Table of Geological Periods

It is generally assumed that planets are formed by the accretion of gas and dust in a cosmic
cloud, but there is no way of estimating the length of this process. Our Earth acquired its present
size, more or less, between 4 billion and 5 billion years ago. Life on Earth originated about 2
billion years ago, but there are no good fossil remains from periods earlier than the Cambrian,
which began about 490 million years ago.

The known geological history of Earth since the Precambrian Time is subdivided into three eras,
each of which includes a number of periods. They, in turn, are subdivided into epochs and stage
ages. In an epoch, a certain section may be especially well known because of rich fossil finds.

New Geological Period

In March 2004, geologists added a new time period to Earth's chronology—the Ediacaran Period.
The Ediacaran Period lasted about 50 million years, from 600 million years ago to about 542
million years ago. It was the last period of the Precambrian's Neoproterozoic Era. Multicelled
organisms first appeared during this time. This period is the first new one added in 120 years.

Precambrian Time

The Precambrian's lower limit is not defined, but ended about 542 million years ago. The
Precambrian encompasses about 90% of Earth's history.
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Paleozoic Era




This era began 542 million years ago and lasted about 291 million years. The name was
compounded from Greek palaios (old) and zodn (animal).
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2. Mississippian and Pennsylvanian names are used only in the U.S.

Mesozoic Era

This era began 251 million years ago and lasted about 186 million years. The name was
compounded from Greek mesos (middle) and zo6n (animal). Popular name: Age of

Reptiles.
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Cenozoic Erat

This era began 66 million years ago and includes the geological present. The name was
compounded from Greek kainos (new) and zo6n (animal). Popular name: Age of Mammals.
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1. This table reflects the divisions used by the International Commission on Stratigraphy. The U.S. Geological Survey divides the
Cenezoic Era into the Tertiary Period (with the Paleocene, Eocene, Oligocene, Miocene, and Pliocene Epochs) and the

Quaternary Period (with the Pleistocene and Holocene Epochs).

2. In millions of years.




