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 WHAT IS AN AMMONITE?
Ammonites were marine mollusks that flourished at 
the same time as the dinosaurs. Closely related to the 
octopus and cuttlefish, they look much like the modern-
day nautilus. During their successful 335-million-year 
existence, they inhabited practically every corner of the 
ocean. Though they died out around 66 million years ago, 
as a result of the same asteroid collision that doomed the 
dinosaurs, ammonite fossils are still found all across the 
world. These remains come in all shapes and sizes, from 
spears to hooks to snail-like coils. But their most famous 
shape is the planispiral, a flat, tubular spiral rippled with 
rib-like chambers. A favorite of collectors, ammonite 
shells are admired for their beauty and symmetry. 
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Ammonites  “N
o better known fossil 
perhaps exists than the 
ammonite,” wrote Sir 
Theodore A. Cook in his 
1914 book on perfect 

geometry in nature. Famed for its 
beautiful spiral shape, the ammonite 
has captured the imaginations 
of artists, mathematicians, and 
storytellers for centuries. As a 
symbol of perfection, this fossil 
remains a source of awe and 
superstition even today. 

Ammonite shells 
are the attractive 
remains of now-
extinct marine 
mollusks.
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flower, in honeybee colonies, even in the human body. 
Though not all logarithmic spirals possess this unique 
ratio, many come close to it. And an ammonite that only 
loosely sticks to golden ratio dimensions still has an 
aesthetically pleasing shape. 

The seventeenth-century mathematician Jacob 
Bernoulli was enraptured by this spiral’s beauty. He called 
it the spira mirabilis, the “wonderful spiral,” a symbol 
of change and resurrection. He even commissioned a 
headstone engraved with the spiral and the motto Eadem 
mutata resurgo. It translates to “Although changed, I shall 
arise the same.” Unfortunately, the stonemasons made 
a mistake and carved an Archimedean spiral onto his 
gravestone instead!

 THE AMMONITE IN FOLKLORE
Myths of ammonites differ from region to region, but 
they have often been used as good luck charms or 
as medicines for divine healing. The earliest known 
reference to these “serpent-like stones” was in seventh-
century BCE Assyrian medical texts. They were used as a 
charm against an affliction known as a “hand of a ghost.” 
Early Indian texts describe snake-shaped stones as good 
luck charms for a healthy and happy life.  

To the Greeks, the ammonite looked like a goat horn, 
and horns were a symbol of the god Zeus-Ammon. 
So they named it after him: cornu Ammonis, the horn 
of Zeus-Ammon. This god was a Greek version of the 
Egyptian god Ammon, who, as you may have guessed, 
gave his name to the word ammonite.  

In early Europe, ammonites were used as medicine 
to try to treat cramps, snakebites, and blindness. In 
Germany, they were called dragon stones. Cowherds 
placed them in empty pails as a charm thought to 
encourage cows to produce milk. The Blackfoot peoples 
of North America call them buffalo stones, after their 
resemblance to sleeping buffalo.  
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 THE LOGARITHMIC SPIRAL
Geometric spirals have long fascinated 
mathematicians. The Greek mathematician and 
scientist Archimedes wrote a whole book on the shape 
around 225 BCE and even had one named after him—
the Archimedean spiral. This is what you might imagine 
when you hear the word, “spiral,”—a coil where the 
distance between its coils stays constant as they wind 
around a central point.  

But the ammonoid spiral is slightly different. As 
this unique spiral coils around itself, it widens and 
curves outward—in a shape known as a logarithmic 
spiral. Think of a spiral galaxy. As the spiral unwinds 
itself from a central point, the width between each 
arm and the central point grows larger. You can see 
this even clearer on an ammonite fossil by observing 
its chambers. Each of its chambers is larger than the 
one that came before, but the ratio of its dimensions 
stays the same. This is known as self-similarity. As the 
ammonite grows, the chamber replicates itself in a 
slightly larger version. Other logarithmic spirals are 
found in nautilus shells, hurricanes, and even the  
Milky Way. 

What is it about this shape that’s so unusual? You 
may have heard of the golden ratio, a special number 
that most mathematicians and artists agree creates 
attractive shapes and compositions. Also called the 
“divine proportion,” the golden ratio seems to be 
widespread in nature. The proportion sometimes 
appears in the way sunflower seeds grow in their 

A shape that widens 
as it curves is a loga-
rithmic spiral. Think 
of a spiral galaxy or 
a hurricane—or an 
ammonite fossil. 
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religious charms as far back as the 
second century BCE. 

Thanks in part to the Jurassic 
Coast, the ammonite also appears 
in Great Britain’s architecture. One 
ancient example is the ammonite-
shaped impression in the door at 
the entrance of Stoney Littleton 
Long Barrow in southwest 

England. This chambered tomb is believed to date back 
to 3500 BCE. The limestone used in the door may have 
been transported from as far as 5 miles (8 km) away. 
It was likely considered valuable to be carried such a 
distance by these ancient builders. 

By the early eighteenth century, fossil collecting 
was in fashion. Ammonites became popular among 
museums, scientific collectors, and especially architects. 
London architect George Dance decorated his 
Shakespeare Gallery with ammonite motifs in 1788. He 
invented the ammonite order, fluted columns topped 
with ammonite-shaped curls. Many builders used his 
innovative pattern.

Another famous architect who loved the shape of the 
ammonite was Amon Wilds, who—perhaps because of 
his name—carved ammonites on the top of columns 
outside of Castle Place in the small town of Lewes, 

England. To this day, you can still 
visit the castle and see its columns 
topped with curly logarithmic spirals. 
If you find yourself wandering among 
cottages in southeast London, you 
might just glimpse a few lesser-
known examples, though who carved 
these, nobody knows.  

This ancient creature’s shape 
combines magic and math, art and 
science. What stories and structures 
might the ammonite inspire next?

Wailana Kalama is a writer with a  
pretty collection of polished ammonites. 
She’s found they make a handy cure for 
writer’s block. 

In early Christianity, ammonites took on a 
more menacing meaning. Christians in the British 
Isles claimed that ammonites were once snakes, 
cursed by the saints. One well-known legend tells 
the story of St. Hilda of Whitby, a powerful, semi-mythical 
saint from the seventh century. In the story, St. Hilda 
enchanted evil snakes and turned them into stone. The 
town of Whitby is located on the Jurassic Coast, a shoreline 
in England known for countless ammonites and other 
prehistoric fossils, which may have given rise to the legend. 
The Whitby legend became so popular that local craftsmen 
began to carve snake heads, eyes, and mouths into the 
fossils and sell them to tourists. 

 THE AMMONOID MOTIF IN ART  
& ARCHITECTURE
The beautiful shape of the ammonite has been a favorite 
among artists and architects for ages. To this day, Whitby’s 
coat of arms still depicts three coiled serpents in memory of 
their local legend.  

Ammonites are a frequent design element in Indian 
art, in part because they resemble an 
important element of Hindu belief: 
circular points of energy on the body 
called chakras. The Hindu god Vishnu is 
said to have a spinning, disk-like chakra 
with 108 serrated edges—similar to the 
ribbed chambers of the ammonite—
and statues often depict him gripping 
one. In North India and Nepal, pebbles 
of black limestone that contain 
ammonites, called saligrams, have been 
considered sacred. People have placed 
them in temples and households as 
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On England’s Jurassic Coast, craftsmen carved snake 
heads into ammonite fossils.

An ancient tomb in southwest England fea-
tures an ammonite shape in the door.

Eighteenth-century architect George Dance 
designed columns topped with ammonite-
shaped curls.


