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preting the bathymetry of ancient depositional environments. 
With the advent of geohistory methods that require quantitative 
paleodepth data, greater importance has been placed on benthic 
foraminifera as paleodepth indicators. The purpose of this sym
posium is to review some of the problems and prospects offered 
by our current state-of-knowledge. 

Widely used foraminiferal paleodepth indicators include fau-
nal trends (species abundance, species diversity, test composi
tion, planktonic to benthic ratios) and species depth limit (e.g., 
UDL) based upon distributional studies of modern benthic 
microfaunas. The application of such ecologic approaches in the 
interpretation of fossil data relies on three assumptions that have 
received little attention: that modern distributional patterns are 
analogous to those of the past; that homeomorphs of modern 
taxa had similar ecological adaptation; and that the depth habi
tats of modern species were the same in the past. The first 
appears sounds, but growing evidence suggests that the latter two 
require revision. 

From the study of foraminiferal ecology it is clear that species 
distribution is unrelated to bathymetry per se but coincides with 
water-mass, sediment, and nutrient boundaries in the ocean. 
Because such boundaries vary within the oceans, few, if any, 
modern species are actually isobathyal (same upper depth limit) 
outside of limited regions. Paleobathymetric models calibrated 
in terms of modern species are probably less precise than origi
nally presumed. During the Cenozoic, climatic fluctuations pro
duced major changes in water-mass distribution, sediment 
patterns and oceanic productivity that, in turn, caused shifts in 
the depth distribution of many deep sea species. How bathyal 
assemblages in continental margins responded to these environ
mental changes remains an unanswered question in foraminiferal 
paleobathymetry Also unclear is the paleobathymetry of fossil 
assemblages, for which there are no direct modern analogs such 
as the agglutinated assemblages found in Cretaceous and early 
Tertiary time. 

Despite current problems, benthic foraminiferal paleobathy
metric approaches are basically sound and as benthic faunal 
responses to climatic-oceanographic changes are better under
stood, benthic foraminifera will be even more useful indicators 
of environment. 
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Significance of Carbonate-Clastic Shoaling Cycles in Mississip-
pian of Northern Arkansas 

Shoaling-upward carbonate shelf cycles are known to occur in 
many parts of the world and throughout the geologic record. A 
typical shoaling carbonate cycle begins with deep-shelf, inter-
bedded, lime mudstones and shale. These are succeeded by open-
shelf bioclastic packstones and grainstones, and finally in many 
places by oolite, the latter representing the culmination of the 
shoaling process. Subsequent cycles repeat this basic pattern. 
When correlated across a shelf, the cycles are thought to repre
sent the episodic progradation of a carbonate sand platform that 
built up to wave base, subsided, and built up again. 

Upper Mississippian (Chesterian) strata in northern Arkansas 
consist of alternating limestones and shales that include a set of 
shoaling-upward cycles. These cycles, occurring within the domi-
nantly carbonate Pitkin Formation, differ from the pattern 
described above in that they contain a significant terrigenous 
component. This material exists both as fissile black shale within 
lower-cycle lime mudstone, and as quartz sand admixed within 
upper-cycle oolite grainstones. This dual occurrence is thought to 
be related to movement of the shoreline that accompanied the 
repeated outbuilding of a carbonate platform. At the beginning 

of a cycle, the shoreline was distinct from the deeply submerged 
shelf and lime and terrigenous mud accumulated in a quiet-water 
setting. Thickness and facies analysis of the Pitkin indicate an 
east-west trending shelf with a shoreline located in southern Mis
souri, perhaps curving south around the Ozark uphft. Eastward 
increase in shale percentage in the Pitkin suggests transport of 
fine elastics around the southeast flank of this uplift. The Illinois 
basin was an active Chesterian depocenter and during periods of 
maximum transgression fine elastics may have passed through a 
seaway southwest into northern Arkansas. As shoaling pro
ceeded, the shoreline regressed south with the advancing carbon
ate sand sheet, cutting off the avenue of fine elastics. Quartz 
sand, probably derived from a thick sequence of lower Paleozoic 
sandstones exposed along the uplift by the retreating sea, became 
admixed with oolite across the newly built platform. These shoal
ing cycles are the product of slow, steady, subsidence along a 
northern Arkansas shelf punctuated by episodes of relatively 
rapid carbonate sand sedimentation and clastic influx. A similar 
tectonic and depositional setting must have given rise to other 
such deposits that occur in the geologic record. 
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Massive Sihciclastic Deposits Juxtaposed Against Massive Car
bonate Bodies: Paradox of Eastern Gulf of Mexico 

The eastern Gulf of Mexico is the location of a major and dra
matic transition from sihciclastic to carbonate deposits and dep
osition. The massive lutites that make up the Mississippi Cone 
are juxtaposed against the equally massive carbonates intercal
ated with evaporites that make up the western portion of the 
Florida Platform. The region now occupied by the continental 
margin of the eastern Gulf has been cut off from clastic sedimen
tation since Late Jurassic or Early Cretaceous time, and over 
5,000 m (16,404 ft) of predominantly carbonate sediments have 
built up. 

Surficial sediments of the carbonate portion of the transition 
zone are called the West Florida Lime Mud Facies. A 
foraminifera-coccolith ooze is still being deposited in water 
depths as shallow as 200 m (656 ft); this facies covers over 40,000 
km^ (15,444 mî ) and in many respects resembles a deep-sea ooze. 
However, in some places shelf carbonate debris, including whole 
valves of mid-shelf oysters, have cascaded over the shelf-slope 
break and are incorporated into the slope ooze. Composition, 
rates of accumulation, and relatively shallow deposition suggest 
that this sedimentary body may be an analog of some of the chalk 
deposits of northwestern Europe. 

It has long been considered axiomatic that planktonic forami
nifera and coccolith oozes are deep-sea deposits that accumulate 
at rates of a few tens of miUimeters per thousand years. However, 
radiocarbon dates show that the eastern Gulf margin ooze has 
accumulated rapidly Prior to the last rise in sea level, deposition 
rates were as high as 65 cm/1,000 years (25 in./1,000years); and 
ever since sea level began to rise sedimentation rates have still 
been as high as 20 cm/1,000 years (8 in./1,000 years). Such a 
rapid buildup of the carbonate sediments has led to widespread 
mass wasting and all forms, from creep to massive multiple slide 
deposits containing thousands of cubic kilometers of material, 
are represented in our set of high resolution seismic profiles. 

The actual contact between carbonates and siliciclastics occurs 
in a variety of styles. Carbonate rubble is found in a terrigenous 
lutite matrix at the base of the West Florida Escarpment. Farther 
west on the Mississippi Cone the brown and yellow-brown sili
ceous lutites contain carbonate turbidites with provenance the 
West Florida slope. Another type of contact is shown in some pis
ton cores with carbonate ooze in normal and alternating deposi-


