Rock Terms

abrasion - the process of grinding or rubbing away a surface, such as a rock.
acid - relating to rock with a high silica content.

alloy - a combination of two or more metals.  Commonly used alloys include bronze (copper and tin) and stainless steel (iron and chromium).

amygdale - a hole in lava or pyroclastic rock containing minerals, such as calcite or quartz.

asteroid - a chink of rock smaller than planet, which orbits the Sun.

asthenosphere - the hot, partially molten layer of rock in the Earth’s upper mantle, just below the lithosphere.

atmosphere - the layers of gases surrounding the Earth or another planet.

basic - relating to rock with low silica content.

batholith - a large mass of igneous rock composed of granite or gabbro.
bed - a think layer of sedimentary rock.

bedding plane - the boundary between beds of sedimentary rock that formed at different times.

bedrock - solid rock that lies beneath loose deposits of soil and other matter.

canyon - a deep, steep-sided valley, typically cut by a river.

cement - a material that hardens on drying to bind particles together in sedimentary rock.  Cement is also a material used for building, made from crushed lime and clay.

cementation - the stage in lithification when cement glues the sediment particles together.

chondrite - a stony meteorite containing tiny granules of proxene and olivine.  These rocks are among the oldest objects ever found.

clastic sediment - rock and mineral particles formed from eroded fragments of broken rock.

cleavage - the way a mineral or rock breaks in a certain plane (direction).

compaction - the stage in lithification when water and air is squeezed out of the buried sediments by the weight of overlying deposits.

contact aureole - the area around a large igneous intrusion where the rock has been altered by the heat of the magma.

continental drift - the slow movement of the Earth’s continents on its surface.

core - the earth’s hot, dense iron-rich center- liquid on the outside and solid at the center.

country rock - the rock that surrounds a mineral deposit or igneous intrusion. 
crust - the Earth’s rigid outermost layer.  It is divided into thicker, older continental crust (mainly granite) and thinner, more recent oceanic crust (mainly basalt).

crystal - a solid substance with a regular form and symmetrical faces.  Crystals grow in many ways, such as when molten material cools, or when a solution containing a dissolved mineral evaporates.  Large crystals grow very slowly.

delta - a fan-shaped area of sediment deposited where a river slows down and splits into many channels, before entering a lake or the sea.

deposition - the dropping of loose sediment carried by water, wind, or moving ice, when they slow down and lose their energy.

dyke - a thin, sheet like igneous intrusion that cuts across older rock structures.

element - a substance, such as gold, that cannot be broken down into more simple substances.

erosion - the slow wearing away of rocks by moving water, ice, and wind.

evaporite - a natural salt or mineral left behind after the water it was dissolved in has dried up.

extrusive igneous rock - rock that forms when lava from a volcano cools and solidifies.

fault - an extended fracture in rock along which rock masses move.

felsic - relating to igneous rocks rich in feldspar and quartz minerals.

flint - a hard nodule of chert (a fine-grained quartz sedimentary rock) that forms in limestone.  It fractures well and was used by Stone Age people to make knives and arrows.

flood plain - the flat area each side of a river that is covered in water when the river floods.

fold - bends in rock strata (layers) caused by tectonic plate movement.

foliation - banded patterns caused by the alignment of crystals within metamorphic rocks.

fossil - mineralized impression or cast of ancient plant or animal.

fossil fuel - a fuel, such as coal, oil, and natural gas, which formed from decomposed plant matter buried deep beneath the ground.

fracture - the distinctive way a mineral breaks.
gemstone - a mineral, usually crystalline, such as diamond or ruby that is valued for its color, sparkle, rarity, and hardness.

geode - a small rock cavity lined with crystals or other mineral matter.

geologist - someone who studies the Earth.

glacier - a slowly moving mass of ice formed by the compaction of snow on mountains or near the Earth’s poles.

groundmass - compact, find-grained mineral material in which larger crystals are embedded.

habit - the general shape of a mineral.

hot spot - site of volcanic activity in the Earth’s crust away from the plate boundaries, created by magma rising from the upper mantle.

hydrothermal vein - a crack in the rock through which very hot mineral waters circulate due to volcanic activity.  As the waters cool, minerals start to crystallize, forming some of the Earth’s most valuable gemstones and ores.

ice age - a very cold period in the Earth’s history, when vast ice sheets covered large parts of the world.  The most recent glacial period, which lasted about 100,000 years and ended 12,000 years ago, affected much of North America and northern Europe.

idiochromatic - a mineral that is always the same color because of its chemical composition. A mineral (such as quartz) that changes color is known as allochromatic.

igneous rock - rock formed as magma cools and hardens in the Earth’s crust.

inclusion - a tiny crystal or mineral fragment embedded in another mineral.

intrusive igneous rock - igneous rock that forms beneath the Earth’s surface.

joint - a crack in the rock, usually vertical, caused by tiny movements in the rock due to shrinking and expansion.

karst landscape - a limestone landscape, full of dramatically eroded cliffs, gorges, and caves.

lava - magma that has flowed onto the Earth’s surface through a volcanic opening.

lithification - the process of turning loose sediments into rock through compacting and cementing them together over millions of years.

lithosphere - the hard, topmost layer of the Earth.  It is made up of the crust and the upper part of the mantle.

loess - large deposits of uncemented, fine, wind-blown sediment.

luster - the way in which light reflects off the surface of a mineral.

mafic - relating to silicate materials, rich in magnesium and iron, typically formed in basalt and other basic or ultramafic rocks.

magma - molten rock beneath the Earth’s crush that forms as parts of the mantle melt.

magma chamber - underground reservoir of magma. It can erupt onto the Earth’s surface as lava or harden to form a pluton.

magnetosphere - magnetic force field in and around the Earth, created by the movement of iron in the core.  It protects the Earth against charged particles streaming from the Sun.

mantle - the middle layer of the Earth, between the core and the crust.  Geologists believe it consists of hot, dense rocks, such as peridotite.

massive formation - a mineral habit with no definite shape of crystal faces.

matrix - the fine mass of material in which larger crystals are set.

metamorphic rock - rock formed when other rocks are transformed by heat and pressure.

meteor - once a meteoroid (rock and dust debris in space) enters the Earth’s atmosphere, it becomes a meteor or shooting star.

meteorite - a meteor that crashes onto the Earth’s surface.

midocean ridge - a long chain of undersea mountains that forms along the ocean bed where tectonic plates are moving apart.

mineral - a naturally occurring solid with certain regular characteristics, such as chemical composition and crystal shapes.  Earth’s rocks are made up of minerals.

native element - an element found naturally as a mineral in its pure form.  It does not form part of a compound.

nodule - a hard, rounded, stony lump found in sedimentary rock, typically made from calcite, silica, pyrite, or gypsum.

normal fault - a fault in two blocks of rock, which are being pulled apart, allowing one of them to slip down.

oolith - small, rounded grains that make up some sedimentary rocks.

opaque - describes material that does not let light pass through it.

ore - a rock or mineral from which a metal can be extracted for a profit.

organic - related to living things.

placer - a deposit of sand or gravel in the bed of a river or lake, containing grains of valuable minerals, such as gold or diamonds.

plate boundary - where tectonic plates meet in the Earth’s crust.  There are three types of plate boundary: convergent (where plates collide), divergent (where plates pull apart), and transform (where plates slide past each other).

pluton - any body of intrusive igneous rock.

porphyritic - igneous rock containing large, well-formed crystals mixed into a groundmass.

precipitation - chemical process in which a substance is deposited in solid form from a solution.

prism - a solid geometric figure with a set of faces parallel to one of the axes.  An axis is an imaginary line which divides something in half.
pyroclastic - materials such as rock and ash thrown out by an explosive volcanic eruption.

radioactivity - the spontaneous emission of bursts of radiation (alpha, beta, or gamma rays) caused by the disintegration of the unstable atoms of certain elements, such as the metal uranium.  Some radiation is harmful to people.

refraction - the bending of light rays as they pass through a transparent substance.

regional metamorphism - the creation of new metamorphic rocks over a wide area by heat and pressure, typically during mountain building. 

rock - solid mixtures of minerals.  There are three types: igneous, metamorphic, and sedimentary. 

seafloor spreading - the gradual widening of an ocean as a new oceanic crust forms along the midocean ride.

sediment - particles of rock, mineral, or organic matter that are carried by wind, water, and ice.

sedimentary rock - rock formed from sediment that has been buried and squeezed solid by pressure from above.

sill - a thin, sheet like, typically horizontal, igneous intrusion, inserted between rock layers.

spar - a crystalline, easily cleavable, translucent or transparent mineral.

specific gravity- comparing a mineral’s weight with the weight of an equal volume of water.

speleothem - a structure, such as a stalactite or stalagmite, formed in a cave by the precipitation of minerals from water.

strike-slip fault - a fault in which blocks of rock slide sideways past each other.  A very large strike-slip fault occurring on the boundary of two tectonic plates is known as a transform fault.

stromatolite - layered mounds of sediment formed by colonies of ancient types of bacteria.

symmetry - when two forms mirror each other on opposite sides of an imaginary dividing line.

tectonic plate - one of about 20 huge, floating rock slabs that make up the Earth’s lithosphere. 

thrust fault - a fault in which one block is thrust up and over another.  If the angle is steeper than 45 degrees, it is a reverse fault.

translucent - a substance that lets light through, but breaks the light up so that you cannot see through it clearly.

transportation - the carrying of loose sediment by rivers, wind, waves, and ice.

trench - a deep trough in the ocean floor.

twinning - when two or more crystals of the same mineral grow together.  

ultrabasic - relating to igneous rock with less than 45 percent silica.

ultramafic - relating to igneous rock with no quartz and little or no feldspar, made mostly of minerals such as olivine and pyroxene. 

unconformity - a noticeable break in a sequence of sedimentary rock layers, due to an interruption in the laying down of sediments.

uplift - when rock structures are raised upward by the movement of tectonic plates.  Sediments formed on the seabed may be uplifted to become mountains and plains.

volcano - the site of an eruption of lava and hot gases from within the Earth.  Magma flows up a central passage and erupts as lava.

weathering - the slow breakdown of rock by prolonged exposure to the weather, including moisture, frost, and acidic rainwater.

