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DESCRIPTION

This project is very straightforward.  12 different dinosaurs are shown in a book.  Each dinosaur is represented by 
5 different pictures.  Most of these images are taken from children’s books, and were selected because they 
each show the dinosaur in a different light from the other images of the same dinosaur.  These differences might 
be due to unusual coloring, artistic style (illusionistic, cartoonish, abstract), degrees of anthropomorphism, the 
era the image was created, or unusual posture or positioning of body parts.

Participants were asked to write down which of the images was closest to their own personal mental image of 
each dinosaur, and why.

The goal of the project is to determine the dominant image for each dinosaur, thus providing evidence on how 
people perceive each dinosaur, as well as dinosaurs as a group--do people tend to see all dinosaurs as being 
similarly colored, for instance?  Do people conceive of dinosaurs as scientists understand them today, or as they 
were represented in their youths?  It also makes it possible to see why people make the decisions they do.

The pie charts show each image in a slice proportional to its percentage of the vote.  The table below shows 
these percentages in numerical form and allows cross-species comparison to see if the order of the images had 
any effect--i.e., if images were chosen merely because they were first or last.  (This does not seem to be the 
case.)

ANALYSIS

The overwhelming product from this project so far, more significant than learning about any one dinosaur’s 
dominant image, was hearing about why people chose their images: they almost always  said they made their 
choice based on which image was the the most illusionistic and representationally-illustrated.  Scientific evi-
dence, coloring, posture--none of this was as important as the image’s artistic style. This, like the results from The 
Dinosaur Mating Game, seems to indicate that people look at the surface level of imagery over all else--and 
consequently that any new dinosaur concept could be made persuasive merely by being illustrated in an illu-
sionistic manner.  If people can see it, they can believe it.

There are, however, other interesting results.  It is unclear why Ankylosaurus “E” dominated so strongly, consider-
ing that “A” and “B” are actually very similar.  The most popular Compsognathus is not the most illusionistic, but 
does have a very modern posture, with tail up and alert.  The most popular Dimetrodon is cartoonish and actu-
ally bipedal; its popularity may derive from the popularity of series of the books it came from.  The most popular 
Ichthyosaur image is very old, one of the few that is not from a children’s book, and is much less scientifically ac-
curate than the others; its dramatic context may be the factor that drew people to it.  The Parasaurolophus 
vote is more equally split than most, with two very illusionistic and dully-colored images battling it out against a 
highly cartoonish, highly-colored image.  Color and artistic style seem to be opposing factors here.  The most 
popular Pteranodon has an inaccurate tail (although this is not something the general audience would be ex-
pected to know).  The bright orange, bipedal orange Stegosaurus has a surprisingly strong showing, but again 
it is illusionistically illustrated.  The most popular Triceratops and Tyrannosaurus are very old and less accurate 
images in terms of posture, although a highly cartoonish and honestly not very well-drawn Tyrannosaurus got a 
lot of votes as well.  The Velociraptor is fairly cartoonish as well; it was remarked several times that the Velocirap-
tor was the hardest one to decide on because none of its images were very “realistic.”  Nonetheless, it was one 
of the three most popular images: Ankylosaurus “E” at 54%, Apatosaurus “A” at 49%, and Velociraptor “A” at 
43%.

It will be interesting to see whether this pattern continues.  One possible predicted outcome was that people 
might have voted for more brightly-colored images, simply because bright colors are considered to be attrac-
tive, or for images from their youth (Danny and the Dinosaur), or for more cartoonish images, as they visually ab-
stract the original animal in a way that is somewhat akin to the way our memories abstract the most important 
details of a scene, and might thus “feel” more familiar.  At this point, however, none of these seem to have a 
strong effect on the results.  People respond most strongly to the illusionistic imagery and dramatic contexts that 
“seem real” and bring the dinosaur’s narrative potential alive.

Please see the project’s book nearby for a complete set of the images of each dinosaur, then fill out a form 
yourself!

A PICTURE IS WORTH 1000 WORDS

       A   B   C   D   E
Ankylosaurus   5  14  16  11  54
Apatosaurus  49  14   6  12  19
Compsognathus 19  26  14   6  35
Dimetrodon    9  32  15  12  32
Ichthyosaurus  26  11  21  35   7
Parasaurolophus 26  11  22  25  16
Plesiosaurus   35  10  18  24  13
Pteranodon   22  30  25  08  15
Stegosaurus   28  13  12  26  21
Triceratops   16  20  37   9  18
Tyrannosaurus   7  26   9  33  25
Velociraptor  43  10   8  21  18

EACH IMAGE’S PERCENTAGE OF THE VOTE, PER DINOSAUR


