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The study of Albertosaurus sarcophagus, a quintessential tyrannosaurid of the Late Cretaceous, represents one 

of the most compelling chapters in modern paleontology. While the discovery of the genus dates back to the early 

20th century, the ecological and behavioral nuances of these apex predators remained shrouded in mystery for 

decades. The narrative of The Albertosaurus Mysteryis not merely a tale of fossil hunting but a rigorous scientific

investigation into the gregarious nature of theropods, spearheaded by the persistent field work of Dr. Philip J.

Currie. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of the geological, biological, and taphonomic evidence

surrounding the famous Dry Island bonebed and its implications for our understanding of dinosaur social structures.

The Historical Genesis: From Barnum Brown to Philip Currie

The chronicle of the Albertosaurus mystery began in 1910 when Barnum Brown, a prolific fossil hunter for the

American Museum of Natural History, identified a unique site along the Red Deer River in Alberta, Canada. During

this expedition, Brown unearthed the remains of several individuals of the same species in a single location.

However, due to the sheer volume of other discoveries and the logistical constraints of the era, Brown only

collected a few representative samples, leaving the majority of the site—and the scientific implications of its

existence—largely forgotten in the museum's basement archives.

It was not until 1976 that Philip Currie, then a young paleontologist, encountered Brown's field notes and identified

the potential significance of a monospecific (single-species) bonebed. Currie's subsequent decades-long quest to

relocate the site and systematically excavate it transformed our understanding of tyrannosaurid ethology. The

"mystery" shifted from a geographical search for a lost quarry to a biological inquiry: why were over 20 individuals

of a solitary-looking predator buried together?

Geological and Stratigraphic Context: The Horseshoe Canyon Formation

The fossils are situated within the Horseshoe Canyon Formation, a geological unit characterized by a complex

interplay of fluvial, estuarine, and coal-bearing strata. To understand the taphonomy of the Albertosaurus site, one

must analyze the sedimentary environment of the Late Cretaceous (approximately 70 million years ago).

Sedimentology and Paleoenvironment

The site at Dry Island Buffalo Jump Provincial Park reveals a paleoenvironment dominated by a coastal plain with

wandering river channels. The technical breakdown of the strata includes:

•  Lithology: Interbedded sandstones, siltstones, and carbonaceous shales.

•  Depositional Energy: The presence of fine-grained matrix suggests a low-to-medium energy flood event or a 

crevasse splay that eventually buried the carcasses.

•  Climate: A humid, subtropical climate with seasonal rainfall, which influenced the availability of resources and 

potential migration patterns.

Phylogeny and Morphology: Defining Albertosaurus Sarcophagus

Albertosaurus belongs to the subfamily Albertosaurinae, distinguished from the more robust Tyrannosaurinae (like



T. rex) by its more gracile build, longer limbs, and distinct cranial features. Understanding its morphology is critical

to interpreting how these animals interacted with their environment and each other.

Technical Specifications of Albertosaurus

Cranial Mechanics:The skull of Albertosaurus was designed for a "puncture-and-pull" feeding strategy. While it

lacked the absolute bite force of a Tyrannosaurus rex, its more slender jaw allowed for greater speed and precision

when targeting smaller, faster prey such as hadrosaurs.

Postcranial Anatomy:The long, slender metatarsals and tibia indicate a high degree of cursoriality. Biomechanical

models suggest that juvenile Albertosaurus could reach speeds exceeding 40 km/h, making them formidable

pursuit predators.

Comparison Matrix: Albertosaurinae vs. Tyrannosaurinae



Feature Albertosaurus (Albertosaurinae) Tyrannosaurus rex 
(Tyrannosaurinae)

Body Mass (Adult) 1.5 - 2.5 Tonnes 6.0 - 9.0 Tonnes

Limb Proportions Longer distal elements (More 
cursorial)

Robust, shorter distal elements

Skull Structure Narrower, lighter, high tooth count Broad, massive, high bite force

Social Evidence Strong evidence (Monospecific 
bonebeds)

Limited/Controversial evidence

The Gregariousness Hypothesis: Analyzing the Bonebed Evidence

The core of the Albertosaurus mystery lies in the monospecificityof the Dry Island site. In typical fossil deposits,

one finds a mix of species (predators and prey). At this specific site, at least 26 individuals of Albertosaurus were

found, ranging from 2 to 10 meters in length, with almost no other species present. This leads to two primary

hypotheses:

1. The Gregarious (Pack) Behavior Model

This model suggests that Albertosaurus lived and hunted in coordinated groups. The age distribution within the

bonebed—comprising juveniles, sub-adults, and adults—suggests a social structure similar to modern wolves or

lions. In this scenario, the smaller, faster juveniles might have flushed prey toward the larger, more powerful adults.

2. The Environmental Trap (Drought) Model

Conversely, some researchers argue that the concentration of fossils was the result of an environmental

catastrophe. During a severe drought, disparate individuals may have converged on a dwindling water source,

eventually succumbing to thirst or disease. A subsequent flood would then bury the remains together, creating a

"false" impression of social living.

Quantitative Taphonomic Analysis

To differentiate between these models, Philip Currie and his team used taphonomic mapping. They analyzed the

orientation of the bones (paleocurrent analysis) and the degree of weathering. The lack of extensive scavenging

marks and the relatively pristine condition of the bones suggest rapid burial, favoring a scenario where the animals

died in close temporal proximity, which strengthens the gregarious behavior argument.

Advanced Paleontological Methodologies

Solving the mystery required more than just shovels; it required advanced analytical techniques to extract data from

the mineralized remains.

Histology and Age Determination

By taking thin sections of the weight-bearing bones (such as the femur) and examining Lines of Arrested Growth 

(LAGs) under a microscope, paleontologists can determine the age of the individuals. This process, known as 

paleohistology, revealed that the Dry Island site contained a "snapshot" of a population. The data showed a high

mortality rate among very young individuals and old adults, but a notable survival spike among sub-adults—a

pattern consistent with social animals that protect their young.



CT Scanning and Neuroanatomy

Digital endocasts created from CT scans of Albertosaurus braincases reveal large olfactory bulbs and a well-

developed inner ear (flocculus). These features suggest that Albertosaurus had an acute sense of smell and

sophisticated balance, traits necessary for complex social interactions and coordinated movement.

Step-by-Step Technical Workflow: Excavating a Bonebed

The methodology employed by Currie's team during the re-discovery phase serves as a gold standard for field

paleontology:

1.  Site Reconnaissance: Using historical GPS-equivalent coordinates derived from Barnum Brown’s 1910 

photos and field journals to relocate the quarry.

2.  Overburden Removal: Utilizing heavy machinery to remove meters of barren rock (sandstone) to reach the 

fossil-bearing horizon.

3.  Grid Mapping: Establishing a 1x1 meter grid system over the site to document the precise three-dimensional 

position of every fragment.

4.  Consolidation: Applying chemical hardeners (such as Butvar B-76) to fragile bones in situ.

5.  Jacketing: Encasing the fossils in plaster of Paris and burlap for safe transport to the laboratory.

6.  Matrix Preparation: Using pneumatic air scribes under magnification to remove the surrounding rock.

Case Study: The Life Table of the Dry Island Population

One of the most significant outputs of the Albertosaurus research was the construction of a survivorship curve.

By calculating the ages of all 26 individuals, researchers could model the population dynamics of a dinosaur for the

first time.

Findings:The data indicated a "Type I" or "Type II" survivorship curve during middle age, meaning that once an

Albertosaurus reached a certain size (approximately 2 meters), its chances of survival increased dramatically until

it reached old age. This suggests that juveniles may have received some form of group protection or benefited from

the group's hunting success, further supporting the social mystery's solution.

The Broader Implications of the Research

The findings at the Albertosaurus site have resonated throughout the scientific community, challenging the long-

held view of theropods as solitary, unintelligent killing machines. If Albertosaurus was social, it is highly probable

that other members of the Tyrannosauridae family exhibited similar traits. This has led to a re-evaluation of fossil

sites across North America and Asia.

Furthermore, the work of Philip Currie highlights the importance of historical data preservation. Without Barnum

Brown's meticulous, though incomplete, notes from 1910, the Dry Island bonebed might have remained lost to time.

The integration of historical archives with modern technology—such as 3D photogrammetry and stable isotope

analysis—continues to push the boundaries of what we can learn from the distant past.

The mystery of the Albertosaurus is not a closed book but an evolving dialogue between the earth's strata and

those who seek to interpret them. It stands as a testament to the fact that in paleontology, the context in which a

fossil is found is often more valuable than the fossil itself. Through the lens of taphonomy and population biology,

we have moved from seeing Albertosaurus as a mere skeleton to viewing it as a dynamic, social organism that

once dominated the prehistoric landscapes of Alberta.
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