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d
Weathering and erosion may eventually 
wear away some of the rock to expose 
part of the fossil. Fossils are often found 
in road cuttings or quarries.



a
An ammonite dies and falls to the 
bottom of the sea where it is covered 
by sediments and protected from being 
eaten by other animals. The soft parts 
of its body decay, leaving just the shell.



b
More and more sediment covers and 
squeezes the shell. The shell may 
remain or be replaced with minerals 
such as quartz or limestone that seep 
into it in solution before the original 
shell dissolves.



c
After millions of years, movement in 
the Earth’s crust may thrust the layer 
of sedimentary rock containing the 
fossil upwards to form part of a 
mountain range.
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How fossils form
Fossils only form under special conditions that 
preserve the shape of the original organism for 
long enough for some impression to be left 
behind. Two specific conditions are:
• quick covering of the organism in sediment 



(dust, sand or mud) that prevents weathering
• exclusion of oxygen and bacteria, thereby 



preventing decay.
Finding fossils of long-extinct organisms is 



extremely rare since most animal and plant remains are 
crushed or decay too quickly for them to be preserved 
in the rock they are to become part of. Otherwise, they 
have died where the rock is of the wrong type for 
fossil formation.



Even when fossils are formed, they can be destroyed 
by later folding and faulting of the landscape. They then 



9.6.3 These dinosaur footprints were found in Queensland and have 
been dated at around 100 million years old.



Fig 9.6.5 These ammonite fossils are casts of 
animals that lived about 100 million years ago. 
They probably formed via the steps shown.



Fig 9.6.4 The bones of an Icthyosaurus have been replaced by 
minerals to form this fossil.



need to be discovered and then recognised as important. 
Most fossils will be buried too deeply and too remotely 
to ever be discovered—others might be 
discovered by someone who doesn’t understand 
or care about what they are seeing.



Wrong end!
In 1870, dinosaur 
hunter Edward Drinker 
Cope wrote a report 
about a plesiosaur—
what is known today 
as a long-necked, 
short-tailed dinosaur. 
Cope made an 
embarrassing error, 
however—he put the 
head at the wrong 
end, to construct a 
short-necked, long-
tailed dinosaur!
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Weathering and erosion may eventually 

wear away some of the rock to expose 

part of the fossil. Fossils are often found 

in road cuttings or quarries.

a

An ammonite dies and falls to the 

bottom of the sea where it is covered 

by sediments and protected from being 

eaten by other animals. The soft parts 

of its body decay, leaving just the shell.

b

More and more sediment covers and 

squeezes the shell. The shell may 

remain or be replaced with minerals 

such as quartz or limestone that seep 

into it in solution before the original 

shell dissolves.
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After millions of years, movement in 

the Earth’s crust may thrust the layer 

of sedimentary rock containing the 

fossil upwards to form part of a 

mountain range.
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How fossils form

Fossils only form under special conditions that 

preserve the shape of the original organism for 

long enough for some impression to be left 

behind. Two specific conditions are:

• quick covering of the organism in sediment 

(dust, sand or mud) that prevents weathering

• exclusion of oxygen and bacteria, thereby 

preventing decay.

Finding fossils of long-extinct organisms is 

extremely rare since most animal and plant remains are 

crushed or decay too quickly for them to be preserved 

in the rock they are to become part of. Otherwise, they 

have died where the rock is of the wrong type for 

fossil formation.

Even when fossils are formed, they can be destroyed 

by later folding and faulting of the landscape. They then 

9.6.3 

These dinosaur footprints were found in Queensland and have 

been dated at around 100 million years old.

Fig 9.6.5

 These ammonite fossils are casts of 

animals that lived about 100 million years ago. 

They probably formed via the steps shown.

Fig 9.6.4

 The bones of an Icthyosaurus have been replaced by 

minerals to form this fossil.

need to be discovered and then recognised as important. 

Most fossils will be buried too deeply and too remotely 

to ever be discovered—others might be 

discovered by someone who doesn’t understand 

or care about what they are seeing.
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