
The VariscanOrogeny

Its impact on the rocks and 
landscape of the south west of 

the British Isles.



Also known as:

ÅHercynian

ÅArmorican

ÅTrend of fold structures ïwest / east or WNW /ESE



The 
distribution 
of rocks in 
the British 
Isles



A little more detail, SW Ireland and SW 
UK. 

The rocks of interest continue 
south east but are concealed by 
younger rocks. They reappear in 
Belgium in the Ardennes region



S.W. England overall structure.

ÅCornwall and Devon are part of a major complex 
synclinal fold structure ( syclinorium!) with the oldest 
rocks (Devonian) in west Cornwall and north east Devon 
(e.g. Exmoor) and the younger Carboniferous rocks in 
east Cornwall and north west Devon (Hartland Point). 



General geology of Devon and Cornwall 
demonstrating the syncline.



Palaeo-geographic 
setting.

ÅDuring the 
Devonian and 
Carboniferous 
periods, what we 
now call the British 
Isles was just 
south of or on the 
Equator on the 
northern edge of 
the Rheic Ocean.



The Variscan 
Orogeny

The Closure of the Rheic 
Ocean at the end of the 
Carboniferous Period 
resulted in the Variscan 
Orogeny and the 
creation of a mountain 
chain from southern 
Ireland (Kerry), through 
South Wales and S.W. 
England south 
eastwards into central 
Europe.



Caledonian and earlier structures had 
an impact.

Illustration from 
PGA paper June 
2018. This 
emphasises the 
importance of the 
Anglo-Brabant 
Massif and the 
Welsh Massif in 
controlling events 
to the south. 
However there 
also a lot of 
activity across N 
England 
reactivating 
earlier structures. 



The position of the VariscanFront, 
Newgale, Pembrokeshire



Events in the Devonian Period.

ÅFollowing the Caledonian Orogeny at the end of the 
Silurian, the erosion of the Caledonian Mountains 
produced large amounts of clastic sediment which was 
deposited in South Wales and south west England. 

ÅRivers flowing from north to south carried much 
sediment now seen in south Wales and Somerset.

ÅContinental sediments of this age are generally termed 
Old Red Sandstone. 

ÅSouth Devon and Cornwall were largely experiencing a 
marine environment (Devonian, hence the period name).



The basic succession in west Cornwall.

ÅThe sedimentary 
rocks seen are of 
Devonian in age.

ÅThe sequence is 
mostly made up 
of turbidites 
(flysch),forming 
greywacke 
sandstone, and 
inter-bedded shale 
units formed in a 
marine 
environment. 

At Black Head, Hayle, they are vertical in places but way up can 
be determined by fining upward sequences in the turbidites.



Evidence of turbidite features at 
Black Cliff, St Ives Bay.

Possible flute casts. Rip up clasts



Dewatering structures (convolute 
bedding) and graded bedding.



Devonian / Old Red Sandstone in west Wales

ÅThese molasse sediments occur widely in Scotland, the 
Welsh Borderland and S.W. Wales and to a lesser extent 
in the Mendips. These were deposited in a continental 
environment by rivers 

Old Red 
Sandstone 
Devonian 
sediments at 
Freshwater West, 
Pembrokeshire.


