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All modern mammals are descended 

from non-mammalian therapsids, a 

paraphyletic assemblage of early 

amniotes that dominated terrestrial 

ecosystems during the Permian and 

Triassic. Their biology is mostly 

studied for its relevance to better 

understanding the plesiomorphic 

mammalian body plan, including 

their nervous system. Therapsids 

have long been assumed to have had 

a rather “reptilian” looking brain, simple behaviour, poorly tuned sensory organs and 

motor coordination, and a “cold-blooded” metabolism.  

 

Fieldwork in the South African Karoo, and the study of museum 

specimens using CT and synchrotron scanning is updating this 

picture and shedding some fresh light on the diversity of the 

therapsid neurosensory apparatus. Recent advances support 

that beyond their reputation for being the ancestors of 

mammals, therapsids had diverse neurosensory and 

behavioural adaptations that made them the most successful 

taxon on land long before the first dinosaur was even born.  
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