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SHORT NOTES 

" POSTGLACIAL "-A TERM WITH THREE MEANINGS 

By NILS-AxEL MORNER 

(Geologiska Institutionen, Stockholms Universitet, S-I 13 86 Stockholm, Sweden) 

ABSTRACT. " Postglacial" , with a capital " P", is a chrono-stratigraphical uni t starting with the Preboreal 
at IQ 000 B.P. De Geer used the same name for a period covering approximately the last 8 900 years. The 
same word " postglac ial", with a small "p", is a genetic facies term tel ling us that the sediments were deposited 
without inAuence of the receding ice (in contrast to glacial deposits). 

R ESUME. "Postglaciaire" - line expression cl triple sens. "Postg)aciai re" avec u n " P" tnajuscul e est une unite 
chrono-stratigraphique commenc;:ant avec le Preboreal a 10000 ans avant nos jours. De Geer use de la 
meme expression pour une periode couvrant approximativement les 8900 dernieres annees. Le meme mot 
"postglacia ire" avec un "p" minuscule es t un terme genetique de facies qui nous indique que des sediments 
se sont deposes sans intervention du retrait des glaces (en opposition avec les depots glaciaires) . 

ZUSAMMENFASSUNC. "Postgiaziai" - ein Ausdruck mit drei B edeutungen. " Postglazial" - mit gross em " P" 
ist eine chronologische-stratigraphische Einheit, die mit dem Praboreal 10 000 J ahre vor der Gegenwart 
beginnt. De Geer gebrauchte dense1ben Namen ftir eine Periode, die etwa die letz ten 8 900 J ahre umfasst. 
Dasse1be Wort "postglazial" - mit k1einem "p" - ist ein Begriff ftir genetische Facies mit del' Bedeutung, 
dass die Sedimente ohne den EinAuss des zurtickgehendcn Eises abgelagert werden (im Gegensatz zu glazialen 
Ablagerungen) . 

" POSTGLACIAL" is a term with three different meanings. However, the term has been widely used 
without regard to these different meanings. This h as lead to great confusion. 

The only way of avoiding confusion is to make a clear defin it ion of and distinction between the three 
meanings. This is easily done, and has consciously been done in papers and lectures by the author 
(e.g. Miirner, 1969). 

I . " Postglacia l" is a chrono-stratigraphical unit starting with the Preboreal at 10000 radiocarbon 
years B.P. This is the general usage in northern Europe of " Postglacial" today (e.g. Nilsson, 
1965), and we may therefore add "sensu stricto". 

2. " Postglacia l" is a ch rono-stratigraphical unit used by De Geer (e.g . 1940) in his varve chronology 
of Sweden to denote the period after his zero varve, i.e. after about 8900 years B.P. Today, 
" Postglacial" is very seldom used in this sense. This usage should be avoided , and if used, "sensu 
De Geer" has to be added. 

3. "postglacial" (with a small " p") is a genetic facies term saying (in contrast to glacial d eposits) 
that the sediments were deposited without influence of the receding ice. This usage is commonly 
used in geotechnical literature. 

Consequently, we h ave to distinguish clearly between " Postglacial" with a capital "P" and " p ostglac ia l" 
with a small "p". This is the fundam enta l point, which has so often been neglected. If this distinction is 
not made, we cannot avoid a total confusion . Therefore, we should not start a sentence with " post
g lacia l" , as it then might be impossible to know whether it is the facies term or the chrono-stratigraphical 
term. 

In the Kattegatt sea, postglacial clay started to be deposited a lread y in Late G lacial time. In the 
Baltic, glacial clay continued to be deposited in Postglacial time. Outside present glaciers, glacial 
sediments are still being deposited . 

Similarly, small letters should be used on "glacial", " late glacial" and "postglacial" when these 
words are used to d escribe the type of flora or fauna, and n ot the chl'Ono-stratigraphical units (e.g. 
glacial and late glacial pollen floras of Postglacial age) . The time transgressive change from late glacial 
to postglacial pollen flora in northern Europe has recently been discussed by Neustadt (197 I). 

In Figure I, the global epoch , age and sub age systems (e.g. Miirner, 197 I) are compared to the 
north EUl'Opean chrono-stratigraphical systems h ere discussed and the facies usage of "glacial" and 
" postglacial" . 
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Fig. I. T he global epoch (column 1), age (2) and subage (3) systems comjJared to the common north European chrono
stratigraphicalsystem (1) with the Postglacial pollen zones inserted, D e Ceer's uarue chronological system (5) and the facies 
usage of glacial/postglacial (6) with the main Baltic stages marked. 

Summing up, th ere a re three varia nts of " postgla c ial" : 

I. " Postg lacial" o r " Postglacia l (sensu stricto )" ; a chrono-stratig raphical unit. 
2. "Postglacial" (sensu D e Geer )" ; a chrono-stratig raphica l unit. 
3. "pos tgl ac ia l~'; a facies term. 

However, Postg la cial is not an adequate chrono-stratigraphical term according to the stratig raph ical 
nomencla ture rules. The Fland rian Inte rglacial Age is a n a d equate ch rono-stra tig raphica l term which 
covers the same p eriod as Postglacia l. F landrian can therefore be used fo r preference instead of 
Postglacia l. 
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