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Age of Reptiles. Noun.


1. The Mesozoic Era, the interval of geological time from 252 to 66 million years ago, characterised by the presence of reptilian lineages in dominant ecological roles in terrestrial, marine and aerial realms. 2. A 34m long palaeoartwork in the Peabody Museum, Connecticut, depicting the rise of reptilian lineages through the Palaeozoic and Mesozoic Eras, by Rudolph F. Zallinger, completed in 1947. 3. Comic series set in the Mesozoic Era created by Ricardo Delgado, published by Dark Horse Comics from 1993 onwards. Known to be highly influential to nine-year-olds obsessed with dinosaurs.
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Children of the 1980s, such as myself, are among the last to remember ‘old fashioned’ restorations of Mesozoic reptiles as unironic facets of pop culture. Although a lot of revolutionary work on fossil reptiles took place in the 1960s and 1970s, a lag between the scientific frontier and popular culture meant that 1980s palaeo-media remained distinctly ‘vintage’. For non-scientists, the revolution was only fully visualised in 1993 when the dinosaur special effects of Jurassic Park gave a clear sign that a change in dinosaur palaeontology - now referred to as ‘the Dinosaur Renaissance’ - had arrived.


The transition from pre- to post-renaissance Mesozoic reptile art was not a smooth one. Media outlets keen to cash in on late 1980s/early 1990s ‘dinomania’ used any artwork they could for their products. Books and magazines often showed vastly contrasting portrayals of ancient animals. Newer work showed far more active, alert and energetic animal with distinctive and defined anatomy than the relatively sluggish and rotund animals of older works. As a pre-teen of that time, I didn’t understand why this was, and I remember trying to marry the two approaches in pictures I drew in the early 1990s. My preference for ‘new look’ dinosaurs however, helped no end by Jurassic Park, had me seeking out media which utilised them instead of sluggish kangaroo lizards. Another 1993 work, Ricardo Delgado’s first Age of Reptiles comic, was a great source for new-look Mesozoic species, and resulted in a lot of Delgado-inspired drawings on my bedroom walls.


An explanation for this rethink in Mesozoic reptile appearance finally trickled down to me in the early 2000s, courtesy of palaeoartist and researcher Gregory S. Paul. Already a fan of his skeletal reconstructions and paintings, I found his words had even more impact than his illustrations. It turned out that Paul and other individuals in the ‘70s and ‘80s had been taking a more critical eye to the process of reconstructing extinct animals, with some surprising results. As a teenager - now old enough to start thinking more critically about palaeontology and palaeoart - Paul’s confident assertions about the biology and life appearance of fossil animals were inspirational. Like a palaeontological Sherlock Holmes, Paul could ‘read’ the life appearance of long-dead animals from fossil clues. It turned out soft-tissues could be reconstructed in detail from features of skeletons, that missing proportions could be accurately determined for incompletely known species, and that we even knew where to put certain scales and skin folds in our dinosaur art. As early as 1987, Paul had been saying “the common assertion that there is always more than one way to restore a given animal is not true.” He wasn’t alone in this view. Several other palaeontologists and artists of the 1980s and 1990s were making similar statements, often alongside newly produced, ‘Paulian’ reconstructions of once variably-depicted taxa. Subjectivity - the personal preferences, opinions and intuition of those making the art - seemed largely redundant in face of this objective, measured approach. Palaeoartworks – which palaeontologist Dale Russell was now calling “windows into the past” – had never seemed more scientific and accurate.


I had discovered Paul’s writings as an undergraduate, and continued to read his work as I started my PhD studies into pterosaur palaeobiology in the mid-2000s. But learning more about the scientific process, gaining hands-on experience with palaeontological datasets and increasing exposure to scientific literature put cracks on my understanding that a single palaeoartistic reconstruction should rule one species. Much of the science I had once considered watertight had been questioned, debunked or had never really been certain in the first place. In reality, trying to find consensuses on some issues critical to palaeoartistic processes was quite difficult. Some topics had at least been debated down to narrow ranges of possibilities, but others remained lost among vast gulfs in knowledge. As time went on, it became apparent that palaeoartists of equal prestige to Paul were still creating art of extinct animals which differed in fairly major ways. They were certainly tighter on topics like musculature and posture than the art I knew as a child, but differences in bulkiness, proportions, integument types, skull shapes and other substantial differences were still apparent. Some artists were even contradicting their older artworks - those same ones which had seemed so darned right at one time. This ‘one species, one reconstruction’ idea was not faring well under scrutiny.


Since finishing University, palaeoartistry has taken up more of my time and I increasingly find myself wondering how to credibly put long-dead species back together. Our knowledge of fossil animals continues to swell, but greater knowledge does not always bring greater clarity. Indeed, many palaeoart-relevant topics – examples include the integuments of fossil reptiles, the likelihood of ‘lips’ and ‘cheeks’ on dinosaur faces – are more complicated than ever. Assumptions that once seemed certain may now be only partly right, or elements of a knowingly complicated, but poorly understood picture. Some ideas have been demonstrated as unlikely without sufficient information to form a replacement hypothesis or, worse, found to be essentially unknowable given limits of the fossil record and methods of comparative anatomy. And this is to say nothing of recent, compelling observations that our traditional palaeoartistic approaches can fail to produce animals consistent with those of modern times (see, for discussion, the 2012 book All Yesterdays by John Conway, Memo Koseman and Darren Naish).


The more we find out, the more we investigate, the less likely it seems that a single, objective reconstruction can be applied to any fossil animal. Retrospectively, we can say that what Paul and others demonstrated in the late 20th century was how to best lay foundations for a restoration within the limits of current data: ascertaining reasonable ideas of posture, proportion, size, some aspects of muscle layout, and a viable range of soft-tissues. Beyond this ‘base level’ of reconstruction, however, knowing which artwork is most accurate is difficult. So long as an artwork doesn’t directly contradict fossil or zoological data, or violate known development of anatomies across evolutionary trajectories, we have to consider them credible portrayals of the past. Strive as we might, palaeoartists are not recreating a single, incontrovertible view of the past, but an interpretation of it, constrained by the limits of contemporary knowledge.


If this is true, then palaeoartistry actually must include a degree of subjectivity. Scientific data takes us so far, but then the personal preferences and opinions of those producing the art must take over. Palaeoartists might provide windows to the past, but the glass is tinted by their leanings towards certain styles, colours, sources of artistic inspiration and, perhaps most importantly, their take on the mechanics of the natural world. It is obvious that palaeoartists vary on this matter quite considerably. We see emphases on nature as being lean, savage and cruel; as cute and playful; as muscular and awesome; as quiet and peaceful, or as any other combination of mood and tone. Depending on the artist, a given animal might be a sharply-spined, violent predator or a softly-feathered, careful opportunist. Both reconstructions would be equally valid. I would have baulked at the idea 20 years ago, but the whims of artists will continue to vary the way extinct animals are restored. This will only change with discoveries of the most miraculous fossils where all details of life appearance are preserved, or the realisation of a futuristic theme park where dinosaurs are brought back to life through advanced cloning techniques (see, for discussion, Seymour Skinner’s great American novel, Billy and the Cloneosaurus).
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