
Geological time – 
a colourful story
The Earth’s surface was entirely molten 
4.6 billion years ago. Shining 30 per 
cent more weakly than today, the sun 
was surrounded by a disc of gas, mineral 
dust and innumerable dwarf planets. 
After 100 million years, the Earth had 
cooled enough to form a solid crust. 
Dwarf planets, asteroids and icy comets 
bombarded the young planet during the 
span of time called the Hadean, named 
after the Greek god of the underworld.
 Everything which has occurred on the 
Earth during its 4.6-billion-year exist-
ence has been powered by three sources 
of energy: heat in its interior, solar ra-
diation and cosmic impacts.
 The Earth is still evolving. Old miner-
als are melted anew and radioactive 
clocks reset, giving us reliable ages for 
determining when different areas of the 
crust solidified. Magnetic minerals ac-
quire orientations showing where the 
continents have wandered through time.
 Life appeared on the Earth as early as 
one billion years after the crust solidi-

fied. During the remaining three billion 
years, the bulk of the planet’s history, all 
life was microscopic. A diverse fauna 
and flora of larger multicellular life 
forms first evolved at the start of the Edi-
acaran period. The long timescale on the 
right begins there.
 From the Ediacaran to the present, all 
boundaries between time periods are 
based on changes in life forms on the 
Earth. This practice was established in 
the early nineteenth century. Before the 
start of the twentieth century, geologists 
had already mapped and named most of 
these time intervals.
 The colours of certain time periods are 
reflected in office flooring and as colour 
stripes on office doors. The ground floor 
has the blue-grey tint of the Carbonifer-
ous, while the first floor employs the 
rust-red of the Permian. Cyan on the 
second floor represents the Jurassic. The 
third floor is the leaf-green colour of the 
Cretaceous and the fourth floor employs 
yellow, representing the Neogene.
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Reconstructions based on magnetic polarity of oceanic crust, magnetic �eld 

inclination in sedimentary rocks, global distribution of fossil species, sediment 
provenance, depositional environments, geochemistry, geophysics, rock types, 

crustal structuring and deformation.

Global sea level
Global Sealevel is a function of continental ice and the intensity of sea�oor 

spreading. Sea level is generally lowest when continental drift is least active, and 
highest at times of intense movement.

Magnetic polarity
The Earth's magnetic �eld reverses polarity at irregular intervals. Black bands 

show when a compass points north-south as it does today. White bands 
indicate periods when a compass would point the other way.
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