2.a. HISTORY ACTIVITY:
Snake Stones and Devils’ Fingers
Fossils and Folklore
Link with Science Activity 1A – Introduction to Fossils
Follow with Art Activity 4B – How do Scientists Interpret fossils?
TIME NEEDED: 40 - 60 minutes
AGE: Year 3/4
LEARNING OUTCOMES
Knowledge: History and folklore, paleoart
Skills: observation, scientific exploration, drawing, imagination

Link here

MATERIALS
Fossils (ammonites, belemnites, gryphaea, shells, echinoids, 4-5 of each if possible, maybe from a
museum handling collection), A4 plain paper, crayons for rubbings, pencils, rubbers.

INSTRUCTIONS FOR TEACHERS:
How did people in England understand fossils before we knew they were the remains of ancient
creatures? Before the Victorians people believed the world was only 6000 years old and there were no
extinct creatures. Find out about fossil folklore and the magic attributed to fossils here. A good tale to
share with the children is number 4 about snakestones (ammonites, pictured above) at Whitby Abbey.
•
•
•

•

Give each child a fossil. One fossil between two children is fine.
The children should look at them artistically; look at their outlines, shadows, from the side, below and
above. Look carefully at patterns, lines and shapes. Take some rubbings and draw around the stones.
The children are going to put themselves in the shoes of people who lived 300 years ago. They
should imagine they are seeing the fossils for the first time and know nothing about them. They will
use their imagination to guess what they could be, something mysterious from the past.
They can then write a short paragraph for how they might put the fossil to good use, if they lived in
ancient times.

FOLLOW UP
Did other places in the world have explanations for fossils? Think about Greek fossils and ancient
mythology. Was the Griffin actually a protoceratops? What about ancient elephant fossils being
cyclops? Find out more here.

The Adoration of the Dragon
of the Apocalypse, Folio 23,
New Testament, Glossed,
Salisbury c.1250
LINK HERE

Greek vase painting c. 550 BC
LINK HERE
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