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You hold in your hand a skull. Now it has turned to stone, but once it belonged 



to a living, breathing animal – a dinosaur called 



Psittacosaurus



. Over its life 



it hatched from an egg, grew, fed and hid from danger. It also lived within a real 



place, with its own weather, climate and chemistry, and shared that space with other 



animals, plants, fungi and bacteria. All these things interacted with one another to 



make a single, whole 



ecosystem



.



This was a long time ago and these events, and the world in which they happened, 



have been gone for more than 100 million years. But peer closely, and you’ll fi nd that 



the rocks around us contain clues that let us glimpse at the past. 



Bringing the



PASTPAST



to Life



In this book, we are going to travel 



back through time, and discover some 



of these strange and incredible lands.



But before we begin our journey through 



the lands of the past, let’s fi rst explore 



how we are able to unearth them, 



and how we can talk about them . . .



Over the last 



550 million years



, Earth has held an 



extraordinary variety of life forms and environments. 



There have been reefs made of glass, waterfalls a mile high 



falling into cavernous depths where the temperature could 



reach 80°C, and valleys fi lled with tree-sized lichens. 
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This is a book about the Earth, but not the Earth you know. Over time, the way the 



world has looked, felt and sounded has changed. The continents have moved and 



even exchanged bits of land; Scotland used to be part of North America, and India 



was connected to Antarctica. 



The animals and plants that lived in these shifting continents have also changed, 



and most living things that have ever existed cannot be found in the world today.



The only way we can understand what Earth used to be like is to study its rocks. 



Every rock on Earth tells a story about how it was formed. 



UNDERSTANDING 



ROCKS AND FOSSILS



These rocks form diff erently depending on what is happening around them. Shapes 



like ripples and riverbeds can be turned to stone. Sometimes, part of a living thing 



sinks to the fl oor and is buried. If we are lucky and it is not destroyed, it can slowly 



turn to stone and remain as a 



fossil



, hidden as part of the rock.









The long bones in 



Psittacosaurus



legs have rings, similar to the 



rings found inside trees. Like 



trees, these rings can tell us how 



many years our dinosaur lived 



for. By counting them, we can 



estimate that 



Psittacosaurus



lived for about twelve years.



UNDERSTANDING YOUR 



PSITTACOSAURUS



 FOSSIL



PSITTACOSAURUS

 FOSSIL

PSITTACOSAURUS



Your 



Psittacosaurus



 skull is a fossil.



By comparing it to other fossils and remains from the 



Psittacosaurus



 (including its legs and skin) and looking 



at the rocks in which they were found, we can start to 



see what this dinosaur would have been like . . .



A 



Psittacosaurus 



specimen has 



been found with a broken leg 



bone that had healed.



Lifespan



Healing









The skull has large attachments for 



the jaw muscles, good for powerful 



bites. There are also marks at the 



front of the snout which tell us 



that a beak was once attached, 



used for snipping plant material.



The front legs of the



 Psittacosaurus



are short, so it would have more 



easily walked on its back legs, 



like a pangolin does today.



An amazing fossil from China preserves some 



of the skin and bristles of a 



Psittacosaurus



, 



showing us what it looked like. Within the skin 



are tiny structures called 



melanosomes



, which 



contain black and ginger colouring. From this, 



we know that



 Psittacosaurus



 had a dark back and 



a light stomach, a colour pattern that is useful 



camoufl age in dense, shady forests.



The shape of the brain can be worked out from the skull. 



The part of the 



Psittacosaurus’s



 brain responsible for 



smell is large, so it probably had a strong sense of smell. 



It also had big eyes, good for seeing in dim light.



A group of fossils found in rocks formed 



by a sudden mudfl ow contain only young 



Psittacosauru



s, suggesting that this dinosaur often 



gathered together in groups of the same age.
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