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How to construct a stratigraphic column (graphic log) 
 

 
Important points: 

● The aim is to create a realistic and data-rich representation of the rock. Draw what you 
see, and make the log look like the rock.  

● “Logs should be as detailed and realistic as the artistic abilities of the drawer will allow.” 
(Anderton 1985 p. 37) 

● Remember that observation and description are separate from interpretation.  
 
1. Introduction 

a. The graphic log is the standard way to record and summarize successions of 
sedimentary rocks. 

b. It provides a graphic representation of the layers of sedimentary rocks that were 
deposited on top of one another. 

c. Efficient, clear, universal, appealing representation of data (summary) 
d. Show vertical changes in bed geometry and thickness, lithology, grain size, 

sedimentary structures, and fossil content. 
 
2. Vertical scale 

a. The graphic log is essentially a graph with a vertical axis representing thickness and a 
horizontal axis showing grain size. 

b. The vertical scale varies with the level of detail required, as well as the project 
objectives. (A typical scale may be 4 cm of log per 1 m of rock.) 

c. The vertical scale can be adapted to fit the objectives of the project, the time 
available, and the variability and thickness 
of beds (e.g. if beds are very thin and/or 
highly variable, a finer scale is needed; if 
beds are very thick and/or monotonous, a 
coarser scale can be used). 

d. In the field, one can log ~10-30 m per day, 
depending on complexity. 

e. Information such as sedimentary structures, 
fossils, paleocurrent measurements, 
samples, photos, etc. can be recorded 
symbolically on the main column or in 
adjacent descriptive columns. 
 

3. Horizontal scale 
a. The main horizontal axis is the grain size 

scale divided into: clay, silt, sand (vf, f, m, 
c, vc), granule, pebble, etc. 

b. Sketch the grain size curve to show fining-
up or coarsening upwards trends within beds 
when present. 
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c. Use a realistic ragged, curved right edge to reflect variations within a bed, as 
opposed to simple rectangles. 

d. The rock type (lithology) is represented by standard symbols, e.g. stipple for 
sandstone and a brick pattern for limestones. See the key below.  
 

4. Sedimentary structures 
a. Represent sedimentary structures with standard 

stylized symbols. 
b. Contacts between units should be accurately 

represented as sharp planar, wavy, gradational, 
scour, etc. 

c. Again, draw what you see, and make the log look 
like the structures in the rock. 

d. Use the full width of the grain size columns to 
sketch out the structures present. 

e. Details of beds pinching out or changes in the dip of 
cross-strata can be shown accurately. 

f. We all come across new features, fossils, or trace 
fossils where we are not certain about the 
identification: if you are not sure what the structure 
should be called, you can draw it, take a 
photograph, and then look it up later, or ask an 
expert for a second opinion. 

 
5. Fossils and trace fossils 

a. There are standard symbols for fossils, see chart 
below. 

b. Or, draw the fossil and take a photograph if you are 
not sure what it is and look it up when you get 
home. 

 
6. Color 

a. Color and color changes can be recorded in the notes. Recognize fresh vs. weathered 
color of a rock surface. 

b. Munsell soil color charts can be used for consistency. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compiled by Dr. Madeline S. Marshall (Albion College) and Dr. Melinda C. Higley (Calvin University) 
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Examples and Reference Charts & Symbols 

 
Figure and caption from Coe, A.L., 2010 

 
 

Table 2.2.  Scale of stratification thickness* 

Very thickly bedded Thicker than 1 m 

Thickly bedded 30–100 cm 

Medium bedded 10–30 cm 

Thinly bedded 3-–10 cm 

Very thinly bedded 1–3 cm 

Thickly laminated 0.3–1 cm 

Thinly laminated Thinner than 0.3 cm 

*From Blatt, Middleton, and Murray, Origin of Sedimentary Rocks, 2nd edition, 1980, p. 128 
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Excellent example. 

Figure and caption from Coe, A.L., 2010 
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Figure and caption from Coe, A.L., 2010 
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Preferred symbols for 
sedimentary structures  
 
Holland, S., 2020, strata.uga.edu 

 

 

Real student examples of stratigraphic columns, using different styles.  
www.ocr.org.uk/geology (Geology Drawing Skills Handbook, Oxford Cambridge and RSA, 2018). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example from  
Prothero and Schwab, 2004 
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Example from Charlie Bristow, Birkbeck University of London 
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