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CLOSE TO THE BONE

Last month, the Royal Ontario Museum’s Hell Creek paleontology team, led by
fossil-hunting rock star David Evans, headed for Montana’s badlands to unearth the
remains of a triceratops named Dio and a rich, prehistoric record of climate change
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Xavier Dolan
reflects on
The Death and
Life of John F.
Donovan

CHANDLER LEVACK

ressed in Louis Vuitton,
D sitting on a couch in a ho-

tel room with an ensuite
bidet, 29-year-old Xavier Dolan
wanted to assure me that he isn’t
afraid of failure.

“I haven’t really lived failure,
but I've felt how failures feel,”
said the Québécois auteur during
a press junket at the Toronto In-
ternational Film Festival in 2018
for his seventh movie in nine
years, The Death and Life of John F.
Donovan. “Not all of my films
have been equally successful and
there have been failures, either
in convincing a community of
journalists, or the public. The
American market has always
been one that I felt really didn’t
respond to the stories I want to
share, so I have no expectations
at all. There’s no way for me to
know what will happen to this
film.”

Death and Life, which opens in
Canadian theatres on Aug. 23, is
now largely considered Dolan’s
worst movie to date. His $35-mil-
lion English-language debut
boasted an all-star cast which in-
cluded Natalie Portman, Kathy
Bates, Jacob Tremblay, Kit Hari-
ngton and Jessica Chastain, the
latter famously cut out of the
movie owing to “tonal issues.”
The follow-up to his Cannes
Grand Prix-award winning It’s
Only the End of the World, Death
and Life was Dolan’s Magnolia, a
star-studded ensemble film that
was a hugely ambitious, yet pain-
fully sincere artistic failure. (An
original cut, then four-and-a-half
hours long, had a prologue about
the original genesis of Rainer Ma-
ria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Po-
et, filmed in Prague and narrated
by Michael Gambon.)

Co-written with his friend
Jacob Tierney, the sweeping
melodrama about a lonely child
actor (Tremblay) who develops
an unlikely pen pal in a famous
closeted TV star (Harington)
tackles everything from gay
identity to white privilege to
childhood dreams in an often
egregious fashion, thanks to the
martyrdom of the movie’s titular
privileged and painfully bland
hunk. It is based on Dolan’s ex-
perience growing up as an isolat-
ed child actor in Quebec, when
he wrote letters to everyone from
Leonardo DiCaprio to Celine
Dion.

None of his idols ever wrote
him back.

The film was speculated to
premiere at Cannes in 2017, but
spent the next two years stuck in
postproduction turmoil as Dolan
worked with a co-editor for the
first time, Quebecois filmmaker
Mathieu Denis.

It was then slated to play at
Cannes again in 2018 and was
pulled by Dolan from the lineup.
Finally, it screened at TIFF in 2018
to a “meh”-ish, 17 per cent rating
on Rotten Tomatoes. Sitting on
the couch, Dolan admits his film
has problems.
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David Evans, a paleontologist at the Royal Ontario Museum, stands at a dig site in Jordan, Mont., last month. Whatever
is collected here will appear in an exhibition on the effects of climate change, he says. TODD KOROL/THE GLOBE AND MAIL

JONATHAN DEKEL JORDAN, MONT.

ixty-six and a half million
years ago, a triceratops that
would one day be known as
Dio died on the shore of an
inland sea in what is now Montana.
Weighing somewhere between eight
and 10 tonnes, its muscular body
was likely soon scavenged by crea-
tures big (its trusty adversary Ty-
rannosaurus rex) and small (bacte-
ria), eventually separating its dis-
tinctive, soo-plus-pound tri-horned
head from its core, leaving it face-
down at the water’s edge.
Over the next 500,000 years,
flooding buried Dio’s six-foot-long
skull, allowing iron and manganese

in the water to percolate through its
bones, turning the calcified white
exterior a chocolaty brown. When
an asteroid hit the Earth more than
5,000 kilometres away — wiping out
nearly all living dinosaurs and lay-
ing another 30 to 40 centimetres of
sediment atop its final resting place,
Dio was already well on its way to
fossilization, wrapped in its rocky
sarcophagus. Which is where it lay,
mostly undisturbed, until July, 2018,
when a research assistant at the
Royal Ontario Museum named
Danielle Dufault spotted its occip-
ital condyle - the unique, nearly
perfect sphere-shaped bone con-
necting its head to its socketed
spine - sticking out of the ground of
the fossil-rich Hell Creek Formation,

and set a marker on the GPS.

She later named the fossil after
her heavy-metal hero, Ronnie
James Dio.

Last month in Jordan, Mont., the
ROM’s four-person Hell Creek pale-
ontology team packed their gear in-
to a Ford pickup truck and prepared
to head back to the badlands to un-
cover the rest of the triceratops’s
massive skull.

The team, which includes Du-
fault, was led by Dr. David Evans,
the museum’s paleontological rock
star, whose résumé includes dino-
hunts in the Sudan and Mongolia,
hosting a television series and help-
ing to discover almost a dozen new
dinosaur species.
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kicked off the museum’s
Hell Creek expedition

FROM R1

Boyish, with shoulder-length black hair, Evans wore
unglasses 3 dino-themed T-shitt and loose

FILLING THE GAPS

The Y Hanging Diamond ranch sat 43 km north of
Jordan, on the south bank of the Missouri River.
out i

Jones acshetic that h:lp:d Yand him the lop palm
gigin Canada at the age of 26.

(0w 38, he oversees the museum’s dinosaur re-
search and curation and serves as a professor in the
University of Toronto's Department of Ecology and
Evolutionary Biology.

“If you want to see the world, you come to the
ROM,” helater tells me, “and the gateway to the ROM

on display than the Smithsonian has. That's some-
thing we should be rally proud of”

was a dry patch of land with clear sightlines across
the horizon and a dinosaur skull sticking out of the
ground. Dio’s remains were found at the bottom of a

making

the only viable approach by foot.
hand, Evans had ROM paleontological
technician lan Morrison pull the truck as close as
possible to the spot before the rest of team - Du-
fauls and Evans’ Iabstudents Cary Woodruffand
Wilkinson - jumped d started unpack-
mg sevexal ik of wair, ickases, hover and

ul, Destroyer of Shing, have kept nterest i the
ROM's mainstay department high. Like most centu-
1y-old institutions, the museum under chief execu-
tive and director Josh Basseches is looking toward
fare that is pop-culture friendly in the hopes of at-
tracting a more diverse audience. This has, under-
standably, required Evans to keep the hits coming.
knew none could be bigger than findinga T.

rex skeleton.
With this in mind, Evans mentioned the mu-
seum’s Holy Grail at a board meeting a few years

ack.

Afterward, a member asked
him how much it would cost to
bringonein. Acquiringaskeleton,

v never foand fully articulated on the surface,
and Hell Creek’s uneven terrain has made ground-
penetrating radar impossible to use. As such, pale-
i erylittle sing
Brown’s day. Coupled with the lack of cell signal, it
hasthehetoic qualiyof time ravel
previous year, the team encased Dio’s pro-
uud.mg piece in plaster, then wrapped thatin a gar-
bage bag to protect it from the winter elements. Ap-
proaching the site, Evans and crew were happy to
discover it had mostly been left alone, making the
dig a relatively easy task.
“Typically, e frst day of an ex-
cavationrequiresaheavyamount
of moving earth. Under the dry,

2 they had with Zaul would be
too costly. So Evans suggested a
five-year expedition toHell Creek,

ground zero for Late Cretaceous
fosis oning to the palcantologi
cal godfather Barnum Brown,
who discovered the first tricera-

What I'm trying to find
out is what type of
animals made it through
the extinction - what
kind of characteristics
they had, what type of

carthy crust.

The Hell Creek Formation
spans parts of Montana, North Da-
Kota, South Dakotaand Wyoming.

Much of the ROM’s collection
derives from Alberta, where fossil

precipitated an
ecosysfem collapse of
that nature and how fast
it took for those

the
provincial government.
trast ossls found in Nontanas

to recover,
50 we can understand

oo can sl ot sake 6 the
highest bidder. In leasing a possi-
ble fossil bed in Hell Creek - in-

the
of what we're doing today.

DAVID EVANS
PALEONTOLOGIST

hot sun, the next several hours
were spent digging a seven-by-
eight-foot quarry into the ridge,
carefully removing and redistrib-
uting the earthsoas tonot disturb
any wayward fossls, Moriso,
the elder of the group, reminded
allpartiestodrinkwater “Trehad
‘heroes pass out,” he s

To while away the time, the
team discussed a wide range of
topics: ranking Metallica albums,
favourite podcasts and the retro”
active effect of the # MeToo move-
ment on Woody Allen’s oeuvre
among them. To amuse his crew,
Evans recounted the time actor
Mary Elizabeth Winstead shad-
owed him for her role in the re-
make of The Thing. “She told a re-
porter we were throwing fossil-

cluding the right to keep whatev-
er they find - Evans saw not only
an opportunity to discover a T. rex, but to enrich his
data rom the Late Cretaceous period and use the
seum' research arm to better understand the
drasnc climate change and forced migration that
ppened before the phsy precipitated a mass
axtneton

ized bones around the ROM ware-
house,” he said with a laugh. “T
can assure youwe did not do that.”

 team eventually took shelter atop a
tree-lined mound for lunch, Evans’s tone gained a
more serioustimbe, Whatevr i collcted hre, he
explained, will ultimately appear in an ition
on the affectsof cimate change And beyond what

icsees, he said,

Asabonus, itwo way
from commercial prospecmrs Whowould have no
interet in the clus the fossils and their surround-
ings might contai

tific data from the area that can help humanity as a
whole better navgat the apidy acceleating An-

hen a real es!ate agent mld Evans that a
ranchastonc’s throw from where Brown’sfirst T.rex

he quickly offered to lease the land.

‘Two yearsin, the ROM's Hell Creek expedition ha
yetto turn upa T. rex, but Dufault’s iscovery in the
first year had possibilities for display as well as
research potential, making ita valuable lead.

“Everybody agreesthe asteroid impact s what ul-
timately led to the extinction of the dinosaurs,” he
said, looking down on the dig site. “What I'm trying
tofind out is what type of animals mad it through
the extinction - what kind of characteristics they
had,what

system collapse of that nature and how fast it took
for those ecosystems to recover, so we can under-
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The Hell Creek Formation, which spans parts of Montana, North Dakota,
South Dakota and Wyoming, is ground zero for Late Cretaceous fossils,

owing fo American paleontologist Barnum Brown'’s discovery of th
first triceratops and tyrannosaurus bones in its earthy crust.
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At 38, Evans still
maintains the
wunder‘(lnd Indlana

estheti
helved seore i ohe ctop
paleontological
Canada at the age of
just 26. Now head of the
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Paleontologist David Evans, centre, leads the Royal Ontario Museum's crew at a dig site near Jordan, Mont.,
ast month to uncover the rest of Dio, a 66-million-year-old friceratops. The dinosaur was first spotted by ROM
researcher Danielle Dufault and was named after her heavy-metal hero.

stand the consequences of what we're doing today.”
Noting that the vast majority of dinosaur remains
found inthe area had been riceratops,Evans theo-

callita day. Before heading to their campground for
the night, the group decided to reconnect with the
restoftheworld at Jordan's Hell Creek bar. Checking

their phones, for driver

mass migration as the pored
shifted. “So [we need to study whether] those

level changes, and d|d that exacerbate the effects of
that asteroid impact?

of taxidermy deer heads.

‘DINOSAURS WILL ALWAYS BE COOL’

nditions today, he
conlmued “We're making ecosystems more sensi-
tive to tipping. Its a cascading effect where the ex-
tinction of one thing precipitates the extinction of
another on a global scale. Those are where every-
thing falls apart”
After taking a few bites of a sandwich, he added

and curation, he also
serves as a professor

Toronto’s Department of
Ecology and Evolutionary

TODD KOROL/
THE GLOBE AND MAIL

thatthe current
than what preceded the five previous mass extinc-
tions, when more than 75 per cent of the species on
Earth were lost. “And if we
continue at the rate we're going,

we're probably going to reach [

those levels in most of the major

Threeweeks ater, Evans satnhiofice deep nside
e ROM. Surrounded by bones collected on his ex-
pedmons he gave a situational report: He'd just
been on a satellite call with Morrison, who, along
vith Wilkinson, had stayed behind to encase Dio's
inda
the cast, which weighed more than a onne, out of
the valley and to Toronto. “Helicopter is an option,
he half-joked

Two days after the initial

quarry dig, the crew had discov-

ered Dio’s horn and orbital bone,

orenting it almost pertectly
d.

groups of animals. We're talking  There's this perception ~ downward. This meant the ma-

five hundred to1,000 years”
As for this particular dig, Evans

of scientists that they're

jority of its skull had i

> fact.
admitted it was too carly to know all trying to cure cancer “Everything is more or less

ifwhatwouldbe found wouldev- o find a new dinosaur. ~ where it should be” he said,
erbe seen by crowds of children. That's not really how beaming.
“There’s this perception of sci- . } T¥| Asforisurure, the ROM s ol
ermsts nm lhey re all trying to science works. Theway oy lacked an articulated
r find a new dino- you cure cancer is by adu]. mcmwps skull, Evans ex-
S Thatsnotrally howscience using all the little baby ~ plained. So assuming the plaster-
works,” he said. “The way you Tog unpackingandcleaninguent
curecanceris by usingall thelittle sl'eps that people have R s for chsplay
; were quite high. At the very least,
to understand how cells divide cells divide and multiply. “it's something we can take out
and multiply. ... You're just con- T for special events” until the cli-
tributing where youre seeing DD BV mate-change exhibit was ready.

gaps nknowledge, and eventual
Iy the picture becomes clear.

“Sowe want to discoveras many fossils as we can,
andofcoursewedlovetocollcta T rx o thermi-
seum, b

And while that would be a big

carly win for the museu’s Hell
Creek expedition, Evans admitted he still dreamed
ofbringinga T. x o the ROM. Maybe cvena baby:

lovewith
 What were doing to the planct is happening %o the giant lizards in this very building at the age of 4.
fast, we can'treally study it an Andit lete. But for

realtime. And we certainly can't appreciate the long-
term effects of what we're doing to the planet. The
ilrecord that regard."
Evans ended the lunch break by saying that the
first days dig has moved faster than he expected.
When the team returned to the valley below, they
swiched tosmaller handheld ools, delcately ig-
gingin the hopes of bef

now, eyeing a wall of preserved embryos the mu-
seum’s previous curator left behind, Evans allowed
himself to take pride in his job.

years ago, when the ROM started collecting (ossus,

and they're even cooler now,” he announced. “T

fosils that we'e collctng and the research we' e
urhistoriccol-

skull was. zng]ed oodmff 2 Montana native who

lections more relevant. “Theye always going to be

oot ot ot Dige LA glue solution was apph:d
giving the fossil a preserving sheen. With mosquito
hour drawing near, Morrison and Evans agreed to

that we do here,”
headded “Certainly i have anyhing to dowithit”
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