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The term Tertiary, subdivided into the Paleogene and
Neogene, is traditionally used to represent the interval
of geological time between the Cretaceous and Quaternary. In the 1990s, however, the Neogene and Paleogene were ratified by the International Union of Geological Sciences as periods/systems of the Cenozoic
Era/Erathem, leaving the Tertiary officially undefined.
The Tertiary nonetheless remains a formal term that has
never been officially eliminated, and its widespread use
today implies a long future. To regularise its use, and
following the most widely used topology among Cenozoic time scales, the Tertiary is here proposed as a
period/system subjacent to the Quaternary and with its
base defined by the Global Stratotype Section and Point
that marks the base-Danian Age/Stage at c. 65.5 Ma.
The Neogene and Paleogene, currently designated as
periods, then become sub-periods within the Tertiary.
The top of the Tertiary would be defined by the base of
the Quaternary at 2.6 Ma. This proposal complies
strictly with the hierarchical requirements of the geological time scale, fully accommodates current proposals by the International Commission on Stratigraphy
and International Union for Quaternary Research
regarding the Quaternary, and respects the historical
and widespread current usage of the term Tertiary.

Introduction
The term Tertiary was originally introduced by Arduino in 1759 as
part of his four-fold classification of deposits in the Venetian and
Tuscan regions of Italy (Arduino, 1760), and strata he classified as
Tertiary are still so regarded today (Vaccari, 2006). The term has
been used continuously for more than two hundred years, and
affirmed officially by the Paris 1990 International Geological Congress (Vai, 2007). The Tertiary continues to refer to the interval of
time between the Cretaceous and Quaternary, and as such is a useful
and unambiguous term (Harland et al., 1990) that remains widely
used (Salvador, 2006a,b).
The Tertiary is commonly depicted as a period/system in the literature (Salvador, 2006b). However, since 1976, the International
Commission on Stratigraphy (ICS) has divided the Cenozoic Era
into the Paleogene, Neogene, and Quaternary, treating the Tertiary
as a ‘useful informal term to include both the Paleogene and Neogene’ (Cowie and Bassett, 1989; Figure 1). This was foreshadowed
by an earlier recommendation by the Stratigraphy Committee of the
Geological Society, London, that the Cenozoic be divided informally into Tertiary and Quaternary sub-eras, with the Tertiary subdivided into Paleogene and Neogene periods/systems (George et al.,
1968). This scheme was followed by Curry et al. (1978) and Harland

et al. (1982, 1990; Figure 1). Currently, the Cenozoic Era has two
formally ratified periods/systems defined by global boundary stratotype sections and points (GSSPs). The Paleogene Period/System was
ratified in 1991 by the International Union of Geological Sciences
(IUGS) upon acceptance of the basal-Danian GSSP (Molina et al.,
2006), and the Neogene Period/System was ratified in 1996 upon the
acceptance of the basal-Neogene GSSP (Steininger et al., 1997).
The Tertiary was accordingly absent from the IUGS-sanctioned
geological time scales of Cowie and Bassett (1989) and Remane
(2000), having been left undefined by the IUGS (Figure 1). The Quaternary was later to experience a similar attempted suppression
(Bowen and Gibbard, 2007), although not from the IUGS. In spite of
these omissions, the Tertiary has never been explicitly eliminated by
the IUGS.
The end of the Tertiary is traditionally defined by the beginning
of the Quaternary. The International Union for Quaternary Research
(INQUA) and the ICS have recently proposed the Quaternary as a
period/system, with its base lowered to the base-Gelasian Age/Stage
GSSP at 2.6 Ma. In this proposal, the Gelasian Stage is transferred to
the Pleistocene Epoch/Series (Head, Gibbard and Salvador, this
issue; and Ogg and Pillans, this issue). It is now timely to assess the
rank and duration of the Tertiary. The IUGS has itself acknowledged
this need, stating that the Quaternary should be defined with ‘due
consideration and respect for the issue of the Tertiary’ (IUGS correspondence to ICS, May 2007).

Justification of the Tertiary as an official
period/system
Sanctioned by long and precise usage, the Tertiary is already a formal stratigraphic term (Salvador, 2006a). It has never been officially
eliminated by the IUGS, but its rank and duration have yet to be
defined by GSSPs that would regularise its use. Recent proposals
have already addressed this issue (Pillans, 2007).
Aubry et al. (2005; Figure 1) proposed the Tertiary and Quaternary as sub-eras/sub-systems, but their scheme is neither acceptable to most Quaternarists nor meets the IUGS’s strict requirements
of a hierarchical time scale. Walsh (2006) and Salvador (2006a,b)
accepted the Tertiary and Quaternary as eras/systems but followed a
1.8 Ma age for the base of the Quaternary, which again is unacceptable to most Quaternarists and to INQUA and the ICS (Head, Gibbard and Salvador, this issue; Ogg and Pillans, this issue).
Berggren (1998) and Luterbacher et al. (2005) argued that the
Quaternary and Tertiary should be abandoned because they are part
of an obsolete classification. But if names were discarded merely for
this reason, we would lose the Cretaceous and Carbonifeous (Walsh,
2006; Vai, 2007). Unlike Primary and Secondary, the terms Quaternary and Tertiary survived because they were useful; and their
etymologies are instructive in recalling the early history of stratigraphic research.
In 2005, the ICS recommended that the Tertiary not be considered as a formal division of the geological time scale ‘because it is
nearly redundant with the entire Cenozoic Era’ (International Commission on Stratigraphy, 2005, p. 2–3). But this argument would also
apply to the Pleistocene, whose duration almost fully overlaps with
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Figure 1 Comparison of Cenozoic time scales. The Palmer (1983) and Salvador (1994) time scale is the most widely accepted Cenozoic
time scale in current use (Salvador, 2006b). It is also the preferred option of Walsh (2006, in press), and has been adopted by the US
Geological Survey and the Geological Society of America. The time scale by Cowie and Bassett (1989) and Remane (2000) represents the
most recent (and current) time scale endorsed by the IUGS. The present proposal adopts the Palmer (1983) and Salvador (1994) time scale
except that the Tertiary–Quaternary boundary is lowered to 2.6 Ma in accordance with Head, Gibbard and Salvador (this issue) and Ogg
and Pillans (this issue). Intervals of geological time are not to scale.
the Quaternary (Walsh, 2006). Moreover, the Tertiary has terminated whereas the Cenozoic (and for that matter the Holocene) is
ongoing.
The term Tertiary remains used more frequently in stratigraphic
publications than either Paleogene or Neogene (Salvador, 2006 a, b).
Tertiary already appears as a period/system in the vast majority of
published time scales, where it is typically subdivided into Paleogene and Neogene sub-periods/sub-systems (Salvador, 2006b). Its
use in the literature has not declined in the past 25 years; and its continued use as a period/system by the Geological Society of America,
US Geological Survey (U.S. Geological Survey Geologic Names
Committee, 2007), and by individual U.S. state and other national
geological surveys, illustrates its wide currency (Salvador, 2006a). It
is noteworthy that the term Tertiary, and its abbreviation in ‘K/T
boundary’, appears throughout the very publication (Molina et al.,
2006) that ostensibly suppresses its name. Moreover, it is ironic that
the Quaternary, not the Tertiary, should have survived on IUGSapproved time scales, when the Quaternary was the least well treated
of Arduino’s four orders (Vaccari, 2006).

Proposal to establish the Tertiary as a
GSSP-defined period/system
For the above reasons, and to maintain stability within the Cenozoic
time scale, we propose that the Tertiary be treated as an official
period/system contiguous with, and subjacent to, the Quaternary
Period/System, with its base defined by the GSSP near El Kef,
Tunisia. This GSSP already defines the base of the Danian Stage (c.
65.5 Ma; Molina et al., 2006). The Cenozoic, Quaternary, Paleogene
and Danian are thus coterminous. In our proposal (Figure 2), the
Paleogene and Neogene become sub-periods/sub-systems of the Tertiary, just as the Mississippian and Pennsylvanian enjoy popular use
as sub-periods/sub-systems of the Carboniferous. In our scheme, the
top of the Tertiary Period/System is defined by the base of the Quaternary Period/System, Pleistocene Epoch/Series, and Gelasian
Age/Stage, all of which would share the same GSSP at the baseGelasian dated at 2.588 Ma (Rio et al., 1998). As a technicality, this
would require de-ratifying the Paleogene and Neogene as
periods/systems, and re-ratifying them as sub-periods/sub-systems.
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Figure 2 The present proposal for the Cenozoic time scale. Age
names and boundary ages are from the ICS website in January
2008, with the provisional Calabrian and Ionian ages following
Cita et al. (2006) and the provisional Tarantian Age following
Cita (this issue, and references therein). Currently defined
GSSPs are indicated by black triangles. Only those GSSPs
mentioned in the text are labeled. Intervals of geological time are
not to scale.
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The duration of the Tertiary (62.9 Myr) is similar to that of many
other periods in the time scale. The Quaternary (2.6 Myr), while obviously shorter, is ongoing. Our proposed scheme (Figure 2) follows
the most popular and widely used topology (e.g., Palmer, 1983; Salvador, 1994, 2006a, b; Walsh, 2006, Figure 1B) while accepting the
justification for placing the Tertiary–Quaternary boundary at 2.6 Ma
(Head, Gibbard and Salvador, this issue; Ogg and Pillans, this issue).
Our scheme meets the IUGS requirements of a hierarchical time
scale, requires no unusual designations of rank, and respects historical precedents and established usage of the term Tertiary.
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