
 

 

 
  

COLLOQUIUM SEMINAR TALK 

Wednesday, January 10, 2018 

3:10PM 

KN L1220 
 

 

Dr. Stephen Morris 
Department of Physics 

University of Toronto  
 

Cracking the Giant's Causeway with a Tabletop Experiment 
  

           
 

The Giant’s Causeway, a World Heritage Site, is a spectacular outcrop of uncannily regular lava columns 

on the coast of Northern Ireland. How did it form?  This question has deep roots in the history of geology 

and geomorphology.  The mostly hexagonal columns were carved out by cooling cracks, which became 

more regular as they advanced.  A similar ordering process is found in the permafrost cracks, driven by 

freezing and thawing that decorate large swathes of the polar regions of Earth and Mars. Surprisingly, these 

effects may be captured by a simple laboratory experiment you can (almost) do in your kitchen. This talk 

will examine the pleasures and pitfalls of such “tabletop geomorphology” experiments. 
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