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Abstract 
 
Observations of  fossils, from stone shells and footprints in stone to the immense 
skeletons of dinosaurs and mammoths, influenced ancient myths and popular beliefs 
about strange creatures that had flourished and then vanished in the deep past. Analysis 
of literary evidence, from Homer and Herodotus to Pausanias and Augustine, 
demonstrates that bones, tusks, and teeth of remarkable size and shape, were exposed by 
erosion, earthquakes, or human activities, all around the Mediterranean world and in 
Central Asia. Scythian tales of gold-guarding griffins may have arisen from nomadic 
gold prospectors’ attempts to account for ubiquitous, well-preserved fossil skeletons of 
Protoceratops dinosaurs. Artistic and archaeological evidence for fossil discoveries in 
antiquity is rare but supports the literary record. Greeks and Romans identified large 
vertebrate fossils of long-extinct species as relics of giants, monsters, and heroes of myth. 
They collected, measured, and displayed impressive fossils, and speculated on the 
appearance, behavior, and reason for the disappearance of amazing creatures never seen 
alive. The ancient attempts to account for the presence of extraordinary fossil remains 
weathering out of the ground produced some surprisingly perceptive, rational insights 
about Earth’s history and past life forms—despite the silence of natural philosophers. 
 
 
 
 
The huge fossil bones of mastodons or mammoths are not likely to appear in anyone’s 

mental picture of classical antiquity. And yet for the ancient Greeks themselves, and their 

neighbors, the vestiges of mysterious, remarkable creatures from the remote past were 

important features of their natural and cultural landscape. 

 

Millions of years before the first humans appeared, the Mediterranean basin was not a 

sea, but a land mass connecting Europe, Africa, and Asia. During the Miocene through 
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the Pleistocene epochs (about 23 million to 10,000 years ago), that land mass was 

populated by prehistoric elephants, mastodons, rhinoceroses, giraffes, cave bears, and 

other immense animals. These megafaunas died out in the last Ice Age; under certain 

conditions, their skeletons mineralised and remained embedded in rock and soil. In Italy, 

Greece, the Aegean islands, North Africa, and Asia Minor, the jumbled, fossilised 

remains of these prehistoric species are continually exposed by erosion, floods, storms, 

earthquakes, and human activity such as digging or plowing (see Mayor, 2011: Appendix 

1, for lists of the large vertebrate fossil species known to lie in these regions). 

 
In the era when oral traditions about giants and monsters first arose, the largest land 

animal known to the Greeks was the horse or ox; elephants were unknown until after 

Alexander’s campaigns in India, fourth century BCE). During the Miocene and 

Pleistocene epochs, tectonic and volcanic forces created the present-day landforms of the 

Mediterranean. The region is still subject to severe earthquakes as the continental plates 

of Africa and Asia collide. These seismic upheavals warp the terrain and break up fossil 

skeletons, jumbling the bones. The skulls of proboscideans are especially fragile. They 

often disintegrate away, leaving only the most durable and familiar-looking bones—

oversized femurs and scapulae—for the Greeks and other ancient people to ponder.  

In contrast, in Central Asia, much older, exquisitely preserved skeletons of Mesozoic 

dinosaurs (from about 215 to 65 million years ago) continually weather out of sandstone 

rock formations along the trade routes skirting the gold deposits below the Tien Shan and 

Altai mountains. The bleached white, well-preserved, fully articulated skeletons of four-
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legged, beaked dinosaurs were (and are) very conspicuous against the red sediments and 

would have been noticed by early inhabitants and travellers. 

 

These rich fossil deposits of Greece and Asia only came to the attention of modern 

science in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The paleontologists studying these 

remains did not realize that conspicuous fossils had been objects of great interest to the 

Greeks and other ancient cultures. Most classicists, for their part, were unaware that 

enormous skeletons could have been easily observed by ordinary folk in these lands. 

Therefore,  it is not surprising that ancient descriptions of  the “bones of giants in the 

earth” have long been viewed as mere fiction or religious superstition. After all, the most 

respected ancient authorities, Thucydides and Aristotle, made no mention of discoveries 

of giant or anomalous bones. But their silence should not mislead us into thinking that the 

Greeks took no notice of large fossil remains. 

 

Marine fossils (stone shells) on mountains and in deserts were another matter. Because 

marine fossil remains resembled still-living sea creatures, they easily led to an early 

recognition by ordinary people and philosophers, such as Xenophanes (ca 750 BCE), that 

these regions were once covered by seas (Herodotus 2.2; Plutarch, Isis and Osiris 40; 

Strabo 1.3.4; 16.2.17; 17.1-3). In contrast, the presence of immense or oddly formed 

bones and teeth of unfamiliar animals buried in the ground seemed to suggest that some 

life forms of past ages had gone extinct. This evidence was ignored because it posed a 
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dilemma for ancient philosophers, such as Aristotle, who were constrained by their belief 

in the notion of fixity of species (Leddra, 2010: 173-74;  Mayor, 2011: 192-220). This 

notion was not challenged by scientists until the Enlightenment. 

 
Despite the non-participation of elite historians and philosophers in explaining immense 

bones turned to stone, however, many surviving accounts in Greek and Latin sources 

reveal that fossil finds generated excitement and rational speculation. It was generally 

believed that giants and monsters had lived at a time when mountains were still being 

formed, and that they had been destroyed in the remote past, in earth-shaking battles with 

the gods and heroes or in other calamitous events. In the ancient imagination, the great 

heroes and heroines of myth were also giants—they would have towered over the puny 

men and women of today. One might ask whether observations of immense bones of 

mastodons and mammoths led to the idea of giants and heroes striding across the 

landscape. That is unprovable, but it seems plausible, since the thigh bones and shoulder 

blades of extinct elephants and other large mammals do resemble gigantic counterparts of 

human anatomy. It was commonly thought that mythic heroes were about three times the 

size of ordinary humans; this matches the fact that the femur of an ancestral elephant is 

approximately three times as large as that of an adult male  (on anthropomorphizing 

tendencies, see Mayor, 2011: 77-82). 

Fossil traces of extinct creatures attracted interest since ever since early humans gathered 

small stone shells and other portable fossils for ritual and decorative uses (Oakley, 1975; 

McNamara, 2011). Yet, except for occasional speculation by a few early naturalists and 
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classicists (Cuvier, 1806: 4-5, 14, 54; Erman, 1834: 9-11; Brown, 1926;  Huxley, 1979), 

ancient encounters with fossils remained unexamined until 2000, with the publication of 

the first extensive investigation of the literary, artistic, and archaeological evidence for 

discoveries and interpretations of fossils in Greek and Roman sources. Mayor gathered 

and analysed nearly one hundred accounts from more than thirty ancient authors, from 

Herodotus in the fifth century BCE to Augustine in the fifth century CE. These long-

neglected sources demonstrate that remarkable remains, from shells stranded on 

mountains and footprints in stone to the huge bones of dinosaurs and mammoths, 

captured the attention and imagination of ancient people and led to striking insights 

(Mayor, 2011: Appendix 2 for ancient testimonia).  

 

Curiosity and animated discussions arose whenever surprisingly large bones were 

revealed by erosion, storms, floods, earthquakes, or human activities like plowing or 

digging. Ancient Greeks and Romans collected, measured, compared, and displayed 

extraordinary fossil remains in temples as relics of the glorious past. Mayor also 

presented overlooked artistic and archaeological evidence to support the ancient literary 

record.  

 

Although it is impossible to determine which came first, sightings of large fossil bones or 

myths about  giants and monsters buried in the earth, the literary evidence indicates that 

observations of large vertebrate fossils certainly influenced certain myths and popular 
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beliefs. All around the Mediterranean, the impressive femurs and scapulae of mastodons 

and other extinct megafauna were revered as the remains of giants, monsters, and 

superheroes from the glorious days of myth (Boardman, 2002: 33-43; Lane Fox, 2009: 

305-11). Meanwhile in Central Asia, the abundant fossilised skeletons of beaked 

Protoceratops dinosaurs appears to be related to ancient Scythian tales and imagery of 

fabulous, gold-guarding Griffins dwelling “beyond Issedonia” and the Altai Mountains 

(Mayor, 2011: 22-52; Boardman 2002: 127-32).   

 

Not all myths about giants or monsters arose from fossil finds, of course, and not all 

Mediterranean sediments contain fossils (much of the land is marble or other barren rock, 

see Higgins and Higgins, 1996).  But modern paleontological excavations reveal that rich 

Miocene to Pleistocene fossil beds exist in many of the locales where myths and classical 

authors state that giant bones were buried in the earth (see MAP, for sites where ancient 

reports of giant bones overlap with modern paleontological discoveries).  

 

The following literary accounts are some of the earliest descriptions of  large vertebrate 

fossil finds in the world. By paying attention to the details of the stories, and looking at 

them in light of modern paleontology, we can recover the lost world of ancient fossil 

hunting. 

  

Herodotus (1.67-68, cf. Pausanias 3.3.6-7) recorded the earliest description and first 
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recorded measurement of large fossil skeleton discovered in Greece. In about 560 BCE, 

the Delphic Oracle had advised the Spartans to find the bones of the mythical hero 

Orestes. After the Spartans learned that a blacksmith digging a well in Tegea had 

unearthed a huge skeleton, about 10 feet long, they announced the discovery of Orestes’ 

bones and buried them in a fine tomb with great honors.  

 

Tegea lies in a Pleistocene lake basin, whose sediments contain the remains of 

mammoths and other megafauna of the Ice Age. Similar rich fossil deposits occur in 

other valleys of Arcadia in southern Greece, especially along the Alpheios River near 

Olympia and around Megalopolis, yielding enormous elephant bones and mastodon 

molars that resemble those of giant humans. Large isolated tusks are also common. In 

1994, for example, road builders near the ancient site of Olympia unearthed a pair of 

tusks about 10 feet long. The tusks were straight, so they probably belonged to the 13-

foot-tall ancestral elephant of the Pleistocene, Palaeoloxodon or Elephas antiquus, 

common remains in Arcadia.  The largest fossil tusks ever found in Greece were 

excavated by  Evangelia Tsoukala of Aristotle University in 2009; over 16 feet long, they 

belonged to a Miocene mastodon (Mayor, 2011: xx, 99-101).  

 

Modern finds like these shed new light on Greek myths about super sized animals, such 

as the enormous Calydonian Boar, slain by Atalanta and Meleager. When archaic people 

who had never seen an elephant came upon enormous tusks, they may have visualized a 
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gigantic boar, the only tusked animal they knew. According to Pausanias (8.46.1), the 

magnificent three-foot long tusks of the Calydonian Boar were stored in a temple in 

Tegea. In 31 BCE, the future emperor Augustus plundered these trophy tusks from Tegea 

for his own display in Rome. Several centuries later, Procopius (De Bello Gothico, 

5.15.8) viewed a different pair of tusks labeled “Calydonian Boar” in Beneventum, Italy. 

Those ivories were curved “in the shape of a crescent” and were “three hand spans in 

circumference,” details that suggest a Pleistocene woolly mammoth whose massive tusks 

have a distinctive curvature. 

 
The Spartan discovery of Orestes’ bones at Tegea in the sixth century BCE spurred a 

Pan-Hellenic bone rush. With the help of oracles, Greek cities began to deliberately seek 

impressive bones that they could identify as their own giant heroes from myth. For 

example, in 476 BCE, Kimon searched for the remains of  the Athenian hero Theseus on 

the island of Skyros, where he found some suitably large bones eroding out of a mound. 

Kimon brought the bones to Athens where they received a hero’s welcome (Pausanias 

1.17.6; Plutarch, Kimon 8). The bones identified as Theseus came from Miocene 

sediments on Skyros, which contain the fossils of mastodons, rhinos, and giant giraffes.   

 

At ancient Olympia, the enormous shoulder blade of the local hero Pelops, was kept in a 

special shrine. The land around Olympia contains Pleistocene fossils of great magnitude, 

such as Mammuthus primigenius or meridionalis. Their scapulae measure about 2 feet by 

3 feet, many times the size of a human shoulder blade, but with the same shape. 
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According to Pausanias (5.13.1-7), this celebrated shoulder blade of Pelops played a part 

in winning the legendary Trojan War. Pelops’ bone was supposedly transported from 

Olympia to the Greek camp at Troy. After the Greek victory, the bone was shipped back 

to Greece, but was lost at sea near Euboea. According to Pausanias, several centuries 

later a Euboean fisherman hauled up a gigantic shoulder blade in his net. The Delphic 

Oracle identified the bone as the long lost shoulder blade of Pelops, and arranged for it to 

be “re-inshrined” at Olympia. Notably, Euboea was once part of the Miocene land mass. 

The shallow waters cover sunken grabens of Miocene sediments, containing 

Chalicotherium (a large, bizarre herbivore with claws), mastodon, and rhinoceros fossils.  

It is not unusual for fishing nets to bring up prehistoric bones in fossiliferous sea beds: it 

happens every day in the English Channel, and other ancient examples are mentioned in 

the Greek Anthology (6.222-23). 

 

In the seventh century BCE, a temple dedicated to the hero Pelops was constructed over 

an older Bronze Age shrine at Olympia, perhaps to house the Miocene bone netted in 

Euboean waters identified as the lost bone of Pelops. Hundreds of years later, Pausanias 

found the temple in ruins, and the priests informed him that the great Pelops bone had 

crumbled to dust. Disappointed, but not surprised, Pausanias commented on the venerable 

bone’s extreme age, its arduous travels, and centuries under the sea since the Trojan War. 

Indeed, the replacement Pelops bone fished up in Euboean waters would have been 

millions of years older than the Pleistocene fossil originally revered as Pelops’ shoulder 

blade in the Bronze Age.  
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As a native of Asia Minor, Pausanias recorded numerous eyewitness accounts of giant 

bone finds there (1.35.3-6; 8.29.1-4), exposed by rainstorms, floods, earthquake, erosion 

by the sea, or by human digging. At Miletus, for example, part of a small island suddenly 

broke away, revealing a colossal skeleton. The Milesians believed the bones were those 

of Asterios, giant son of the town’s legendary founder Anax, a giant “son of the earth.” 

The dimensions and location, on the coast where Miocene fossils continually weather out, 

suggest that the giant’s real identity was a mastodon or other large, extinct mammal.  

 

When workers diverted the Orontes River, in Syria, a vast skeleton appeared in the dry 

river bed. Pausanias says the giant was 11 cubits, more than 15 feet long. The Oracle at 

Claros declared that this was Orontes, a giant-hero of India, but others thought it was 

Aryades, an African giant. The giant was most likely a tremendous steppe mammoth, 

common remains in the Orontes valley. Pausanias’s measurements are realistic, since 

these behemoths were about 14 feet tall. 

 

In Lydia, Pausanias viewed yet another massive skeleton, exposed by heavy rains at the 

river Hyllos. “You would think the bones were human by their form,” exclaimed 

Pausanias. “But their size was incredible.” Locals identified the body as Geryon, the 

monstrous giant slain by Herakles. Geryon had raised colossal oxen. “Everyone knew 

someone who had plowed up big horns in the area, which must have been the remnants of 

Geryon’s fabulous herd,” commented Pausanias. The soil of Lydia contains remains of 

Miocene mastodons, rhinoceroses, giant oxen, and giraffes.      
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Pausanias also investigated spectacular fossil discoveries near Troy. During the bone rush 

begun by Sparta, Thebes tried to find the remains of Hector at Troy (Pausanias 9.18.4). 

The Troad is an alluvial plain where both Miocene and Pleistocene fossils constantly 

weather out, especially along the Hellespont. In the second century CE, the sea washed 

out the beach in the area where the Greek hero Ajax was thought to be buried. Crowds 

came to marvel at the enormous bones, including the emperor Hadrian, who reburied 

them in a fine tomb at Troy (Philostratus, On Heroes  7.9). According to Pausanias 

(1.35.3), a witness estimated that the hero’s kneecaps were the size of  a “boy’s discus in 

the pentathlon.” Notably, the informant strove for accuracy, avoiding exaggeration. The 

diameter of a boy’s discus was about 5 inches across, a detail allows us to guess that 

Hadrian buried the bones of a mastodon or mammoth in Ajax’s tomb at Troy, since their 

patellae measure nearly 5 inches in diameter. 

 

Philostratus (On Heroes 8.3-14)  gives a realistic account of another large fossil 

assemblage eroding out of an unstable cliff  on the Trojan shore. After sailors spotted a 

gigantic skeleton poking out of a promontory, an oracle identified it as the great hero 

Achilles. Curious people sailed to the site to get a good view of the exposure, visible for 

60 days, before the bones crashed into the sea. Another of Philostratus’s naturalistic 

descriptions relates that an earthquake exposed a gigantic skeleton on his native island of 

Lemnos. “The backbone was in pieces, and the ribs were wrenched away from the 

vertebrae. As I examined the entire skeleton and the individual bones,  I had an 

impression of terrifying size, impossible to describe.” Observers measured the volume of 

the cranium, by filling it with water from two Cretan amphorae. This specific 
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measurement, equalling approximately 40-50 liters, matches the typical volume of a 

prehistoric elephant’s skull (Mayor, 2011: 118-19). 

  

Yet another incident related by Philostratus, farmers digging vines on an island off 

Euboea (Ikos) uncovered a gigantic skeleton that they estimated at nearly 18 feet long. A 

scattered skeleton in the ground appears to be longer than the animal was in real life, but 

this figure may be only slightly inflated. It is possible that the farmers came upon the 

fossil skeleton of a massive Dinotherium, a bizarre elephant ancestor that towered more 

than 15 feet at the shoulder. An oracle explained that the skeleton belonged to a terrible 

giant destroyed in the Gigantomachy. 

 

Two locales in Greece had such dense concentrations of huge bones that they were 

known as battlefields where Zeus had blasted armies of giants and buried them under the 

earth. The area around ancient Megalopolis (“giant city”) in the Peloponnese was 

identified as the still-smouldering battleground of the Gigantomachy (Pausanias 8.29.1; 

8.32.5), while Pallene (Kassandra Peninsula, Chalkidiki, northern Greece) was said to 

have been the giants’ headquarters. According to Solinus (9.6), “before there were any 

humans on Pallene, a battle was fought between the gods and giants. Traces of the giants’ 

destruction continue to be seen today, whenever torrents flood. . . . People find bones of 

immeasurable enormity in the gullies.”  

 

Recent ongoing excavations by Evangelia Tsoukala on the Kassandra Peninsula have 

unearthed fossils of mastodons and other megafaunas. Earlier, in 1902, Greek 
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paleontologists near Megalopolis discovered a great variety of Ice Age mammal fossils 

buried in lignite (peat, soft coal), which stains the bones very dark, giving  them a burnt 

look. Indeed, once ignited by wildfire or lightning, combustible lignite can burn and 

smoke for many years (similar soft coal deposits exist at Pallene, also known as Phlegra, 

“Burning Fields”). These natural facts—the presence of gigantic fossil bones in burning 

soil—reinforced the ancient image of  multitudes of giants destroyed by Zeus’s lightning.  

In about 200 BCE, Euphorion (fragment in Aelian, On Animals, 16.39) told of enormous 

primeval beasts called Neades, which populated Samos before humans came to the 

island. Their huge stone bones were displayed on the island to travelers in antiquity. 

Significantly, this early folk interpretation of the Samos fossils was revised after 

elephants became well-known in the Mediterranean world. In the first century CE, 

Plutarch (Greek Questions, 56) stated that the massive petrified bones of Samos were 

recognized as those of elephants, perhaps brought from India by the god Dionysus in the 

era of myth  (Solounias and Mayor, 2005).  Beginning in the late nineteenth century, 

European paleontologists discovered abundant deposits of Miocene mammal fossils on 

Samos, many of which be viewed in the modern paleontological museum on the island 

(Mayor, 2011: 54-60, 180-83). 

 

Numerous examples of animal, plant, and marine fossils observed, collected, used, and 

displayed around the Mediterranean appear in Pliny the Elder (eg, 2.226, 7.73-75, 8.31, 

9.10-11, 28.34,36.134, 36.134-35). According to Suetonius, Augustus established the 

world’s first paleontological museum for “the bones of land and sea monsters” at his villa 
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on Capri.  Phlegon of Tralles  (ca 130 CE, Marvels, 11-19) described discoveries of 

bones of immense size in Messenia, Rhodes, Athens, Dalmatia, Pontus, Carthage, and 

Egypt. Phlegon also explained how the emperor Tiberius commissioned the earliest 

recorded reconstruction of  an extinct creature from on its fossil remains, a 

paleontological milestone that went unnoticed until 2000. Tiberius instructed a sculptor to 

create a life-sized bust of a giant based on immense molar from a skeleton exposed by an 

earthquake near the Black Sea (Mayor, 2011: 145-46).  

 
Pausanias and other writers tell us that the Greeks and Romans gathered up the bones of 

giants and heroes and displayed them in temples or reburied them in fine tombs. Why 

have so few been recovered by archaeologists? As Pausanias learned, when he looked for 

the Pelops bone, fossils are fragile things. But another reason is that, unfortunately, the 

fossilised remains of extinct species were routinely discarded by modern archaeologists, 

even after the advent of zooarchaeology in the 1970s. A few rare fossil relics have been 

recognized from archaeological sites around the ancient world (Mayor, 2011: 167-69), 

although most have not received the care or analysis they deserve. Heinrich Schliemann 

reported finding the bone of an extinct mammal at ancient Troy in 1870 (Mayor, 2011: 

178-80). In 1926, paleontologist Barnum Brown retrieved the molar of  a prehistoric 

elephant in the ruins of the Asclepion of Kos. German archaeologists at Samos 

discovered part of the large femur of an extinct mammal (perhaps that of an ancestral 

elephant) among a trove of natural history dedications in the Temple of Hera (seventh 

century BCE). This important find confirms ancient reports that immense bones were 

displayed on the island (Kyrieleis, 1988; present whereabouts of the fossil unknown). 
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Fossils as Greco-Roman votives have also been reported by Raymond (2004). Tons of 

black, river polished fossil bones, excavated by Sir Flinders Petrie from Set shrines at 

Qau el-Kebir, Egypt, in the 1920s languish in unopened crates in London (Mayor, 2011: 

xxiii, 177-79, a few of the Set fossils turned up in a museum in Bolton, UK). In the 

1970s, the Minnesota Messenia Expedition excavated part of the fossilised femur of a 

Pleistocene rhinoceros or Chalicotherium  that had been stored on the ancient acropolis at 

Nichoria, Greece. This fossil was misplaced for decades but now resides in the Greek and 

Roman Antiquities Department, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (Mayor, 2011, xvi, 184-

90).  

In 2007, paleontologist Mark McMenamin suggested that an ammonite depicted on a 

Greek coin, minted in 350-250 BCE, may be the earliest artistic representation of an 

invertebrate fossil. Skeletons are rare in Greek art, but what appears to be the fossil skull 

of an extinct creature was painted on a Corinthian column-krater in about 550 BCE, 

during the “bone rush” begun by Sparta. The vase illustrates the myth of Heracles killing 

the Monster of Troy, a terrible creature that suddenly appeared on the coast of Troy 

(Mayor, 2000; Mayor, 2011: 157-62; Boardman, 2002: 36-38).  

 

Art historians had assumed that the large, disembodied head was a poorly drawn ketos, 

sea monster, peering out of a cave. But paleontologists who examined the painting were 

struck by the articulated jawbone full of jagged teeth, the extended back of the skull, and 

the hollow eye socket. The broken‑off premaxilla is another naturalistic detail of a 

fossilised skull. The shape of the skull and its size relative to the humans suggests that a 
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large Miocene mammal fossil may have been the model for the monster. One candidate 

would be the Samotherium, a large Miocene giraffid whose skull is about 2 feet long, 

very common fossils along the coast of Turkey and in Greece. As one of the earliest 

artistic depictions of a vertebrate fossil animal to survive from antiquity, the Monster of 

Troy vase offers powerful evidence that remains of prehistoric animals influenced ancient 

myths about primeval monsters. 
 

These examples of  literary, archaeological, and artistic evidence related to fossils 

represent the earliest inklings of paleontological inquiry. Ancient Greco-Roman accounts 

of encounters with marine, plant, animal, and trace fossils, expressed in mythological 

language more than 2,000 years before Charles Darwin, were remarkably perceptive for a 

pre-scientific culture. During classical antiquity, people realised that stone shells found 

far from the sea meant that mountains and deserts were once under water. Unlike natural 

philosophers who ignored large vertebrate fossils, ordinary folk recognised remarkable 

prehistoric animal fossils as the organic remains of a variety of extraordinary species that 

had lived when the earth was young, while mountains were being formed, long before 

present-day humans appeared. Perceiving that such enormous life forms no longer lived, 

they speculated on their appearance, behavior, habitat, and demise. They imagined that 

the giant beings had perished in some cataclysm, by lightning, flood, or earthquake. 

Taphonomic conditions were accurately described, and taxonomies, genealogies, and 

geographies were created for large, no-longer extant creatures.In at least one instance, at 

Samos, popular explanations were revised when new information became available. Not 

only did the ancients collect, measure, and exhibit fossils, but there were attempts to 
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reconstruct extinct creatures from the fossil remains and to account for observed 

anomalies inconsistent with human or known animal anatomy.   

 

This set of notable achievements was not formal science, of course, but these ancient 

insights and concepts constitute the preconditions for later scientific paleontological 

investigations. Remarkably, these perceptions about earth’s prehistory were not based 

upon advances in natural philosophy, but arose from popular observations of evidence 

over generations. Such accurate understandings of deep time, extinction, and change over 

time based on the fossil record were lost during the Christian-medieval era, and would 

not emerge again until the Renaissance. 
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FURTHER READING 

 

Ancient observations and interpretations of fossils are surveyed and analysed in the 2011 

revised edition with new introduction of  Adrienne Mayor’s First Fossil Hunters: 

Dinosaurs, Mammoths, and Myth in Greek and Roman Times (Princeton University 

Press, first published in 2000), explaining how myths about griffins, Cyclopes, monsters, 

and heroes may have been influenced by paleontological discoveries in antiquity.  John 

Boardman’s Archaeology of Nostalgia: How the Greeks Re-Created Their Mythical Past 

(Thames and Hudson, 2002), discusses how fossil discoveries and displays of monstrous 

bones helped ancient Greeks understand their own mytho-historical roots. In Travelling 

Heroes in the Epic Age of Homer (Knopf, 2009), Robin Lane Fox shows how mythic 

tales of gods and heroes were related to ancient exploration and observations of  

mysterious topographical features, including fossilised bones of impressive magnitude. 
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MAP. Modern paleontological discoveries of rich vertebrate fossil deposits coincide with 

sites where the bones of giants, heroes, and monsters were reported in ancient sources. 

Map by Michele Angel. 
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FIG. Heracles and Hesione versus the Monster of Troy, depicted as a large skull 

weathering out of a cliff. Corinthian column-krater, 560-540 BCE, Museum of Fine Arts, 

Boston, Helen and Alice Colburn Fund, 63.420. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 


