The Opal Dinosaur - Behind the Scenes

What I was thinking...

Mostly | was thinking about how much | love dinosaurs and how cool it was that | was
getting to illustrate a dinosaur book! An Australian dinosaur book! With opalised fossils! |
read everything | could get my hands on about how to illustrate dinosaurs as scientifically
as possible. | visited the museum to draw dinosaur fossils and | watched Prehistoric
Planet to see how dinosaurs might have moved.

Story-wise, there were a few tricky things to solve. The main character dies partway
through, and | was very unsure of how best to handle that. How to not make it too sad?
How to hold onto a narrator who’s no longer alive? | spent a fair while pondering those
questions.

Science-wise, | made a list of anything that might be unfamiliar, like the shape of
Gondwana, and an MRI machine, so | would remember to draw them all into the book.
Overall, | wanted to give lots of scaffolding to aid the imagination and help readers
imagine both Australia’s prehistoric past, and modern dinosaur research.

How I made the pictures...

The illustrations were made in a program called Clip Studio Paint. | used one digital pencil
for the lines, and then a handful of brushes designed to mimic watercolour for the
colours. Each object was built up with multiple layers to get the colour and value that |
wanted.

| also scanned in a few watercolour pages to get some nice rock textures for the
underground scenes.

| used the scientific paper which formally describes Fostoria dhimbangunmal to help
me accurately draw the fossils throughout the book. Fun fact: On the page with the white
background, | drew the fossils at life-size!

For the illustration style, | aimed for simplified realism in both stylisation and colour. This
was in order to support clarity, and direct attention towards the facts. | also used colour to
support the emotional story in a few points, and to highlight the environmental differences
between prehistoric and modern Australia.

Who else was involved...

The author is Yvonne Mes. Thanks for writing this story, Yvonne! | still can’t believe | was
lucky enough to be the illustrator. It’s filled with heart, with facts, with intrigue, with history
and with science! So many things for one story to do, and she fits it all together
beautifully.

It’s published by CSIRO Publishing, where the whole team are absolutely lovely. In
particular, Briana Melideo, the Kids Publisher, was fantastic to work with and made the
whole process super enjoyable. And extra thanks to Melinda Chandler for believing me
when | said | could draw dinosaurs, despite me having none to show her.
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02724634.2019.1564757
https://yvonnemes.com/elementor-1023.html
https://www.publish.csiro.au/book/8088/

There are also the people who lived this story. Bob Foster, who found the fossils and
chose to donate them to science, when he couldhave chosen to sell them instead. Phil
Bell, who recognised the fossils for what they were and, in collaboration with others,
dedicated the time and energy and ingenuity to figure everything out in more detail.

And a final thank you to Peter Schouten and James Kuether, who weren’t involved, per
se, but | am very grateful for their work. The act of reconstructing an animal or
environment, starting from the scientific paper describing its fossils, is its own profession:
paleaoartist. The skills required take years to learn, and paleaoartists also have to stay up
to date with all the new discoveries too. All of us who illustrate dinosaurs are standing on
their shoulders: Thank you!

The scientific paper that describes Fostoria dhimbangunmal

1. Phil R. Bell, Tom Brougham, Matthew C. Herne, Timothy Frauenfelder & Elizabeth T.
Smith (2019): Fostoria dhimbangunmal, gen. et sp. nov., a new iguanodontian (Dinosauria,
Ornithopoda) from the mid-Cretaceous of Lightning Ridge, New South Wales, Australia,
Journal of Vertebrate Paleontology, DOI: 10.1080/02724634.2019.1564757
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-06-05/meet-the-man-who-discovered-australias-first-dinosaur-herd/11177600
https://www.une.edu.au/staff-profiles/ers/pbell23
https://www.une.edu.au/staff-profiles/ers/pbell23
https://www.publish.csiro.au/book/6994/
https://www.jameskuether.com/portraits-f---j.html
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