
CORRESPONDENCE

Evolution in meaning of certain geological terms

SIR,—When reviewing recently for Departmental purposes some of the literature on
pillow lavas, I was particularly struck by the way in which the meaning of the word
'spilite' had changed completely during the course of a century-and-a-half. Nowadays,
'spilite' readily connotes firstly albitized basalt and, secondly, pillow lava itself. It will
be recalled that Dewey & Flett (1911, p. 209) recognized the 'spilitic suite' of soda-rich
rocks characterized by albitization of plagioclase, and (p. 202) pointed out the adoption
by the Geological Survey of the term 'spilite' to denote Ordovician, Devonian and
Carboniferous pillow lavas of Devon and Cornwall. Earlier, however, Kemp (1906, p.
204) had declared simply that spilite was ' . . . an early French name for dense, amygda-
loidal varieties of diabase'. Bonney & Raisin (1893, pp. 59-64) were concerned neither
with particular chemical composition nor with pillow structure, but wished to demon-
strate that the ' . . . so-called spilites of Jersey' were in fact flows and agglomerates
(rather than metamorphosed argillites as Noury had claimed). Brongniart also (1827, p.
98), had defined spilite without reference either to distinctive chemical composition or to
the development of pillow structure, as 'Pate d'Aphanite, renfermant des noyaux et des
veines calcaires contemporains ou post&ieurs k la pite' and with 'structure empatee'.
Most of his examples are of rocks with amygdaloidal or porphyritic texture.

Recently, a similar sort of major change, apparently without anyone much noticing,
seems to have been taking place in the meaning of 'ophiolite'. Earlier, 'ophiolite' would
seem to have referred specifically to peridotites. Kemp (1906, p. 210) quoted ophiolite
as 'Brongniart's name for the serpentines', and forty-one years later Umbgrove (1947, p.
81) still spoke of 'dunite or serpentinised peridotite (also called ophiolite)'. Heritsch
(1929, in Boswell's translation, p. 56) referred to ' . . . ophiolitic eruptive rocks (that is,
spilite, variolite, diabase-porphyrite, gabbro, serpentinite and ophicalcite) ... ' . Miyashiro
(in Hess & Poldervaart, 1968, p. 826) declared, quoting Tyrrell, that 'Ophiolites include
peridotite, gabbro, spilite and basalt along with their metamorphic derivatives' and went
on to mention 'Steinmann's trinity', following a reference to Steinmann (1905, 1927) as
having emphasized the association of ophiolites with radiolarian cherts, while Hess
(1955) and Bailey & McCallien (1960) were quoted as having the trinity consist of
serpentine, spilite and radiolarian chert. Bailey & McCallien (1960, pp. 369-95) did
not actually use the term 'ophiolite', but the implication is clear that 'ophiolite' includes
serpentine (serpentinite) and spilite.

Thus far, it seems fairly evident that we are to consider 'ophiolite' as including not
only basic but also ultrabasic rocks. Recently, however, Harland (1967, p. 186) has,
albeit perhaps inadvertently, highlighted a change which seems to be creeping into the
terminology, by referring to the Steinmann trinity as consisting of ophiolite, radiolarite
and serpentine (my italics). A separation of serpentinite from ophiolite was also made by
Crooke (1969, p. 435) who has stated that, in a certain situation, ophiolites are only
doubtfully represented, whereas serpentinites definitely occur. We seem, therefore,
likely to be faced with a situation where 'ophiolite', which once included ultrabasic
rocks, is to come to mean an 'ophiolite suite' with ultrabasic rocks excluded. In this
connection we may note that the American Geological Institute (1962, p. 355) described
ophiolite as 'basic igneous rock associated with geosynclinal sediments'.

If, as Miyashiro {in Hess & Poldervaart, 1968, p. 826) believed, the term ophiolite
' . . . has real genetic significance . . . ' it evidently behoves us to try to give, currently,
some precision to its meaning. At what stage is the apparent evolution in the meaning
of the word to stop, or be stopped, and in what way?
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