
The life and work of Mary Anning (dramatisation) 
 
Mary Anning tells the story of her life and shows us how she 
found fossils that changed scientific thinking worldwide. 
 

 
 

 
 Important Information 

Mary Anning (21 May 1799 – 9 March 1847) was an English fossil 
collector, dealer, and palaeontologist who became known around the 
world for important finds she made in Jurassic marine fossil beds in the 
cliffs along the English Channel at Lyme Regis in the county of Dorset in 
Southwest England. Her findings contributed to important changes in 
scientific thinking about prehistoric life and the history of the Earth. 
 
Anning searched for fossils in the area's Blue Lias cliffs, particularly 
during the winter months when landslides exposed new fossils that had 
to be collected quickly before they were lost to the sea. She nearly died 
in 1833 during a landslide that killed her dog, Tray. Her discoveries 
included the first ichthyosaur skeleton correctly identified; the first two 
more complete plesiosaur skeletons found; the first pterosaur skeleton 
located outside Germany; and important fish fossils. Her observations 
played a key role in the discovery that coprolites, known as bezoar 
stones at the time, were fossilised faeces. 
 
Anning's first famous discovery was made shortly after her father's 
death. In 1811 (some sources say 1810 or 1809) her brother Joseph 
found a 4 ft (1.2 m) skull, but failed to locate the rest of the animal. 
After Joseph told her to look between the cliffs at Lyme Regis and 
Charmouth, Mary found the skeleton—17 ft (5.2 m) long in all—a few 
months later. The family hired workmen to dig it out in November that 
year, an event covered by the local press on 9 November, who 
identified the fossil as a crocodile. 
 
Other ichthyosaur remains had been discovered in years past at Lyme 
and elsewhere, but the specimen found by the Annings was the first to 
come to the attention of scientific circles in London. It was purchased 
by the lord of a local manor, who passed it to William Bullock for public 
display in London where it created a sensation. 

Key Vocabulary 

Biography An account of someone's life written by someone else. 

Fossil The remains or impression of a prehistoric plant or animal embedded in rock and 
preserved in petrified form. 

Palaeontologist Someone who studies fossils as a way of getting information about the history of 
life on Earth. 

Ichthyosaur  A type of reptile that lived in the sea, that existed from about 250 million to 90 
million years ago 

Evolution The way in which living things change and develop over millions of years 

Jurassic  The period of time between around 208 and 146 million years ago, in which the 
first birds appeared and the single piece of land broke up into separate continents. 

Knowledge Organiser – Mary Anning Biography 
 

Set yourself a target! By the end of this topic, what do you want to achieve?  
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