Attack!

Methods of Hunting by Theropod Dinosaurs
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There were probably vast differences in hunting techniques between the sizes of the theropods, for size determines how the dinosaur would hunt, react, and what it would attack. For instance, a Tyrannosaurus wouldn’t waste time hunting Hypsilophondon, and Velociraptor probably wouldn’t consider taking down a full-grown Saltasaurus. Perhaps Tyrannosaurus feasted on ceratopsians, and smaller sauropods, or ankylosaurs; small dromaeosaurs such as Velociraptor might have slaughtered and eaten small dinosaurs, such as Fabrosaurus or Protoceratops—as has been shown by fossils—and—as has also been shown by fossils—ornithopods, like Tenontosaurus. But how would a theropod attack play out? This paper details the latest and hottest ideas on vicious theropod attacks!

Large theropods such as Allosaurus, Tyrannosaurus or Torvosaurus would have been a merciless and rapid process once the lovely prey had been spotted. Maybe they hid in the trees, or laid low in the grasses, just waiting; or did they prowl the land until stumbling upon a herd of herbivores, rich in nutrients and tastiness? No one is for sure. The large theropods would’ve searched for the right prey—weaker, smaller, less defensive, along the fringes of the herd, such as the elder dinosaurs, the sick creatures, and juveniles, youngsters, stumbling babies. Prey spotted, the theropod would’ve sprinted in a mad dash, jaws gaping, sometimes up to 20mph. Large theropod skulls show that they could withstand impacts up to 20mph! Before the prey knew what was happening, the theropod was already on them, snapping its head down, biting over the neck. Theropods probably didn’t use their arms too much, they were so small, but their biting mechanisms were powerful and ruthless. Serrated teeth would dig into the flesh; the rest of the herd would flee, the prey wailing as it writhed; its convulsing would only dig the teeth deeper into its hide, drawing death closer and closer. Thick muscles over the neck and jaws made it possible for the theropod to wrench its head backwards, tearing off bloody chunks, revealing sheared muscle and pale yellow bones. The prey would eventually collapse in weakness, from blood loss, and would probably still be alive for a short time as the theropod devoured its carcass, in leisure. During the attack, aim and timing were crucial; a Triceratops, positioning itself for defense, horns and frill displayed in front of the charging Tyrannosaurus meant Triceratops wasn’t going down without a fight. Tyrannosaurus wouldn’t have slowed, jaws gaping like a fiery chasm; The impact between a 1½ ton Tyrannosaurus and a 2 ton Triceratops would have been colossal; upon impact, Tyrannosaurus would have tried to sink its fiendish teeth into the Triceratops’ soft flesh, particularly around the neck. If it missed, a ghastly Triceratops brow horn would have impaled Tyrannosaurus in the stomach; Triceratops would have fled, leaving Tyrannosaurus numbly dazed before it dropped to the ground, slowly dying from blood loss. Once Tyrannosaurus took its prey down, it would be able to eat at leisure; sharp, serrated teeth tore out chunks of flesh, and flexible jaws gulped down large pieces of meat. The skull was light, maneuverable, very flexible and strong, lined with mighty jaw muscles. 

Extremely small theropods, quite unlike the monstrous beasts mentioned above, might have eaten insects. Such dinosaurs include Compsognathus, Coelophysis, Eoraptor. Teeth smaller and spiky, they were designed not for tearing flesh, but rather for piercing the tough exoskeletons of insects like beetles and dragonflies. 

Some dinosaurs, such as Baryonyx, might have eaten fish and carrion. Other dinosaurs resembling Baryonyx—i.e. Spinosaurus, Suchomimus—might also have eaten fish and carrion. Baryonyx had a scythe-like claw on each thumb, which might have played a role in stabbing fish as Baryonyx hunted through the water. In the stomach of Baryonyx was found the remains of Lepidotes, a fish, and remains of Iguanodon.

Toothless dinosaurs are a puzzle for paleontologists. Many toothless theropods might have eaten insects, small animals, such as lizards and rodents, and perhaps fruits and berries, even nuts. These dinosaurs include Ornithomimis, Struthiomomus, Gallimimus. Their hands were extremely maneuverable, able to grasp, bring things to their mouths, etcetera, instigating these ornithomimids might have been very clever creatures.

Dinosaurs such as Oviraptor have jaws designed perfectly for feeding on dinosaur eggs. Short, thick, heavy jaws would have been awesome at cracking open the large, thick-shelled eggs of dinosaurs, though it was also able to eating insects, types of plants, and small reptiles, amphibians and mammals. 

Finally comes the fame of the dinosaurs, the pack-hunters: dromaeosaurs. Popularized by the novel by Michael Crichton—influenced by Robert T. Bakker’s book, The Dinosaur Heresies—Jurassic Park, dromaeosaurs were given a new title: raptors. And while paleontologists dislike calling dromaeosaurs raptors—raptors is already an official name for a group of predatory birds—the very name ‘raptor’—admittedly—makes one think twice before drawing a feud! An infamous fossil discovery of several Deinonychus with a single Tenontosaurus drew the conclusion that Deinonychus was a pack-hunter. However, another fossil discovery in Asia revealed a Protoceratops and Velociraptor entangled in battle; no obvious pack-hunting there, although one could assume the other Velociraptor fled the scene of the cataclysm or their bones either weren’t fossilized and eroded, washed away, or the remains were simply devoured by scavengers and decomposing bacteria. Whatever the case, one can make an intelligent guess as to whether or not dromaeosaurs were pack-hunters, and either direction—yes or no—wouldn’t be at fault; it is also likely that some dromaeosaurs such as Deinonychus were pack-hunters, and others like Velociraptor were not. So how would these dromaeosaurs attack?

Loners might have waited in the long grass, or in the cover of trees, for prey to amble along. Ambushing the prey, the dromaeosaur could have leapt through the air and tore into the prey with its hand claws and nasty second-toe foot claws, disabling the prey. Sometimes, though, the prey would fight back—as is the case in the Protoceratops/Velociraptor discovery.

Pack-hunting was a more sophisticated technique. Dromaeosaurs would need to work as a team to take down the prey, and they probably hunted larger prey, larger than themselves, such as ornithopods, ceratopsians, stegosaurs, and maybe even ankylosaurs if they broke the nerve. Several tactics could be used, such as 1) a lone Deinonychus drawing attention while the others make the kill at the flank of a dinosaur herd, vice versa, 2) all attacking at once from every direction and taking down the prey by brute force, 3) scavenging; 4) or maybe, at stretches of the imagination, use such coordinated attacks that rival the most ingenious of human battle plans for war. Who knows? Another idea is they might have surrounded prey till it grew too weak to defend itself, and then attack. Whatever the case, dromaeosaurs were not meant as dancing partners!

Most of what has been written in this article is speculative, but intelligent. Dinosaurs probably used the same kinds of tactics modern-day animals use, from ambushing to direct attack, to prowling and scavenging, eating insects or small scurrying creatures, such as rodents and ambling lizards. One can only imagine and be astounded at the level of intricacy of the dinosaurs themselves, and absorb it with the utmost fascination, and respect for an awesome Creator God!

