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DECADES OF DIVERGENCE IN DINO DEPICTION: SAUROPOD EDITION
A study of the visual and thematic characteristics of images of Apatosaurus, Brachiosaurus, and Diplodocus, as found in 54 books published since 1959.

How to Use This Chart
The chart is divided into fourmain sections: Metacharacteristics, which describes the books and images as 
images; Characteristics Across Genera, which relate to all three of the dinosaurs in this study; Shared Char-
acteristics Broken Down by Genus, which are characteristics all three dinosaurs share, but with the results 
broken down by dinosaur, and Genus-Specific Issues, which are a few characteristics that only one genus ex-
hibits.  Some of these sections are broken down further into subsections, largely due to the difference in 
graph formats.  All numbers are percentages.

Each section lists a number of characteristics.  Each characteristic has a small graph that shows how many 
of the images in this study possessed that characteristic.  The graph is usually accompanied by some images 
that illustrate the characteristic’s variations. For example, the graphs for the characteristic “Running?” give 
percentages for how many images of each genera were shown running. One of the images next to the 
graph shows a sample running dinosaur, and the other image shows a dinosaur that is not running.

If part of a dinosaur’s body was blocked or cropped in the original image, or if it was too small for details 
to be determined, that characteristic was marked “unknown” in the original data pool.  The data on this 
chart discards the “unknowns” and aggregates only the “known” characteristics.

Some characteristics are fairly objective, such as the number of toes, or whether a dinosaur is standing in 
water or on dry land. Others are more subjective and require judgment on my part, such as the difference 
between a long thin tail and a medium-length, medium-thickness tail, or whether a neck is sticking straight 
out, or up.  While these are judgment calls on my part, I did my best to apply that judgment consistently.

A Note on Names
Apatosaurus has often popularly been called 
Brontosaurus. This stems from a complicated 
situation where, after examples of its skele-
tons were first found, one scientist named one 
of its skeletons Apatosaurus, and another 
scientist named another one of its skeletons 
Brontosaurus. Eventually this confusion was 
resolved and the genera became officially 
known as Apatosaurus. However, the name 
Brontosaurus continued to be popular, maybe 
just because it sounded cooler, to the extent 
that many early dinosaur books used that 
name.

Apatosaurus confusions were further exacer-
bated due to the fact that some of its skele-
tons were displayed with the wrong-shaped 
skull for many years (a Camaraurus-like skull, 
instead of a Diplodocus-shaped skull).

Recently, some scientists have argued that the 
original Brontosaurus skeleton is actually dif-
ferent from the Apatosaurus skeleton after 
all, and so both Apatosaurus and Brontosau-
rus are real names for different species. So 
now some new dinosaur books have legiti-
mately brought back the Brontosaurus name.

Somewhat similarly, there has been a recent 
debate over the name of Brachiosaurus. For a 
long time some argued that one of the most 
famous examples of a Brachiosaurus was 
actually different from the other Brachiosaurs, 
and was instead its own genera, called Giraf-
fatitan.  This is now largely accepted.

Thus, dinosaurs that are called Brachiosaurus 
in older books may be what we still call Bra-
chiosaurus, or they may actually be what we 
now call Giraffatitan. This survey includes ex-
amples of any dinosaur listed as Brachiosau-
rus or Giraffatitan.

A Note on the Terms “Genus” and  “Genera”
We tend to think of different dinosaur names such as Diplodocus or Triceratops as the names of their species. However, they are really the dinosaurs’ genus (plural genera). The species is the exact kind of dinosaur in that genus.  For instance, for Tyrannosaurus rex, “Tyrannosaurus” is the genus, and “rex” is the species. Similarly, 
Brachiosaurus altithorax is a dinosaur from the genus “Brachiosaurus” and the species “altithorax.”  Thus, Apatosaurus, Brachiosaurus, and Diplodocus are not just different species, they are different genera, which is the term used throughout this poster.
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*”Unknown Genera”:
Some books show dinosaurs without labeling them. Sometimes there is another dinosaur in the same book 
that looks exactly the same, so the unlabeled one can be accurately identified. However, other times the 
unlabeled dinosaur may be drawn in a slightly different way, or there may not be another labeled version.  
Since many books draw sauropods as a sort of generic dinosaur without trying to assign them a specific 
genera, I had to sort out unlabeled dinosaurs that were likely to be one of the “Big Three” from those that 
were either a generic made-up sauropod, or were actual sauropods that were from different genera (such 
as Titanosaurs). In this survey, the category “Unknown Genera” refers to dinosaurs which, based on the con-
text of the book, seemed likely than not to be one of the Big Three. However, there was still some degree 
of ambiguity about whether they were one of the Big Three, or about which one of the Big Three that they 
were.  Thus they were included in the survey, but assigned to Unknown Genera.
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This poster is the result of a study in which I analyzed 222 pictures of Apatosaurus, Brachio-
saurus, and Diplodocus, noting their visual and thematic characteristics, with the intent of de-
termining how much anatomical, stylistic, and thematic variation existed within a standard 
pool of dinosaur images. I chose to study these three dinosaurs because they are the most 
popular sauropods (“long necks”), and in order to keep some focus within the material.  A pre-
vious study looked at the three most popular dinosaurs overall (Tyrannosaurus, Triceratops, 
and Stegosaurus), and a future study will examine pterosaurs. As a further limitation, given the 
nearly infinite number of available images of these dinosaurs, I restricted the pool of images 
that I studied to those that appear in my personal library. bTherefore, this study looks at all 
the images of these three dinosaurs that appear in any book that I own, which turns out to be 
54 books. This is two less than the previous study; the two studies contain a lot of the same 
books, but the first study contained books this one did not, and vice versa, simply because not 
all books on dinosaurs happen to have images of the specific dinosaurs in this or the other 
study. The books range widely in style and content, including surveys of paleontological imag-
ery, adults’ and kids’ science books, kids’ story books, and even anti-evolution religious texts.

When I originally surveyed the images, I marked down whether each image displayed certain 
characteristics.  The set of characteristics used in the study were suggested by the images 
themselves, as well as various other visual analyses of dinosaurs I have done in the past.  After 
collecting all the data, I aggregated them here.  This poster simply presents the basic informa-
tion about the popularity of each characteristic.  Future studies may analyze the relationships 
between the various characteristics and their sources, such as the relationship between the 
images’ accuracy and the date of their creation, or the kind of books in which they appeared.
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EVEN MORE! CHARACTERISTICS ACROSS GENERA
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