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(Phone: 0121 414 7294) 

The Lapworth Museum of Geology, named in 

memory of Charles Lapworth, the great 19
th

 and 

early 20
th

 century 

geologist and first 

professor of 

Geology at the 

University of 

Birmingham, is 

world famous for its 

collections of 

geological 

specimens, maps 

and artefacts, and 

as if to emphasise 

this fact, one is 

greeted on entry to 

the Museum, by an enormous and most 

impressive, fossilised skull of a dinosaur equally 

world famous - Tyrannosaurus Rex, the immense, 

7 metre tall, fearsome predator, that roamed the 

Cretaceous period, becoming extinct 65 mya. 

The Museum itself appears to share features of 

the proverbial iceberg, for what appears to be ‘the 

museum’, is but its tip, a small fraction of a 

complex that houses over 250,000 elements - 

rocks samples, fossils, maps, artefacts and 

personal memorabilia in its collections. 

The term, ‘an Aladdin’s Cave’ does not do justice 

to the nature and extent of the treasures that are 

contained within the Museum, some of which we 

were privileged to see under the guidance of the 

Museum’s Curator, Jon Clatworthy.  

 We were led on a fascinating ‘behind the scenes’ 

journey of discovery to look at some of the key 

features of the Museum’s collection. 

For me, two of the most memorable moments of 

the visit were seeing Lapworth’s original field 

notes and painted canvas sheet visual aid used to 

illustrate his lectures.  The field notes are 

crammed full of minute, handwritten details and 

careful drawings, so meticulous that one needs to 

remember in this digital age that these were 

produced by hand, often in physically demanding 

conditions.  The accompanying picture of his field 

notes does not do justice to their exquisite detail 

and beauty. 

 

 

Charles Lapworth established his reputation as a 

geologist by producing evidence that resolved the 

long-running dispute of the time concerning the 

identification of the Cambrian – Silurian boundary.  

Through painstaking field work and careful 

mapping, (as his notes show), carried out in the 

bleak, moorland hills of the Scottish Southern 

Uplands near Moffat, he was able to demonstrate 

that the boundary disputed by such prominent 
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Victorian geologists as Sir 

Roderick Murchison and 

Adam Sedgwick, was in 

fact a rock system in its 

own right, becoming 

known as the Ordovician.  

Although only an amateur 

geologist of a few years 

experience at the time of 

these discoveries, 

Lapworth’s meticulous 

evidence had to be recognised by the geological 

world, and errors in the survey maps of the time 

had to be corrected in the light of his findings.  

 

Lapworth is also known 

for his in-depth study of 

graptolites. These 

feathery-like creatures are commonly found in the 

Ordovician rock strata and help to define its 

boundaries.  He was so passionately interested in 

these, seemingly insignificant fossils, that he used 

a special, small geological hammer to aid in their 

extraction from the surrounding shale in which 

they were embedded, and had a purpose-built 

microscope made whereby to study these fossils in 

detail – both hammer and microscope are to be 

seen in the Museum’s collection of geological 

artefacts and personal memorabilia.  

Also visible in these pictures, (at the bottom RHS), 

are examples of some beautifully crafted, 

articulated wooden models that were used to 

demonstrate geological terminology, processes 

and structures to the undergraduates of the late 

19
th

 and early 20
th

 century. 

There are other geologically related treasures, 

such as the actual maps produced for the D Day 

landings on the 

French coast during 

WWII.  

 

 

Not forgetting the 

memorable Calymene 

blumenbachii, ‘Dudley 

Bug’ trilobite – reputed 

to be worth £25,000! 

 

 

Being a world famous 

geological museum, it 

is not surprising that 

oddities turn up from 

time to time, either for 

identification or as additions to the collection.  

One such example is this crocodile skull, minus 

part of its snout, excavated from workings at the 

Cotswold Wildlife Park.  

Hidden away in one of the 

storerooms is this beautiful 

Victorian mineralogical 

display cabinet from the 

Jewellery Quarter in 

Birmingham, with a top 

displaying inlaid squares of 

polished samples of 

different rocks, such as 

agates. 

 

 

 

Mike Carter (November 2013) 

 

The Wyre Forest U3A Geology Group expresses its grateful thanks 

to The Lapworth Museum’s Curator, Jon Clatworthy, for his highly 

informative guided tour of some of the Museum’s unique items. 


