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Book Review

Isotope geology by Claude J. Allègre, Cambridge
University Press, 2008, hardback, 512 p., $80 (ISBN 978-0-
521-86228-8)

There are a few texts on isotope geology and its many
applications, but not nearly enough. For many years, we have
relied on the “old reliable” book of a similar name by Faure,
which is now updated. Claude Allègre brings us a new book,
which should be very useful for senior-level and graduate
classes in geochronology and isotope geochemistry. The
elegance of this book is its excellent figures and its detailed
explanation of the various equations for radioactive nuclide
systems of all kinds, whether radiogenic or cosmogenic, as
well as extinct nuclides and, of course, stable isotope systems.
Since Allègre’s expertise is in the former, they tend to be
heavily emphasized, and his chapters on stable-isotope
geochemistry are more compact that those of other texts on
this subject. Some texts also delve into other systems of
dating not involving isotopes, but Allègre stays to the subject
at hand. He also presents basic details of the mass-
spectrometric methods so important for good isotopic
measurements.

Allègre also adds some chapters often minimized in other
books on this subject, including extinct nuclides in
meteorites, modeling of dynamic systems and different
isotopic reservoirs. The subject of modeling of steady-state
and non-steady-state systems is often ignored in other texts on
this subject. The chapter on uncertainty in radiometric dating
is also done well and an important topic to include for the
student. 

The other great merit of this book as a classroom text is
the problems laid out in each chapter—some of these have the
answers given, but others are presented at the end of each
chapter with solutions given at the end of the book. These
problems are good tools to use for the student who is learning
about these principles. A word of warning—I found at least
one exercise presented in the text with an incorrect answer.
So, caveat emptor applies here, the student should always
understand the problem well enough to recognize if the
answer presented is, in fact, the most correct one.

There are few annoyances in this book. The author is
somewhat erratic in his referencing, allowing the mention of a
famous scientist for some important developments, detailed
references in other places, or seemingly few references in
other places. This style is not a disadvantage if we understand
the idea of the book as a text. One also recognizes very
occasionally (perhaps this is the editor in me) that the text has

been translated from the original French, which leads to very
occasional unusual uses of English. 

Why buy this book? I think it is an easy introduction into
the complexities of radiometric systems. The basic principles
are laid out in the first chapters. I found this discussion most
easy to follow despite the complexities of some systems such
as lead, which often are not easy for students to follow. I think
this is done well in this book. To the instructor: this book is a
valuable additional text to the ones already available. I really
think the figures are great. To the student: this book will help
you to understand the principles of radioactive systems (in
particular) and the isotope systems of the noble gases, lead,
and the stable isotopes and how they can be used.

I am happy to recommend this book and I will add it to
my bookshelf alongside those other venerable texts on this
subject.
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