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‘The things this term im plies are be yond ge ol ogy, the so cial-po lit i cal stu� is new ter rain
for many ge ol o gists’

‘Is this thing for real, ge o log i cally?’
It was Fe bru ary 2000 and the No bel lau re ate Paul Crutzen was sit ting in a meet ing room in
Cuer navaca, Mex ico, stew ing qui etly. Five years ear lier, Crutzen and two col leagues had
been awarded the No bel prize in chem istry for prov ing that the ozone layer, which shields
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the planet from ul travi o let light, was thin ning at the poles be cause of ris ing con cen tra -
tions of in dus trial gas. Now he was at tend ing a meet ing of sci en tists who stud ied the
planet’s oceans, land sur faces and at mos phere. As the sci en tists pre sented their �nd ings,
most of which de scribed dra matic planetary changes, Crutzen shifted in his seat. “You
could see he was get ting ag i tated. He wasn’t happy,” Will St e� en, a chemist who or gan ised
the meet ing, told me re cently.
What � nally tipped Crutzen over the edge was a pre sen ta tion by a group of sci en tists that
fo cused on the Holocene, the ge o log i cal epoch that be gan around 11,700 years ago and
con tin ues to the present day. Af ter Crutzen heard the word Holocene for the umpteenth
time, he lost it. “He stopped ev ery body and said: ‘Stop say ing the Holocene! We’re not in
the Holocene any more,’” St e� en re called. But then Crutzen stalled. The out burst had not
been pre med i tated, but now all eyes were on him. So he blurted out a name for a new
epoch. A com bi na tion of an thro pos, the Greek for “hu man”, and “-cene”, the su� x used
in names of ge o log i cal epochs, “An thro pocene” at least sounded aca demic. St e� en made a
note.
A few months af ter the meet ing, Crutzen and an Amer i can biologist, Eugene Sto er mer, ex -
panded on the idea in an ar ti cle on the “An thro pocene”. We were en ter ing an en tirely new
phase of planetary his tory, they ar gued, in which hu man beings had be come the driv ing
force. And with out a ma jor catas tro phe, such as an as ter oid im pact or nu clear war, hu -
mankind would re main a ma jor ge o log i cal force for many mil len nia. The ar ti cle ap peared
on page 17 of the In ter na tional Geo sphere-Bio sphere Pro gramme’s news let ter.
At this point it did not seem likely the term would ever travel be yond the ab struse lit er a -
ture pro duced by in sti tu tions pre oc cu pied with things such as the ni tro gen cy cle. But the
con cept took �ight. En vi ron men tal sci en tists latched on to what they saw as a use ful
catch-all term for the changes to the nat u ral world – re treat ing sea ice, ac cel er at ing
species ex tinc tion, bleached coral reefs – that they were al ready at tribut ing to hu man ac -
tiv ity. Aca demic ar ti cles be gan to ap pear with “An thro pocene” in the ti tle, fol lowed by en -
tire jour nals ded i cated to the topic. Soon the idea jumped to the hu man i ties, then news pa -
pers and mag a zines, and then to the arts, be com ing a sub ject of pho tog ra phy, po etry,
opera and a song by Nick Cave. “The pro lif er a tion of this con cept can mainly be traced back
to the fact that, un der the guise of sci en ti�c neu tral ity, it con veys a mes sage of al most un -
par al leled mo ral-po lit i cal ur gency,” wrote the Ger man philoso pher Peter Slo ter dijk.
There was just one place where the An thro pocene seemed not to be catch ing on: among the
ge ol o gists who ac tu ally de �ne th ese terms. Ge ol o gists are the guardians of the Earth’s
time line. By study ing the Earth’s crust, they have carved up the planet’s 4.6bn years of
his tory into phases and placed them in chrono log i cal or der on a timescale called the In ter -
na tional Chronos trati graphic Chart. Mod i fy ing it is a slow and tor tu ous process, over seen
by an o�  cial body, the In ter na tional Com mis sion on Stratig ra phy (ICS). You can’t just
make up a new epoch and give it a con vinc ing name; the care taken over the timescale’s
con struc tion is pre cisely what gives it au thor ity.
To many ge ol o gists,the no tion that a species that has been around for the blink of an eye
was now a gen uine ge o log i cal force seemed ab surd. Few would deny we are in a pe riod of
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cli matic tur moil, but many feel that, com pared with some of the truly apoc a lyp tic events of
the deep past – such as the pe riod, 252m years ago, when tem per a tures
rose 10C and 96% of marine species died – the change so far has not been es pe cially se -
vere. “Many ge ol o gists would say: it’s just a blip,” Philip Gib bard, the sec re tary gen eral of
the ICS, told me.
But as the idea of the An thro pocene spread, it be came harder for ge ol o gists to ig nore. At a
meet ing of the Ge o log i cal So ci ety of Lon don, in 2006, a strati g ra pher named Jan
Zalasiewicz ar gued that it was time to look at the con cept se ri ously. Stratig ra phy is the
branch of ge ol ogy that stud ies rock lay ers, or strata, and it is strati g ra phers who work on
the timescale di rectly.
To Zalasiewicz’s sur prise, his col leagues agreed. In 2008, Gib bard asked if Zalasiewicz
would be pre pared to as sem ble and lead a team of ex perts to in ves ti gate the mat ter more
deeply. If the group found ev i dence that the An thro pocene was “strati graph i cally real”,
they would need to sub mit a pro posal to the ICS. If the pro posal was ap proved, the re sult
would be lit er ally epoch-chang ing. A new chap ter of Earth’s his tory would need to be writ -
ten.
With a mount ing sense of ap pre hen sion, Zalasiewicz agreed to take on the task. He knew
the un der tak ing would not only be di�  cult but di vi sive, risk ing the ire of col leagues who
felt that all the chat ter around the An thro pocene had more to do with pol i tics and me dia
hype than ac tual sci ence. “All the things the An thro pocene im plies that are be yond ge ol -
ogy, par tic u larly the so cial-po lit i cal stu�, is new ter rain for many ge ol o gists,” Zalasiewicz
told me. “To have this word used by cli mate com mis sions and en vi ron men tal or gan i sa -
tions is un fa mil iar and may feel dan ger ous.”
What’s more, he had no fund ing, which meant he would have to �nd dozens of ex perts for
the work ing group who would be will ing to help him for free. Hav ing spent much of his ca -
reer ab sorbed in the clas si � ca tion of 400m-year-old fos sils called grap to lites, Zalasiewicz
did not con sider him self a nat u ral peo ple man ager. “I found my self landed in this po si -
tion,” he said. “My re ac tion was: good ness me, where do we go from here?”
Work ing out the age of the planet has al ways been a fraught busi ness. The Bible stated that
God cre ated ev ery thing in six days, but it wasn’t un til the 17th cen tury that schol ars made
a con certed e� ort to work out pre cisely when that week might have been. For some time,
the es ti mate of one scholar, an Ir ish arch bishop named James Ussher, held sway: the world
be gan on 23 Oc to ber 4004BC.
Then, in the late 18th cen tury, a di� er ent the ory emerged, one based on the close ob ser va -
tion of the nat u ral world. By study ing the near-im per cep ti bly slow process of the weath er -
ing and form ing of rocks, thinkers such as the Scot tish landowner James Hut ton ar gued
that the Earth must be far, far older than pre vi ously thought.
The in ven tion of ge ol ogy would go on to trans form our sense of our place in ex is tence, a
rev o lu tion in self-per cep tion sim i lar to the dis cov ery that the Earth is not at the cen tre of
the uni verse. Hu man beings were sud denly an as ton ish ingly re cent phe nom e non, a
“paren the sis of in �n i tes i mal brevity”, as James Joyce once wrote. Dur ing the al most in -
con ceiv able ex panse of pre-hu man time, suc ces sive worlds had risen and col lapsed. Each
world had its own pe cu liar his tory, which was writ ten in rock and wait ing to be dis cov ered.
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In the early 19th cen tury, ge ol o gists be gan nam ing and or gan is ing di� er ent rock for ma -
tions in a bid to im pose some or der on the end less dis cov er ies they were mak ing. They
used clues within the rock lay ers, such as fos sils, min er als, tex ture and colour, to tell when
for ma tions in di� er ent lo ca tions dated to the same time pe riod. For in stance, if two bands
of lime stone con tained the same type of fos silised mol lusc, along side a cer tain quartz, it
was likely they had been laid down at the same point in time, even if they were dis cov ered
far apart.
Ge ol o gists called the spans of time that the rock for ma tions rep re sented “units”. On the
timescale to day, units vary in size, from eons,
‘You can make the ‘big global changes’ is sue out of it if you want, but as ge ol o gists, we
work with rocks’
The An thro pocene is un like any thing ge ol o gists have con sid ered be fore
which last for bil lions of years, to ages, which last for mere thou sands. Units nes tle in side
each other. O�  cially, we live in the Megha layan age (which be gan 4,200 years ago) of the
Holocene epoch. The Holocene falls in the Qu a ter nary pe riod (2.6m years ago) of the Ceno -
zoic era (66m) in the Phanero zoic eon (541m). Cer tain units at tract more fan fare than oth -
ers. Most peo ple recog nise the Juras sic.
As ge ol o gists be gan di vid ing deep time into units, they came up against the di�  cult ques -
tion of bound aries – de�n ing pre cisely where one phase of his tory tran si tions into the
next. In the late 19th cen tury, it was recog nised that if the �eld was to ad vance, global co -
op er a tion and co or di na tion would be nec es sary. The In ter na tional Com mis sion on
Nomen cla ture, the fore run ner of the present-day ICS, was es tab lished in 1881 with the
man date of cre at ing an in ter na tional lan guage of ge ol ogy, one that was to be en shrined in
the timescale.
The task of in ter pret ing and clas si fy ing 4.6bn years of Earth his tory con tin ues to day. Ge ol -
o gists have barely be gun to de scribe the Pre cam brian eon, which spans Earth’s �rst 4bn
years. Mean while, well stud ied units are re vised as new ev i dence un set tles old as sump -
tions. In 2004, the Qu a ter nary pe riod was un cer e mo ni ously jet ti soned and the pre ced ing
pe riod, the Neo gene, ex tended to cover its 1.8m years. The move came as a sur prise to
many Qu a ter nary ge ol o gists, who mounted an ag gres sive cam paign to re deem their pe -
riod. Even tu ally, in 2009, the ICS brought the Qu a ter nary back and moved its bound ary
down by 800,000 years to the be gin ning of an ice age, a point con sid ered more ge o log i cally
sig ni�  cant. Hav ing now “lost” mil lions of years, Neo gene sci en tists were in can des cent.
“You might ask: who wasn’t up set by it?” Gib bard told me.
Mod i fy ing the ge o log i cal timescale is a bit like try ing to pass a con sti tu tional amend ment,
with rounds of pro posal and scru tiny over seen by the ICS. “We have to be rel a tively con -
ser va tive,” said Gib bard, “be cause any thing we do is go ing to have a longer-term im pli ca -
tion in terms of the sci ence and lit er a ture.” First, a work ing group drafts a pro posal which
is sub mit ted to an ex pert sub com mis sion for re view and vote. From the sub com mis sion,
the pro posal ad vances to the vot ing mem bers of the ICS. Once the ICS has voted in its
favour, it passes to the In ter na tional Union of Ge o log i cal Sciences (IUGS), ge ol ogy’s high -
est body, to be rat i �ed.
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Whether or not a new pro posal suc cess fully passes through all th ese rounds comes down
to the qual ity of ev i dence that the work ing group can amass, as well as the in di vid ual
predilec tions of the 50 or so sea soned ge ol o gists who con sti tute the se nior com mit tees.
This did not bode well for Zalasiewicz as he be gan to put to gether the An thro pocene work -
ing group. In fun da men tal ways, the idea of the An thro pocene is un like any thing ge ol o -
gists have con sid ered be fore. The planet’s time keep ers have built their timescale from the
phys i cal records laid down in rocks long ago. With out due time to form, the “rocks” of the
An thro pocene were lit tle more than “two cen time tres of un con sol i dated or ganic mat ter”,
as one ge ol o gist put it to me. “If we think about the An thro pocene in purely ge o log i cal
terms – and that’s the trou ble, be cause we’re look ing at it with that per spec tive – it’s an
in stant,” said Gib bard.
Zalasiewicz grew up in the foothills of the Pen nines with his par ents, sis ter and a grow ing
col lec tion of rocks. He started vol un teer ing at the lo cal mu seum in Lud low in the sum mer,
where he met peo ple who were ex pert in the things he cared most about, such as where to
�nd trilo bites. By his mid-teens, he told me, “ge ol ogy was it”.
Now 64, Zalasiewicz has worked in Le ices ter Uni ver sity’s ge ol ogy de part ment for 20 years,
and presents him self as a quin tes sen tial ge ol o gist, a wearer of leather el bow patches and
lover of grap to lites. Yet among ge ol o gists, he is a known provo ca teur. His rep u ta tion stems
from one of his pa pers, pub lished in 2004, in which he ar gued that stratig ra phy should
throw out some of the ter mi nol ogy that has been in use since the dis ci pline’s ear li est days
in favour of more mod ern terms. It was, to some, an au da cious sug ges tion. When I emailed
David Fas tovsky, the for mer ed i tor of the jour nal Ge ol ogy, who had pub lished the pa per 15
years ago, he re mem bered it well. “The gen eral feel ing at the time,” he wrote, “was that it
might be pos si ble, but who would dare to take the �rst shot?”
‘If we think about the An thro pocene in purely ge o log i cal terms – it’s an in stant’
Over the years, Zalasiewicz has in dulged in thought ex per i ments that are, among ge ol o -
gists, pe cu liar. In 1998, he wrote an ar ti cle for New Sci en tist in which he imag ined what
mark humans might leave on the Earth long af ter we are ex tinct. His ideas be came a book,
pub lished 10 years later, called The Earth Af ter Us. Ge ol o gists tend to have their minds
trained on the deep past, and Zalasiewicz’s for ward-think ing ap proach marked him out.
When, in 2006, Zalasiewicz broached the sub ject of the An thro pocene at the Ge o log i cal So -
ci ety meet ing, Gib bard re called think ing: “Well, th ese two go to gether very well.”
Af ter he was ap pointed chair of the An thro pocene work ing group, Zalasiewicz needed to
as sem ble his team. “At the time, it was sim ply a hy po thet i cal and in ter est ing ques tion: can
this thing be for real ge o log i cally?” Zalasiewicz told me when I vis ited him in Le ices ter last
year. “It was arm-wav ing with very lit tle spe ci�c de tail. The di a grams were back-of-the-
beer-mat things.”
Strati graphic work ing groups are, not sur pris ingly, usu ally com posed of strati g ra phers.
But Zalasiewicz took a di� er ent ap proach. Along side tra di tional ge ol o gists, he brought in
Earth sys tems sci en tists, who study planet-wide pro cesses such as the car bon cy cle, as
well as an arche ol o gist and an en vi ron men tal his to rian. Soon the group num bered 35. It
was in ter na tional in char ac ter, if over whelm ingly male and white, and in cluded ex perts
with spe cialisms in pa le oe col ogy, ra dio car bon iso topes and the law of the sea.
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If the An thro pocene was, in fact, al ready upon us, the group would need to prove that the
Holocene – an un usu ally sta ble epoch in which tem per a ture, sea level and car bon diox ide
lev els have stayed rel a tively con stant for nearly 12 mil len nia – had come to an end. They
be gan by look ing at the at mos phere. Dur ing the Holocene, the amount of CO2 in the air,
mea sured in parts per mil lion (ppm), was be tween 260 and 280. Data from 2005, the most
re cent year
recorded when the work ing group started out, showed lev els had climbed to 379 ppm.
Since then, it has risen to 405 ppm. The group cal cu lated that the last time there was this
much CO2 in the air was dur ing the Pliocene epoch 3m years ago.
Next they looked at what had hap pened to an i mals and plants. Past shifts in ge o log i cal
time have of ten been ac com pa nied by mass ex tinc tions, as species strug gle to adapt to new
en vi ron ments. In 2011, re search by An thony Barnosky, a mem ber of the group, sug gested
some thing sim i lar was un der way once again. Oth ers in ves ti gated the ways humans have
scram bled the bio sphere, re mov ing species from their nat u ral habi tat and re leas ing them
into new ones. As humans have mul ti plied, we have also made the nat u ral world more ho -
moge nous. The world’s most com mon ver te brate, the broiler chicken, of which there are
23bn alive at any one time, was cre ated by humans to be eaten by humans.
Then there was also the mat ter of all our stu�. Not only have humans mod i �ed the Earth’s
sur face by build ing mines, roads, towns and cities, we have cre ated in creas ingly so phis ti -
cated ma te ri als and tools, from smart phones to ball point pens, frag ments of which will
be come buried in sed i ment, form ing part of the rocks of the fu ture. One es ti mate puts the
weight of ev ery thing humans have ever built and man u fac tured at 30tn tonnes. The work -
ing group ar gued that the rem nants of our stu�, which they called “tech no fos sils”, will
sur vive in the rock record for mil lions of years, distin guish ing our time from what came
be fore.
By 2016, most of the group was per suaded that what they were see ing amounted to more
than a sim ple �uc tu a tion. That year, 24 work ing group mem bers co-au thored an ar ti cle,
pub lished in the jour nal Sci ence, an nounc ing that the An thro pocene was “func tion ally and
strati graph i cally dis tinct” from the Holocene.
But the de tails were far from set tled. The group needed to agree a start-date for the An -
thro pocene, yet there was noth ing as clean as a colos sal vol canic erup tion or an as ter oid
strike to mark the point where it be gan. “From a ge o log i cal point of view, that makes life
very di�  cult,” said Gib bard, who is also a mem ber of the work ing group.
The group was split into op posed camps, largely ac cord ing to their aca demic spe cial i sa -
tion. Ini tially, when he �rst pro posed the no tion of the An thro pocene, Crutzen, who is an
at mo spheric chemist, had sug gested the in dus trial rev o lu tion as the start-date be cause
that was when con cen tra tions of CO2 and meth ane be gan ac cu mu lat ing sig ni�  cantly in the
air. Lately the Earth sys tem sci en tists had come to pre fer the start of the so-called “great
ac cel er a tion”, the years fol low ing the sec ond world war when the col lec tive ac tions of
humans sud denly be gan to put much more strain on the nat u ral world than ever be fore.
Most strati g ra phers were now siding with them – they be lieve that the ac tiv ity of the
1950s will leave a sharper in den ta tion on the ge o log i cal record. This con cerned the ar chae -
ol o gists, who felt that priv i leg ing a 1950 start-date dis missed the thou sands of years of
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hu man im pact that they study, from our early use of �re to the emer gence of agri cul ture.
“There is a feel ing among the ar chae ol o gists that be cause the word ‘an thropo’ is in there,
their sci ence should be cen tral,” one ge ol o gist said pri vately. Agree ing the start-date, Gib -
bard warned, could be the An thro pocene’s “stum bling block”.
At the end of last sum mer, the work ing group gath ered at the Max Planck In sti tute for
Chem istry in Mainz, near Frank furt, for their an nual meet ing. Crutzen, now in his mid-
80s, spent much of his ca reer at the in sti tute, and he was present both as a spec ta tor and in
the form of a bronze bust in the foyer. I asked him what he made of the progress of his idea.
“It started with a few peo ple and then it ex ploded,” he said.
Un der the glow of a pro jec tor in a dark ened class room, two dozen re searchers shared their
lat est �nd ings on top ics such as or ganic iso tope geo chem istry and peat de posits. Things
pro ceeded with out a wrin kle un til the sec ond day, when a de bate broke out about the start
date, which then turned into a de bate about whether it was OK for di� er ent in tel lec tual
com mu ni ties to use the term “An thro pocene” to mean di� er ent things. Some one at the
back sug gested adding the word “epoch” for the strictly ge o log i cal de�  ni tion, so “An thro -
pocene” by it self could be used gen er ally.
In the front row, Zalasiewicz watched with the air of an ad ju di ca tor. Even tu ally, he chimed
in. “Cer tainly, in terms of our re mit, we can only work from the ge o log i cal term. We can’t
po lice the word ‘An thro pocene’ be yond that,” he said. Through out the meet ing,
Zalasiewicz seemed at pains to em pha sise the An thro pocene’s ge o log i cal le git i macy. He
was aware that a num ber of in �u en tial ge ol o gists op posed the idea, and he was wor ried
about what might hap pen if the work ing group was seen to be stray ing too far from the
dis ci pline’s norms.
One of the loud est crit ics of the An thro pocene is Stan ley Finney, who as the sec re tary gen -
eral of the IUGS, the body that rat i �es changes to the timescale, is per haps the most pow -
er ful strati g ra pher in the world. Dur ing the meet ing in Mainz, I was told that Finney was
both a “big phal lus of the dis ci pline” and “re ally ve he mently anti-An thro pocene”.
When Finney �rst came across the term “An thro pocene”, in a pa per writ ten by Zalasiewicz
in 2008, he thought lit tle of it. To him, it just seemed like a big fuss over the hu man junk
on the sur face of the planet. Finney, who is 71 and a pro fes sor of ge o log i cal sciences at Cal -
i for nia State Uni ver sity, Long Beach, has spent much of his ca reer try ing to pic ture what
the planet was like 450m years ago, dur ing the Or dovi cian pe riod, when the con ti nents
were bunched to gether in the south ern hemi sphere and plants �rst colonised land. Over
the years, he has worked his way up through stratig ra phy’s hi er ar chy. By the time
Zalasiewicz was ap pointed chair of the work ing group, Finney was chair of the ICS. The two
sci en tists knew each other pro fes sion ally. Zalasiewicz’s favourite fos sils, grap to lites, are
found in Or dovi cian strata.
But for some time the pair had not seen eye to eye. When Zalasiewicz pub lished his 2004
pa per ar gu ing that strati g ra phers should cast
The strati graphic ev i dence for the An thro pocene is com pelling
o� their long-es tab lished ter mi nol ogy, Finney was a� ronted by this lack of re spect for the
dis ci pline’s tra di tions.
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Finney only de cided to look at the An thro pocene in de tail af ter he be gan get ting com ments
from peo ple who thought it was now an o�  cial part of the ge o log i cal timescale. The more
he looked, the less he liked the idea. “You can make the ‘big global changes’ is sue out of it
if you want, but as ge ol o gists we work with rocks, you know?” he told me. To Finney, a
neg li gi ble amount of “strati graphic con tent” has amassed since the 1950s. As the An thro -
pocene work ing group gained mo men tum, he grew con cerned that the ICS was be ing pres -
sured into is su ing a state ment that at its heart had lit tle to do with ad vanc ing stratig ra phy,
and more to do with pol i tics.
Aca demics both in side and out side ge ol ogy have noted the An thro pocene’s po lit i cal im pli -
ca tions. In Af ter Na ture, the law pro fes sor Jede diah Purdy writes that us ing the term “An -
thro pocene” to de scribe a wide ar ray of hu man-caused ge o log i cal and eco log i cal change is
“an e� ort to meld them into a sin gle sit u a tion, gath ered un der a sin gle name”. To Purdy,
the An thro pocene is an at tempt to do what the con cept of “the en vi ron ment” did in the
1960s and 70s. It is prag matic, a way to name the prob lem – and thus be gin the process of
solv ing it.
Yet if a term be comes too broad, its mean ing can be come un help fully vague. “There is an
im pulse to want to put things in cap i tal let ters, in for mal de�  ni tions, just to make them
look like they’re nicely or gan ised so you can put them on a shelf and they’ll be have,” said
Bill Rud di man, pro fes sor emer i tus at the Uni ver sity of Virginia. A sea soned ge ol o gist, Rud -
di man has writ ten pa pers ar gu ing against the strati graphic de�  ni tion of the An thro pocene
on the grounds that any sin gle start-date would be mean ing less since humans have been
grad u ally shap ing the planet for at least 50,000 years. “What the work ing group is try ing
to say is ev ery thing pre-1950 is pre-An thro pocene, and that’s just ab surd,” he told me.
Rud di man’s ar gu ments have found wide sup port, even from a hand ful of mem bers of the
work ing group. Gib bard told me he had started out “ag nos tic” about the An thro pocene but
lately he had de cided it was too soon to tell whether or not it re ally was a new epoch. “As
ge ol o gists, we’re used to look ing back wards,” he said. “Things that we’re liv ing through at
the mo ment – we don’t know how sig ni�  cant they are. [The An thro pocene] ap pears sig -
ni�  cant but it would be far eas ier if we were 200 to 300, pos si bly 2,000 to 3,000, years in
the fu ture and then we could look back and say: yes, that was the right thing to do.”
Yet for the ma jor ity of the work ing group, the strati graphic ev i dence for the An thro pocene
is com pelling. “We re alise the An thro pocene goes against the grain of ge ol ogy in one
sense, and other kinds of sci ence, ar chae ol ogy and an thro pol ogy, in another sense,”
Zalasiewicz told me. “We try and deal hon estly with their ar gu ments. If they were to put
out some thing that we couldn’t jump over, then we’d hold up our hands and say: OK, that’s
a killer blow for the An thro pocene. But we haven’t seen one yet.”
For all the years of dis cus sion, re search and de bate, af ter the meet ing it was ob vi ous that
the An thro pocene work ing group was still a long way o� sub mit ting its pro posal to the ICS.
Zalasiewicz’s favourite joke, that ge ol o gists “work in ge o log i cal time”, was start ing to
wear thin. Pro pos als to amend the timescale re quire ev i dence in the form of cores of sed i -
ment that have been ex tracted from the ground. Within the core there must be a clear sign
of ma jor en vi ron men tal change marked by a chem i cal or bi o log i cal trace in the strata,
which acts as the phys i cal ev i dence of where one unit stops and another be gins.
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The core ex trac tion and anal y sis process takes years and costs hun dreds of thou sands of
dol lars – money that, at that point, and de spite grant ap pli ca tions, the group did not have.
They dis cussed the prob lem on the train. “Beg, bor row and steal. That is the work ing
group motto,” Zalasiewicz said, a lit tle bit terly.
But in the months that fol lowed the meet ing, their for tunes changed. First, they re ceived
€800,000 ($890,000) in fund ing from an un ex pected source, the Haus der Kul turen der
Welt, a state-funded cul tural in sti tute in Ber lin that has been hold ing ex hi bi tions about
the An thro pocene for sev eral years. The money would � nally al low the group to be gin the
core-ex trac tion work, mov ing the pro posal be yond the o ret i cal dis cus sion and into a more
hands-on, ev i dence gath er ing stage.
Then, in late April, the group de cided to hold a vote that would set tle, once and for all, the
mat ter of the start date. Work ing group mem bers had one month to cast their votes; a su -
per ma jor ity of at least 60% would be needed for the vote to be bind ing. The re sults, an -
nounced on 21 May, were un equiv o cal. Twenty-nine mem bers of the group, rep re sent ing
88%, voted for the start of the An thro pocene to be in the mid-20th cen tury. For
Zalasiewicz, it was a step for ward. “What we’ll do now is the tech ni cal work. We’ve now
moved be yond the gen eral, al most ex is ten tial ques tion of ‘is the An thro pocene ge o log i -
cal?’” he said, when I called him. The im por tant votes at the ICS were still to come, but he
felt op ti mistic.
In Mainz, af ter the train pulled into the air port, the group made for the depar ture zone.
Among the chaos of wheelie suit cases and peo ple hur ry ing about, sud denly a voice cried
out: “Fos sils!” Zalasiewicz was o� to one side, eyes �xed on the pol ished lime stone �oor.
“That’s a fos sil, th ese are fos sil shells,” he said, point ing to what looked like dark
scratches. One was the shape of a horse shoe, and another looked like a wish bone.
Zalasiewicz iden ti �ed them as rud ists, a type of mol lusc that had thrived dur ing the Cre ta -
ceous, the last pe riod of the di nosaurs. Rud ists were a hardy species, the main reef-
builders of their time. One rud ist reef ran the length of the North Amer i can coast from
Mex ico to Canada.
Star ing at the rud ists en cased in lime stone slabs that had been dug out of the ground and
trans ported many miles across land, it was strange to think of the un like li ness of their ar -
rival in the air port �oor. The rud ists be neath our feet had died out 66m years ago, in the
same mass ex tinc tion event that wiped out the di nosaurs. Sci en tists gen er ally be lieve that
the im pact of an as ter oid in Yu catan, Mex ico, plunged the planet into a new phase of cli -
matic in sta bil ity in which many species per ished. Ge ol o gists can see the mo ment of the
im pact in rocks as a thin layer of irid ium, a me tal that oc curs in very low con cen tra tions on
Earth and was likely ex pelled by the as ter oid and dis persed across the world in a cloud of
pul verised rock that blot ted out the sun. To strati g ra phers, the irid ium forms the “golden
spike” be tween the Cre ta ceous and Pa le o gene pe ri ods.
Now that the work ing group has de cided roughly when the An thro pocene be gan, their
main task is pick ing the golden spike of our time. They are keep ing their op tions open, as -
sess ing can di dates from mi croplas tics and heavy met als to �y ash. Even so, a favourite has
emerged. From the prag matic strati graphic per spec tive, no marker is as dis tinct, or more
glob ally syn chro nous, than the ra dioac tive fall out from the use of nu clear weapons that
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be gan with the US army’s Trin ity test in 1945. Since the early 1950s, this me mento of hu -
mankind’s dark est self-de struc tive im pulses has set tled on the Earth’s sur face like ic ing
sugar on a sponge cake. Plot ted on a graph, the ra dioac tive fall out leaps up like an ex plo -
sion. Zalasiewicz has taken to call ing it the “bomb spike”.
‘The Ge o log i cal So ci ety of Lon don work ing group is try ing to say that ev ery thing pre-1950
is pre-An thro pocene, and that’s just ab surd’


