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              The Age of Reptiles Mural

at the Yale Peabody Museum
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[  | Jurassic | Triassic | Permian | Carboniferous & Devonian ] 

The Making of the Mural, 1942-1947 

Purchasing Mural Posters & Memorabilia 


The vivid scene reproduced from Rudolph Zallinger's famous dinosaur mural The Age of Reptiles, overlooking the Great Hall in Yale's Peabody Museum, is far more than a magnificent work of art. It is also a scientific document transforming the knowledge, ideas, and thoughts of many scholars of ancient life into realistic and accurate images. The mural is one of the largest in the world, measuring 110 feet long by 16 feet high, and required more than four and a half years (1943-1947) to complete. 

It is at once a motion picture and a time machine, a menagerie and a botanical garden that portrays an almost unimaginable chapter of earth history spanning more than 300 million years. The animals and plants of this panorama -- most never having been seen by human eyes -- have been resurrected for our contemplation and wonderment. Here, the textbook names take on new meaning; our mind's eye perceives the reality and magnificence of unfamiliar plants and communities of astonishing animals. 

Paradoxically, a curious tension results from the status of The Age of Reptiles as both scientific document and work of art. Although artistic styles certainly change, each work of art represents a complete and final rendering of the artist's vision at the time it is finished. Science, on the other hand, with its restless accretion of new facts, is always changing, and no statement or concept long remains understood in the same way as when it was originally formulated. Thus, our views of the course of plant and animal evolution have undergone many alterations since Zallinger applied the last brush stroke to his masterwork in 1947. Progress has been particularly rapid in the area of plant history, with whole new chapters being written about the origin and evolution of early land plants at the beginning of the mural's span in the Devonian, and again with early flowering-plant history in the closing scenes of the panorama in the Cretaceous period. The fact that the mural still speaks with such power and eloquence is a tribute to Zallinger's foresight and artistry as well as to the care and dedication of the scientists he consulted. 

If we return to the motion-picture, time-machine analogy, what we see in this panorama is a composite of many moments during the 300-million-year span it portrays. Time moves in real sequence from right to left -- from the Devonian period of almost 400 million years ago to the late Cretaceous, a chapter that ended some 65 million years ago...

