Vol. Z23.2/23.2—Summer/Fall 2020




ATLAS
OF VERTEBRATES

:4: ¥% 5

Spread: The evolutionary tree of the
sauropods. Facing page, top: a detail of the
fold-out poster that combines the family
trees of all the vertebrates.
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by Spencer G. Lucas

Atlas of Vertebrates from Their Origins to Today by Arthur
Escher and Robin Marchant. Le Mont-sur-Lausanne, Switzerland:
Editions Loisirs et Pédagogie, 2019, 40 pages. Available in French
and English editions.

has been set high. This is particularly true of dinosaur

art, now being created by a vast number of talented
artists from all over the globe. For a prehistoric art book to
stand out from “the pack,” then, is unusual. This book stands
out. It does so because it is unique among prehistoric art books
as a collection of evolutionary trees (phylogenetic trees or
phylogenies), densely illustrated by gifted artist Arthur Escher,
who, incidentally, is the son of M. C. Escher (1898-1971), famed
for his mathematically inspired graphic artwork. Furthermore,
as a teaching tool, this book has few equals.

The book’s front endpapers begin with a “generalized tree of
life” and a key to understanding the evolutionary trees that fol-
low. Those trees run horizontally across this large-format volume
(12.25” wide and 12.5” tall). There are a total of fifteen evolutionary
trees: (1) fish and their emergence from water; (2) sharks, rays
and chimeras; (3) diversification of bony fish; (4) the first reptiles;
(5) the flight of reptiles; (6) terrestrial dinosaurs; (7) the return
of the reptiles to water; (8) the flight of feathered dinosaurs; (g)
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the diversification of reptiles; (10) early mammals; (1) ele-
phants and sea cows; (12) primates; (13) the tribe of bipedal
primates; (14) carnivores; and (15) ungulates and cetaceans.
The relevant portion of the geological time scale is on the
horizontal axis beneath each evolutionary tree. The last
two-page layout illustrates the major phases of extinction
from the end of the Ediacaran (~ 541 million years ago) to
the ongoing extinction of the Modern World.

Each evolutionary tree is illustrated with dozens of
color drawings of key animals along the branches, iden-
tified by genus name with a metric estimate of total body
length. All generic names are indexed at the back of the
book. A brief explanatory text and instructive diagrams
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accompany each evolution-
ary tree. Some of the trees
end in numbers that guide
the reader to the base of the
succeeding evolutionary
tree elsewhere in the book.
For example, within the
larger tree of early mam-
mals, the tree of afrotherian
mammals ends at number
1 (afrotheres belong to
groups that are either cur-
rently living in Africa or are
of African origin: golden
moles, elephant shrews,
tenrecs, aardvarks, hyraxes,
elephants, sea cows, and
several extinct clades). All the trees come together in a
poster in a sleeve at the back of the book which, when
unfolded, measures about two feet by three feet.

The trees in the book, of course, are not all above sci-
entific discussion—there is ongoing debate about many
aspects of the evolutionary history of the vertebrates.
But these are up-to-date trees that mostly capture a
consensus in good, current scientific thinking on the
phylogeny of a vertebrate group.

Beyond its unique content, this well-illustrated,
easy-to-understand volume is a remarkable teaching
tool. Darwin’s On the Origin of Species contained
only one illustration, a generalized evolutionary tree.
Such trees have long
been the graphic by
which paleontolo-
gists have depicted
evolutionary histo-
ry—the unfolding
diversification of life
over geologic time—
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Total disappearance of herbivorous
dinosaurs and most of the carnivorous

keen interest in ver-
tebrate evolution,
and there’s no bet-
ter gift for young-
er people, say mid-
dle-school aged or
older, who want to

grasp the main points
Styracosaurus  Triceratops Oftbls long and fasci-
esm £.7:8 nating process.

77



