Relative Dating

Principle of superposition: Oldest rock layers are at the bottom, while younger layers are positioned at the top.

Original horizontality: Rocks layers are originally deposited in horizontal layers.

Principle of lateral continuity: Sediment is naturally deposited in horizontal, continuous sheets.

Principle of cross cutting relationships: When rock “cuts through” other layers, it must be younger than the rock it cuts through.

Principle of inclusions and components: Inclusions are Older than the rock layer they are held in.




Unconformities: Gaps or breaks within the rock sequence.

Angular Unconformity: Rocks are “tilted” on their side and then eroded. After that, horizontal layers are deposited over item.


Disconformity: Unconformity between horizontal layers of rock.

Nonconformity: Intrusion of igneous or metamorphic rock into sedimentary rock.
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Niels Stenson: Discovered principle of superposition

James Hutton: Created the principle of uniformitarianism 

James Hutton: First to claim that the earth is not thousands, rather millions of years old.

Edmond Halley: Proposed the “salt clock” experiment which attempted to discover the age of the earth based on the salinity of the ocean.

George-Louis Leclure, Comte de Buffon: First estimated the age of the earth based on the cooling of a molten sphere.

William Thomson, 1st Baron Kelvin: Re-attempted the molten sphere experiment.

Charles Lyell: Discovered the principles of cross cutting and inclusions.

William Smith: Discovered that there was a correlation between Fossil placement and coal.

Ernest Rutherford: Used radioactive decay to age date rocks. Found that the earth is 700 million years old.

Arthur Holmes: Used radiometric dating to conclude that the earth is 1.6-3 billion years old.

Clair Cameron Patterson: found the currently accepted age of the earth; 4.6 billion years.











