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IntroductIon 

The rocks of the Tippecanoe II subsequence have con-
tributed considerable scientific, economic, and aesthetic 
value to Illinois. As defined by Sloss (1963, 1982, 1988), the 
Tippecanoe II subsequence (444 to 398 million years ago) 
includes basal Silurian through Lower Devonian rocks. Si-
lurian rocks and fossils were among the earliest to be stud-
ied scientifically in Illinois,  and they formed the basis of 
several classic studies of international importance. Since 
the 1830s, Silurian dolomite deposits have been an eco-
nomically important, major source of construction mate-
rials for northeastern, northwestern, and west-central Illi-
nois and surrounding areas. Additionally, the Silurian rocks 
of central Illinois have served as an important hydrocarbon 
reservoir since the 1940s. Exposures of Silurian rocks also 
contribute greatly to the scenic beauty and popularity of 
some of the largest parks in the state. 

GeoloGIcal HIstory 
and settInG

During the deposition of the Tippecanoe II subse-
quence, the portion of the North American plate (Lauren-
tia) that is now Illinois was located in a subtropical latitude 
and was moving northward from about 25° south of the 
equator (Figure 7-4) (Scotese et al. 1979). Near the end of 
the Ordovician (and the end of the Tippecanoe I subse-
quence), glaciation had developed at the south pole, produc-
ing a major drop in sea level. As a result, most of Laurentia 
became emergent and was subjected to various amounts 
of erosion. When glaciation declined at the beginning of 
the Silurian (444 million years ago and the beginning of 
the Tippecanoe II subsequence), shallow seas transgressed 
across this area, depositing shallow-water carbonate sedi-
ments. Primary controls on the depositional character of 
these rocks were the late Early Silurian to Late Silurian 
development or reactivation of three depositional basins: 
the Michigan Basin in the northeast, the East-Central Iowa 
Basin in the northwest, and the Illinois Basin in central 
and southern Illinois. The Late Silurian-Early Devonian 
deposition in each of the three basins, although related, is 
distinctive enough so that each has its own rock record, ne-
cessitating individual descriptions of each basin to provide 
an overview of the Silurian in Illinois.

At the beginning of the Wenlock (428 million years 
ago), numerous reefs began to develop and, in conjunction 
with the subsidence of the Illinois Basin and surrounding 
basins, prominent shelf-edge carbonate banks began to de-
velop, yielding paleogeographic and lithologic complexity. 
Toward the end of the Silurian, the worldwide changes in 
sea level (eustacy), cratonic uplift, and local tectonic events 
caused a drop in sea level, ending deposition for most of the 
area and exposing the Silurian rocks to significant erosion 
for millions of years. Only in southern Illinois did Early 
Devonian marine sedimentation continue, infilling some 
of the remaining Silurian topography. The entire area was 
not completely flooded again until the Middle Devonian 
(398 million years ago).

rock dIstrIbutIon and Features
The character and distribution of Tippecanoe II subse-

quence rocks in Illinois and surrounding areas have been 
described in several reports (Willman 1973, Becker 1974, 
Willman and Atherton 1975, Collinson and Atherton 1975, 
Droste and Shaver 1987, Mikulic 1991, Thompson 1993, 
Berg and Masters 1994). The Silurian and Lower Devonian 
rocks of this subsequence are not as well-known as most 
of those in the Illinois Paleozoic. This lack of knowledge 
reflects a general scarcity of exposures and limited subsur-
face information for much of the state. Also, most Silurian 
rocks are carbonates that were extensively dolomitized, 
which destroyed many of their primary characteristics 
and resulted in a superficially featureless appearance. As 
a result, the Silurian rocks are among the most difficult to 
study of the Paleozoic rocks in the region. Only the Chica-
go area has enough available information to provide a good 
local understanding of these strata. Despite their superfi-
cially similar appearance, the Silurian rocks had a complex 
depositional history that is described here within a sequence 
stratigraphic framework rather than as individual units. 

Silurian rocks occur throughout the state except in 
the north-central part and portions of northwestern and 
west-central Illinois, where they have been removed by 
erosion. Throughout most of central and southern Illinois, 
they are buried deeply by younger Paleozoic rocks. The Si-
lurian rocks are found at the bedrock surface only in the 
northeastern and northwestern parts of the state and in 
limited areas in the west-central and southwestern parts. 


