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Less than 50 ago, but the history is fading ...

w o7 - it -
You don't just pick up a dinosaur bone and slip it into
a paint brush to sweep clinging bits of earth from an ages-old bone. vour pocket. Instead you use a power crane and a truck.

George, Jean. 1973a. Supersaurus, the biggest brute ever.
Denver Post, Empire Magazine. May 13, 1973.




Where we’re going in this talk

1. Historical context
2. Our interpretation of the bones
3. Taxonomic implications

4. Existential despair

There is no final authority
but ourselves to help us
choose rightly. We must

choose without ever
knowing the consequences
of the choice.
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1972:

Jim Jensen at
Dry Mesa Quarry
Colorado

First big
scapulocoracoid.
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1972:

Jim Jensen at
Dry Mesa Quarry
Colorado

First big
scapulocoracoid.




Life sized: 2.7 m (8 feet)




1973: All over the media
Time

Life

National Geographic

Reader’s Digest

New York Times

TR D BTe Rl )

MONSTER OF MONSTERS,
A whaose shoulder blade alone islong-
er than discoverer Dr. James Jen-
sen (right), was unearthed at Dry Mesa
quarry in Colorado. Although only this
bone and several others have been found,
they justify its nickname, “Supersaurus.”
If, as seems probable, Supersaurus was
a four-footed herbivore built slong the
lines of Brachiosaurus, it thus becomes the
biggest of ull dinosaurs, as shown in a con-
jectural drawing (above) with a Brachie-
sawrus and a man for comparison.
Supersaurus may have weighed as much
as a hundred tons—equal 1o a herd of 15
African elephants. If so, it becomes the
lurgest land animal of all time und
outweighs most great whales.



SUPERSAURUS,

giant of the giants

page 14
THE MAGAZINE OF THE DENVER POST « VOICE OF THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN EMPIRE®




SUPERSAURUS,
' giants
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e 8 S page 14
THE MAGAZINE OF THE DENVER POST o VOICE OF THE ROCKY MOUNTAIN EMPIRE®




Other material included a huge cervical verteb

¥

3P ST, SSATI DR, 1
E SRR R

Pathetic | .
Diplodocus
cervical










By 1978, a second
scapulocoracoid
had been found
and excavated.

Photograph of cast at
Dinosaur Journey museum.
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48 THE COLONIST, Fri., August 3, 1979

BACKGROUND

Bones found of what may be largest animal

Ultrasaurus

Colonist—New York Times Service

NEW YORK — A Utah paleontolo-
gist, digging in an ancient dry river
bed on a windswept Colorado mesa,
has found bones of the biggest dino-
saur that has yet been discovered.

He found skeletal parts of a huge
animal that he estimates would have
been able to look into a top floor win-
dow of a building five or six stories
high. It was about 50 to 60 feet tall, had
a 40-foot-long neck, was about 80 feet
long and probably weighed 80 tons.

Dr. James Jensen, the paleontolo-
gist, identified the relic as having
come from a species of Brachiosaurus,
a genus in the sauropod family of
long-necked herbivorous dinosaurs.
Jensen, who is curator of the Earth
Sciences Museum at Brigham Young
University in Provo, Utah, believes
the creature may have been the lar-
gesthnnlmal that ever walked the
eart

He based his conclusions on the fact
that the first bone uncovered, a scap-
ula, or shoulder blade, was nine feet
long. A scapula of such huge size, he
calculated, must 'have come from a
creature with correspondingly gigan-
tic proportions that could be extrapo-
lated accurately by dinosaur experts.

SEVEN YEARS AGO, near the same
site, the scientist had found a scapula
of a different dinosaur that was nearly
eight feet long. At the time, dinosaur
experts agreed that that animal was
probably the largest discovered.

But a few weeks ago, scrabbling
around in the rocky soil of the mesa,
located in a remote section of south-
west Colorado, he and his crew unco-
vered what resembled a giant, bone-
shaped dog biscuit. It was the scapula,
or shoulder blade, of a dinosaur.

Quickly identifying it as having come
from one of the Brachiosaurids, the
largest of the dinosaur families, Jen-

sen calculated that the length of the
scapula indicated that the animal's
leg bones alone must have been 20 feet
tall. He also determined that the bone
had come from a species of Bra-
chiosaurus different from the type
:)l:a‘l‘ had had the eight-foot shoulder
ade.

In an telephone interview, Jensen
pointed out that Brachiosaurids were
the largest known dinosaurs and lived
in the late Jurassic period some 140
million years ago.

They have been described by dino:
saur historians as having been gentle
plant-eaters that walked on four legs
with their necks held upright like a
giraffe’s as they browsed the high
limbs of trees. The tallest giraffes
reach a height of about 20 feet.

JENSEN, WHO IS known as ‘Dino-
saur Jim" to his fellow paleontologists,
has again attracted scientists to a
problem that has been puzzling them

-

for years. Those who study the physiol-
ogy of both living and extinct animals
have long wondered how blood reaches
the heads of animals so tall as dino-
saurs and giraffes.

“They want to know what kind of
heart a dinosaur could have had that
could pump a column of blood 70 or
80 feet high," he said. ““A giraffe has a
four-chambered heart and we think
most dinosaurs had two-chambered
hearts. But I'm going to leave that
problem to the paleophysiologists,”
he added.

Paradoxically, the huge Brachio-
saurids had tiny brains that manipu-
lated their front legs and jaws. They
are believed to have had a second
small brain on their spinal cord near
the pelvis that provided the impulses
to move their tails and rear legs. The
largest assembled skeleton of one, dis-
covered in Africa, is on display in the
Berlin Museum in Germany. The ani-
mal was 42 feet tall.

Jensen's discovery, when complete-
ly assembled, would also dwarf the
two large dinosaurs that are on exhibit
in the fourth-floor dinosaur halls of
New York's American Museum of Nat-
ural History. There, visitors are greet-
ed with lifelike facsimiles of a plant-
eating Brontosaurus that is mare than
60 feet long and a smaller carnivi
Tyrannosaurus rex.

THE UTAH SCIENTIST said that his
~latest find had been nicknamed *‘ultra-
saurus” but “it may take years be-
fore we can dig out all of its fossilized
remains, positively glassify it and
christen it with a formal scientific
name,” he added.

In the scientific method of naming
newly discovered species, the disco-
verer has the privilege of selecting the
species name. “I don't know yet what
that will be,” Jensen said.

He plans to halt the painstaking
work of uncovering the remainder of

ever to walk the earth

the dinosaur's bones by mid-August
so that his team can transport the
relics that have been unearthed back
to his vertebrate laboratory on the
Brigham Young campus 300 miles
away in Provo, where they can be
examined and classified.

“I think the main significance of this
finding is that it may eventually help
scientists find out how these animals

mals and tremen-
dous blood pressure .
needed. We might somed?
something about human physiolog
from them.”

Jensen plans to return each year to
the Colorado dig, perched on a quarry-
like shelf of the tree-studded mesa
that lies high above the Escalante
Valley on the western slope of the
Rocky Mountains. Millions of years
ago it was a river bed in which the
bones of hundreds of ancient animals
had collected.

Rhodesia

rearing
its head

the %ay

Colonist—New York Times Service

LONDON — About all that
most Britons know about the
Commonwealth is that its
politicians sometimes have a
class picture taken in the
backyard of 10 Downing
Street.

The work of Common-
wealth co-operation is not
something that gets much
space in the newspapers.
This week the class—the
heads of 40 states—is meet-
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This one really
does seem to be
brachiosaurid.

Left:
“Ultrasaurus”

scapulocoracoid
BYU 9462.

Right:
Giraffatitan

brancai scapula
HMN Sa 9.




By now Supersaurus was considered diplodocid




Remember this
lump of rock?




Remember this
lump of rock?



Jensen desighated
it as a third

new sauropod
Dystylosaurus
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Ultrasaurus macintoshi holotype

Not the scapulocoracoid, but a posterior dorsal vertebra.




Supersaurus vivinae holotype

It’s not clear whether it’s the first or second scapula.




These decisions will return to haunt us




“Ultrasaurus” had
already been used
by Kim 1983

The name was replaced by
Ultrasauros Olshevsky 1991,




Curtice et al. (1996) on the Ultrasauros dorsal

Showed convincingly
that the dorsal vertebra
is not brachiosaurid

but diplodocid, and
referred it to
Supersaurus.

Since this is the type,
Ultrasauros became
a junior synonym.




Curtice et%

\ P

.. And referred the Ultrasauros
scapulocoracoid to Brachiosaurus.
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. And referred the Ultrasauros
scapulocoracoid to Brachiosaurus.
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. and that’s the story so far

* Ultrasaurus renamed Ultrasauros.
* Ultrasauros synonymised with Supersaurus.
* Dystylosaurus synonymised with Supersaurus.

* (And the
Ultrasauros
scapulocoracoid
referred to
Brachiosaurus.)
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The “Supersauriis: cervicalistalbiy Barosauis
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Baroesauri
cervical:
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Tk I\y a big Barosaurus?




The Dystylosaurus vertebra says no

Dystylosaurus D?3-4 Barosaurus D3 Barosaurus D7



So what are the options? (part 1)

1. We’re wrong about the big cervical being Barosaurus.



So what are the options? (part 1)
I. We’le VV|W%W. : : -

2. We’re wrong about Dystylosaurus not being Barosaurus.



So what are the options? (part 1)

:l. ‘A‘E’FE “lFSHg EIEE l II I 0 . l I . B :

3. There are two giant diplodocids in Dry Mesa Quarry.

... But what are they?



What are the two Dry Mesa diplodocids?

Barosaurus is Barosaurus. That part is easy.




But what, if anything, is Supersaurus?

Must be determined by the type scapulocoracoid ... which is?
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But what, if anything, is Supersaurus?

Must be determined by the type scapulocoracoid ... which is?
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Are the two&apulocoracoids
even from the same species?
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Are the twoist pulocoracoids
even from the same species?
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Are the two&apulocoracoids
even from the same species?



L ¥ g

L.
BN

<

Are the twossCapulocoracoids
even from the same species?
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Are the twossCapulocoracoids
even from the same species?



Is it Barosaurus?

Barosaurus
AMNH 6341.




AHOSAUNIUS

Mounted cast in
UMNH gallery







Is it Barosaurus?

Barosaurus
AMNH 6341.

Does not closely
resemble either
of the Supersaurus
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So what are the options? (part 2)

1A. Scap A is the holotype and does not belong to Barosaurus.
1B. Scap B is the holotype and does not belong to Barosaurus.

= Supersaurus is a valid genus.
(And the Dystylosaurus vertebra probably belongs to it.)




So what are the options? (part 2)

1A. Scap A is the holotype and does not belong to Barosaurus.
1B. Scap B is the holotype and does not belong to Barosaurus.

= Supersaurus is a valid genus.
(And the Dystylosaurus vertebra probably belongs to it.)

2A. Scap A is the holotype and belongs to Barosaurus.
2B. Scap B is the holotype and belongs to Barosaurus.

= Supersaurus is a synonym of Barosaurus.



What follows if Supersaurus is Barosaurus?

The Dystylosaurus
vertebra is not
Barosaurus.

Dystylosaurus D?3-4 Barosaurus D3



What follows if Supersaurus is Barosaurus?
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Dystylosaurus D?3-4

The Dystylosaurus
vertebra is not
Barosaurus.

So the name
pops back into
existence.



Dystylosaurus is indeterminate

The name exists or not according to whether a completely
different name (Supersaurus) is valid.
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It’s even worse for Ultrasauros

* It might be Barosaurus
(like the cervical)

* It might be Supersaurus

* If Supersaurus is undiagnosable,
it might be Dystylosaurus

* |t could still be its own genus:
Ultrasauros




Here’s that existential despair we promised

When Descartes said
‘Conquer yourself rather
than the world’,
what he meant was ...
that we should act
without hope.
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Cladogram
(Unresolved trichotomy)

Supersaurus

Ultrasauros

Dystylosaurus
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without hope.
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Here’s that existential despair we promised

When Descartes said
‘Conquer yourself rather
than the world’,
what he meant was ...
that we should act
without hope.

Principal Component Analysis
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Conclusions

* We are in danger of losing the history

* Specimen-number assignments are confused

* We don’t know which element is the Supersaurus holotype
* We don’t know whether it is diagnosable

* The names Dystylosaurus and Ultrasaurus depend on it



Conclusions

* We are in danger of losing the history

* Specimen-number assignments are confused

* We don’t know which element is the Supersaurus holotype
* We don’t know whether it is diagnosable

* The names Dystylosaurus and Ultrasaurus depend on it

The way forward

* Determine which scapulocoracoid is the Supersaurus type
* Try to find diagnhostic autapomorphies

* Discover if Supersaurus is valid

* Profit!
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Can it become the Supersaurus neotype?

Chapter 16: Types in the Species Group

Article 75. Neotypes.

75.1. Definition. A neotype is the name-bearing type of a nominal species-
group taxon designated under conditions specified in this Article when no
name-bearing type specimen (i.e. holotype, lectotype, syntype or prior neotype)
is believed to be extant and an author considers that a name-bearing type is
necessary to define the nominal taxon objectively. The continued existence of

paratypes or paralectotypes does not in itself preclude the designation of a
neotype.

An ICZN petition is possible, but who wants to do that?
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Meanwhile ...
the Ultrasauros
scapulocoracoid
may well not be
Brachiosarus.

This isn’t even Brachiosaurus
It’s Giraffatitan, from Africa

Right:
Giraffatitan

brancai scapula
HMN Sa 9.
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Meanwhile ...
the Ultrasa
scapulocoracoid
may well not be
Brachiosarus.

So maybe someone
should give it its
own name?

Left:
“Ultrasauros”

scapulocoracoid
BYU 9462.
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Meanwhile ...
the Ultrasa
scapulocoracoid
may well not be
Brachiosarus.

So maybe someone
should give it its

own name?
Ultrasauras?
Left:
“Ultrasauros”
scapulocoracoid
BYU 9462.
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