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OK, I kind of get the rock cycle.  But what is the starting point?  Which kind of 

rock comes first? 

Since it's a cycle, there isn't really a starting point, however, we can consider that once 

upon a time there wasn't a crust to the Earth, and the first rocks had to form from the 

mantle.  This might have involved the mantle partly melting, and the melted portion 

rising to the surface and freezing.  Or maybe the entire outer part of Earth was molten 

and as it cooled, it froze.  Either way, the first rocks in this scenario would be igneous. 

 

What does the 'Age of a Rock' mean then?  If it's been through all these cycles, 

how do you know when it started? 

When we talk about the age of a rock, we usually mean how long it has been since the 

rock became whatever it is now.  If we melt a previous rock and it becomes a new 

igneous rock, the 'age' of the rock will refer to when the igneous rock last cooled from a 

molten state.  Each 'clock' has a different point at which it 'starts ticking'.  For most 

igneous rocks this is when it melts and then refreezes.   

Sedimentary rocks can be somewhat more complicated.  A sedimentary rock that 

formed at one time might be made up of particles that are much older.  The age of the 

rock might be based on its stratigraphic location and the fossils within it, while the age of 

the minerals might be determined by radioactive isotopes.  

For some clocks, what we mean 'age' is when that particular batch of atoms became 

separated from the rest of Earth's mantle and entered into the rock cycle.  It's important 

to know what a particular 'clock' is measuring when we talk about age.  We'll look more 

at age of rocks later on in the course. 

 

What's the difference between weathering and erosion?  

This is a bit of a philosophical question, and different geologists might answer 

differently.  I use weathering to refer to the chemical and mechanical process of 

breaking a rock down into smaller particles, or into dissolved materials.  I use erosion to 

refer to the processes by which weathered rock is transported, producing features such 

as river valleys, sea cliffs, arches, and so on.  By this definition, you must have 

weathering to get erosion, although you could weather a rock without eroding it away. 
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