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Zoo Herpetology’s Paleontological Past, Present, and Future
Many amateur and professional herpetologists can trace 

their interests in reptiles back to an early childhood infatuation 
with dinosaurs and other prehistoric taxa. By the age of four or 
five when most children are still developing the fundamentals 
of language, many of us that developed such paleontological 
inclinations had already (and unknowingly) become versed in 
zoological taxonomy, able to name several genera of dinosaurs—
Stegosaurus, Triceratops, Allosaurus, Brachiosaurus, Apatosaurus, 
Diplodocus, Ankylosaurus, Iguanodon, Pachycephalosaurus—
and various other prehistoric reptiles—Plesiosaurus, 
Ichthyosaurus, Pterodactylus and Pteranodon—with impeccable 
elocution. For at least one species, Tyrannosaurus rex, we knew 
its full binomial. No doubt, these were the most sophisticated 
and phonetically complex words in our otherwise rudimentary 
lexicons at the time and probably remained so for many years.

Prehistoric reptiles were our first real-world introduction to 
science. Books about dinosaurs and other prehistoric life were 
the first scientific texts to find a home on our bookshelves, and 
paleontologists were the first scientists that we learned about. 
We were introduced to various aspects of natural history, 
ecology, ethology, and evolution as we learned about trophic 
relationships between these taxa (e.g., ‘meat-eaters’ vs. ‘plant-
eaters’), recognized anatomical similarities and differences 
between species (e.g., horn number in Protoceratops, Triceratops 
and Styracosaurus), and gained some appreciation of the 
sheer number and diversity of these extinct species without 
yet knowing what biodiversity was. Learning about the tragic 
fate of the (non-avian) dinosaurs introduced us to the frailty of 
life and the permanence of extinction, preparing us as future 
conservationists.

Regrettably, most children grow out of this paleontological 
‘Piagetian’ stage of development and end up losing their intimate 
knowledge of prehistoric life as they develop other interests and 
pursuits—school, sports, music, video games, crushes, and so 
on. Later on, as adults, most venture into careers outside the 
natural sciences, never to reconnect with prehistoric reptiles 
again unless they have children of their own that develop the 
same predilection. With such a fate befalling most childhood 
paleontological enthusiasts, it is remarkable that a select few of 
us have not only avoided getting sidetracked by other interests 
in life, but have also been able to grow our childhood fascination 
into a preoccupation for extant species which has led us to 
rewarding professional careers in herpetology. 

Today, there are many venues both physical and virtual 
where paleontological enthusiasts young and old can view fossils 

and other displays to learn about prehistoric life. This was not 
always the case, however, with several generations of enthusiasts 
greatly limited in where they could go to explore dinosaurs 
and other prehistoric life beyond their own bookshelves or 
libraries. For those fortunate to have grown up in or around 
certain metropolitan areas, natural history museums may have 
filled this niche and satiated this curiosity. As repositories for 
fossils and centers for paleontological research, natural history 
museums have served as the primary venue for viewing and 
learning about prehistoric life for well over a century, with many 
world-class institutions throughout Europe, North America, and 
elsewhere boasting impressive paleontological collections and 
displays (e.g., Brinkman 2010; Beck and Joger 2018).

Although not traditionally viewed as institutions for learning 
about prehistoric life, several zoos and aquariums have also 
taken on this role, albeit to a much lesser extent than museums, 
with some of the earliest paleontological displays in zoological 
parks dating back more than a century (Wilson 2020). For many 
decades, these paleontological displays were more often than not 
associated with reptile houses, herpetariums, and aquariums, 
where prehistoric reptiles were exhibited alongside extant species 
of herpetofauna living within their collections, connecting life of 
the past to that of the present (Nieuwland 2020). To highlight this 
rich, but rarely recognized or celebrated tradition, this article 
reflects on some of the ways in which paleontology has crossed 
over into the realm of zoo herpetology, highlighting some of 
the zoological parks that have displayed dinosaurs and other 
prehistoric reptiles alongside their living reptile and amphibian 
collections, as well as zoo herpetologists that have contributed 
to the field of paleontology and collaborative paleontological 
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Fig. 1. Predating fossil displays in European natural history museums 
by several decades, the world’s first sculptures depicting dinosaurs 
and other prehistoric species were unveiled throughout the sprawl-
ing gardens at Crystal Palace, London in 1854. These sculptures 
would eventually serve as the inspiration for the first paleontological 
displays in zoological parks.
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studies that have involved participation from zoos. I conclude 
with some reflections on modern paleontological displays in 
zoological parks, their societal value, and their importance to 
zoo herpetology, with an outlook for the future.

early paleonTological displays in zoological parks

Predating the earliest dinosaur fossil displays in European 
natural history museums by several decades, London’s Crystal 
Palace was the first institution to publicly display life-sized 
representations of dinosaurs and other prehistoric reptiles 
(McCarthy 1994). Constructed by Benjamin Waterhouse 
Hawkins under the direction of paleontologist Sir Richard Owen, 
large concrete sculptures depicting various prehistoric species 
including Iguanodon, Hylaeosaurus, Teleosaurus, Mosasaurus, 
Pterodactylus, Ichthyosaurus, and Plesiosaurus were unveiled 
throughout the estate’s sprawling ornamental gardens in 1854 
(Fig. 1; Owen 1854; Phillips 1858; Wilson 2020). Despite their 
crude appearances (most were based on very limited and 
incomplete fossil material—sometimes just a few bones [see 
Owen 1854]), Crystal Palace’s prehistoric sculptures gained 
widespread acclaim, and served as the inspiration behind the 
first paleontological displays in a zoological park, established 
in an extension of Tierpark Hagenbeck (DE) in 1909 (Wilson 
2020). Hagenbeck’s prehistoric park featured numerous concrete 
sculptures by Josef Pallenberg depicting various taxa including 
Diplodocus and Triceratops (Wilson 2020).

Modeled after Hagenbeck’s prehistoric park, the first North 
American zoo to display sculptures of dinosaurs and other 
prehistoric species was the Calgary Zoo, which established its 
own prehistoric park in the 1930s with more than 50 life-sized 
concrete sculptures and various fossil displays (Sanders 2013). 
Finnish-born sculptors Arne Koskeleinen and John Kanerva 
completed the first sculpture, a Chasmosaurus belli in 1935; 
Kanerva and his son then constructed the remaining sculptures 
over the next few years, with the largest being a 36-meter-long 

Brontosaurus which served as the zoo’s official mascot for 
several decades. All of the zoo’s original sculptures except for the 
Brontosaurus, which recently underwent a $1 million restoration 
(Anonymous 2021), were destroyed and replaced in the 1980s 
with more modernized statues and, more recently, animatronic 
displays (Sanders 2013).

Early paleontological displays in zoos were not just limited 
to Western institutions. In Japan, the Higashiyama Zoo began 
displaying life-sized dinosaur sculptures alongside its living 
animal collection shortly after relocating to a new campus in 
1937 (Yuichi 2022); a large prehistoric park remains there today.

paleonTological displays aT repTile houses, herpeTariuMs, 
and aquariuMs

While the early displays at Tierpark Hagenbeck, the Calgary 
Zoo, and Higashiyama Zoo do not appear to have been directly 
tied to any particular taxa living within their collections, various 
other zoological parks have since worked paleontological 
displays into or adjacent to their reptile houses, herpetariums, 
and aquariums, right alongside their living herpetological 
collections. Such displays have ranged from fossil mounts to 
life-sized sculptures, busts, and other reproductions, as well as 
paleoart incorporated into the architecture of these buildings. 
Many can still be viewed today.

Berlin Zoo’s Aquarium.—Feeling competitive pressure from 
Hagenbeck’s Tierpark following its opening in 1907, it was 
decided that the Berlin Zoo needed a large aquarium (not to be 
confused with the Berlin Aquarium, which existed from 1869–
1910; Nieuwland 2020). When completed in 1913, the massive 
multi-storied aquarium building also housed the zoo’s growing 
reptile and amphibian collection and featured a dedicated 
crocodilian wing (Baege 1914). Incorporated into the exterior 
facade of the building was a series of large mosaics and sculpted 
reliefs created by paleoartist Heinrich Harder which depicted 
various ornithischian dinosaurs (Stegosaurus, Triceratops, 

Fig. 2. Mosaics and sculpted reliefs depicting several species of dinosaurs and other prehistoric reptiles, as well as a stone Triceratops inlay 
were incorporated into the architecture of Berlin Zoo’s aquarium building. A 5-m tall Iguanodon statue stands outside the building. 
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Claosaurus, Polacanthus) and other prehistoric reptiles 
(Plesiosaurus, Ichthyosaurus, Pteranodon, Nothosaurus, Belodon, 
Meiolania, Pareiasaurus), and the synapsid Edaphosaurus (Fig. 
2; Nieuwland 2020). Many of these species were portrayed in very 
unnatural body postures with sprawling gaits more reminiscent 
of monitor lizards, reflecting the lack of knowledge with regards to 
their physical appearances at the time. Also sculpted by Harder, a 
stone Triceratops inlay was incorporated into the archway above 
the building’s main entrance, and a 5-m tall Iguanodon statue 
greeted visitors outside the building (Fig. 2). Inside, various 
fossils were displayed throughout the building, including the 
well-preserved skeleton of an Ichthyosaurus (Gradenwitz 1913).

During the Second World War in 1943, the zoo was struck 
by an allied forces bombing that obliterated much of the zoo 
including its aquarium building, resulting in the death of much 
of its animal collection; outside the aquarium building, the 
Iguanodon statue remained largely unscathed (Nieuwland 2020). 
The building was eventually rebuilt after the war, but without 
its prehistoric reliefs or mosaics. Harder’s original plans for his 
mosaics and reliefs were later rediscovered in 1977, and it turned 
out that the mason that had been hired to remove the damaged 
mosaics and reliefs when the building was repaired had simply 
plastered over them, thereby preserving and allowing them to 
eventually be restored to their original conformation in the early 
1980s (Lescaze 2017).

Smithsonian National Zoological Park.—When the 
Smithsonian National Zoological Park (USA) opened a new 
reptile house in 1931 under the direction of William A. Mann, 
various paleontological elements were incorporated into the 
design and architecture of the building. These included an iconic 
Stegosaurus mosaic in the archway over the building’s main 
entrance created by renowned paleoartist Charles R. Knight, as 
well as sculpted stone inlays of Rhamphorynchus-like pterosaurs 

in the portico above the entrance by John Joseph Early (Fig. 3A; 
Murphy and Xanten 2007). The building’s original entrance 
doors, which were later relocated within the building (Murphy 
and Xanten 2007), featured ten magnificently gilded panels 
depicting Stegosaurus and Protoceratops (Fig. 3B; Demeter 2011). 
Plans are currently underway to repair and restore the building’s 
aging entranceway portico and mosaic (Anonymous 2020).

Toledo Zoo.—Sculpted by Arthur Cox in 1934 for the building’s 
opening, two weathered limestone statues of Triceratops and 
Stegosaurus stand outside the Toledo Zoo’s reptile house. Cox also 
sculpted the large scalloped cobra, iguana, and turtle relief that 
greets visitors above the reptile house’s main entrance (Donahue 
and Trump 2007). Seven decades later as part of its “Year of 
Flight” celebration in 2014, the zoo installed an impressive 
series of pterosaur models sculpted by local artists throughout 
its reptile house (Usera 2014). Complementing several gliding 
reptile species living in the collection at the time including 
Ptychozoon kuhlii, Draco volans, and Chrysopelea ornata 
(Haddix 2014), busts of several pterosaur species including 
Nyctosaurus, Dsungaripterus, Anhanguera, Pteranodon ingens, 
and P. sternbergi adorned the walls in a fashion reminiscent of 
the early “heads and horns’’ display of the New York Zoological 
Park (e.g., Hornaday 1907; Fig. 4). Additionally, a life-sized model 
of the diminutive Pterodaustro guinazui was displayed in a 
glass case, and an impressive 6-m tall full-body reproduction 
of Quetzalcoatlus northropi stood as the centerpiece of the 
installation (Fig. 4).

Royal Artis Zoo.—At Amsterdam’s Royal Artis Zoo (NL), 
two large ⅔ scale sculptures of a Stegosaurus and Allosaurus 
were installed near its aquarium building between 1953 and 
1954. Boudewijn Bollee, a long-term reptile keeper who began 
working at the zoo in 1906 at the age of 12, established a studio 
for constructing these concrete and wire sculptures behind 

Fig. 3. A) A Stegosaurus mosaic and Rhamphorynchus-like pterosaur inlays are incorporated into the stone portico above the main entrance 
to the Smithsonian National Zoological Park’s reptile house; B) gilded Stegosaurus and Protoceratops adorn the original entrance doors to the 
Smithsonian National Zoological Park’s reptile house, which are now housed in an indoor space.
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the reptile house, where he worked on them over his lunch 
breaks (Nieuwland 2014; Anonymous 2019). Bollee also created 
several large sculptures of extant reptiles that were displayed 
throughout the zoo including Hydrosaurus and Chamaeleo, and 
constructed many of the reptile house’s indoor habitats. Today, 
his dinosaur sculptures remain popular climbing structures for 
children to play on at the zoo. In addition to Bollee’s sculptures, 
up until around the opening of its Micropia museum in 2014, the 
zoo featured a small museum building that displayed various 
fossils, casts and models highlighting a range of prehistoric 
species including Archaeopteryx, Stegosaurus, Triceratops, and 
Velociraptor.

Philadelphia Zoo.—When the Philadelphia Zoo (USA) 
opened a new reptile house under the direction of Roger Conant 
in 1972, a 2-m tall bronze statue of Hadrosaurus foulkii, the first 
fossil dinosaur skeleton to be exhibited publicly in 1868 (Spamer 
2004), was installed outside the building’s entrance (Conant 1997) 
where it remains to this day (Fig. 5). The statue, commissioned 
from sculptor Dexter Jones, bears special significance to the zoo; 
not only was the type specimen of H. foulkii discovered less than 
30 km away in nearby Haddonfield, New Jersey (Leidy 1859), its 
discoverer and eponym William Parker Foulke was an original 
founder of the Philadelphia Zoological Society in 1859.

Bochum Tierpark und Fossilium.—An assortment of 
fossils and casts of prehistoric ammonites, fish and reptiles 
including Archaeopteryx, Pterodactylus, Rhammphorhynchus, 
Eurysternum wagleri, Pleuorsaurus goldfussi, Homeosaurus, and 
Kallimodon are displayed at the Bochum Tierpark und Fossilium 
(DE). With many of the fossil specimens collected by geologist 
and taxidermist Helmut Leichs from nearby Altmühltal, one 
of the richest Jurassic fossil deposits in the world, the fossils 
and casts have been displayed inside the park’s aquarium and 
terrarium building alongside its living collection of reptiles, 
amphibians and fishes since 1996.

Additional Institutions.—Pterosaurs appear to be one 
of the most common prehistoric reptiles displayed at zoo 
reptile houses, especially in the United States. For instance, in 
addition to the aforementioned pterosaurs at the Smithsonian 
National Zoological Park and Toledo Zoo, a large sculpture 

commissioned from Marshall M. Fredericks in 1960 depicting 
two Rhamphorhyncus-like pterosaurs battling over a fish (Knoll 
and López-Antoñanzas 2010) greets visitors outside the Detroit 
Zoo’s (USA) Holden Reptile Conservation Center. At the Turtle 
Back Zoo (USA), a life-sized model of Pterodactylus is suspended 
from the ceiling of its reptile house which opened in 2006.

Fossil casts of prehistoric reptiles including Stenopterygius 
and Sarcosuchus imperator (Fig. 6) are displayed in Cologne 
Zoo’s (DE) aquarium building which opened in 1971 and 
currently houses the institution’s expansive reptile and 
amphibian collection and associated conservation programs. 
At the St. Augustine Alligator Farm Zoological Park (USA), a 
series of prehistoric crocodilian skulls including Sarcosuchus 
and Deinosuchus are prominently displayed inside a small 
museum building. There, alongside a taxidermied Gomek, one 
of the largest Estuarine Crocodiles (Crocodylus porosus) ever 
maintained in captivity, the skulls highlight the evolutionary 
history and ancestry of crocodilians, linking them to the 26 living 
representatives currently maintained by the park.

In Bangkok, Thailand’s metropolitan region, two zoological 
parks have linked dinosaurs to their living reptile collections. At 
the Dusit Zoo, statues of nondescript ornithischian dinosaurs 
greeted visitors outside its reptile house up until the zoo’s closure 
in 2018. Across the city at the Samut Prakan Crocodile Farm 
and Zoo, life-sized concrete sculptures of a large theropod and 
sauropod stand outside a small dinosaur museum that features 
fossil casts and models of various species (Cohen 2010).

During its brief existence in the late 1990s and early 2000s, 
the Long Island Reptile Museum, a large reptile zoo located in 

Fig. 4. Hand-sculpted pterosaur busts (Pteranodon sternbergi top; 
Anhanguera sp. bottom) and a life-sized model of Quetzalcoatlus 
northropi were unveiled in the Toledo Zoo’s reptile house as part of 
the zoo's “Year of Flight” celebration in 2014.

Fig. 5. A statue commemorating the 1858 discovery of Hadrosaurus 
foulkii in nearby Haddonfield, New Jersey stands outside the Phila-
delphia Zoo’s reptile house. 
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the suburbs of New York City (USA), displayed various fossils 
and casts alongside its living reptile and amphibian collection 
including a large Triceratops skull and several display cases with 
smaller mosasaurid specimens (Mendyk 2015). Just prior to the 
facility’s forced closure, architectural plans had been drafted 
and construction had begun aboard a large, decommissioned 
ferry to develop a second facility—a floating reptile zoo and 
dinosaur museum that would be docked in New York City on the 
East River in a popular tourist area of lower Manhattan (Stewart 
2003). However, due to the negative publicity and fallout from 
the closure of the Long Island Reptile Museum which included 
major animal welfare concerns and citations, the project was 
abandoned (Mendyk 2015).

diTMars and dinosaurs

Joining the New York Zoological Society (NYZS) in 1899, Ray-
mond Ditmars (1876–1942) led an incredibly productive 40+ year 
career as the first reptile curator of the New York Zoological Park 
(now the Bronx Zoo), having authored numerous articles and 
books on reptiles and amphibians, developed new herpetological 
husbandry techniques, and played an important role in the devel-
opment and production of snake antivenoms (Wood 1944; Card 
and Murphy 2000; Murphy 2007). Beyond his primary curatorial 
duties and herpetological focus, Ditmars also contributed to pale-
ontological matters in various capacities.

Around 1913, Henry Fairfield Osborn, renowned paleontolo-
gist and president of the American Museum of Natural History 
(AMNH), sought Ditmars’ assistance with developing the body 
posturing for a new Tyrannosaurus fossil mount that was planned 
for the museum’s Cretaceous Dinosaur Hall (Osborn 1913; Mat-
thew 1915). Ditmars was consulted based on his familiarity with 
the anatomy and predatory behaviors of extant reptiles after 
three previous posturing studies presented by paleoartist Erwin 
S. Christman proved unsatisfactory (Osborn 1913). Ditmars’ final 
proposal had two Tyrannosaurus opposing one another, with one 
crouched over its hadrosaur prey and the second advancing in a 
posture reflective of the “convulsive single spring and tooth grip 
which distinguishes the combat of reptiles from that of all mam-
mals”. The resulting 3-foot tall maquette (Fig. 7) was later incor-
porated into the museum’s new Tyrannosaurus exhibit which 
opened to widespread acclaim in 1915 and featured the world’s 
first fossil mount of the species (only one individual, assembled 
from two incomplete specimens; Osborn 1913; Brown 1915). Dit-

mars was consulted again by Osborn for his insights on bipedal-
ism and locomotion in extant lizards for a study on the skeletal 
adaptations of Ornitholestes, Struthiomimus, and Tyrannosaurus 
(Osborn 1916). 

In addition to his extensive popular and scientific writings, 
Ditmars is also widely recognized for his pioneering work in the 
production of wildlife films, having produced and directed close 
to 100 films and documentary shorts between 1912 and 1921 
(IMDB 2022). In 1918 he produced the silent film Evolution (Wood 
1944; Noble 2016; IMDB 2022), which was later reissued in 1925 
with some of the first stop-motion animation featuring dinosaurs 
(Triceratops and Tyrannosaurus) by Willis O’Brien (known for his 
animation work appearing in The Lost World [1925] and King Kong 
[1933]). Later in 1935, together with illustrator-coauthor Helene 
Carter, Ditmars released “The Book of Prehistoric Animals” (Dit-
mars and Carter 1935), which was one of the first illustrated chil-
dren’s books on dinosaurs and other prehistoric life (Fig. 8).

paleonTological sTudies in zoological parks

By nature of their diverse reptile and amphibian collections, 
zoological parks lend themselves well to paleontological studies 
that seek to infer details about the biology of extinct taxa through 
extant species with shared ancestry or analogous traits. Zoos often 
maintain living representatives of reptile and amphibian species 
that typically are not available to university or museum research 
labs including some representatives of monotypic genera (e.g., 
Lanthanotus, Loxocemus, Shinisaurus) as well as rare, threatened 
or evolutionarily important representatives of mostly extinct 
clades (e.g., Andrias, Dermatemys mawii, Proteus bavaricus) that 
may be of evolutionary, ecological, behavioral, or physiological 
importance. Even more commonly maintained reptile and am-
phibian taxa in zoos can be valuable for analogous paleontologi-
cal studies, yet zoos largely remain an untapped resource, with 
only a few institutions regularly participating in such research. 

Perhaps most notably, the St. Augustine Alligator Farm Zoo-
logical Park, due largely in part to its expansive crocodilian collec-
tion, has contributed data and biological materials to various pa-
leontological studies on extinct archosaurs. These have included 
studies on bite force and tooth pressure (e.g., Erickson et al. 2012), 
anatomy and allometry (Whiting et al. 2016; O’Brien et al. 2019), 
functional morphology (Farmer 2015; Otero et al. 2017), nesting 
and egg incubation (Tanaka and Zelenitsky 2014; Tanaka et al. 
2015), and taphonomy (Drumheller and Brochu 2016). These, and 
other studies that have incorporated data from zoo-maintained 
reptiles, such as a series of studies that used captive Komodo 
Dragons (Varanus komodoensis) to gain insights on the feeding 
dynamics of theropod dinosaurs (e.g., D’Amore and Blumen-
schine 2009, 2012; D’Amore et al. 2011), serve as useful models for 
how zoos can play contributing roles in paleontological research.

While it is likely that many zoological parks would welcome 
the opportunity to contribute to paleontological research, it may 
not be evident to most zoo biologists and their institutions that 
such opportunities exist. Similarly, since zoos and aquariums are 
not typical venues for paleontological research, it is also likely that 
many paleontologists may be unaware of these opportunities as 
well. Thus, networking and increasing dialogue on the potential 
for collaborative studies between these respective communities 
will be important for bridging this divide, just as such efforts will 
be for advancing zoo-museum collaborations (Poo et al. 2022).

Fig. 6. A Sarcosuchus imperator skull cast can be viewed with other 
prehistoric reptile fossils (e.g., Stenopterygius) and bio-artifacts at 
Cologne Zoo’s aquarium building alongside its living collection. 

PH
O

TO
 B

Y 
TH

O
M

A
S 

ZI
EG

LE
R



Herpetological Review 53(3), 2022

545545

Why link paleonTology To herpeTological collecTions in zoos?

Globally, zoos and aquariums see more than 700 million 
visitors a year (Gusset and Dick 2010), affording near-limitless 
opportunities to engage and educate diverse audiences on 
important topics and issues relating to science, conservation, and 
the environment. Zoo herpetologists make up just a small subset 
of this massive educational network, but work very hard—even 
struggling at times, to provide advocacy that seeks to change 
negative attitudes, stereotypes, and perceptions towards reptiles 
and amphibians and inspire appreciation of them (Murphy and 
Mitchell 1989; Marcellini and Murphy 1998; Murphy et al. 2020). 
While there are many strategies that can be applied towards 
these goals, one such approach taken by some zoological parks 
has been to utilize the public’s fascination with prehistoric life 
to generate interest in extant reptile and amphibian species by 
displaying dinosaurs and other prehistoric species alongside 
living herpetological collections (Nieuwland 2020).

Additionally, displaying animal life in an evolutionary context 
by incorporating extinct taxa can help paint a clearer picture of 
how seemingly biologically discordant taxa such as amphibians, 
reptiles, birds, and mammals are intimately connected through 
their shared ancestry. At the same time, paleontological displays 
can help address gaps in common knowledge and frequently 
misunderstood topics in biology (and herpetology) such as 
evolution (Greene 1990; Gregory 2009; Gregory and Ellis 2009), as 
well as dispel common myths and misconceptions. For example, 
zoos can use these opportunities to inform visitors that dinosaurs 
are only distantly related to modern reptiles, that not all dinosaurs 
are extinct and that birds are theropod dinosaurs, and that despite 
appearing “primitive”, lizards, crocodilians and tuatara are not 
actually “living dinosaurs”.

Paleontological displays in zoos can also be used to emphasize 
the importance of, and generate interest in natural history, a field 
that seems to have fallen out of favor amongst the general public 
as more and more people become increasingly disconnected from 
nature (e.g., Kareiva 2008; Mayer et al. 2009). This can also help 
counter an unfortunate trend in zoos where educational signage 
and messaging now features less information on natural history, 

focusing heavily instead, and in some cases almost exclusively 
on conservation-related messaging. Incorporating displays of 
dinosaurs and other prehistoric life can offer new ways for zoos 
to introduce topics in natural history to the general public, which 
could help resurrect interest and knowledge in this declining field.

Fig. 7. A 3-foot-tall maquette based on Raymond Ditmars’ posturing study for a proposed Tyrannosaurus fossil mount at the American Mu-
seum of Natural History. Although his design was not used due to the lack of two complete specimens, his maquette was displayed alongside 
the world’s first Tyrannosaurus fossil display that opened to the public at the museum in 1915. From: Osborn (1913).

Fig. 8. Together with illustrator-coauthor Helen Carter, Raymond 
Ditmars produced The Book of Prehistoric Animals in 1935, which 
was one of the first illustrated children’s books on dinosaurs and 
other prehistoric life.
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Modern-day displays in zoos and prospecTus For The FuTure

With the explosive rise in the popularity of dinosaurs amongst 
the general public over the last several decades, prehistoric 
reptile displays and exhibitions ranging from static models 
and statues to articulated animatronic displays have become 
widespread and now comprise a massive global industry. Many 
zoos and aquariums have capitalized on this popularity and 
the accessibility of animatronic dinosaur displays to help drive 
admissions and offer new and engaging experiences for their 
guests. However, despite how popular and successful these 
exhibitions have been for zoos and aquariums, much like many 
modern natural history museum galleries that have sacrificed 
educational content for entertainment (Benton 2008), they tend 
to have a very different presentation and focus and lack the 
intimacy of paleontological displays of the past—especially those 
incorporated into reptile houses, herpetariums, and aquariums.

While some animatronic dinosaur displays have been 
criticized for their poor attention to detail (Carpenter 2012), 
especially those displayed outside of museums where anatomical 
correctness may not be considered important (Cohen 2010), 
a more substantive criticism of modern-day exhibitions in 
zoological parks is their general lack of connectivity to extant 
species, particularly those living and displayed within the 
institution’s collection. Coupled with a minimal educational 
focus, many of these displays essentially fill the same niche in 
zoos as zipline adventures, rope obstacle courses, Lego animal 
statue displays, and other ‘novelty’ attractions. While providing 
fun and memorable guest experiences is a common goal shared 
by all zoos and aquariums, entertainment and education need 
not be opposing, conflicting or mutually exclusive goals here, 
especially when education lies at the core mission of these 
institutions.

As conservation organizations, zoos and aquariums may also 
be missing out on key opportunities to utilize paleontological 
displays and attractions to raise awareness of modern-day 
conservation challenges and threats faced by wildlife. After all, 
is there a more perfect spokesgroup for communicating the 
permanence and perils of extinction than dinosaurs and other 
prehistoric species? Here, zoos could get creative and even 
incorporate prehistoric taxa into their conservation messaging 
and fundraising pitches: “T. rex may be gone, but we can still 
save the Komodo Dragon. Support wildlife conservation efforts 
because extinction is forever…”

Finally, as more zoos and aquariums develop their own 
prehistoric parks and incorporate animatronic dinosaur 
exhibitions and other paleontological displays into their 
operational models – even if only temporarily, it will be important 
for them to maximize the educational capabilities of these 
exhibits to draw intimate connections to their living collections, 
especially their reptiles and amphibians. Introducing children to 
the world of living reptiles and amphibians through the shock, 
excitement and wonder of dinosaurs and other prehistoric species 
may give reptiles and amphibians a much-needed conservation 
boost by creating more herpetologically sympathetic advocates 
for their protection and conservation. Additionally, forging 
such connections and highlighting the interconnectivity of the 
sciences of paleontology and herpetology may even help steer 
some of these individuals towards future careers in herpetology, 
just as an early interest in paleontology did so for many of us.
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