HKU Earth Scientist
Reconstructs Feathered Dinosaurs in the Flesh
with High Power Lasers
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Until now it has been hard to get an accurate idea of the
shape of a dinosaur from its fossilised remains, as only their
bones are usually preserved.
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Dr Michael Pittman and his collaborators reconstructed the first
highly detailed body outline of a feathered dinosaur based on
high-definition images of its preserved soft tissues.
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Laser-stimulated fluorescence (LSF) uses high power lasers
to makes unseen soft tissues preserved alongside the bones,
literally “glow in the dark™ by fluorescence.
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Anchiornis wing
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The technique developed by collaborator Tom Kaye of the
Foundation for Scientific Advancement, scans the fossils
with a violet laser in a dark room.
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The laser “excites” the few skin atoms left in the matrix
making them glow, to reveal what the shape of the dinosaur
actually looked like.
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The quantitative reconstruction shows the contours of the
wings, legs and even perfectly preserved foot scales,
providing new detalls that illuminate the origin of birds.
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Over 200 specimens of the feathered bird-like dinosaur
Anchiornis were examined to find those with special
preservation.
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This Late Jurassic animal (~160 million years old) lived

close to the time when palaeontologists think birds first
appeared.
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Dr. Pittman and his colleagues found that the shape of wing was in
many ways similar to modern birds,
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but it also had some seemingly primitive characteristics like
feathers arranged more evenly across the wing rather than in
distinct rows.
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These new insights provide crucial information for reconstructing
how dinosaurs experimented and eventually achieved flight.
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HKU
Online
Learning

Free HKU online course Dinosaur Ecosystems
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Week 3: Meat eating dinosaurs -
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Dr. Michael Pittman, HKU Earth Sciences
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Email: mpittman@hku.hk

FB: www.facebook.com/PalaeoPittman
Twitter: @PalaeoPittman

Tel: 39177840
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