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Planet Earth was formed 4.5 billion years ago. In that time the planet we live on has changed many times. Oceans 
have formed, the continents have formed and continue to move across the surface of the earth. Over billions of 
years, water and oxygen appeared and then, 4 billion years ago the �rst tiny spark of life occured. These microscopic 
organisms had only one cell and were very primitive. Look at the timeline and you can see that from the evolution of 
humans to now, including the whole of human history, takes up a tiny space in the history of planet Earth. 

Palaeontologists �nd out about the history of life on earth by �nding and 
studying all kinds of evidence. They �nd fossilised footprints from dinosaurs 

and even the marks left on the bottom of the sea by trilobites, 400 million 
years ago. This ant was trapped in amber that oozed out of a tree 40 

million years ago. Although the fossils of large dinosaurs, marine 
reptiles amd �ying reptiles are very rare, the fossilised remains 

of the millions of creatures that swam in the ocean are quite 
common.  

All the evidence helps scientists tell the story of how 
our planet formed and how life on earth developed 
and how humans came to exist. 

Geologists study the rocks and the formation of the 
planet that allow the palaeontologists to place the 
fossils they �nd in the right time. To help, the age of 
the earth has been broken down into ages that help 
scientists talk about when things happened. You may 
have heard of some of these:

Jurassic, Triassic, Cretaceous , 
Mesozoic and Cambrian.

 A Tyrannosaurus 
Rex tooth from 
the Jurassic era.

Can you place these time 
periods in the right place on 
the timeline?

The �rst oxygen appears
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People have been �nding Ammonites for thousands 
of years. They are very common and because of 

this they are quite cheap to buy. This means they 
are a great way to start a fossil collection.

Why are they called Ammonites? 
For many years they were 
thought to be fossilised 

coiled up snakes and 
were even carved or 

painted at the end to show a 
snakes head. They were 

someties even called snakestones.

They are called Ammonites 
because they look like the horns of 
the God Ammon. 

THE HORNS OF AMMON

Jelly�sh fossils have been found dating 
back over 500 million years. That was the 
Cambrian period when life appeared in 
huge numbers. It’s called the Cambrian 
Explosion.

Jelly�sh look to 
the same now as 

they did millions of 
years ago.

The very earliest life on earth was so small you would 
need a microscope to see it. These tiny cells evolved 
over hundreds of millions of years into animals that you 
might recognise now.  Animal life started in the sea in 
the Cambrian period around 500 million years ago. 
Millions of creatures �lled the oceans. At this time the 
�rst �sh-like animals also evolved.  

During the Cambrian Explosion, the sea was 
home to a huge range of animals. Trilobites 
as small as a millimetre and some as long 
as 60cm would have been scouring the 
bottom of the sea for scraps. During this 

time the �rst animals with backbones 
(like us) called chordates (like 

spinal cord) evolved. 

Pikaia (a chordate) could be an 
ancestor to all animals with 
backbones.  It became extinct 
millions of years ago
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