo |
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Un equipo de investigadores identificé restos microfésiles de lo que seria el primer

ancestro prehistdrico de los humanos, una criatura nueva para la ciencia.
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Meet Saccorhytus coronarius,
Humans’ Earliest-Known Ancestor

Jan 31, 2017 by News Staff / Source

Published in
Featured
FPaleontology

A microscopic, bag-like marine creature that lived approximately 540
million years ago (Fortunian stage of the Cambrian period) has been

identified from microfossils found in Shaanxi Province, China.
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Sclentists find "oldest human ancestor’

By Pallab Ghosh
Sciance corraspondent, BBC News

7 hours ago  Science & Environment <

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY

Researchers have discovered the eariiest known ancestor of humans - along with a vast
range of other spacies.

They say that fossilised races of the 540-million-year-old creature are "exxjuisitely wel
presorved.

The microscopic sea animal is the eariost known step on the evolutionary path that led to fish
and - eventually - to humans.

Details of the discovery from central China appear in Nature joumnal.
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Bag-Like, Big-Mouthed Sea Creature
Could Be Earliest Human Ancestor

This minute wriggly sea blob could represent some of the earliest
steps along the path of evolution
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Image cr« dit: 5. Conway Morris/Jian Han via Nature
This tiny glob could be humans® earliest known ancestor
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Newly discovered fossilized remains may fill in the gaps in Earth’s
evolutionary history.
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'Wrinkled sack’ Saccorhytus with huge mouth, no anus could
be our oldest ancestor

Pozted Tiss 31 Jan 20017, 5:63em

PHOTO: Ah artlst's reconstructm of Saccortiytus coronariue, which shows the creature's large mouth. (Supplied: Jian Han)

Don't take this the wrong way, but your ¢oldest ancestor was not MAP: CHIng @
exactly a beauty.

Sclentisis say a tiny marine creature from China that wriggled In the seabed mud about 540 million years ago may be
tha earllest-known animal In the lengthy evolutlonary path that eventually led to humans. it was a welrd-looking beast
with a bag-like body and, for Its slzs, a really blg mouth. And, probably, no anus.

University of Cambridge palasontologist Simon Conway Maorris noted that humans, who appeared a relatively recent
200,000 years ago, have a saries of "evolutionarily desper ancestors” than monkeys and apes. That point is
exemplified by the unique-looking creaturs called Saccorhytus, whosa name means wrinkled sack.

"And is not beauty in the eye of the beholder?" Mr Conway Morris asked.

Saccorhytus, measuring about 1mm, appears to be the most primitive member of the broad animal group called
deuterostomes.

This group Includes vertebrates — fish, amphiblans, reptiles, birds and mammals Including people — as well as
animals called schinederms Including starfish and sea urching and obscure creatures called hemichordates Including
ACOM WOrms.
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