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BOOK REVIEWS
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Deep time is the dimension that marks out Geology from
other sciences. The geological time scale is therefore
fundamental to the subject, underpinning estimates of the
ages of geological events and of the rates of Earth processes.
The time scale is rightly regarded as the communal property
of all geologists, but its stewardship has, in recent years, been
entrusted to the International Commission on Stratigraphy
(ICS). Four years ago, they were responsible for the major
revision embodied in A Geologic Time Scale 2004 by
Gradstein, Ogg & Smith. However, this comprehensive
treatment was targeted at libraries and was beyond the needs
and budgets of the average geoscientist. The new short
version is aimed at this more general readership.

The Concise Geologic Time Scale embodies only a few
well advertised modifications to the ages of stage boundaries
since the 2004 version, and the main contrast is in the brevity
of its presentation. The book comprises a chapter for each
period of Phanerozoic time, preceded by an introduction and
chapters on the planetary time scale and the Precambrian.
Most of the Phanerozoic chapters have a standard format.
First, there is a discussion of the international subdivisions
of that system and a table of the relevant Global Boundary
Stratotype Sections and Points (GSSPs). There is a photo-
graph of the GSSP marking the base of the system. Then
follows a graphic time scale for the period, with selected
biostratigraphic schemes and sea-level curves. Some periods
have a table of regional subdivisions correlated against the
global chronostratigraphy. There is a brief discussion of
selected aspects of the period’s stratigraphy and a list of
further reading and online references. Each chapter has
one of Christopher Scotese’s palaeogeographic maps as a
frontispiece. The book concludes with a chart of the RGB
colour codes for the whole time scale, and references for all
the ratified GSSPs.

The 2004 time scale was such a weighty volume that it
required some effort to ferry from bookshelf to desk, and
more free desk space to consult than many of us can create.
The 2008 volume is smaller and much thinner, and is a much
more practical reference source, along with the enclosed
pocket-sized laminated card of the time scale. Soft rather
than hard covers would have been even more convenient.
However, the book can be reliably recommended for any
geologist who regularly refers to the time scale.

If The Concise Geologic Time Scale is not a best seller, then
it will be because of another excellent recent product from the
International Commission on Stratigraphy, well promoted in
the book. This innovation is the online ‘TimeScale Creator’
database and chart-making package. The package is available
free at www.stratigraphy.org, and probably points the way
forward to the future updating and use of the time scale.
It offers the exceptional convenience of being able to create
chronostratigraphic charts for any selected time interval, with
the choice of biostratigraphic and regional schemes, and of
a wide range of sea-level and chemostratigraphic curves and
the like. The charts can be exported as SVG files for use or

modification in a graphics program. This self-service access
to a constantly updated time scale will undoubtedly become
the stratigraphic medium of choice for most geologists.

Nigel Woodcock
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Over the last decade or so tectonic geomorphology has
grown in popularity to become an integral part of the
Earth Science curriculum. The widely adopted introductory
textbook Tectonic Geomorphology by Burbank & Anderson
provides an excellent overview of the diverse range of
topics that encompass the subject but little else has been
published that adequately builds on this foundation. Tectonic
Geomorphology of Mountains: A New Approach to Paleo-
seismology is a welcome arrival providing substantive and
in-depth exploration of mountain geomorphology over short
timescales (Holocene to Present) that relate to the earthquake
cycle, the latter aspect rather naughtily downplayed by use of
small print on the book cover.

Few can match William Bull’s extensive experience
working on mountain fluvial geomorphology and his new
book provides the ideal repository for over forty years’
work as an applied geologist. The style of writing conveys
a clear sense of enthusiasm for the subject although in
places the book is replete with superfluous information
that can make some sections disjointed and hard to follow.
The first two chapters (of six), which provide introductions
to core processes and concepts, suffer from considerable
overlap and could have been better organized; for example,
tectonic geomorphology is not defined until Chapter 2. Of
more concern are the vague and occasionally misleading
descriptions on the roles of isostasy (including flexural
isostasy) and tectonic uplift, particularly in Chapter 2
where, in relation to isostatic response times to unloading,
isostatic uplift is discounted on the basis of 50 ka being
too short a time span. Despite these weaknesses subsequent
chapters are on the whole more confidently written, and
better structured. Chapter 3 considers fault segmentation in
mountain fronts, Chapter 4 tectonic activity of mountain
fronts, Chapter 5 fault scarps and Chapter 6 analysis
of prehistoric seismic shaking. Each of these themes is
investigated using qualitative and quantitative approaches
centred on ground-based field studies supported by well-
illustrated field sketches and photographs, and plots of key
data. Remote sensing techniques and DEM analysis are
touched upon but not utilized to any great extent. This could
be seen as a weakness but it is worth remembering that
Bull’s work over the last forty years or so laid the foundation
for many of the DEM analytical approaches now used in
mountain geomorphology.

If the style of writing is ignored the underlying strength of
this book is in the wealth of detail conveyed through use of
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