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A well preserved skeleton of a new abelisaurid is reported here. The holotype of Viavenator exxoni was
found in the outcrops of the Bajo de la Carpa Formation (Santonian, Upper Cretaceous), northwestern
Patagonia, Argentina. This new taxon belongs to the South American clade of abelisaurids, the brachyrostrans. The current phylogenetic analysis places it as the basalmost member of a new clade of
derived brachyrostrans, named Furileusauria, characterized by distinctive cranial, axial and appendicular
anatomical features. The Santonian age of Viavenator allows ﬁlling the stratigraphic gap exhibited between the basal brachyrostrans of CenomanianeTuronian age, and the derived forms from the
Campanian-Maastrichtian. The evolution of abelisaurids during the Late Cretaceous, faunal replacements,
and the adaptive radiation that occurred during that period of time in South America are discussed.
© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
Abelisaurid theropods comprised a clade of medium to big sized
theropods broadly represented in most of the Gondwanan and
southern European landmasses during the Cretaceous period
(Carrano and Sampson, 2008; Farke and Sertich, 2013; Gianechini
et al., 2015; Novas et al., 2013, 2004; Sereno and Brusatte, 2008;
Smith et al., 2010; Tortosa et al., 2014). This clade is included
among the Abelisauroidea, and together with other ceratosaurians
comprises a lineage that splitted of the tetanuran averostrans
during the Early Jurassic. Conﬁdent abelisaurid record comes from
the Aptian-Albian (Rauhut et al., 2003; Sereno and Brusatte, 2008),
although the phylogenetic placement of several taxa as Eoabelisaurus, Ligabueino or Genusaurs could suggest an earlier split of this
clade (see phylogenetic results).
Among other anatomical peculiarities, this clade is characterized
by axial stiffness, evidenced in the highly developed of structures as
epipophyseal processes in the cervicals, hypospheneehypantrum
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structures in the dorsals, fused sacral complex, and distal tip of
caudal transverse processes. In this work we present a new, beautifully preserved abelisaurid skeleton representing a new taxon,
Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov., from the Santonian of Patagonia,
Argentina. This new taxon exhibits axial features with a higher
degree of development than in other abelisaurids, plus previously
unrecognized structures. Viavenator ﬁlls an extensive hiatus among
the South American abelisaurid lineage, the brachyrostrans, as
phylogenetic analysis found it as a transitional form between their
primitive members of Cenomanian-early Turonian age and the
highly derived forms from the Campanian-Maastrichtian, and clariﬁed the relationships within the group, recognizing a late radiation
of post-Cenomanian brachyrostrans.
2. Materials and methods
2.1. Anatomical abbreviations
a, acromion; ape, anterior projection of epipophysis; aptp,
anterior projection of transverse process; ati, atlantal intercentrum; bpt, basipterygoid process; bt, basal tuber; cdl, centrodiapophyseal lamina; cf, coracoid foramen; dex, distal
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expansion of chevron; dp, diapophysis; ep, epipophyses; F, frontal;
gc, glenoid cavity; hc, haemal canal; hp, hyposphene; hy, hypantrum; iaas, interspinous accessory articulation system; ipof, infrapostzygapophyseal fossa; lpf, laminopeduncular foramen; n,
neurapophyses; nc, neural canal; ns, neural spine; oc, occipital
condyle; oca, occipital condyle articulation; oa, odontoid articulation; P, parietal; pcdl, posterior centrodiapophyseal lamina; pe,
parietal eminence; pf, pneumatic foramen; Po, postorbital; po,
postzygapophysis; pop, paraoccipital process; posf, postspinal
fossa; pp, parapophysis; pr, prezygapophysis; prel, prezygoepopiphyseal lamina; pvp, posteroventral process; S, squamosal; sot, supraoccipital tuberosity; stf, supratemporal fenestra;
vp, ventral processes.
2.2. Institutional abbreviations
MACN, Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales “Bernardino
Rivadavia”, Buenos Aires, Argentina; MAU, Museo Municipal
 n de los Sauces, Neuque
n, Argentina;
“Argentino Urquiza”, Rinco
n,
MCF, Museo Municipal “Carmen Funes”, Plaza Huincul, Neuque
Argentina; UNPSJB, Universidad Nacional de la Patagonia “San Juan
Bosco”, Comodoro Rivadavia, Chubut, Argentina.
3. Systematic paleontology
Theropoda Marsh, 1881
Ceratosauria Marsh, 1884
Abelisauridae Bonaparte & Novas, 1985
Brachyrostra Canale et al., 2009
Furileusauria clade nov.
Derivation of name. From Mapudungun language ‘Furileu’ stiff back,
and Greek language ‘sauria’ lizard, in reference to the extreme level
of stiffness in their axial skeletons.
Deﬁnition. The most inclusive clade containing to Carnotaurus sastrei but not Ilokelesia aguadagrandensis, Skorpiovenator bustingoryi
or Majungasaurus crenatissimus.
Diagnosis. Furileusauria differs from all other brachyrostrans and
other abelisaurids in the (1) presence of a tip in the middle area of
the posterior surface of the ventral process of the postorbital, (2)
presence of a knob followed by a deep notch in the postorbitalsquamosal contact, (3) absence of fenestra between the frontal,
postorbital and lacrimal, (4) anterior projection of the distal end of
cervical epiphophyses, (5) posterior margin of the postzygapophyses at level with the intervertebral articulation in dorsal
vertebrae, (6) crescent-shaped morphology of the distal tip of the
transverse processes in anterior and middle caudal vertebrae, (7)
transverse processes of anterior caudal vertebrae distally expanded
and only anteriorly projected, (8) convex external margin of the
transverse processes in the anterior caudals, (9) and cnemial crest
of the tibia with a downturned process.
Included species. Viavenator exxoni, Carnotaurus sastrei, Abelisaurus
comahuensis, Aucasaurus garridoi, Quilmesaurus curriei, Pycnonemosaurus nevesi.

5th and 7th to 10th dorsal vertebrae, ﬁve anterior caudal vertebrae,
ﬁve middle caudal vertebrae, one distal caudal vertebrae and a
most distal caudal vertebrae, left scapulacoracoid, ischium foot,
cervical and dorsal ribs, fragments of gastralia, and one haemal
arch.
Diagnosis. The new taxon is characterized for the following autapomorphies (*) and characters combination: (1) absence of dorsal
single or paired prominences in frontals; (2) dorsal edge of postorbital do not expanded with the jugal process anteriorly projected
and anteroposteriorly narrow; (3*) parietal depression transversally compressed, on both sides of the supraoccipital crest; (4*)
small paraoccipital processes with ventral edge located above the
level of the dorsal edge of the occipital condyle; (5*) basioccipital e
opisthotic complex, about two and a half times the width of the
occipital condyle and almost twice the height of the occipital
condyle in posterior view; (6*) high and well developed crest below
the occipital condyle, diverging laterally toward the basal tubercles,
deﬁning the ventral subcondylar recess; (7*) basisphenoidal recess
highly developed and deeply excavated, whose sub-circular contour opening ventrally oriented has a well-deﬁned borders, with its
major axis transversely positioned; (8*) basipterygoid processes,
positioning horizontally the cranial roof, located on a level slightly
upper to basal tubers; (9) anterior surface of cervical vertebrae with
poorly developed articular condyle; (10) anterior projection of
epipophysis in cervicals, which are well developed between the 4th
and 7th element; (11*) mid and posterior cervicals centra with
slightly convex lateral and ventral surfaces; (12*) hyposphenehypanthrum articulation present from dorsal 2; (13*) interspinous accessory articulation system developed in middle and
posterior dorsal vertebrae; (14*) presence of a pair of pneumatic
foramina within the prespinal fossa in anterior caudal vertebrae;
(15) anterior and mid caudal vertebrae with distal edge of the
transverse process convex, and strong development of an anterior
projection; (16*) distal end of the scapular blade posteriorly
recurved.
Type locality. La Invernada area (Fig. 1), located 50 km southwest
 n de los Sauces city, Neuque
n province, Patagonia,
from the Rinco
Argentina.
Stratigraphic horizon. Bajo de la Carpa Formation, Río Colorado
n Group of the Neuque
n basin. Santonian, Upper
Subgroup, Neuque
Cretaceous. The continental deposits of this lithostratigraphic unit
have provided scant evidence relative to theropod dinosaurs.
Small-sized forms include the noasaurid Velocisaurus unicus and
the alvarezsaurids Alvarezsaurus calvoi and Achillesaurus manazonnei (Bonaparte, 1991a; Martinelli and Vera, 2007). Mid and big
sized theropods include a tetanuran possibly related to Carcharodontosauridae or Megaraptora (Porﬁri et al., 2008) and indeterminate abelisaurid materials previously referred as Carnotaurines
ndez, 2009; Porﬁri and Calvo, 2006), some of these
(Ezcurra and Me
found in the La Invernada area (see below).

4. Anatomic description

Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov.

4.1. Skull

Derivation of name. From latin ‘Via’ road, and ‘venator’ hunter,
meaning the hunter of the road, ‘exxoni’ is in recognition of
Exxonmobil's commitment to the preservation of paleontological
 n de los Sauces, Neuque
n,
heritage of the La Invernada area, Rinco
Patagonia Argentina.
Holotype. MAU-Pv-LI-530. (Figs. 1e8) Partially associated skeleton,
integrated by neurocranium complete articulated to postorbitals
and squamosals, hyoid bone, incomplete tooth and fragment of
crown, atlas, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 7th to 10th cervical vertebrae, 2nd, 4th,

Cranial elements of this specimen include the complete neurocranium (Fig. 2), composed by: frontals, parietals, sphenethmoids, orbitosphenoids, laterosphenoids, prootics, opisthotics,
supraoccipital, exoccipitals, basioccipital, parasphenoids and basisphenoids, which are interconnected with other cranial elements:
both postorbitals and squamosals. In addition, the specimen has
preserved the interorbital septum. Frontals are practically ﬂat in
Viavenator, similar to the present in Ekrixinatosaurus and Arcoverez-Valieri et al., 2011b; Tortosa et al., 2014), and unlike of
nator (Jua
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Fig. 1. Map of La Invernada fossil site.

Fig. 2. Skull of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. (A), right lateral, (B) posterior and (C) dorsal views. Scale bar: 10 cm.

Fig. 3. Atlas of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. in (A), right lateral, (B), anterior, (C), posterior views. Scale bar: 5 cm.
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Fig. 4. Cervical vertebrae of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. (A, B, C), fourth, (D, E, F), seventh, (G, H, I), tenth, in anterior, left lateral and dorsal views, respectively.
Scale bar: 10 cm.

that of Abelisaurus and Aucasaurus in which frontals are elevated,
developing characteristic orbital bulges (Paulina-Carabajal, 2011a),
which appear to be homologous structures to the horns present in
Carnotaurus. Viavenator also differs of forms as Majungasaurus and
Rajasaurus, which exhibits a single medial projection (Sampson and
Witmer, 2007; Wilson et al., 2003). We are in accord with previous
authors (Novas, 1997; Novas, et al., 2004) that these two kinds of
ornametal structures are not homologous. Viavenator lacks the
plesiomorphic fenestra placed between the frontal, postorbital, and
lacrimal present in Rugops, Ekrixinatosaurus, and the majungasaurines (Ju
arez-Valieri et al., 2011b; Sampson and Witmer, 2007;
Sereno et al., 2004; Tortosa et al., 2014), but absent in the most
derived furileusaurians Abelisaurus, Aucasaurus and Carnotaurus
(Paulina-Carabajal, 2011a,b). The absence of a fenestra may
constitute a possible additional synapomorphy of Furileusauria. As

in other abelisaurids such as Carnotaurus, Abelisaurus, Ekrixinatosaurus and Majungasaurus, lateral and ventral walls of the
cavities of the olfactory tracts and olfactory bulbs are ossiﬁed
(Paulina-Carabajal and Currie, 2012; Paulina-Carabajal, 2011a,b;
Sampson and Witmer, 2007). The inteorbital septum in Viavenator
is ossiﬁed, as in other ceratosaurs like Eoabelisaurus, Carnotaurus,
Abelisaurus and Majungasaurus (Pol and Rauhut, 2012). It also exhibits a derived L-shaped postorbital, present in other abelisaurids
like Carnotaurus, Majungasaurus and Skorpiovenator (Canale et al.,
2009; Tortosa et al., 2014). As Carnotaurus, the postorbital (Fig. 2)
is proportionately long, with an anteroventral process that deﬁnes
the bottom of the closing orbit closed to the location where the
lacrimal is located. The postorbital has a dorsal border ornate as in
most abelisaurs, but differing from the strongly raised border
present in Skorpiovenator, Ekrixinatosaurus novasi Calvo et al. (2004)
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Fig. 5. Dorsal vertebrae of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. (A, B), second, (C, D), fourth, in anterior and left lateral views, respectively. Scale bar: 10 cm.

and Arcovenator escotae Tortosa et al. (2014). Additionally, at the
mid-length of the posterior border of the jugal process Vianenator
exhibits a distinctive kink, as present in Carnotaurus and Abelisaurez Valieri
rus, but absent in the non furileusarian abelisaurids (Jua
et al., in prep.).
4.2. Axial skeleton

Fig. 6. Dorsal vertebrae of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. (A),
seventh to tenth, (B), seventh to ninth, in left lateral and dorsal views, respectively.
Scale bar: 10 cm.

4.2.1. Cervical vertebrae
The atlas of Viavenator is complete (Fig. 3), being less robust
and shorter than the atlas of Carnotaurus. Ventrally, the intercentrum has two small lateral processes separated by a large
furrow. The neurapophysis is caudally elongated, similar to the “L”
condition presented in other ceratosaurians (Madsen and Welles,
ndez, 2014a). The anterior cervical vertebrae exhibit
2000; Me
low and long vertebral centra, becoming dorsoventrally taller in
posterior direction along the sequence (Fig. 4). The inclination of
the articular surfaces is remarkable in the anterior half of the series. Cervical epipophyses have an extreme development in both
height and surface, which would provide a wider space for the
insertion of neck muscles, possibly the Mm. longus colli dorsalis, m.
complexus and m.cervicalis ascendens, present in living birds and
ndez,
whose function is linked to dorsiﬂexion of the neck (Me
2014a) large epipophyses, only comparable with that of Carnotaurus. The distal end of the epipophysis exhibits a marked posterior projection, which is reduced toward the base of the neck,
and an anterior projection that is present in almost all cervicals,
except in the last element (Fig. 2). The neural spines are narrow
and reduced in height. The pneumaticity is widespread
throughout the cervical series in the form of fossae and pneumatic
foramina. The cv5 presents a foramen on the ventral surface of the
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Fig. 7. Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. Anterior caudal vertebra in (A) anterior, (B) dorsal, (C) left lateral views. Posterior caudal vertebra in (D) left lateral and (E)
dorsal views. Posterior chevron in (F) left lateral and (G) anterior views. Scale bar: 10 cm.

bulbous structure. D4 and D5 lack these bulbous structures but at
the distal end have forward projections, which are interpreted as
part of a system of accessory of interspinous articulations. The
dorsal vertebrae 7e10 were found in articulation (Fig. 6), which
allows observing a novel feature: an accessory joint system in
which the neural spine is linked to the preceding one by a pair of
subparallel bony projections that embrace the neural spine of the
previous vertebra. Such structures, strongly developed in Viavenator are not comparable with those observed in the abelisauroid
Dahalokely which has short anterior and posterior projections of
the distal end of the neural spines in posterior dorsal vertebrae
(Farke and Sertich, 2013).

Fig. 8. Scapulocoracoid of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. in lateral
view. Scale bar: 10 cm.

vertebral body, a feature that has not been registered in any other
theropod.
4.2.2. Dorsal vertebrae
These vertebrae exhibit spool-shaped morphology of dorsal
centra. Anterior dorsal vertebrae show a shallow groove on the
ventral surface (Fig. 5). A pair of pneumatic foramina on the lateral
side of centra is present, except in d2 where there is a single foramen. The lamination of the dorsal vertebrae is becoming more
complex posteriorly in the series. The accessory hyposphenehypantrum articulation is very well developed from the second to
ten dorsal; the hyposphene present the inverted cone morphology
ndez, 2010). In d2 and d5, on the
observed in Carnotaurus (Me
dorsal surface of the distal third of diapophysis, remarkable crests
are located at the posterior half of the posterior edge of the diapophysis. These structures can be interpreted as muscle attachments marks (e.g., m. tendinoarticularis of Crocodylia or m.
ascendens thoracicus of Aves; Organ 2006) or the attachments of
intervertebral ligaments. The neural spine of the dorsal vertebrae
has a quadrangular contour and is slightly posteriorly reclined. The
neural spine of d2 has wide anterior and posterior surfaces with a

4.2.3. Caudal vertebrae
The anterior caudal vertebrae of Viavenator (Fig. 7AeC) exhibit
slightly amphicoelic, spool-shaped centra, without any traces of
ndez, 2014b). The
pneumaticity, features typical of abelisaurids (Me
ventral surface of vertebral bodies has a shallow groove. The neural
arch is dominated by hypertrophied transverse processes. Accessory articulation hyposphene-hypantrum is present and well
developed. The neural spine is thin and the prespinal fossa exhibits
a pair of cavities separated by a septum. The dorsal inclination of
the transverse process is of approximately 40 degrees, similar to
that observed in other abelisaurids (e.g. Carnotaurus, Aucasaurus,
Ekrixinatosaurus, MACN-RN-1012). The distal tip of the transverse
process shows a remarkable expansion with a tapering anteriorly
directed process, similar to that observed in Carnotaurus and
Aucasaurus (Fig. 4). A well developed centrodiapophyseal lamina is
present on the ventral side of the transverse process. In the distal
third of the tranverse processes, in ventral view, a sagittal crest is
present as well as in other derived abelisaurids like Carnotaurus,
Aucasaurus, Ekrixinatosaurus and MACN-PVPH-RN 1012 (Ezcurra
ndez, 2009; Me
ndez, 2014b). Mid-caudal vertebral centra
and Me
are amphyplatian, elongated and spool-shaped. They exhibit a
shallow groove on the ventral surface. These caudal vertebrae lack
the hyposphene-hypantrum. The transverse processes are distally
expanded with well developed anterior and posterior projections.
Pre- and postzygapophysis are more elongated, and projected
beyond the margins of the vertebral body. The two preserved distal
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caudal vertebrae have elongated centra, and show a polygonal
contour, in anterior and posterior views, due to the marked longitudinal ridges separating the lateral surface from the ventral surfaces. The neural arch is low and occupies almost the entire length
of the vertebral body. The prezygapophysis is graceful and curved,
exceeding the anterior edge of the vertebral body in a third of its
length (Fig. 7D and E).
4.3. Scapulocoracoid
The complete left scapulocoracoid (Fig. 8) is the only part of the
pectoral girdle of Viavenator that was recovered. The scapular blade
is relatively shorter and anteroposterior narrower than in Majungasaurus (Burch and Carrano, 2012). The distal end of the scapular
blade widens slightly in Ceratosaurus as in Majungasaurus, while
Carnotaurus lacks any widening (Burch and Carrano, 2012). By
contrast, Viavenator presents a marked widening posteroventral,
which gives a recurve appearance.
5. Discussions
5.1. Morphofunctional traits
The vertebral column of abelisaurids have a series of anatomical
features associated with the restriction of intervertebral movements and the concomitant development of some muscle groups
linked with locomotion and cranio-cervical mobility (i.e. hypertrophied cervical epipophyses, hyposphene-hypantrum articulation in posterior dorsals and anterior caudals, sacral fusion, longer
and higher transverse processes with expanded distal ends
ndez, 2014a,b). The members of this new clade, except Abeli(Me
saurus which is only known by cranial remains (Bonaparte and
Novas, 1985), have features much more developed than the more
basal abelisaurids (i.e., distal ends of the epipophysis with strong
anterior and posterior projections, hyposphene-hypantrum articulation in anterior dorsal vertebrae, distal ends of caudal transverse
processes with forward and backward projections).
Viavenator shows further development of posterior projection in
epipophyses, presence of hyposphene-hypantrum articulation
since the second dorsal vertebra, and a system of accessory joints,
not documented before in theropods. These joints, located in posterior dorsal vertebrae, restrict movements between vertebrae
linking adjacent elements by bony anterior projections that
“embrace” the preceeding neural spine.
This set of axial characters, reﬂects an increase in the backbone
rigidity from the neck to the proximal third of the tail, resulting in
that these dinosaurs may act as a sort of seesaw, pivoting on its
pelvic girdle.
5.2. Phylogenetic analysis
The present analysis was assembled as an extended and
amended version of the dataset performed by Tortosa and colleagues (Tortosa et al., 2014), since such analysis was based on
several previous works concerning ceratosaurs (Allain et al., 2007;
Canale et al., 2009; Carrano and Sampson, 2008; Ezcurra et al.,
2010; Farke and Sertich, 2013; Pol and Rauhut, 2012; Sereno and
Brusatte, 2008; Xu et al., 2009), and include previously neglected
abelisaurid taxa, as Arcovenator escotae, Tarascosaurus salluvicus, or
MCF-PVPH 237 to the data matrix. We added Viavenator exxoni as a
new operational taxonomic unit (OTU). Kryptops palaios was
dissembled into two OTUs, one including the cranial material and
the other the postcrania, following previous conclusions about the
chimeric nature of the holotype (Carrano et al., 2012; Farke and
Sertich, 2013; Novas et al., 2013). The abelisaurids
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Xenotarsosaurus bonapartei and UNPSJB-PV 247 were considered
both, as separated and as a single OTU. New characters were
included and a number of existing characters were modiﬁed. The
resulting dataset includes 416 characters, and 41 OTUs (see
Supplementary information). Some of the multistate characters
were considered as additive. The program used to analyze the data
was the software T.N.T. 1.165 (Goloboff et al., 2008). The chosen
parameters included the algorithm of Tree bisection reconnection
(TBR), with 3000 replications and 100 trees to save per replication.
Two runnings were made, the ﬁrst including all the OTUs, resulting
in a best score of 870 steps and 8201 trees retained. The second
running was derived from the exclusion of two taxa, Tarascosaurus
salluvicus and the unnamed Cerro Bayo Mesa taxon (MCF-PVPH
237), and resulted in a best score of 870 steps and 100 trees
retained (C.I.: 0.607; RI: 0.740) (The strict consensus of both analysis are illustrated in the Supplementary data).
5.2.1. Results of the phylogenetic analysis
The resulting cladograms of the strict consensus of both analyses are concordant in previous phylogenies that found Coelophysis
and Allosaurus as successive stems of a monophylecic Ceratosauria,
and a monophyletic Abelisauroidea comprised by Noasauridae and
Abelisauridae, and within the later, Brachyrostra was recovered as a
monophyletic clade. Eoabelisaurus resulted as the basalmost abelisauroid, which is in accordance to recent analysis (Farke and
Sertich, 2013; Tortosa et al., 2014; contra Pol and Rauhut, 2012).
Ligabueino was found as the sister taxa to the node formed by
Noasauridae plus Abelisauridae, a novel but not unexpected
placement for the taxon (see Supplementary data for the characters
list and codiﬁcations). Both the Gadoafaoua taxon, which is the OTU
of the postcranium originally referred to Kryptops (Sereno and
Brusatte, 2008; Carrano et al., 2012) and the Pourcieux taxon
(alleged abelisaurid maxilla from France, Buffetaut et al., 1988) are
found outside of the clade formed by Elaphrosaurus, Ceratosaurus
and the abelisauroids (i.e., Ceratosauria). This suggests that both
specimens belong to Tetanurae, as it has been suggested by previous authors (Carrano and Sampson, 2008; Farke and Sertich, 2013;
Novas et al., 2013). A broader dataset sampling multiple ceratosaurians and tetanurans could help to elucidate the precise
phylogenetic position of these problematic forms.
With the posterior pruning of two unstable OTUs (i.e., Tarascosaurus and the Cerro Bayo Mesa taxon; Le Loeuff and Buffetaut,
1991; Coria et al., 2006) we obtained a cladogram with a higher
resolution within the Abelisauridae. We found Kryptops and Rugops
as the basalmost abelisaurids, representing successive sister taxa of
a clade including two monophyletic groups, Majungasaurinae and
Brachyrostra. Inside the ﬁrst, two subgroups were obtained, one
composed by the Indo-Malagasian taxa Majungasaurus, Rajasaurus
and Indosaurus; and the other including the European taxa Genusaurus, Tarascosaurus and La Boucharde form. This is the ﬁrst time
that a lower level resolution is found in Majungasaurinae. Although
sometimes recorded as an Noasauridae (Carrano and Sampson,
2008; Farke and Sertich, 2013), the inclusion of Genusaurus within
Abelisaridae is new but not unexpected, since it shares derived
characters with other European abelisaurids (Tortosa et al., 2014).
The position of Xenotarsosaurus as the basalmost brachyrostran
is constant both if it is codiﬁed based only in the holotype postcranial material or if it also includes referred cranial elements
(see above), but is weakly supported by the analysis (see
Supplementary data). Dahalokely and Rahiolisaurus are positioned
as the basalmost brachyrostrans. The phylogenetic position of these
forms was unstable and previously considered as an uncertain basal
noasaurid and an abelisaurid, respectively (i.e. Farke and Sertich,
2013; Tortosa et al., 2014).The remaining brachyrostrans are splitted in two subgroups, one comprised by Skorpiovenator and
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relatives, and the other Abelisaurus, Carnotaurus and their kin. The
ﬁrst of these clades includes Ilokelesia as the sister taxon of a node
comprising Skorpiovenator and Ekrixinatosaurus in accordance with
previous works which found it as monophyletic (Canale et al.,
2009; Pol and Rauhut, 2012), contrary to others that found it as
successive sister taxa to Furileusauria (Tortosa et al., 2014). The
placement of Abelisaurus as a close relative of Carnotaurus than
Ilokelesia is in accordance to Tortosa et al. (2014), but it differs of
previous results that place it as a basal brachyrostran and sister
taxon of Ilokelesia (Farke and Sertich, 2013; Gianechini et al., 2015),
or even as the sister taxon of the clade linking the majungasaurines
and brachyrostrans (Carrano and Sampson, 2008; Canale et al.
2009, Pol and Rauhut, 2012). The Furileusauria is found to be
comprised by Viavenator as the basalmost taxon, which is the sister
taxon of the more derived forms. Finally, Abelisaurus and Aucasaurus comprise a monophyletic group, and Carnotaurus results as
the sister taxon of this clade. This arrangement has not been previously reported and implies deep changes in the systematic and
biostratigraphic hypotheses (see below).
6. Discussion
6.1. Paleobiogeographic implications
The resulting cladogram has deep palaeobiogeographical implications. The high resolution record of the Abelisauridae allows to
sustain more complex scenarios for the history of the group. The
exclusion of the Aalenian-Bajocian Eoabelisaurus taxon of the Abelisauridae, as reported in other recent studies, eliminates the need for
a minimum common origin (MCO) of Abelisauridae and Abelisauroidea in the earliest Middle Jurassic, discarding the presumption of a
long ghost-lineage and a Pangeic geographical range of origin. A
similar conclusion can be inferred by Ligabueino, which sometimes
has been included inside Noasauridae (Tortosa et al., 2014), its late
Hauterivian-early Barremian age implies a MCO of the Abelisauroidea at this age and a ghost lineage from this period. The placing of
Ligabueino outside of the node-based clade Abelisauroidea leaves to
Kryptops as the oldest known Abelisauroid, which is conformably
found as the basalmost abelisaurid, and gives an Aptian-Albian MCO
for the Abelisauroidea and Abelisauridae. Previous assignments of
fragmentary materials to Abelisauroidea from the Upper Jurassic and
Lower Cretaceous of Gondwana (Rauhut, 2005, 2011; Rauhut et al.,
2003) could be representing forms closely related but outside to
Abelisauroidea, as found Eoabelisaurus and Ligabueino.The early dichotomy of Abelisauridae in Majungasaurinae and Brachyrostra is
ﬁrst indicated by the occurrence of the Albian European Genusaurus
and the Cenomanian South American Xenotarsosaurus, respectively,
that in addition to the African Kryptops and Rugops is concordant
with a Pan-Gondwanan (Gondwana þ southern European landmasses) origin of the clade followed by a vicariant pattern conditioned by the aperture of the Atlantic ocean in the middle Cretaceous.
In respect to the Majungasaurinae, a previously unrecognized split
among the European and Indo-Malagasy forms implies a vicariant
model for the group, correlated to the activation of a faunal barrier,
possibly in the Tethys or the Mozambique channel, but is not
concordant with the scenario of an ‘Africa-ﬁrst’ model (Sampson
et al., 1998), since the dispersal of majungasaurines implies the use
of this continent as a necessary corridor. Inside brachyrostrans, the
Malagasy Dahalokely are placed as the sister taxon of of Rahiolisaurus,
the most derived brachyrostrans from South America. This result is
consistent with a mosaic pattern in the vicariant speciation of the
derived abelisaurids. The remaining brachyrostrans are found to be
endemic of South America. The furileusarian nature of Pycnonemosaurus do not support an intracontinental isolation of the northern
and southern South America.

6.2. Systematic implications
Historically, the abelisaurids and their kind suffered multiple
interpretations of their systematics and their phylogenetic relationships (Bonaparte, 1991b; Canale et al., 2009; Carrano and
Sampson, 2008; Novas, 1992; Sereno, 1998; Tortosa et al., 2014;
Wilson et al., 2003). Speciﬁcally one taxon, Abelisaurus comahuensis, seems to have played a pivotal role on the successive
phylogenetic analysis. Abelisaurus is known solely by a partial skull,
which gave name to the Linnaean-ranked family Abelisauridae
(Bonaparte and Novas, 1985) and other more inclusive groups as
Abelisauroidea (Bonaparte, 1991b) or Abelisauria (Novas, 1992). It
was usually interpreted as a basal form distantly related from
Carnotaurus (i.e. Carrano et al., 2001; Coria et al., 2002; Lamanna
et al., 2002) and a proper subfamily, Abelisaurinae, was erected to
conform together with Carnotaurinae a node-stem triplet into
Abelisauridae (Sereno, 1998). Later, Abelisauridae was considered
both a node-based (Sampson et al., 2001) or a stem-based taxon
(Wilson et al., 2003) included within Abelisauroidea. The phylogenetic separation of Abelisaurus and Carnotaurus favored the
erection of new clades based on different speciﬁers, resulting in
clades as Carnotaurini (Coria et al., 2002) and Brachyrostra (Canale
et al., 2009). The resulting topology of the current analysis is in
conﬂict with previous systematic denominations of some clades,
particularly Abelisauridae, Abelisaurinae, Carnotaurinae, and Carnotaurini. In order to preserve stability, reduce the amount of
speciﬁers, following the priority principle, we propose the use of
the node-stem triplet Abelisauroidea, Abelisauridae and Noasauridae as proposed by Wilson and colleagues (Wilson et al., 2003), but
changing one of their speciﬁers from Carnotaurus sastrei to Abelisaurus comahuensis. In this way, the stem-based condition of Abelisauridae shelter the inclusion of most of the taxa classically
considered abelisaurids, as Rugops, Xenotarsosaurus, Majungasaurus, Ekrixinatosaurus, etc. In respect to Abelisaurinae and Carnotaurinae, we employ both as stem-based taxa with Abelisaurus
comahuensis and Carnotaurus sastrei as speciﬁers, as originally
deﬁned by Sereno (1998), but not conforming a node-stem triplet
with a nominated clade for the node-based taxon, pending the
elucidation of the phylogenetic position of derived furileusarians
Quilmesaurus and Pycnonemosaurus. In respect to Carnotaurini
(Coria et al., 2002), we opted not to employ this term, because
present phylogenetic analysis of Carnotaurinae results monotypic.
Further, Coria et al. (2002) in the original deﬁnition employed the
speciﬁers Carnotaurus sastrei plus Aucasaurus garridoi to make
unviable their use, because the paper was not based on Linnean
Taxonomy, and thus the “ranks” were not important. The discovery
of Viavenator exxoni is crucial to elucidate the phylogeny and systematics of the highly derived abelisaurids. In our analysis (see
above), this taxon is considered as the basalmost furileusaurian,
wich is nested deeply inside Brachyrostra (Fig. 9), the clade of South
American derived abelisaurids, and Viavenator as the sister-taxon of
Carnotaurus þ (Abelisaurus þ Aucasaurus) ﬁtting in a transitional
position between the Cenomanian-Turonian and the CampanianMaastrichtian taxa. In this context, the Santonian age of Viavenator is in accordance with its intermediate phylogenetic placement.
Additionally, Viavenator displays at highly-derived postcranial
morphology of Aucasaurus and Carnotaurus, with a relativelly plesiomorphic skull in respect to these two taxa.
6.3. Biostratigraphic implications
The record of large vertebrate assemblages from South America
is relatively continuous along the Cretaceous period between the
rez-Valieri et al.,
Aptian and Maastrichtian (Leanza et al., 2004; Jua
2011a, 2011b). However, many of these associations are poorly
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Fig. 9. Phylogenetic relationships of Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov. MAU-Pv-LI-530. Time-calibrated simpliﬁed strict consensus tree of abelisauroids theropod dinosaurs. The red
arrows indicate the placement of the stem-based nodes as used in this work. Abbreviations: L, Lower; U, Upper; Alb, Albian; Apt, Aptian; Bar, Barremian; Ber, Berriasian; Cam,
Campanian; Cen, Cenomanian; Con, Coniacian; Hau, Hauterivian; Maa, Maastrichtian; San, Santonian; Tur, Turonian; Vlg, Valanginian. Numbers indicate millions of years ago.

known, particularly with regard to large predators. In this context,
abelisaurids belonging to the endemic South American derived
brachyrostrans are represented in the Cenomanian-early Turonian
by several basal taxa, such as Xenotarsosaurus, Ekrixinatosaurus,
Skorpiovenator and Ilokelesia (Canale et al., 2009; Coria and Salgado,
rez-Valieri et al., 2011b; Lamanna et al., 2002; Martínez
1998; Jua
et al., 1986). This time span corresponds to the ﬁnal separation of
South America and Africa, exhibiting closely related forms from
several tetrapod clades, although some groups as carcharodontosaurians and abelisaurid theropods and rebbachisaurid sauropods
indicate an incipient vicariant process at that time (Apesteguía
et al., 2013; Canale et al., 2014; Gorscak et al., 2014; Herne, 2013;
Kellner et al., 2011; Sereno and Larsson, 2009; Sereno et al., 2004;
Wilson and Allain, 2015). A possible dispersal event of basal brachyrostrans from South America to eastern Gondwana is suggested
in our analysis by the placement of Dahalokely and Rahiolisaurus as
more derived than the basalmost brachyrostran Xenotarsosaurus,
but outside the node embracing Skorpiovenator and Carnotaurus.
Faunas from the late Turonian to the early Campanian are in
agreement with the complete isolation of South America from
other landmasses, with the exception of Antarctica and possibly
Australia (Coria and Salgado, 2005; Herne, 2013; Novas et al., 2013).
The abelisaurid record in the continent is scarce for most of this
period, with indeterminate fragmentary material from several

areas from Patagonia, and only in the early Campanian the taxa
Abelisaurus and Aucasaurus are registered (Bonaparte and Novas,
1985; Coria et al., 2006, 2002; Gianechini et al., 2015). This time
span is characterized by the abundance of Megaraptora among the
large theropods, and several clades of derived titanosaurs and
endemic euornithopods (Calvo et al., 2007; Coria and Salgado,
1996; Coria et al., 2013; Novas et al., 2013; Rozadilla et al., 2016).
Finally, the third period of faunal assemblages is comprised between the late Campanian and Maastrichtian. The continent suffers
the transgression of the Atlantic ocean in several areas, allowing the
establishment of an archipelago in Patagonia (Gasparini et al., 2015;
Spalletti and Franzese, 2007). At the same time a biotic interchange
with North America derives in the presence of hadrosaurs and
possibly ankylosaurs (Coria and Salgado, 2001; Ju
arez-Valieri et al.,
2010). The abelisaurids are comprised by the highly derived taxa
Carnotaurus, Quilmesaurus and Pycnonemosaurus (Bonaparte, 1985;
Ju
arez-Valieri et al., 2007; Kellner and Campos, 2002). Previous
works indicate a faunal extinction event in South America posterior
to the early Turonian, including the disappearence of carcharodontosaurids and rebbachisaurids (Canale et al., 2014; Coria and
Salgado, 2005; Ju
arez-Valieri et al., 2011a; Lamanna et al., 2001).
In this context, the Santonian Viavenator represents part of a subclade of derived brachyrostrans and more distantly related with the
earlier lineages, along with the derived positioning of Abelisaurus
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better supported by the present phylogenetic analysis, suggests
that the brachyrostran clade could be pruned in the postCenomanian extinction event and generated a new radiation
posteriorly.
7. Concluding remarks
In the present paper, we describe a new abelisaurid theropod
from the Santonian of Patagonia, Argentina. The new form is here
named Viavenator exxoni gen. et sp. nov., and possesses, among
other characteristics, hypertrophied structures in the presacral
axial skeleton.
Based in our phylogenetic analysis, Viavenator is found as a
transitional brachyrostran, as the oldest member of a late radiation
clade of the South American forms, named Furileusauria, and includes all the currently known abelisaurid taxa of this continent
found in Santonian to Maastrichtian strata. The assemblages are
found in a more complex biogeographic scenario with a division
among European and Indo-Malagasy majungasaurines , with
possible basal brachyrostrans in India and Madagascar.
Here we interpret that the furileusarians are supporting evidence of a late radiation of brachyrostran abelisaurids that ﬁt with a
faunal replacement that happened during the Turonian in South
America, and is concordant with other dinosaur clades as the
carcharodontosaurians, rebbachisaurids and derived lithostrotians.
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