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Surtsey, Iceland 1963



Dis - aster
Bad star



Landscapes as palimpsest texts



Elements = 
Alphabet

Minerals = 
Words

Rocks = 
Sentences



The moon has only about 
300 minerals

and a half dozen rock types



If rocks are sentences, 
Earth has lots to say!

If minerals are words, 
Earth has a large vocabulary.

Earth has more than 
6000 minerals and 

hundreds of rock types





Earth squeezes 
the record of 

the past 4 billion 
years onto the 

continents



Mars

Moon

Mercury

Venus



10 cm/yr
1 cm/yr

Ocean crust is born at 
mid-ocean ridges and has 

an average life span of only 
170 million years before it 
is subducted – ‘recycled’ 

into the mantle



 >2.5 
billion 

years old 

Continents are too light to be 
subducted back into the mantle

 
Continental crust has an average 

life span of ~2.8 billion years

Slowly dismantled by erosion 



Continental shelf

Most eroded continental sediments end up on 
the continental shelf – still part of the continent, 

and not subductable



Continental shelf
exempt from both erosion 

and subduction

Earthsea

Exposed continental crust:  Vulnerable to 
erosion 

Ocean crust:  Subject to 
subduction



Continental shelf sediments wrinkled 
into mountain belt during collision 
between continents
N Ellesmere Island, arctic Canada





Short term holdings

Literary canon
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