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            Abstract
Macroscelideans (elephant shrews or sengis) are small-bodied (25–540 g), cursorial (running) and saltatorial (jumping), insectivorous and omnivorous1 placental mammals represented by at least 15 extant African species classified in four genera2. Macroscelidea is one of several morphologically diverse but predominantly African placental orders classified in the superorder Afrotheria by molecular phylogeneticists3,4. The distribution of modern afrotheres, in combination with a basal position for Afrotheria within Placentalia and molecular divergence-time estimates, has been used to link placental diversification with the mid-Cretaceous separation of South America and Africa4. Morphological phylogenetic analyses do not support Afrotheria5,6,7 and the fossil record favours a northern origin of Placentalia8. Here we describe fossil postcrania that provide evidence for a close relationship between North American Palaeocene–Eocene apheliscine ‘hyopsodontid’ ‘condylarths’ (early ungulates or hoofed mammals) and extant Macroscelidea. Apheliscine postcranial morphology is consistent with a relationship to other ungulate-like afrotheres (Hyracoidea, Proboscidea) but does not provide support for a monophyletic Afrotheria. As the oldest record of an afrothere clade, identification of macroscelidean relatives in the North American Palaeocene argues against an African origin for Afrotheria, weakening support for linking placental diversification to the break-up of Gondwana.
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                    Figure 1: Comparison of apheliscine and macroscelidean long bones.[image: ]


Figure 2: Comparison of apheliscine and macroscelidean tarsals.[image: ]


Figure 3: Phylogenetic relationships of apheliscines.[image: ]
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        Editorial Summary
Afrotheres comes out of Africa
In 1998 molecular evolutionists came up with the startling suggestion that a number of superficially divergent groups of mammals were closely related. Creatures as diverse as elephants, hyraxes, elephant shrews and aardvarks were dubbed ‘Afrotheres’, and said to signify an endemic radiation of mammals in Africa long ago when it was an island, rather like Australia (and its endemic marsupials) today. Afrotheria has received little or no support from palaeontologists, and it receives short shrift again this week. Zack et al. looked at hitherto enigmatic fossil mammals called hyopsodontids from North America, aligning them with elephant shrews. This suggests that if Afrotheria did exist, its origins needn't have been African.
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