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Puzzling over the mysterious sea shells in the mountains 
One of the great discoveries of geology, a discovery explored in particular by James 
Hutton in the late 1700s, was that mountains have not always been.  Where mountains 
are now there was once sea, and before that mountains, and before that, sea again. 
People have puzzled over the mystery of the fossil shells in the mountains for 
thousands of years.  Below is a sample of that puzzling, going back in time...  
 

 If I had to restrict all this <book> to one sentence: The summit of Mt. Everest is 
marine limestone.   
    ---John McPhee, Basin and Range, 1981 

 

 Why has not anyone seen that fossils alone gave birth to a theory about the 
formation of the earth, that without them, no one would have ever dreamed that 
there were successive epochs in the formation of the globe.  

— Baron Georges Cuvier, 1769-1832 
 

 It... [can] be easily shown: 
...that mountains can be overthrown, and fields carried over from one side of a 
high road across to the other; that peaks of mountains can be raised and lowered  

— Nicolaus Steno, 1638-1686 
 

 There are no mountains where there has been no sea or lake….The conches, 
oysters, and other similar animals that are born in the sea oozes are witnesses to 
us of the changing of the earth….These depths are now so high that they have 
become hills, or high mountains, and the rivers that wear away the sides of those 
mountains lay bare the layers of these fossils. 

 
In the mountains of Parma and Piacenza, multitudes of shells and corals filled 
with worm-holes may be seen still adhering to the rocks...The peaks of the 
Apennines once stood up in a sea, in the form of islands surrounded by salt 
water... and above the plains of Italy where flocks of birds are flying today, fishes 
were once moving in large shoals. 

— Leonardo da Vinci, 1452-1519 
 

 Evidence of this [transformation of animals into fossils] is that parts of aquatic 
animals and perhaps of naval gear are found in rock in hollows on mountains, 
which water no doubt deposited there enveloped in sticky mud... Very striking 
evidence of this kind is found in the stones of Paris, in which one very often 
meets round shells the shape of the moon.  

— Saint Magnus Albertus (before 1280) 
 



 Sea shells are found in mountains, and these occurred when all things were 
covered with mud long ago 
    --Xenophanes, ca 500BC 
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