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The Bequest 

Frank Gordon (Gordon, 1928) offered this table to Lyme Regis Museum in 1928, 

because of connections between Lyme Regis and his grandfather, William Buckland. 

An ivorine plaque, now removed, was fixed to the table which said “bequeathed by 

Frank Gordon in 1938” and it was not accessed by the Museum until that year. The 

minute book does not mention the table and the accession record bears no further 

details about the delay in receiving the gift. 

 

William Buckland 1784-1856 
The Reverend William Buckland was a Fellow of Corpus Christi, the first Professor 

of Geology & Mineralogy in the University of Oxford and later, Dean of 

Westminster. He was born at Loreto House, Lyme Road in Axminster, which stands 

opposite the RC Church.  

 
William Buckland by D C Thompson RHA 
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Buckland had a great fondness for Lyme, frequently visiting the cliffs on geological 

and fossil collecting trips with other the Lyme geological pioneers, the Rev. William 

Conybeare, Rector of Axminster, Sir Henry De la Beche, founder of the HM 

Geological Survey and Mary Anning, fossilist. Buckland was one of the founders of 

modern geological science and made major contributions to understanding the age of 

the Earth and reconciling geological observations with the theology of the Established 

Church. He was an avid collector, experimenter and, as Dean of Westminster, 

improver of social conditions. He had wide connections in geological, university, 

church and political circles. 

 

Summary of Provenance of the Table 

The table top was made for William Buckland, one of the group of pioneer geologists 

associated with Lyme Regis. He had it made as a curiosity for his drawing room to 

house a display of coprolitic nodules, or Beetle Stones, which in all probability he 

collected at Wardie, Edinburgh in 1834. Professional opinion in the Edinburgh 

antique trade (McLeod 2010) suggests that the nodules were cut by an Edinburgh 

lapidary and that the panel and the purpose-made table top are likely to have been 

made there as well.  

The table would have adorned Buckland’s drawing room, probably moving with his 

successive homes at Oxford, Dean’s House, Westminster and Islip Rectory, 

Oxfordshire. 

   

Description of the Table Top 

The table top is 890mm across the diagonals, 770mm long and 620mm wide, making 

it rectangular in shape.  It is in good condition, well polished, with a pleasant patina of 

age. It is made of good quality pine veneered and cross banded with what looks like 

walnut. The table top is robustly made because of the weight of an in-lay panel, but is 

fragile. The whole assembly weighs about 40kg and takes two people to lift. If it fell, 

its weight would damage the veneer or the in-lay.  

The table top has a scalloped margin 80mm wide, in which the in-lay panel is set. The 

shoulders are moulded in three parts, the moulding taking up 20mm of the margin. 

The edges of the table top are 80mm deep. There are four arc-like scallops cut out of 

the longer sides and three on the shorter sides, the cusps being 145mm apart. The 

veneer has been carefully carried over these surfaces and the edges. A small piece of 

the veneer was missing along the bottom edge which was restored in 2010. Screw-

holes and a hardened polish line indicate that it once had some kind of cover, 

presumably glass.  

 

 
The 2013 “replica” table 



3 

Objects in the Museum Paper 1/2010                     © 2010 Lyme Regis Museum    

The legs of the table are modern, of oak and were made for Liz-Anne Bawden, then 

curator of the museum, in the 1990s. The current assembly sets the table height at 

770mm. It is not known what happened to the original legs: the donor’s letter and 

accession record do not suggest a legless table top. A newspaper article (Pulman’s 1
st
 

November 1938) in the Museum’s collection mentions a mahogany pedestal. 

Previously the table top had been mounted in a wall display in this Museum and 

screw holes and marks from brackets can be seen underneath. The “replica” table 

made in 2013 for Erik Buckland stands on a pedestal giving an idea of the original 

(for more on this “replica”, see section at the end of this paper). 

 

In-lay panel 

Within the table top is a rectangular in-lay panel 440mm x 590mm and about 70mm 

thick, set within a brass beading 15mm wide. Two engraved ivorine plaques have 

been attached explaining the origin and gift of the table and these would be better 

removed but for the screw holes that would be left.  

The panel is inlaid with 64 sectioned oval coprolitic nodules, presumably from 32 

oval nodules cut in half set in some kind of grey-stained cement or resinous matrix. 

This has been crudely repaired from underneath with plaster or similar material. The 

largest nodule is 95mm x 80mm, the smallest 30mm x 50mm.   
 

 
A nodule in the table showing the resemblance to a beetle 

 
A nodule from the Wardie Shale (photo by Tom Sharpe) 
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The centre part of each nodule is the coprolite, with a spiral structure of small 

elongate pieces of brown-stained phosphatised bone from which thin veins spread out, 

the whole in section resembling a beetle, hence the name Beetle Stones. Coprolite is 

fossilised excrement, in this case fish excrement. The largest coprolitic core is 30mm 

x 60mm. 

The outer part of each nodule is a 5 to 30mm coat of fine-grained grey hard material 

with no obvious structure, probably clay-ironstone (siderite, maybe with some calcite, 

mudstone). The separation between the inner coprolite and outer coat is sharp and 

distinct.  

The siderite mudstone coats, but not the coprolitic cores, are split by a number of 

septarian cracks radiating from a point in the centre of the nodule but which do not 

reach the outer edge of the nodule. The cracks are filled with a white opaque mineral, 

which could be calcite or baryte. Replacement of the coprolites by a metallic-looking 

opaque sulphide mineral occurs in some nodules, probably marcasite, either in 

patches or as a narrow ring around the coprolite. Without destructive testing with acid 

or extracting and thin-sectioning the back of a nodule, the exact nature of the minerals 

cannot be determined, but the weight of the table top and in-lay suggests siderite 

mudstone. This is much heavier than calcite mudstone on account of its high iron 

content. 

The panel is cracked underneath, but this crack does not come to the top surface. A 

large repair does reach the top, where it has been stained to more or less match the 

general matrix. Towards one corner the matrix was coming away from one of the 

nodules, exposing its greyish outer surface, but was restored in 2010. We are warned 

that the matrix may be resinous, so it should not be placed where it may become 

unduly warm, such as in the direct sunlight or in front of a radiator, when it could 

warp.  

 
The underside of the table, showing the plaster repair. This was restored in 2010. In 

2011 a Perspex shield was fitted underneath to protect and support the panel and 

another to protect the top, the former fixed only to the modern legs and the latter 

using existing screw holes. 

 

Conservation of the Table 

In 2010 Wiltshire Conservation Service restored the table), the project being led by 

Beth Werrett, at Chippenham (Wiltshire Conservation job number C2010404). The 
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work cost £1565.10 including 17.5% VAT and the Pilgrim Trust provided £1,000 

towards the cost through the AIM Conservation Scheme, for which the Museum is 

grateful. 

Wiltshire Conservation’s report (Werrett 2010) is on file in the Museum, contains 

before and after photographs. The work included: 

 

• A thorough cleaning to remove wax deposits, paint spots and “blu tack”, 

particularly wax build up along the edges of a cover which formerly lay or was 

fixed to the table top, 

• The excess of the former repair with a white filler (probably plaster) was 

trimmed away and the remainder toned to match the surroundings with earth 

pigments,  

• The surface of the inlay was consolidated with Mowital B30H (polyvinyl 

butyral) in 70:30 solution of acetone and IMS (industrial methylated spirit, 

ethanol) to seal the surface and enable new fills to be removed if need be), 

• In-lay cracks and missing sections of inlay matrix filled to level with 30% 

paraloid B72 with 50:50 with IMS, glass microsphere balloons, marble dust 

and artist’s pigments tinted not to blend in fully - being not quite matched so 

that it remains clear which is new fill and which is original inlay matrix, 

• Cracks in the wood veneers filled with rabbit skin glue and  

• Microcrystalline wax in white spirit used to cover the entire surface of the 

table to give a protective seal. 

 

Wiltshire Conservation recommended that the table be restored to horizontal display 

to prevent the heavy weight of the inlay panel disturbing the frame in time, that a 

protective wooden panel should be fitted to the underside of the inlay against the 

modern legs and a protective hardened glass or Perspex cover be fitted to protect the 

top surface. 

A transparent panel to the base was fitted in 2011 so that any degradation of the 

underside of the in-lay can be monitored as well as some support given to the heavy 

in-lay, and a transparent cover has been fitted to protect the top. 

 

 
Buckland’s Table in the Conservation Laboratory 
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Buckland and Coprolites 

Buckland had a particular penchant for coprolites and their value to science in 

indicating past environments. He used Hyena coprolites to demonstrate the origin on 

bone cave deposits in Yorkshire and he described Ichthyosaur coprolites from Lyme 

Regis, drawing conclusions on the diet of the animals, noting the presence of crushed 

bone material and belemnite hooks. He promoted the agricultural value of crushed 

coprolites as a source of phosphate fertiliser.  

Buckland became the subject of coprolitic jokes and cartoons from his friends - so 

extensive was his interest in this material. Children love to see this table because of 

references to Dr Buckland’s Poo Table in Museum material and children’s fossil 

books about Lyme Regis. 

 

The Provenance of the Table 

Whilst Mary Gordon, Buckland’s biographer and daughter (Gordon, 1894), does not 

mention this table, Buckland’s son Francis does. In his Curiosities of Nature 

(Buckland 1867) he says: 

 

“Dr Buckland had a table in his drawing-room that was made entirely with … 

coprolites, and which was often much admired by persons who had not the 

least idea of what they were looking at. 

 

Buckland moved during his career, from Oxford to the Dean’s House at Westminster 

and retiring to Islip Rectory in Oxfordshire. As a fond personal memento and talking 

point, it is likely to have rested in all these places. 

Murdo McLeod, an Edinburgh antique dealer, reports (McLeod e-mail 2010), that 

such tables are not that uncommon, although usually inlaid with minerals including 

granites and Scottish agates (formerly known as “Scotch pebbles”), but never to his 

knowledge, coprolites. Beetle stones do occur, in the way of agate and chalcedony, in 

settings to form brooches and are usually of Scottish manufacture.  

He believes, from an examination of photographs, that the style of table suggests 

having been made around 1840, which is consistent with the date of Buckland’s visit 

to Edinburgh in 1834 (see below).  

After sectioning and polishing the stones would be set in plaster or resinous cement 

and he notes that the latter can deform in direct sunlight. 

He believes that the table was made to take the in-lay panel by a professional cabinet 

maker. It is constructed in a similar way to others associated with Gavin Young, the 

prolific Edinburgh lapidary who had a large mill at Berverhall, employing up to 20 

people.  

 

The Provenance of the In-lay Panel and the Coprolitic Nodules 

Francis Buckland thought that the coprolites in the table came “from Lyme Regis or 

elsewhere” and most people also seem to have assumed that these stones came from 

Lyme. Despite this, many geologists have had doubts over the years, as they are 

nothing like the “Bezoar Stones” that Buckland (Buckland, 1836) described from 

Lyme or anything that can be on the Lyme shore found now. The Museum has 

examples of these Lyme coprolites or Bezoar stones for comparison. It is also known 

that Mrs Mary Buckland had earrings made from polished coprolite material and 

Frank Buckland alludes to the existence of other coprolite jewellery and to a circular 

table. 
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Despite these doubts, no solution to their provenance of the coprolites started to 

emerge until Tom Sharpe of the National Museum of Wales bought an exactly similar 

coprolite from a short-lived fossil shop in Lyme, whose owner had said that the 

specimen came from Wardie, near Leith in Scotland (Tom Sharpe, 2004).  

In his Bridgewater Treatise Buckland (1836) says that: 

 

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. 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.  

 

Professor Jim Kennedy at the Oxford University Museum reported to Tom Sharpe 

(pers. com. 2010) that similar material to this, collected by Buckland, is in the 

University Museum there, labelled by Mary Morland, Buckland’s wife, as “from 

Newhaven, Edinburgh”. Newhaven is the part of the Wardie section which is now 

under the western extension of Leith Docks. A promenade has been built at Wardie 

and the land behind developed, so the cliff is entirely obscured, leaving along a small 

section of wave-cut platform below the promenade still exposed at low tide. 

Dr Michael Taylor, at the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh, kindly put me 

in touch with a recently retired collector of material from Wardie, Mr Stan Wood, late 

of Mr Wood’s Fossils in Edinburgh. Wood is likely to have been the trade source of 

the coprolitic nodule purchased in Lyme by Tom Sharpe. Stig Walsh, at the National 

Museum of Scotland kindly photographed very similar Wardie nodules in that 

museum’s collection for comparison and another reddened nodule from Anstruther in 

Fife. The Lyme Museum now has a similar polished half-coprolitic nodule from 

Wardie, for comparison, together with many broken wave-eroded nodules for the 

public to handle which Barbara and I collected in 2010 (see later).  

The Wardie section is in the Carboniferous Calciferous Sandstone Series, the lower 

part of the Carboniferous in the Midland Valley of Scotland. The Wardie Shales are 

the deposits of a freshwater lake which was sometimes subject to marine incursion 

and are remarkable for their fossil fish fauna, the remains of which occur at the centre 

of ironstone nodules. These are quite different from Lyme nodules, being sideritic, 

meaning made of iron carbonate rather than the more familiar limestone, or calcium 

carbonate, although the coprolitic part would be similarly phosphatised. At Wardie 

such siderite mudstone nodules were formed during diagenesis (the process of rock 

formation after deposition), on or just below the lake floor, around the excreta of these 

fish forming the coprolitic nodules or beetle stones. These nodules would therefore be 

around 330 million years old. 

The Wardie section is still easily accessible at low tide and many sideritic nodules can 

be picked up where the sea has washed loose, broken specimens into embayments 

between the ledges. The tide needs to be as low as a 1m tide at Leith, and access is 

difficult through the sea wall except nearer the western end of the section nearer 
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Granton Harbour, rather than at the eastern end at Leith Docks. In-situ nodules can be 

seen, but these are not coprolitic, maybe because they have been collected or the best 

specimens can only be found at an exceptionally low tide, a point made by Stan 

Wood. 

 
The Wardie Section, looking east towards Leith Docks.  

The red pebbles in the foreground are loose coprolitic nodules,  

resting in shingle between ledges of Wardie Shales.  

 

The loose specimens are usually coprolitic and appear to be half-nodules cracked 

open by collectors and discarded because they did not contain fish. Septarian nodules 

are not seen in the beach material which the rising tide allowed me to sample, but, like 

Buckland, my wife Barbara and I quickly collected more than we could carry of the 

coprolitic variety of these heavy nodules. 

 

 
Loose nodules from the Wardie shore collected 2010, largest 13cm long 
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Similar nodules to those from the Wardie Shale at Wardie, Leith, probably occur 

elsewhere in the Scottish Carboniferous, or even elsewhere in the world where similar 

depositional conditions existed. Indeed the National Museum of Scotland has a 

similar nodule, although deeply reddened from rusting, in its collection from the shore 

at Anstruther, on the opposite side of the Firth of Forth to Wardie. The probability is 

very strong that these are the Wardie nodules that Buckland reported collecting 

in 1834.  
 

 
 

How it was reported in the local press at the time the table appeared in the Museum, 

from the Pulman's Weekly News of 1938. The article has a little licence on the origin 

of the nodules and on the extinction of marine reptiles! That a pedestal existed must 

be correct, but the Museum has no record of it. Buckland described Lyme coprolites 

in 1829, but he did not describe the fish fragment coprolites from Wardie until 1836. 

 

A “Replica” Table 

In 2012 Erik Buckland, a Canadian descendant of William Buckland, saw an earlier 

edition of this paper on the Musuem web site and asked it is was available for 

purchase. Acting Curator Kate Hebditch, following Museum policy declined, but 

suggested the making of a replica, and so it was done by Jonathon Matthews, a 

Dorchester cabinet maker, with Wiltshire Conservation contracted to make the in-lay 

panel. The finished table, more made in the spirit of the original than an exact replica, 

was freighted to Canada in summer 2013. 
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It was decided to fit the table top onto a pedestal base in 1840s style, as it is thought 

that this is what the table would have had orginally. The wood Jonathan used was 

utile, more readily available today than the traditional mahogany. 

 

Beth Werrett of Wiltshire Conservation provided a detailed report (see Appendix) on 

how the new panel was made, using two layers of plaster, the top layer set with 

polished slices of coprolite nodules. The plaster was painted to match the original; the 

surface painted with PVA and then buffed up with wax. 

 

The coprolitic nodules were supplied by United Kingdom Geologists’ Equipment Ltd 

(UKGE Ltd) of Southwold, Suffolk. The supplier describes them as a regular line of 

fish coprolite nodules, cut and polished from the Carboniferous of Scotland. The 

coprolites average 4cm in diameter in nodules approximately 7cm in diameter. These 

nodules could have come from Wardie or from another outcrop or a colliery bing in 

the Midland Valley, but they should be very similar, if not the same, to those that 

William Buckland collected from Wardie. 
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Appendix 1: Wiltshire Conservation Report on the Replica In-lay Panel 

By Beth Werrett, Wiltshire Conservation Service, Wiltshire Council, Cockleberry 

Road, Chippenham. Job No J 1916 Feb-April 2013 

 
Project Background: 
Wiltshire Conservation Service was contacted by Kate Hebditch, at the time 
employed by Lyme Regis Museum, to discuss the possibility of producing a 
replica Buckland table. It was felt that the conservation service were the 
most suitable candidates as they had conserved the original table and were 
familiar with the dimensions, materials and appearance of the original item. 
Kate was to liaise with the conservators at Wiltshire Conservation Service 
and cabinet maker Jonathan Matthews on behalf of Erik Buckland a 
descendant of William Buckland based in Canada who had commissioned 
the replica. 
 
It was requested that Wiltshire Conservation produce a replica of the fossil 
inlay panel of the Buckland table which is housed at Lyme Regis Museum. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                               The original Buckland table 

 
Project Outline: 
 

• Coprolites which had already been sliced and polished were 
sourced and delivered by Kate Hebditch. 

• In consultation with the cabinet maker it was decided that he would 
produce a sacrificial wooden mould to the dimensions of the table 
top he was manufacturing. The inlay panel would be formed into the 
mould and the sides removed, but the base retained to provide 
adequate support for the weight of the inlay panel when it was 
inserted into the table carcass. 

• A suitable plaster was sourced, as the matrix for the inlay panel, 
which was fine enough to produce a smooth finish and be easily 
worked and hard enough to be endure to the effects of handling 
common to table tops. 

Stage 1 

• Methods of casting the plaster were 
tested. It was determined that casting 
in two layers with the lower, cured 
layer keyed to provide strong bonding 
was most effective. 
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Stage 1 continued 

• Tests were carried out to 
determine if it was possible to tint 
the plaster matrix and what 
would be required in terms of 
support for the coprolites. 

• Wire or other support materials 
were considered to provide a 
ledge and prevent the coprolites 
sinking while the plaster was 
curing around them. However 
tests showed that the technique 
of casting in two layers provided 
adequate support. In addition it 
was felt that introducing 
additional materials into the 
matrix might cause complication 
as the panel aged possibly 
resulting in damage or 
accelerated deterioration. 

• Although tinting of the plaster 
with earth pigments was trialled it 
altered the properties of the 
plaster and reduced the working 
time too significantly to allow 
enough time for positioning of the 
coprolites before the plaster 
cured. Therefore it was decided 
to in-paint after casting. 

 

Stage 3 

• To reduce the risk of mistakes 
and ensure that the panel 
resembled as closely as 
possible the original Buckland 
table the positioning of the 
coprolites was meticulously 
planned before casting began. 

• The coprolites were positioned 
within the mould. 

• A photograph was taken of the 
optimum arrangement and each 
coprolite was labelled with a 
number on the photograph. 

• The lower and outer surfaces of 
each coprolite was coated with 
a dilute solution of PVA to 
prevent ingress of water from 
the plaster mix as coprolites are 
extremely sensitive to changes 
in humidity 

• The allocated number was then 
attached to each coprolite with 
masking tape as it was removed 
from the mould. 
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Stage 4 

• The first layer of plaster was 
mixed and poured into the 
mould. The mould was tilted and 
tapped to ensure an even 
coverage and to remove any air 
bubbles. 

• When the plaster was just 
starting to harden a key of 
hatched lines was cut into the 
surface. 

• The numbered coprolites were 
arranged in order next to the 
mould before the plaster was 
mixed. 

• Once the mixed plaster was 
poured into the mould and 
levelled the coprolites were 
gently pushed into the surface. 

• As much excess plaster was 
removed and the surface filled as 
was possible prior to the plaster 
setting. 

• Once the plaster had cured the 
surface was levelled by cutting 
back the plaster with a scalpel 
and filling any voids with 
additional plaster. 

• Once the surface was even the 
sides of the mould were removed 
to allow the surface to be finely 
finished.   
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                    The finished replica coprolite panel 

 

Stage 5 

• The visible surface was in-painted with acrylic paints to match the aged 
surface of the original Buckland table. 

• A light coating of dilute PVA was applied to the painted surface as a 
protective coating and to mimic the light sheen of the original panel. 

• A light coating of microcrystalline wax in white spirit was applied to the 
surface of the coprolites and buffed to a light sheen. It is hoped that this 
will provide a protective barrier layer. 

• 2 mm thick strips of black Plastazote (polyethylene foam) were adhered 
to the sides of the panel. It is hoped that this will provide a protective 
barrier between the inlay panel and the table carcass; absorbing 
pressures exerted by the movement of the wood with changes in the 
humidity of its environment and preventing the development of cracks in 
the panel. 

 


