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Remarkable Creatures by Tracy Chevalier 

“A book about fossils and two spinsters in the nineteenth century? How boring.” That was 

some members’ reaction to my January choice of book. “You might be surprised,” I said. 

“You might find fossils fascinating and even sexy.” We did! 

Tracy Chevalier has written a well researched story of two remarkable women - Mary 

Anning and Elizabeth Philpot- who are still virtually unknown. Fossil hunting and collecting 

were not to them just “female” hobbies. They took their searching very seriously but their 

outstanding finds were attributed to men. It was not acceptable for women to be serious 

scientists. It still isn’t. More recently, women scientists get scant recognition in a male 

dominated world. e.g. Rosalind Franklin’s male colleagues Crick and Watson took all the 

credit for the discovery of DNA. 

Mary Anning’s discoveries at the beginning of the 19
th

 century challenged the established 

view that the world had been created in six days. It was a time when many believed that 

Bishop James Ussher had indeed "proved" that the world was created 6,000 years earlier, 

namely on October 23, 4004 BC. Nobody wanted to believe that God did not, as one of 

Chevalier's characters puts it, "plan out what He would do with all of the animals He 

created.” Darwin based The Origin of Species in 1859 on the fact that fossils prove the 

theory of evolution, by demonstrating that millions of species died out as others took their 

place. 

 Mary Anning, was the greatest fossil-hunter ever. Her father was a not-very-successful 

cabinet-maker. Jane Austen once asked him to mend a cabinet, but his quote was too high. 

Austen looked elsewhere, never knowing that the artisan she briefly met had a daughter 

who could find "curies", the fossil curiosities sold to Lyme Regis tourists like herself. Mary’s 

talent was used mainly by her family to put food on their table. Without Mary, they all may 

have ended up in the workhouse. 

As a young child, Mary survived being struck by lightning which people said made her 

strange and extra bright. She had an uncanny gift for finding fossils. Had she been given 

extra powers? Would she have been deemed a witch in earlier times? She was the origin of 

the famous tongue-twister "She Sells Sea Shells on the Sea Shore", which we had lots of fun 

trying to say quickly! 

Most importantly, in 1811 when she was 12 (Darwin was two) her first big find, a "crocodile" 

later named ichthyosaurus, rocked the scientific world. She unearthed a plesiosaurus in 

1823, a pterodactyl in 1828 and a squaloraja (a transition fish, between sharks and rays) in 

1829. Her finds can be seen today in the British Museum. 



Chevalier chooses to tell the story in two main voices: working class Mary and the older, 

educated woman, Elizabeth, who befriends her -  bridging age and class differences.  Mary is 

the younger one, the uneducated girl who reacts to everything by instinct. It is the older 

woman whose voice dominates the novel. Elizabeth Philpot was also a real character (her 

fossil fish collection ended up in Oxford). Her situation at the start of Chevalier's novel is 

familiar from Jane Austen: a middle-class spinster sent away from London by a married 

brother to live more cheaply elsewhere. Elizabeth settles at Lyme Regis with her spinster 

sisters. To pass the time, she, too, begins finding fossils. She has the luxury of being able to 

collect for her own pleasure, she does not have to sell her finds. 

Chevalier reveals slowly, in meticulous period detail, the development of the friendship. 

When Elizabeth first meets Mary, she is an eager, illiterate child. Elizabeth teaches her to 

read and write and to be more organised. Mary teaches Elizabeth how to read the tides, the 

weather and how to find, and, as Chevalier represents it, to empathise with fossils. 

Educated, analytical Elizabeth – dressed in strange clothes as she follows her muddy 

pursuits – is shunned by provincial Regency society. That society views  Elizabeth and her 

friendship with Mary, as well as their fossils, disturbingly odd. 

Mary and Elizabeth’s voices are well drawn. We can identify which woman is speaking by 

the use of vocabulary and the way she expresses herself. We hear the distinction in their 

language: Mary's verteberries for Elizabeth's vertebrae; bellies for belemnites; ammos for 

ammonites; Devil's toenails for gryphaea.  Elizabeth’s tone is refined and educated; Mary’s 

is coarse and sometimes grammatically incorrect.  

One of our favourite passages: 

I have long noted that people tend to lead with one particular feature, a part of the face or 

body. ....Mary Anning leads with her eyes... she has a fossil hunter’s tendency always to be 

looking for something, even when there is no possibility of finding anything of interest ,My 

brother, John, leads with his eyebrows... he is responsible for four sisters...such 

circumstances will move anyone’s eyebrows. Frances has been the only Philpot sister to 

marry, and leads with her bosom—which I suppose explains that. 

I have always wanted to lead with my eyes...but I have a prominent jaw...it tenses and 

sharpens like an axe blade. I once overheard a potential suitor say he did not dare ask me to 

dance for fear of cutting himself on my face...it explains why I am a spinster... 

And an amusing quote about Mary: 

Elizabeth –“Fetch the basket Mary and show Mr Foot what we have found. Mary knows a 

great deal about fossils...”.....This, sir, is a sea urchin. And here’s a Devil’s toenail.” She held 

out a bivalve in the shape of a claw. “Best though, is the biggest belemnite I ever seen.” 

Mary held up a beautifully preserved belemnite at least four inches long and an inch wide, its 



tip perfectly tapered. James Foot looked at it and went bright red. I could not think why until 

Mary giggled. “It looks like my brother’s...” 

Compared to Mary and Elizabeth, we learn less of the book’s more minor characters. Some 

members saw this as a flaw, though I disagree. Some stand out, like Molly Anning, Mary’s 

mother, who is brave and feisty and has a good business brain. Then there is the wonderful 

William Buckland: his ambition to eat his way through the entire animal kingdom is 

gloriously eccentric.  He, too, is drawn from real life. He really did eat hedgehogs, field – 

mice and snakes. He declared mice on toast “very tasty”!  

The unusual friendship between the two women blossoms and is a consolation to them 

both, as they are rather lonely. They work together harmoniously on the beach, savouring 

each other’s presence.  But their comfortable companionship is torn apart by a man - or by 

Mary's feelings for one. Elizabeth warns Mary: Colonel Birch will happily let her find him 

fossils, take advantage of her generous nature by not paying her and will never dream of 

marrying her. Mockingly, Mary accuses Elizabeth of jealousy. There is a terrible breach 

during the years of Mary's greatest finds. But when French geologist Cuvier – also a fossil 

expert -  accuses Mary of fraud, Elizabeth rushes off to London to save Mary’s reputation- 

Perhaps the love story between Mary and Colonel Birch was unnecessary. Some of us found 

it so. Others found it unconvincing. Colonel Birch seems to have real affection for Mary and 

gives the money from the auction to Mary and her family. He also makes it clear to Mary 

that he would have married her if not for the class differences between them. When they 

make love, Mary experiences a tingle like that she felt when finding a new fossil. Lightning 

struck for her as an adult – not just as a baby. She didn’t die ignorant of the joys of sex.  

Some group members suspected the love angle was added merely to add extra spice to a 

story that would have worked perfectly well without it.  For others, it rounds out our picture 

of Mary as a woman. She would probably have been an advocate of free love.  

Mary and Elizabeth are marvellously unconventional figures. Spinsters were then presumed 

to be worthless and rather a burden to their families. Although Jane Austen never married, 

she made sure all her heroines did. In contrast, Chevalier‘s novel gives a positive image of 

unmarried women at that time.  Mary and Elizabeth found a shared purpose that changed 

the world’s thinking... While Remarkable Creatures is a novel, it is a vivid portrayal of lives 

and attitudes of the time. Their fossils were truly remarkable creatures, but so were Mary 

and Elizabeth.   

Our Comments: 

“I enjoyed the book very much. I loved it.” (over 20 similar comments) 

“Chevalier managed to bring the two women to life – that Mary Anning really existed, made 

it for me.” 



“It was calm and measured and very pleasant to read.” 

“I was fascinated by the very many details about geological history. The fossils are described 

very well.” 

“It’s unusual to have a friendship between women from different classes- it happened 

because they shared a vivid interest in something.” 

“For me, it was factually inaccurate. I would rather read a serious biography than a novel 

about a real person. It was too much of a “woman’s” book.”  

“I was amused by the way the spinster sisters were sent off by the married brother to the 

seaside - where it was cheaper to live.” 

“I enjoyed it as a light read, would be perfect for the beach.” 

“I learnt a lot about fossils and the social conditions of the time- especially for women.” 

“It could be seen as an Austen novel with feminist and socialist ideas!” 

“I liked the very direct style. It was much easier to read than Evie Wyld last month. I didn’t 

have to look up the meaning of so many words.” 

“The details about cleaning and preparing the fossils were very interesting. I also learnt a 

lot.” 

”I have mixed feelings about the book. I was drawn into the story but not challenged by it. ” 

“I was not interested in fossils or spinsters of the nineteenth century, but I was seduced by 

the author! I had two very happy weeks with this book.” 

“I liked the theme of science versus religion. The scene with the priest was very amusing. He 

was more concerned with having his supper than discussing evolution.” 

“The friendship between the women is realistic but I wasn’t convinced by the different style 

of language used for each woman.” 

“I liked it a lot. It was a very well written story. It makes it easier if one hasn’t heard of the 

main characters.” 

“The story is told in a slow pace, it slowly evolves. As a German, the class issues didn’t touch 

me in the same way as they would a British person.” 

“I wouldn’t have chosen to read it if I hadn’t been in the group. But I got a lot out of it. I 

found myself wondering how our current views of science would be challenged in 200 years 

time.” 



“Yes. String theorists are investigating the possibility of not just three but eleven dimensions. 

I wonder if we will be thought to have had a limited perception of the world...” 

“I’ve been to Lyme Regis, so I loved being able to picture the setting. It was a really good 

read.” 

“Reading this book has made me interested in fossils. I’m heading off to the long night of 

museums at the weekend and I’m also planning my summer holiday this year to Lyme 

Regis!” 

“I liked the black/ white/ foggy atmosphere. But I did finish it  in the bath! I didn’t realise the 

characters were real until I came to the end.” 

“The opening lines were superb and sent shivers down my spine... (Lightning has struck me 

all my life. Just once it was real. “) 

“I think it’s a wonderful book. I loved being reminded of the freedom we have now- just to 

walk in the street on our own. The characters were very real for me.” 

“I didn’t like the love story, I wasn’t convinced by it.” 

“The style is too simplistic for me- I don’t like everything being explained. I like to use my 

imagination more.” 

“I really liked it but it lacked the literary merits of Moon Tiger which we read in the Monday 

group this month.” 

“I admired Chevalier for spotting the great idea for a story about Mary Anning. Fossils are 

familiar to me- I’m married to a geographer and our flat is full of rocks and minerals.” 

 “I was excited by the story of a working class girl with no education having such an impact 

on the scientific world. At least today Mary Anning has received the recognition she 

deserves.” 

“I don’t usually like historical novels but this was different. I can see how hard it is to weave 

a story about real facts. And this one worked.” 

“Since I joined the groups I have only reads books in English. I get a thrill from the language 

that I don’t get when I read in German.” 

 

Highly Recommended 

One of our most popular books. Chevalier is an excellent story teller and these two 

remarkable women are compassionately re-imagined. An enthralling historical novel. 

Several members of the groups are planning to go to Lyme Regis this summer.  



Jan Bid, Berlin intercultural reading groups. 

 


