
Fossils in Rocks
If an organism is covered by or buried in sediment, it may become a
fossil as the sediments become rock. Many rock fossils are actual body
parts, such as bones or teeth, that were buried in sediment and then
replaced by minerals and turned to stone.

Some fossils are not original remains or actual body parts that
have turned to stone. Instead, these fossils are impressions or traces
made of rock and provide indirect evidence that the organisms were
there, just as a shoeprint can reveal much about the shoe that made it.
Rocks can contain detailed shapes or prints of plants, animals, and
even organisms too small to see without a microscope. Fossils in rock
include molds and casts, petrified wood, carbon films, and trace fossils.

Molds and Casts Some fossils that form in sedimentary rock are
mold fossils. A mold is a visible shape that was left after an animal
or plant was buried in sediment and then decayed away. In some
cases, a hollow mold later becomes filled with minerals, producing
a cast fossil. The cast fossil is a solid model in the shape of the
organism. If you think of the mold as a shoeprint, the cast would be
what would result if sand filled the print and hardened into stone.

Mineral Replacement The stone fossil of a tree is called petrified
wood and is an example of mineral replacement. In certain condi-
tions, a fallen tree can become covered with sediments. Over time,
water passes through the sediments and into the tree’s cells.
Minerals that are carried in the water take the place of the cells,
producing a stone likeness of the tree.

Carbon Films Carbon is an element that is found in every living
thing. Sometimes when a dead plant or animal decays, its carbon 
is left behind as a visible layer. This image is called a carbon film.
Carbon films can show details of soft parts of animals and plants
that are rarely seen in other fossils.

Trace Fossils Do you want to know how fast a dinosaur could run?
Trace fossils might be able to tell you. These are not parts of an
animal or impressions of it, but rather evidence of an animal’s
presence in a given location. Trace fossils include preserved 
footprints, trails, animal holes, and even feces. By comparing 
these clues with what is known about modern animals, scientists
can learn how prehistoric animals may have lived, what they ate,
and how they behaved. For instance, dinosaur tracks can be studied
to learn how fast dinosaurs ran.

check your reading What do carbon film fossils show that trace fossils do not show?
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Learn more about fossils.

These ancient logs in
the Painted Desert
Wilderness in Arizona
have been preserved 
as petrified wood for
around 225 million
years. Minerals replaced
the wood to make the
stone logs.
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