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Introduction 

This table top is famous because it contains coprolites! Fossil poo! They have 

been sliced and polished to show what’s inside. Children love to see it because Dr 

Buckland’s Poo Table is in children’s fossil books about Lyme Regis. The table 

top was made about 180 years ago. Once it must have stood on its own single 

pendant leg, not the modern ones it has now.   

 

This is a short version for children of the technical paper William Buckland’s 

Coprolite Table Objects in the Museum Paper 1/2010 on the Museum’s web 

pages. That paper contains full references for further reading.                   

 
William Buckland, the man who had the table made 

by D C Thompson RHA 
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A coprolite stone from Edinburgh, like those in the table, bought in a Lyme 

fossil shop by Tom Sharpe, National Museum of Wales, who supplied the photo 

 

Do you know what a coprolite is?  

Coprolites are the fossilised remains of poo – these are mainly shark poo and they 

are very old, older than all the rocks at Lyme Regis. Nearly three times as old as 

the dinosaurs - in fact, 330 million years old - that’s 330,000,000 years.  

 

The centre of each stone is the coprolite, with a spiral of small elongate pieces of 

brown-stained bones of the fish that the sharks had eaten for dinner!  Thin veins 

spreading out into the surrounding stone resemble beetle’s legs, hence their other 

name, Beetle Stones. Sometimes the Victorians made small ones into earrings and 

brooches – imagine poo earrings!  

 

These coprolites came from Edinburgh and were collected by someone very 

famous right at the start of the science of Geology – the study of rocks and fossils.  

 

 
Do you think coprolites would have formed in this Jurassic sea bed? 

Detail from Ancient Dorsetshire by Henry de la Beche (National Museum of 

Wales) 
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William Buckland – the man 

William Buckland lived from 1784 to 1856. He came from Axminster near Lyme, 

where he was brought up in Loreto House in Lyme Road, opposite the RC Church 

before going up to Oxford. In the Museum you can see William Buckland’s bust 

to the side of his Coprolite Table in a glass case 

 

William was very interested in Geology – and was the first Professor of Geology 

and Mineralogy at Oxford University. He liked to play tricks on people, and may 

have had that in mind when he had the table made, probably on a visit to 

Edinburgh in 1834. Usually such tables had semi-precious stones set in their tops, 

such as the brightly coloured banded agates known as “Scotch” Pebbles. William 

invited his friends to tell him what they thought the coprolites in the table were – 

and when they had finished guessing – he told them that they were fossil poos! He 

also liked to try the meat of all the animals possible and invite others to do so, 

without telling them what they were eating until afterwards. 

 

But William had a much more serious side. He travelled widely across Europe 

with his wife and lifetime assistant, Mary. He used these travels to study rocks, 

mountains and volcanoes and to collect minerals and fossils. Their rooms in 

college became filled with specimens, so much so that it was difficult to find a 

space to sit to hear the great man. He was widely connected in the church, being 

an ordained priest in the Church of England, as well as meeting government 

ministers and influential people through his famous geology lectures at Oxford.  

 

William also travelled widely within Britain and thought nothing of riding from 

Axminster to Oxford: his horse trained to stop near promising quarries or rock 

outcrops.  

 

In Lyme he had close friendships with the pioneer geologists Rev. William 

Conybeare; Rector of Axminster; Sir Henry de la Beche; first Director of the 

Geological Survey and the fossilist Mary Anning, all of whom came from our 

local area. When Mary died young of breast cancer, these three made sure that the 

Geological Society of London inscribed a window to her memory in Lyme Regis 

Church. 

 

Buckland’s Importance to Science and the Church 

William Buckland became very important to science because he showed that all 

the rocks of the Earth took a very long time to be formed. He became Dean of 

Westminster, a very important position in the Church of England, close to the 

Establishment, Government and the Royal Family. At the time the Church 

considered that the Earth was created in 4004 BC, based on calculations by 

Archbishop Ussher of Armagh on the lives of the prophets.   

 

Buckland showed that geological processes – the building of successive beds of 

rock, their erosion and the re-deposition of the resulting sediment - would have 

taken very much longer than this. Also he thought that the time it would have 

taken for species to appear and become extinct would not fit within Ussher’s time 

scale. However, although he considered that the Earth might have taken even 



 

 

History of Lyme in Museum Objects No. 11: Buckland’s Coprolite Table                                           

          © 2013 Richard Bull & Lyme Regis Museum                                                                       4 

 

millions of years to be created and brought to a state fit for the history of man to 

start, he stopped short of proposing a mechanism for the evolution of life, leaving 

that to Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace.  

 

Frank Gordon, William’s grandson, gave us the table because of William’s 

connection with Lyme – and because he thought, wrongly, that these coprolites 

were from Lyme. It is a very special relict of Buckland as it had adorned his 

homes in his Oxford colleges, in Dean’s House, Westminster and in Islip Rectory, 

Oxfordshire.  

 

What can you see in the Museum? 

You can see Lyme Regis and Edinburgh coprolites and lots of information about 

William and his geological friends from Lyme - Mary Anning, Sir Henry de la 

Beche, Rev. William Conybeare and the Philpot sisters. William even became the 

subject of jokes and cartoons from these friends about his interest in fossil poo! 

Buckland’s important books are in the glass bookcase to the right of his bust, but 

are too fragile to put on display. 

   

What William himself wrote about the coprolites? 
“Mr W C Trevelyan recognised Coprolites in the centre of nodules of clay 

ironstone, that he found in a low cliff composed of shale, belonging to the coal 

formation at Newhaven, near Leith [Edinburgh]. I visited the spot, with this 

gentleman and Lord Greenock, in September 1834 and found these nodules 

strewed so thickly upon the shore, that a few minutes allowed me to collect more 

specimens than I could carry. Many of these contained a fossil fish, or a fragment 

of a plant, but the greater number had at their nucleus, a Coprolite, exhibiting an 

internal spiral structure: they were probably derived from voracious fishes, whose 

bones are found in the same stratum. These nodules take a beautiful polish, and 

have been applied by the lapidaries of Edinburgh to make tables, letter presses, 

and ladies ornaments under the name of Beetle stones from their supposed insect 

origin”. [Buckland, Bridgewater Treatise William Pickering 1836]. 

 

Thanks to Tom Sharpe at the National Museum of Wales for the use of pictures. 
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