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Unlocking the Past

Studying the ancient past can be a difficult task.
Scientists look at clues in the modern world to learn what
they can. They study artifacts, such as tools and jewelry,
that ancient humans once used. They examine fossils to
piece together the skeletons of extinct animals. All over the
world, scientists examine these items and learn how early
humans and animals lived. But many questions remain.
Which people used these items? What did these people and
animals look like? Why did these animals become extinct?

The answers to these questions can be found in an itty-
bitty molecule called DNA, short for deoxyribonucleic acid.
All organisms are made up of cells that have DNA. That
includes humans, moths, blades of grass, and even bacteria!
DNA was first discovered in 1869, and scientists have been
studying it in-depth since the mid-1900s. Working with
DNA is a delicate and careful process. Special labs and lab
equipment help scientists complete this complex job. In
recent years, scientists have also developed new methods for
studying ancient DNA. This has allowed them to gain insight
into how humans and animals lived and evolved.
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