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Diplodocus In the Great Hall of the Natural History Museum, London. Photo by

Everybody likes a good dinosaur story, but one of the best dinosaur stories of
them all centers on the man who gave these remarkably extinct beasts their
name.

He was Sir Richard Owen (1804-1892). In his day, Sir Richard was a celebrated
naturalist and founder of the British Museum of Natural History. Some time
around 1839, Sir Richard began studying the bony remains of extinct races of
reptiles: the carnivorous Megalosaurus, the herbivorous lguanodon, and the
armored Hylaeosaurus.

To name these creatures, Owen compounded two Greek words: Seivo¢
(deinés), which means horrible or fearful, and oavpog (sa(ros), or lizard. The
result was dinosaurian or dinosaurs. For Owen, the reptiles were “terrible" or
“terribly fearful,” a term which still holds great resonance even when staring at
their long since petrified skeletons within the safe confines of a 21 century
museum.

The word dinosaur made Its literary debut in a long monograph Owen wrote
called “Report on British Reptiles, Part I." for an 1841 Issue of the Report of the
British Association for the Advancement of Science. In 1873, the term
appeared again in The Story of Earth and Man, a popular natural history text
by J.W. Dawson. Following more and more unearthing of these creatures’
remains, the use of “dinosaur” only grew more entrenched in both the fossil
record and our popular imaginations.

The Oxford English Dictionary also describes the origin of the slang use of
dinosaur, which refers to someone or something that has failed to adapt to a
new environment or circumstances. The O.E.D. notes that the term used in
that sense first appeared in the Manchester Guardian (now known as The
Guardian) on April 3, 1952. This reference Is actually incorrect, however: The
article, written by the famed British Journalist Alistair Cooke, instead appeared
In the newspaper on March 31, 1952. What's more, the word was used in a
quote from a speech by Harry Truman at the Jefferson-Jackson Day Dinner In
Washington D.C. on March 29, 1952. Criticizing the G.O.P., “Give 'Em Hell
Harry" ralled: “This is the kind of dinosaur school of Republican strategy. They
want to go back to prehistoric times...this...would only get the dinosaur
vote—and there are not many of them left, except over at the Smithsonian."

Regardless of its origins, it is never a compliment to be called a dinosaur by a
younger colleague or relative.

CALL IN FRIDAY 2 - 4 PM ET 844-724-8255

Page 1 of 2

tke son ) O O

ABOUT Q

FEATURED READING

Elon Musk: Tesla,
SpaceX, and the
Quest for a
Fantastic Future
by Ashlee Vance

ADVERTISEMENT

Listen to daily
updates from

Studio 360

on Flipboard.

YOU MIGHT ALSO LIKE...

Beyond the Pie Chart

Information designer David McCandless uses
beautiful, complex graphics to illuminate
sclence, leaving the lowly pie chart in the...

The Octopus Whisperer

To keep the brainy creatures healthy in
captivity, caretakers employ a variety of
tricks—including dog toys.

Picture of the Week: Cock-Eyed
Squid

This midwater cephalopod sports different-
size eyes for different functions.

Take a Selfielopod for
#CephalopodWeek!

Print one of our cutouts and take your own
selfielopod for Cephalopod Week.

MOST POPULAR

Bringing Nature Back to Man-
Made Spaces

7/6/2015



Science Diction: Dinosaur Page 2 of 2

But let’s get back to the creator of the word dinosaur, Sir Richard. Although a
contemporary of Charles Darwin (1809-1882), the influential Owen was a loud
critic of Darwin's transformative book, On the Origin of Species.

Sir Richard is credited by many science historians with writing a devastatingly
snarky—and anonymous—review of Darwin's sclentific masterplece. The
scathing essay appeared in the April 1860 Issue of the venerable Edinburgh
[ Tomics J Review. Although Owen did believe in evolution of a sort, he found Darwin's
explanation to be simplistic and incomplete.

A
-

Owen also took Darwin to task for not respecting the views of “creationists” NEWSLETTER
and making them look one-dimensional and naive. Initially, the review gravely
hurt Darwin's psyche as he worried about its Impact on his scholarly Sign ap

reputation. But with time, success, and more reproducible scientific evidence, o
Darwin's career soared. for SciFri

in your
The two never stopped bickering and carping about the other. But Owen was
also involved in controversies with many of his other colleagues. For instance, inbox
several researchers accused him of claiming their sclentific discoveries as his

x‘ own. ADVERTISEMENT

)
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Britain honored the great Darwin by erecting his statue in a place of pride in
gL the marble and brick cathedral that serves as the British Museum of Natural Listen to daily
History In South Kensington, London. Owen, who did not die until a decade updates from
‘t later, was forced to view the statue every morning as he climbed the grand Lol Studio 360
staircase to his office. Owen'’s statue replaced Darwin's position in 1927 (with g~ 0
the Darwin piece being shunted aside to a secondary room). But as The on Flipboard.
Atlantic Monthly reported in 2009, on the occasion of the bicentennial of his
. birth and the 150" birthday of the publication of On the Origin of Species,
-] Charles Darwin was rightfully restored to the main landing of the grand
staircase.

In the end, of course, It is Darwin whom we remember, while Owen has been

h relegated to the so-called dustbin of history. Sir Richard may have “invented”
the dinosaur and even dominated the conduct of the world famous British
Museum of Natural History, but it was Darwin who changed the world. Which
begs the question: Who's the dinosaur now?
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