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U.S. Geological Survey Bulletin 1973-A-G, Geochemical, biogeochemical, and sedimentological
studies of the Green River Formation, Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado.

The final paragraph on page E7 of chapter E should read as follows.

The large solid in the upper left quadrant in figure 44 is iron rich but is not the
original bladed goethite. Its massive morphology is common for iron-bearing solids
early in most experiments. Three SEM-EDS analyses of this product gave a mean of
753 weight percent Fe and 24.6 weight percent S. The mole ratio of Fe:S of 1.75 is
much greater than the Fe:S ratio for known crystalline iron sulfides (table 2).
Therefore, the exact composition of this substance is unknown, but it is probably a
mixture of Sg, poorly crystalline or oxidized iron monosulfide(s), and massive or
indistinguishable crystallites of a-FeOOH. Sulfur forms other than Sg were not
distinguished on the basis of SEM-EDS analysis. X-ray diffraction of the 6N HCI-
leached solids from this sample detected only goethite and sulfur.
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Introduction

By Michele L. Tuttle

Abstract

During the Paleogene, the Green River Formation was
deposited in two large lakes that occupied the greater Green
River basin of Wyoming, Piceance basin of Colorado, and
Uinta basin of Utah. New geochemical, biogeochemical, and
sedimentological data for samples from these three
depositional basins provide a basis for a much needed
interdisciplinary approach with which to better understand the
deposition and diagenesis of the Green River Formation.

INTRODUCTION

In 1922, Wilmot H. Bradley launched a long and
illustrious career committed to describing and
understanding all aspects of deposition and diagenesis of the
Paleogene (Eocene and locally Paleocene) Green River
Formation. He, better than any other geologist, realized that
the origin of the Green River rocks must be viewed as an
interdisciplinary problem. In 1970, Bradley wrote (p. 985):

A much fuller understanding of the Green River oil shale
and its organic chemistry will emerge when the
geologists, paleontologists, organic chemists, biologists,
paleolimnologists, and biogeochemists, who are now
working on it, integrate their findings with those of the
others.
Twenty years later, Bradley’s recommendation is still valid.
Many questions about the origin of the Green River
Formation remain, and little progress has been made in
testing conflicting hypotheses regarding its formation.

The geochemical and biogeochemical studies
described in chapters A—G of this volume represent the
broadest interdisciplinary collection of comparable data on
the Green River Formation known to the author. They span
a wide range of disciplines: inorganic and organic
chemistry; stable isotopy of sulfide minerals (**S/3S) and

Manuscript approved for publication January 28, 1991.

organic matter (13C/'?C, >N/'*N, 345/°2S); petrography of
sulfide minerals; evaluation of a modern lake as a geo-
chemical analogue for the ancient Green River lakes, Uinta
and Gosiute; and an experimental study on iron diagenesis
in saline, high pH environments such as the Green River
lakes. Additional chapters are planned on detailed major and
trace chemistry, stable isotopy of carbonate minerals
(Bc'2C, *0/'°0), and sedimentology of core material.

A broad goal of these studies is to provide results that
can be integrated into an interdisciplinary understanding of
depositional and diagenetic processes, as suggested by
Bradley. Because many of the studies used splits from the
same sample suite (appendix), results can be directly
compared without having to assume similar depositional or
diagenetic conditions. .

This introductory chapter describes the regional
geology of the Green River Formation and summarizes the
two most popular genetic models explaining its origin. For
the most part, writers of other chapters have drawn their
conclusions independent of results from the other studies;
no attempt has been made at this time to integrate individual
conclusions.

Acknowledgments— This chapter has greatly bene-
fitted from the constructive reviews of Ronald Johnson,
George Breit, and Karen Franczyk. Larry Trudell (Laramie
Research Institute, Laramie, Wyoming) arranged access to
the Blacks Fork core. The work on which this chapter is
based was done as part of the U.S. Geological Survey
Evolution of Sedimentary Basins Program.

THE GREEN RIVER FORMATION:
BACKGROUND

The geology and geochemistry of the Paleogene
Green River Formation have received considerable attention
since the mid-1920’s (for a detailed bibliography on the
Green River Formation, see Smith, 1986). Most studies
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Table 1. Resources in the Green River Formation

Shale oil.......... .1.5x1013 barrels of oil-equivalent!
Sodium carbonate minerals
NaHCO3 (Piceance basin) ........ccccvveererecrereererernesesersesnessnseneness 2.9x1010 metric tons2
Na3(CO3)(HCO3)*2H20 (greater Green River basin)............. 7.5x1010 metric tons3
Oil (Altamont-Bluebell field, Uinta basin) ................oooccvvveee.... 1.9x1010 parrels?

INational Petroleum Council (1973).
2Dyni (1974).

3Bradley and Eugster (1969).

4 Anders and Gerrild (1984).

have focused on aspects of the formation’s economic
resources (table 1), which include shale oil and sodium
carbonate minerals. The formation is also an important
source rock for oil-producing fields in Utah. In addition to
its economic importance, the formation has interested
researchers because it represents the largest and one of the
most complex saline-lake deposits in the geologic record
(Eugster and Hardie, 1978).

Regional Geology

The Green River Formation was deposited in lakes
occupying three Laramide fault-bounded basins (fig. 1): the
Uinta basin of Utah and the Piceance basin of Colorado
were occupied by ancient Lake Uinta, and the greater Green
River basin of Wyoming was occupied by ancient Lake
Gosiute. These basins existed for 45 m.y. in the latest
Cretaceous and early Tertiary. The Green River Formation
was deposited during 10-23 m.y. of this time interval
(Franczyk and others, in press). During transgressive stages,
the lakes covered more than 62,150 km? (the present-day
areal extent of the formation) ( Bradley, 1929). Because
most of these lacustrine rocks are bounded by an erosional
edge, the lakes undoubtedly covered a much larger area,
particularly in Utah. Figure 2 shows the stratigraphy of
Green River rocks in cores from the depocenters of these
three depositional basins.

Lacustrine sedimentation (North Horn Formation)
began as early as the Late Cretaceous (Maastrichtian) in the
southwestern part of the Uinta basin and in the Wasatch
Plateau (Fouch and others, 1983). By the late Paleocene,
much of the Uinta basin and the Wasatch Plateau was
covered by interspeised shallow lakes and wetlands. The
Flagstaff Limestone in the Wasatch Plateau and the
Flagstaff Member of the Green River Formation in the
Uinta basin formed in these environments. These units
consist of fossiliferous limestone, nonfossiliferous dolo-
micrite, mudstone, sandstone, and bedded and nodular
gypsum (Stanley and Collinson, 1979). Similar depositional

environments were present in the Piceance basin at this time
(Johnson, 1985). An influx of clastic sediments to both
basins occurred in the latest Paleocene through earliest
Eocene.

Subsequently, but still during the early Eocene, large,
relatively freshwater lakes were established in both the
Uinta and Piceance basins (Johnson, 1985); the upper part
of the Flagstaff Member (Bradley’s Basal Tongue of the
Green River Formation) (Johnson, 1985) was deposited in
the Uinta basin, and the Cow Ridge Member of the Green
River Formation was deposited in the Piceance basin
(Johnson, 1985). During this time, the initial phase of
lacustrine sedimentation began in the greater Green River
basin, with deposition of the freshwater Luman Tongue of
the Green River Formation. These and older lake deposits
were not penetrated by the cores shown in figure 2 and are
not included in the studies presented in these chapters.

During the middle of the early Eocene, the lakes in all
three basins expanded. The lakes in the Uinta and Piceance
basins coalesced across the Douglas Creek arch to form one
large lake. Sandstone, siltstone, shale, and limestone formed
in the marginal lacustrine areas (Uinta basin and lake
margins in Piceance and greater Green River basins), and
illitic-rich oil shale formed in offshore lacustrine areas
(center of Piceance and greater Green River basins). During
this time, the water of both Lake Uinta and Lake Gosiute
was saline enough to kill most of the freshwater mollusc
populations that existed during the early freshwater stages,
but not saline enough to precipitate saline minerals. The
offshore oil shale deposited in the Piceance basin part of
Lake Uinta during this time is included in the Garden Gulch
Member of the Green River Formation. Marginal lacustrine
rocks in the Uinta and Piceance basins are generally
included in the Douglas Creck or Anvil Points Members of
the Green River Formation. Both offshore and marginal
lacustrine rocks deposited in Lake Gosiute comprise the
Tipton Shale Member of the Green River Formation. This
early Eocene interval (beginning with the middle early
Eocene transgression) lasted between 0.5 and 1 m.y. and
will be referred to in these chapters as lake stage 1 (fig. 2).

A2 Studies of the Green River Formation, Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado
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Figure 1. Laramide uplifts and basins in parts of Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, and Idaho. Core

holes (solid circles): 1, Blacks Fork no.1 core, greater Green River basin, Wyoming; 2, 01A core,
Piceance basin, Colorado; and 3, Coyote Wash core, Uinta basin, Utah. Modified from Johnson

(1985).

(Lake stages are used in these chapters to define sections of
the Green River Formation that were deposited in similar
depositional environments. In some cases, these lake stages
correspond to lithostratigraphic members.)

During the latter part of the early Eocene, an increase
in the salinity of the lakes coincided with a shift to a drier
climate (Sullivan, 1985). As a result, Lake Gosiute shrank
significantly (Bradley, 1964, 1973; Eugster and Hardie,
1975). Lake Uinta probably did not decrease significantly in

size, but broad shallow carbonate shelves formed around its
margins. The initial phase of oil-shale formation occurred in
Lake Uinta in the depocenter of the Uinta basin, and a
compositional change in oil shale from illitic rich to

_dolomitic rich occurred in Lake Uinta in the depocenter of

the Piceance basin. Halite (NaCl) and nahcolite (NaHCO;)
are present in oil shale in the Piceance basin but not in the
Uinta basin. Marginal lacustrine rocks from this interval are
generally included in the Douglas Creek or Anvil Points
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Figure 2. Stratigraphy of cores from depocenters of greater
Green River (Blacks Fork), Piceance (01A), and Uinta (Coyote
Wash) basins. Mz, Mahogany zone; [~] Mahogany bed.
Location of core holes shown in figure 1.

Members and consist of carbonate-rich mudstone,
sandstone, and stromatolitic and ostracodal limestone. The
Eocene Wilkins Peak Member of the Green River
Formation was deposited in the greater Green River basin
about this time and consists of greenish-gray dolomitic
marlstone and interbedded layers of mudstone, sandstone,
oil shale, and volcanic ash. The Wilkins Peak Member is
rich in the saline minerals shortite [Na,Ca,(CO5),], trona
[Na3(CO3)(HCO3)-2H,0], and halite. This saline deposition
lasted 4-5 m.y. and is hereafter referred to as lake stage 2
(fig. 2).

Soon after the beginning of the middle Eocene, the
lakes expanded. The Mahogany zone of the Parachute Creek
Member in the Piceance and Uinta basins was deposited
during this transgression. In the Piceance basin, the zone is
made up of carbonate-rich, exceptionally organic carbon
rich, laminated oil shale (for a description of sedimentary
structures see Bradley, 1929, 1931). This unit contains the
richest oil shale in the Green River Formation (shale oil
yields average more than 125 L/tonne and some values are
as high as 300 L/tonne; Trudell and others, 1970). Saline
minerals are not present in this interval although cavities
and brecciation formed by dissolution of salt-minerals have

been observed in the lower part of the interval (Bradley,
1931; Trudell and others, 1970; Dyni, 1981). Oil shale in the
Uinta basin contains less organic matter (oil yields
averaging 80 Lftonne; Cashion, 1967) than that in the
Piceance basin and is interlayered with mudstone, siltstone,
and sandstone. Johnson (1985) attributed the lower organic
contents of the Uinta basin oil shale to dilution by clastic
sediments. In the greater Green River basin, the Eocene
Laney Member of the Green River Formation overlies the
Wilkins Peak Member. The Laney Member was deposited
in freshwater or near freshwater conditions; no saline
minerals are reported in these rocks. Laterally extensive
beds of moderately rich oil shale (averaging 40 L/tonne;
Smith and others, 1968) are interbedded with buff to gray
limestone, dolomitic limestone, siltstone, mudstone, and
volcaniclastic sedimentary rocks. Deposition of the
Mahogany zone in the Uinta and Piceance basins is
tentatively correlated with deposition of the Laney Member
in the greater Green River basin. The stage, hereafter
referred to as lake stage 3 (fig. 2), lasted about 0.6 m.y. in
the greater Green River basin and a little less than 2 m.y. in
the Piceance basin. .

Volcaniclastic sedimentation increased in the greater
Green River basin toward the end of lake stage 3; the basin
was filled, and Lake Gosiute was extinguished about 44
Ma (Mauger, 1977; Surdam and Stanley, 1979). After the
end of Lake Gosiute, volcaniclastic wedges that prograded
southward in the Piceance basin and intertongue with oil
shale eventually filled this basin. Volcaniclastic
sedimentation spread into the eastern part of the Uinta basin,
but its depocenter was not filled (Johnson, 1985). Most of
the part of Lake Uinta in the Uinta basin was filled about
41 Ma (Mauger, 1977); however, in the western part of the
basin Lake Uinta persisted into the late Eocene when
lacustrine shale, siltstone, sandstone and zones of saline
minerals formed.

Genetic Models

Certain features of Lakes Uinta and Gosiute are
common to all hypotheses regarding the genesis of the
Green River Formation, including the extremely high pH of
lake waters, sodium-carbonate-dominated brine chemistry,
and high salinity, especially during lake stage 2. In addition,
all models assume that the lakes occupied essentially closed
basins (no outflow) during most of their history. These
basins would have coalesced into one large closed basin
when the lakes became connected from time to time
(Bradley, 1929).

Actively debated genetic models for the Green River
Formation include the playa-lake and stratified-lake models.
The playa-lake model was originally proposed by Eugster
and Surdam (1973) for the Eocene Tipton Shale and
Wilkins Peak Members of the Green River Formation in the
greater Green River basin in Wyoming. The depositional

A4 Studies of the Green River Formation, Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado



model they proposed (p. 1120) was “**¥that of a vast
alkaline earth playa fringing an alkaline lake...This puts the
Green River rocks in direct genetic relationship with the
marine tidal flats deposits of the sabkha type***” They
stated that the best modern analog is a vastly expanded
Deep Springs playa but without high sulfate content. Deep
Springs playa, California, is a small playa (5 km?) that has
a highly saline shallow lake in its center and precipitation of
sodium chloride, sulfate, and carbonate salts around its
perimeter.

The stratified-lake model was originally proposed by
Bradley (1929, 1931) based on data from the Green River
Formation in all three basins. Bradley proposed that
minerals, including sodium carbonate minerals, were
precipitated from the saline bottom waters of a “deep”
stratified lake. He also suggested that during periods when
the climate became drier, the waters in Lake Gosiute may
have been quite shallow. Sedimentological and geochemical
arguments supporting the stratified-lake model in the
Piceance basin are presented in Smith (1974), Cole and
Picard (1978), Desborough (1978), and Johnson (1981).
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APPENDIX—SAMPLE COLLECTION,
PREPARATION, DESCRIPTIONS, AND
ANALYSES

Samples for most of the studies described in the
following chapters were collected from core from three
wells, one in each of the three depositional basins of ancient
Lakes Uinta and Gosiute (fig. 1). This sample distribution
allows for comparison of depositional conditions within and
among basins. The cores are from the centers of the basins
and penetrate the three major depositional units referred to
as lake stages 1 through 3. They comprise rocks from within
each basin that are little affected by basin-margin processes.
The lateral persistence of lithologically and geochemically
distinct, laminated beds over many kilometers within each
basin, and even between the Uinta and Piceance basins
(Curry, 1964; Dyni, 1974, 1983; Johnson, 1985), indicates
that samples from the three cores most likely are
representative of rocks from each basin depocenter.

Sample Collection

The cores from which most of the samples used in
these studies reported in this volume are the Energy
Research and Development Administration Blacks Fork
core no. 1 (BF), Green River basin, Wyoming; U.S. Bureau
of Mines core 01A (01A), Piceance basin, Colorado; and
U.S. Geological Survey Coyote Wash no. 1 core (CW),
Uinta basin, Utah (locations shown in fig. 1). All of the
cores are stored at the U.S. Geological Survey Core
Research Center, Lakewood, Colorado. The Blacks Fork
core was described by L.G. Trudell of the Laramie Energy
Research Center (written commun., 1983), the 01A core by
Snyder and Terry (1977), and the Coyote Wash core by
Scott and Pantea (1982). Geologic sections of the cores are
shown in figure 2. The three cores represent sediment
deposited during 14 of the 21 m.y. of the Green River lake
system (Tuttle, 1988).

Hierarchical, unbalanced analysis of variance
sampling designs (Miesch, 1976) allowed for objective
sampling and optimal coverage of the cores given the
limitations on the number of samples that could be

analyzed. Samples from the Piceance basin 01A core were
collected for the major- and trace-element chemistry study
using a design that divided the core into 30.5-m sections;
within every other 3.5-m section in the 30.5-m section, two
sample intervals were chosen; 20 percent of the ground
samples were split for analytical duplication. A total of 190
samples were analyzed in this study. For most of the other
studies the cores were divided into sections 18 m long. One
sample was collected approximately 15 m from the top of
each cored section; a second sample was collected 6 m from
the top of about 40 percent of the sections; 10 percent of the
samples were split after grinding for analytical duplication.
Thirty-five samples were collected from the Blacks Fork
core, 41 from the 01 A core (a subset of those collected for
the major- and trace-element chemistry study), and 39 from
the Coyote Wash core. Each sample was about 3 cm long
and lithologically homogeneous. Because some Green
River depositional rates were very slow (0.04 mm/yr for
organic-carbon-rich oil shale to 0.17 mm/yr for organic-
carbon-poor marlstone; Bradley, 1929), each sample
represents a depositional time span on the order of hundreds
of years.

Sample Descriptions, Preparation, and Analyses

The presence of visible sulfide minerals, organic
material, tuffaceous material, and laminations and the
sample color and grain size were noted in the 01A subset,
Coyote Wash, and Blacks Fork samples prior to any further
treatment. Descriptions are given in table Al. The samples
were described as being calcareous if they reacted
vigorously with 10 volume percent HCl and dolomitic if
they reacted slowly with HCl. Before grinding, a plug was
removed from the sample for thin-section preparation.
Samples were then ground with ceramic plates to pass a 115-
mesh screen (130-um mean diameter) and splits for each
study removed.

The whole-rock mineral composition for each sample
was determined on a random powder mount using an X-ray
diffractometer with nickel-filtered CuK, radiation. The
mineral analyses are qualitative because standards were not
run with the samples. X-ray diffraction results are presented
in table Al.
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Table A1. Macroscopic descriptions and X-ray diffraction mineralogy for 35 samples from the Blacks Fork core no. 1,
Wyoming, 41 samples from the 01A core, Colorado, and 39 samples from the Coyote Wash no.1 core, Utah

[Abbreviations used in the table are explained below. X-ray mineralogy is listed in order of frequency, not abundance. Core holes: BF, Blacks Fork
no. 1; 01, 01A; CW, Coyote Wash]

Abbreviations
anal analcime f faint org organic matter rich
aptt apatite f-gr fine grained ost ostracods
arag aragonite fos fossiliferous po pyrrhotite
b bladed gm green py pyrite
brec brecciated gy gray qtz quartz
brn brown hlit halite rd red
c continuous laminae horn hornblende sh shortite
cal calcareous il illite sid siderite
calc calcite inter interbedded sltst siltstone
cly clay (other than illite) Kfld potassium feldspar slty silty
cr-gr coarse grained 1 lens ss sandstone
d disseminated lam laminated sul sulfides
daw dawsonite It light tr trona
de discontinuous laminae m medivm tuf tuffaceous
dk dark mdst mudstone v vuggy
dol dolomitic musc muscovite X trait present
dolo dolomite Nafld sodium feldspar
ds distinct nahc nahcolite
Depth Sample description
Sample (meters) sul org cal dol uf  lam Color, grain size Mineralogy
BLACKS FORK CORE NO. 1, GREATER GREEN RIVER BASIN, WYOMING
Lake stage 3
BF-1 63 d X X 1t gy sltst to f-gr ss qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,py,
il
BF-2 70 d X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,anal,py,ill
BF-3 91 dl X X X fc m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,anal,py,ill
BF-4 98 X X X ds,dc m grn to m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,anal,ill,cly
BF-5 107 X X f.c 1t brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld
BF-6 125 d X ds,dc  It-m gy sltst qtz,calc,Kfld,anal,py,cly
BF-7 135 dl X X ds,c m-dk gy-brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,anal,py
Lake stage 2
BF-8 144 d,b X dk grn mdst to sltst qtz,dolo,Kfld,sh,po
BF-9 162 d X X m-dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,sh,py
BF-10 180 d X X dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,sh,py
BF-11 189 X m grn to gy mdst gtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sh,ill
BF-12 199 d X m grn to gy mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kf1d,Nafld,sh,py,po,
ill
BF-13 217 d X m grn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,sh,py,ill,cly
BF-14 235 X X m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,anal,sh,ill,cly
BF-15 244 X X d-< 1t to dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,sh
BF-16 254 4]l X d-dc mgrnmdst tom br to grn qtz,cale,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
sltst cly
BF-17 272 X m grn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
cly
BF-18 290 X dk grn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
cly
BF-19 299 X X f-c m brn to grn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,ill
BF-20 309 X grn slty mdst qtz,calc,Nafld,anal,ill,cly
BF-21 333 d X X d-c m brn to grn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sh,py,ill
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Table At1. Continued

Depth Sample description
Sample (meters) sul org cal dol tuf  lam Color, grain size Mineralogy
Lake stage 2—Continued
BF-22 344 X m grn to gy mdst qtz,dolo,sh,tr
BF-23 353 X X f-c m grn to brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,anal,cly
BF-24 363 X X d-c dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,sh,ill
BF-25 381 d X X m grn mdst to m gy slty qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sh,tr,py
mdst
BF-26 400 X 1t grn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,sh,cly
BF-27 409 X m grn to gy slty mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sh,ill,cly
BF-28 418 X m grn to gy slty mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sh,ill,cly
BF-29 437 dl X m grn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sh,py,ill
BF-30 454 dp X X 1t grn to gy slty mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfd},Nafld,anal,py,
po.ill,cly
Lake stage 1
BF-31 464 dl X X X f-de It brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,py,
ill
BF-32 473 dl X X X d-c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,anal,py,ill
BF-33 491 d X X d-c dk gy to brn mdst qtz,cale,dolo,Nafld,sid,py,ill,cly
BF-34 500 41 X X X d-c dk brn ost mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,anal,py,ill, cly
BF-35 509 d X X dk brn fos mdst qtz,calc,arag Nafld,py,cly
01A CORE, PICEANCE BASIN, COLORADO
Lake stage 3
01-6 268 X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,arag,dolo,Nafld,anal,cly
01-8 272 X X ds,c It brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,daw,cly
01-12 285 X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py,cly
01-14 290 X X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py,
cly
01-18 304 X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,py,
cly
01-24 321 d X X f.dc m brn mdst, v qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
cly
01-26 328 d X X fdc 1t to m brn mdst, v qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld Nafld,cly
Lake stage 2
01-30 340 d X X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,cale,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,cly
01-36 358 X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,ill
01-42 378 d X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nfld,anal,ill,cly
01-48 395 d X X brec 1t brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,py,cly
01-54 415 d X X fc dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,py,ill
01-59 429 db X X inter m brn mdst and nahc  qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,daw,
nahc, py,ill,cly
01-62 437 X X inter dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,nahc,hlit
01-65 448 dl X X ds,cd It brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,nahc,
pyscly
01-72 468 d X X ds,dc  m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,
nahc,py
01-74 474 1 X X X ds,dc m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,
nahe,py,cly
01-78 486 d X X ds,dc dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py,cly
01-84 504 X X ds,dc  dk brn mdst, bedded hlit,  qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,daw,nahc,
nahc hlit,cly
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Table A1. Continued

Depth Sample description
Sample (meters) sul org cal dol wf  lam Color, grain size Mineralogy
Lake stage 2—Continued
01-86 510 d X X dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,nahc,
hlit,py,cly
01-89 521 d X ds,c f-gr nahc, 1t brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,daw,nahc,hlit, ill,
cly
01-96 541 X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py,cly
01-98 547 1 X X dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py,cly
01-102 559 dl X X ds,dc  dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,daw,py,cly
01-108 578 X X ds,dc 1t to m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,daw,py
01-110 583 d X X dk brn mdst and cr-gr nahc  qtz,dolo,nahe,ill,cly
01-113 595 1 X X dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py,cly
01-120 614 X X cr-gr nahc, dk brn mdst gtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,nahc,ill
01-123 625 d X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py
01-126 632 X cr-gr nahc qtz,daw,nahc,ill,cly
01-132 651 X X ds,c inter nahc, m brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,nahc,cly
01-134 657 d X X dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld Nafld,daw,
nahe,py,cly
01-138 669 X X 1t brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld, Nafld,daw,py,cly
01-144 687 d X X m brn mdst and cr-gr nahc _gtz,dolo,Kfld Nafld,nahe,py,cly
Lake stage 1
01-150 705 X X ds,c dk brn to gy mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,py,ill
01-154 717 X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,py,ill
01-155 728 1 X X ds,c dk brn to gy mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,py,ill,
01-162 743 X X dk gy to brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,py,ill,cly,
aptt
01-165 755 d X X f.c dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Nafld,py.ill,cly
01-168 760 X X ds,c m gy to brn ost mdst qtz,calc,dolo,py,ill
01-172 773 X X f.c m gy to brn mdst gtz,dolo,Nafld,py,ill
COYOTE WASH NO. 1 CORE, UINTA BASIN, UTAH
Lake stage 3
Cw-38 571 d X X ds,c 1t to m brn mdst gtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,sid
Cw-37 587 d X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,ill
CW-36 597 X X ds,c m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,sid,ill
CwW-35 606 d X X X ds,c m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld
CW-34 624 d X X ds,c dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,daw,sid,py, ill
Cw-33 642 d X X X ds,c m rd, m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py
Cw-32 652 d X X X fdc m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,daw,py,cly
Cw-31 661 d X X f,dc m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,py
CwW-30 670 X X ds,dc m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,daw,sid
CW-29 681 1 X X X ds,dc  dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Nafld,daw,py
(Mahogany bed)
Lake stage 2
Cw-28 697 X X 1t brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill
Cw-27 706 d X X ds,c m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill
CW-26 716 X X ds,c 1t to m brn mdst gtz,calc,dolo,Nafld
CwW-25 726 d X X ds,dc 1t brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
daw,ill
Cw-24 734 d X X ds,c 1t to m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw
CwW-23 752 d X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
sid,py
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Table A1. Continued

Depth Sample description
Sample (meters) sul org cal dol tuf  lam Color, grain size Mineralogy
Lake stage 2—Continued

Cw-22 762 X X 1t brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw

Cw-21 m db X X m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
daw,sid,ill

CwW-20 789 d X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,dol,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill

CwW-19 807 d X X fc It gy mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,daw,
musc,ill

CW-18 815 db X X ds,c It to m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill

CW-17 825 X X ds,c 1t to m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,anal,ill,cly

CW-16 843 d X X ds,dc  m to dk brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,py,
ill,cly

CwW-15 862 X X ds,c 1t grn, gy mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
horn,ill,cly

Cw-14 871 d X X ds,c 1t to m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
cly

Cw-13 880 d1 X X fdc dk brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld,anal,py,ill

Cw-12 898 X X ds,dc It to m brn ost mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill

Cw-11 908 X X ds,c m gr to brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill

CW-10 917 d X X ds,dc  m grtom brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
py.illcly

CwW-9 926 X m gr mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
ill,cly

Cw-8 935 d X dk grn gy slty mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,
py.ill.ely

Lake stage 1

Cw-7 953 X m brn to gy mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
cly

CW-6 971 d X ds,c m to It gy slty mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,py,
ill,cly

CW-5a 981 X m gy slty mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,sid,
ill,cly

CW-5 990 X X ds,dc  m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill,
cly

Cw-4 1,008 X It gy sltst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,ill

Cw-3 1,026 X X ds,c m brn mdst qtz,calc,dolo,arag,Nafld,ill,cly

Cw-2 1,035 X X m gy brn mdst to sltst qtz,calc,dolo,Kfld,Nafld,anal,sid,
ill,cly

CW-1 1,043 d X X fdc dk to m brn mdst qtz,dolo,Kfld Nafld,anal,py,cly
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Sulfur Geochemistry and Isotopy of the Green River
Formation, Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado

By Michele L. Tuttle and Martin B. Goldhaber

Abstract

Sulfur geochemistry was used to gain insight into
conditions during deposition and diagenesis of the lacustrine
Green River Formation (Paleogene). The abundance and
isotopic composition of major forms of sulfur (sulfate, mono-
sulfides, disulfides, and organosulfur) in samples from three
cores indicate that during the time represented by the sampled
core interval (about 8 m.y.) the two ancient Green River lakes
(Lakes Uinta and Gosiute) intermittently had similar
depositional conditions.

Both lakes received a continuous supply of sulfur, most
of which was supplied by inflow. An intermittent source of
sulfur was associated with volcanic ash. This volcanic sulfur
was depleted in 34S relative to the sulfur reservoir in the lakes,
and its isotopic signature is particularly evident in the samples
deposited during the low stands of Lake Gosiute (shallow
deposition).

The enrichment of 3*S in sulfide minerals and organic
matter in the Green River Formation supports the concept of
reduction of sulfate to hydrogen sulfide (H,S) in anoxic lake
bottom water (monimolimnion) or in anoxic pore water.
During periods of stratification, the H,S:sulfate ratio of the
monimolimnion was high. Throughout the saline stage of Lake
Uinta, long-term stratification resulted in the progressive
enrichment of 3*S in the H,S reservoir. During the same period
in Lake Gosiute, progressive enrichment did not occur and
8**S values in rocks deposited during this time are highly
variable. In both lakes, the high pH of the pore water likely
promoted sulfidization of organic matter and kinetically
inhibited sulfidization of iron.

These results support the hypotheses that a connection
existed between the two Green River lakes coincident with
progressive infilling of the basins; that pH affects the sulfidiza-
tion of organic matter and iron; that sulfidization of organic
matter affects the sulfur content of hydrocarbons generated
from lacustrine source rocks; and that existing sulfur models
and paleosalinity indicators may not be applicable for ancient
lacustrine rocks.

INTRODUCTION

Rocks of the Paleogene (Eocene and locally Paleo-
cene) Green River Formation accumulated in two large
lakes (fig. 1): Lake Gosiute in the greater Green River basin
(southern Wyoming) and Lake Uinta in the Piceance
(northwestern Colorado) and Uinta basins (northeastern
Utah). Sulfur geochemistry has been used extensively to
interpret deposition and diagenesis in marine and
freshwater-lacustrine rocks because of the sensitivity of
sulfur abundance, residence, and isotopic composition to
chemical and biological changes. An investigation of sulfur
geochemistry of the Green River Formation therefore
should increase our understanding of the overall geo-
chemical and biogeochemical conditions controlling the
accumulation and preservation of Green River sediments.

Acknowledgments—This chapter has benefited
greatly from the thorough reviews of Linda Bonnell and
Paul Lillis. We wish to thank Robert Rye, U.S. Geological
Survey, for access to his isotope laboratory. This work was
conducted as part of the U. S. Geological Survey Evolution
of Sedimentary Basins Program.

SULFUR IN THE GREEN
RIVER FORMATION

Most published sulfur data on the Green River
Formation are from rocks in the Uinta and Piceance basins.
Reported concentrations of total sulfur range from 0 weight
percent in algal carbonate rocks in the Uinta basin, Utah
(Boyer and Cole, 1983), to 5 weight percent in organic-
carbon-rich shale from the saline zone in the Piceance basin,
Colorado (Dyni, 1983). The sulfur is known to be present as
sulfate, monosulfide, and disulfide minerals, as well as
organosulfur. Primary sulfate minerals have not been
identified in the formation (Milton and Eugster, 1959); the
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Figure 1. Map showing extent of rocks of Green River Formation (Tertiary rocks) and location of
cores used in study. Core holes (solid circles): 1, Blacks Fork core; 2, 01A core; and 3, Coyote

Wash core. Modified from Johnson (1985).

abundance of sulfate accounts for less than 4 percent of the
total sulfur (Stanfield and others, 1951; Smith and others,
1964). Monosulfide minerals (pyrrhotite and wurtzite) and
disulfide minerals (pyritt and marcasite) have been
described by Milton and Eugster (1959), Pabst (1970), Cole
and others (1978), Cole and Picard (1981), and Melchior
and others (1982); monosulfides are reported to be minor
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sulfur phases. According to Stanfield and others (1951) and
Smith and Young (1983), 50-90 percent of the sulfur in
most Green River oil shale is in pyrite and the remaining
10-50 percent is as organosulfur. Sulfur-containing organic
compounds in the Green River oil shale include thiophenes,
benzothiophenes, and polycyclic thiols (Ingram and others,
1983).



Table 1. Summary of lake stages 1, 2 (2B in the Green River basin), and 3 represented by samples in this study
[Samples are from the Blacks Fork core no. 1 (BF), greater Green River basin, Wyoming; 01A core (01A), Piceance basin,
Colorado; Coyote Wash no. 1 core (CW), Uinta basin, Utah. Number of samples in parentheses is number of samples for which

sulfur forms and their isotopic compositions were analyzed]

Lake Greater
Stage Green River basin Piceance basin Uinta basin
Fresh water Moderate salinity Fresh water
Transgression Transgression Transgression
1 High productivity Low productivity Low productivity
Organics preserved Organics preserved Lake-margin facies
Open-water facies Open-water facies
Number of 5 7 8
samples &) @ @
High salinity High salinity High salinity
Regression Regression Regression
2 Low productivity High productivity Moderate productivity
Organics mineralized Organics preserved Organics preserved
Shallow-water facies Open-water facies Open-water facies
Number of 23 27 21
samples 23) a11) (15)
Fresh water Moderate-high salinity Low-moderate salinity
Transgression Transgression Transgression
3 High productivity High productivity High productivity
Organics preserved Organics preserved Organics preserved
Open-water facies Open-water facies Open-water facies
Number of 7 7 10
samples m (&) ©®
METHODS saline, probably brackish. During this stage, the richest
Green River oil shales were deposited in Lake Uinta.
Sampling Methods

The sampling design, cores, and samples used in this
study are described in the appendix in Tuttle (this volume).
A suite of 115 samples from the three Green River
depositional basins was analyzed—35 samples from the
Blacks Fork core, greater Green River basin, Wyoming; 41
from the 01A core, Piceance basin, Colorado; and 39 from
the Coyote Wash core, Uinta basin, Utah (fig. 1).

The sample suite represents continuous lacustrine
deposition during three major evolutionary stages of the
lakes during the Eocene. These stages and their associated
rock types are discussed in detail in Tuttle (this volume) and
summarized in table 1. The first stage (lake stage 1)
represents freshwater to brackish-water deposition during
early expansion of the lakes. Lake stage 2 was a very saline
stage during which the areal extent of Lake Uinta changed
little (Johnson, 1985) but that of Lake Gosiute drastically
decreased (Bradley, 1973; Eugster and Hardie, 1975).
Salinity increases were probably initiated by a regional
climatic shift to more arid conditions (Sullivan, 1985).
During lake stage 3, the lakes expanded again. Lake Gosiute
became a freshwater lake and Lake Uinta became less

Analytical Methods

All 115 samples were analyzed for total sulfur,
organic and carbonate carbon, and total iron. Seventy-nine
of the samples were analyzed for HCl-soluble iron (used to
calculate reactive iron concentrations). These last four
variables were determined because of the importance of
organic carbon on sulfate reduction, carbonate carbon on
dilution of iron and sulfur in rocks, and iron species on
sulfur processes in sediment. Sulfate, monosulfide sulfur
(acid-volatile sulfur), disulfide sulfur, organosulfur, and their
isotopic compositions were analyzed in 79 of the samples.
The analytical techniques are detailed in Tuttle and others
(1986) and Tuttle (1988).

Samples ground to pass a 115-mesh screen (130 pm)
were used in all analytical procedures. Concentrations of
total sulfur, carbonate carbon, and organic carbon were
measured using a commercially available apparatus
consisting of an induction furnace coupled to an infrared
detection system (sulfur) and thermal conductivity cell
(carbon). Total iron concentrations were determined by
fusing the sample with lithium metaborate (Ingamells,
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Figure 2, Method used to collect and analyze forms of sulfur. Modified from Tuttle and others (1986).

1970) and dissolving the fusion product in 10 volume
percent HCL. Both total iron and HCl-soluble iron (see
procedure below) were measured using flame . atomic
absorption spectrometry. Sulfur species were sequentially
collected and gravimetrically analyzed by the separation
scheme described in Tuttle and others (1986) and
summarized in figure 2. The scheme removes monosulfide
sulfur as H,S gas with hot 6N HCI while solubilizing the
sulfate sulfur and reactive iron not bound in disulfides; it
reduces and removes disulfide sulfur as H,S gas with a hot
Cr**-HCl solution; and it collects all residual sulfur (defined
as organosulfur) using an Eschka-fusion procedure. Sulfur
products from the separation are converted to SO,, which is
then isotopically analyzed using mass spectrometry. All
isotope results are reported relative to the troilite phase of
the Caiion Diablo meteorite (CDT standard).

RESULTS

Chemical (dry-weight basis) and sulfur isotopic data
are tabulated in appendix 1. Because key geochemical
relationships can be obscured by the dilution effect that
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authigenic carbonate minerals may have on other element
abundances, carbonate-free chemical data are used
hereafter. Averages of chemical (carbonate-free basis) and
isotopic data for each lake stage in each basin are shown in
table 2. In the greater Green River basin core, three samples
in lake stage 2 strongly resemble (both geochemically and
physically) those in stages 1 and 3. These samples are
interpreted to represent fresher water conditions
(transgressive stages, lake stage 2A) than those inferred for
other stage 2 samples from the core (shallow stages, lake
stage 2B).

Depth profiles for total sulfur (weight percent) and
5°4S (%o, per mil) of disulfides are presented in figure 3.
The abundance of sulfur in Piceance basin samples exhibits
no apparent trend with time, and values cluster around 1
weight percent. Similarly, the abundance of sulfur in Uinta
basin samples shows no time-dependent trends, and values
of about 0.5 weight percent are about half those of Piceance
basin samples. In contrast, the abundance of sulfur in the
greater Green River basin shows a distinct trend with time:
abundances are significantly lower in lake stage 2B relative
to stages 1 and 3. In the lower part of lake stage 2, one
sample from each basin has a very high sulfur content (fig.



3). Although the significance of these anomalies is not
known, the samples most likely represent an event that
affected the entire Green River lake system.

The predominant sulfur species in most of the Green
River samples is iron disulfide (pyrite and less frequently
marcasite) (Tuttle, this volume). All disulfide minerals are
enriched in %S relative to the CDT standard (fig. 3, table 2);
in many samples, this enrichment is very large. The depth
profile of §**S values in Lake Uinta stage 2 disulfides shows
that the sediments incorporated progressively more S with
time. The 8°*S values for stage 2 of Lake Gosiute are
likewise enriched in 3*S but show no systematic enrichment
with decreasing depth. Instead, *S-depleted values occur
near ash layers. *S-depleted values are present in the late
portion of stage 2 in the greater Green River basin and in the
early portion of stage 3 in the Piceance and Uinta basin. The
magnitude of this depletion decreases from the greater
Green River basin to the Piceance basin and from the
Piceance basin to the Uinta basin.

DISCUSSION

The hundreds of meters of lithologically and miner-
alogically similar lacustrine rocks indicate that in their
depositional centers Lakes Uinta and Gosiute were
continuous bodies of water through time. Similar stages of
geochemical evolution occurred within each lake: a saline
stage 2 bracketed by two expansive, fresher water stages 1
and 3. Stage 1 and much of stage 2 are time correlative
between the two lakes; however, the time relationship
between stage 3 of Lakes Uinta and Gosiute is less certain
(R.C. Johnson, written commun., 1989). Sulfur chemical
and isotopic data from our study indicate that (1) although
the lakes were indeed similar in many aspects, key
differences are observed, and (2) the geochemistry of the
lakes slowly evolved during the 5.1-8 m.y. intervals of the
three lake stages.

Sulfate and Its Reduction in
Lakes Uinta and Gosiute

Sulfate-bearing saline minerals are rarely found in
Green River rocks, although nonsulfate saline minerals are
common at certain stage 2 horizons. The paucity of sulfate-
saline minerals has been attributed to low sulfate in lake
water in which brine evolution results in a sulfate-poor,
sodium-bicarbonate-rich water (Eugster and Hardie, 1975,
1978). This hypothesis, however, is not supported by sulfur
abundances in Green River sedimentary rocks; the rocks
deposited in basin depocenters contain more sulfur than
sediment deposited in sulfate-rich environments such as the
oceans and sulfate-rich saline lakes (table 3).
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Figure 3. Depth profiles for total sulfur (carbonate-free basis)
and 84S values of disulfides in depocenter cores of Green
River Formation. A, Greater Green River basin; B, Piceance
basin; C, Uinta basin. Lake stages are designated on plots.

Another approach to evaluating lake sulfate
concentrations is to estimate the amount of bedded gypsum
(CaSO,-2H,0) that could have preciptated during the saline
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Table 2. Average chemical and isotopic parameters for samples from the three lake stages in the Green River Formation of
the greater Green River basin, Wyoming, Piceance basin, Colorado, and Uinta basin, Utah

[All chemical values (except carbonate carbon) are on a carbonate-free, dry-weight basis. All isotopic data are reported relative to Caiion Diablo

troilite standard. x, arithmetic mean; s, standard deviation; n, number of analyses; nd, not determined; leaders (--), too many samples below the limit of
determination to calculate mean; leader (-), too few samples to calculate a standard deviation]

Greater Green River basin Piceance basin Uinta basin
Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 2A  Stage 2B Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 1 Stage2 Stage 3
Percent sulfnrmm
x 24 0.71 14 0.96 0.67 1.9 1.7 1.0 0.68 0.78 0.76
s 1.2 0.57 0.51 0.33 0.60 1.0 0.23 0.65 0.67 13 0.69
n 5 22 7 3 19 7 25 7 8 21 10
Percent sulfurg ,1n4e
X 1.8 0.4 0.98 0.39 045 1.5 0.86 0.78 0.96 0.77 043
s 0.71 0.46 0.52 0.24 0.49 0.95 0.54 0.52 0.60 1.2 . 032
n S 22 7 3 19 4 11 5 4 15 6
Percent sulfur, 4.y olutile
X - - - 0.02 - - - - -- - -
s 0
n 3
Percent s“lf“rsulfide
x 1.9 0.52 0.99 041 0.54 1.6 0.89 0.78 0.96 0.90 045
s 0.72 0.46 0.51 0.24 048 0.94 0.52 0.52 0.60 1.2 0.31
n 5 22 7 3 19 4 11 5 4 15 6
Percent sulfursulf“e
x - - 0.15 0.02 - - 0.23 0.04 - -- -
s 0.11 0 0.23 0.03
n 7 3 11 5
Percent s“lf“rorganlc
x 0.24 0.05 0.21 0.17 0.04 0.19 0.39 0.25 0.06 0.06 0.17
8 0.09 0.07 0.12 0.14 0.04 0.08 0.50 0.28 0.05 0.05 0.26
n 5 23 7 3 20 4 11 5 4 15 6
Percent lronl.e‘c“ve
x 2.1 22 20 1 0.88 23 28 24 25 28 32 1.9
s 041 1.0 0.76 0.32 1.0 1.0 1.1 0.78 1.2 1.1 0.62
n 5 22 7 3 19 4 11 5 4 15 6
Percentirong ..,
x 32 2.6 2.3 19 2.7 33 2.8 2.1 34 3.7 2.6
s 0.63 1.3 0.84 0.78 1.4 0.88 0.99 0.87 1.0 1.2 0.47
n 5 21 7 3 18 7 25 7 8 15 10
Percent em-lmnm.g‘mc '
x 94 38 7.6 15 20 13 15 16 2.2 49 14
s 4.1 49 4.1 1.0 1.7 8.1 15 12 3.2 5.1 11
n 5 22 7 3 20 7 27 7 8 21 10
Percent enrboncm.lmn‘“e
x 48 6.3 4.6 7.3 6.1 36 6.2 5.7 35 48 54
s 23 2.6 2.7 0.53 2.7 23 25 1.7 21 23 1.0
n 5 23 7 3 20 7 27 7 8 21 10

phase (stage 2) of Lakes Uinta and Gosiute. The amount of  depositional center of Lake Uinta in the Piceance basin and
sulfur contained in our stage 2 samples, on a gypsum 14 m at the center of Lake Gosiute in the greater Green
equivalence (calculations in appendix 2), indicate that 29 m  River basin. These calculated thicknesses of sulfate salt are
of pure gypsum could have been deposited at the large compared to the aggregate thickness of bedded
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Table 2. Average chemical and isotopic parameters for samples from the three lake stages in the Green River Formation of
the greater Green River basin, Wyoming, Piceance basin, Colorado, and Uinta basin, Utah— Continued

Greater Green River basin Piceance basin Uinta basin
Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 2A  Stage 2B Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 1 Stage2 Stage3
DOS,eqctive
X 0.60 0.27 0.46 0.33 0.26 0.49 0.39 0.35 0.32 0.25 0.33
s 0.19 0.23 0.24 0.19 0.4 0.20 0.24 0.33 0.21 0.25 0.22
n 5 22 7 3 19 4 11 5 4 15 6
84 gisunide
x 141 25.6 17.6 314 24.5 16.8 28.5 34.7 12.7 26.4 27.6
s 8.7 8.1 10.9 73 8.0 8.9 50 12.1 104 9.2 9.5
n 5 22 7 3 16 4 11 5 4 15 6
83dssulfate
x 11.0 23.2 225 nd 23.2 nd 279 294 nd nd nd
s - 9.2 16.6 9.2 33 -
n 2 3 7 3 9 2
634Sorganic
x 179 269 18.9 299 26.0 17.1 279 37.0 154 24.6 29.9
s 6.4 7.0 9.7 - 8.0 8.0 4.0 11.2 4.9 9.9 7.3
n 5 8 7 2 6 4 6 4 3 11 4
+80 +80 -
+60 - +60 -
+40 - Sulfate +40
= 4
= —]
o =
w o
o +20 w +20
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= =
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Figure 4. Rayleigh fractionation plot and frequency histogram for 8**S values of disulfides in depocenter cores of Green River
Formation from greater Green River, Piceance, and Uinta basins. Curves were calculated assuming 8*#S of inflow was +20%o.
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sodium carbonate minerals and halite in the cored interval
from the Piceance basin (approximately 33 m); saline
minerals in the greater Green River basin core are
disseminated, not bedded.

This discrepancy between low sulfate concentrations
(absence of sulfate salts in otherwise evaporite-type rocks)
in the Green River lakes and high sulfur in the rocks could
be reconciled if the sulfate in the two ancient lakes had been
extensively reduced by sulfate-reducing bacteria. This proc-
ess would have lowered water-column/porewater sulfate
concentrations below sulfate-mineral saturation, yet
allowed a buildup of aqueous sulfide and therefore reduced
forms of sulfur in the sediment. Our isotope data (discussed
later) clearly support such extensive reduction.

Sulfur isotopes are fractionated during the bacterial
reduction of sulfate to sulfide; the accumulated reservoir of
sulfide becomes progressively enriched in 34S as a function
of the percent sulfate reduced. This isotopic evolution is
quantified by the Rayleigh fractionation equations (Nakai
and Jensen, 1964) and is plotted in figure 4. If only a small
net portion of the sulfate in lake water is reduced, the
accumulated sulfide is depleted in 3*S relative to sulfate as
shown on the left side of the plot in figure 4. This situation
is similar to that in marine and some lake environments
where H,S has formed from large, essentially infinite
sulfate reservoirs and thus the sulfide is depleted in 3*S
relative to the initial sulfate. If the sulfate is quantitatively
reduced (right side of Rayleigh plot in fig. 4), then the
sulfide has the same isotopic composition as the initial
sulfate and is enriched in 34S (chosen as +20%o, the most
34S-enriched isotopic composition conceivable for inflow
waters). A frequency histogram for 84S values of the
disulfide in the Green River Formation is shown in figure 4.
The 34S-enriched values in the histogram indicate that,
unless there was an input of sulfate extremely enriched in
348 (that is, 8°*S between +20%o and +50%o), the sulfur
isotopic composition of the disulfide cannot be reconciled
by simply invoking complete reduction of porewater
sulfate.

Plots of sulfur in sulfide-mineral phases versus
organic carbon (organic-C) are commonly used to
distinguish between unlimited and limited sulfate reservoirs
in marine and freshwater-lake systems (fig. 54). A linear
relation is observed in “normal” marine sediments, where
the sulfate reservoir is unlimited and sulfide minerals form
diagenetically (Sweeney, 1972). The amount of H,S that is
trapped as sulfide minerals is dependent on the amount of
organic carbon in the sediments available for the bacteria
during sulfate reduction (extent of reduction is organic-
carbon limited). The slope of this line decreases in
freshwater sediments because sulfate reduction in the
sediment is sulfate limited (Berner and Raiswell, 1984).
Under euxinic conditions (H,S-bearing water column), a
linear relation with a positive intercept is observed; the
sulfate reservoir is unlimited and sulfide minerals formed in
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Table 3. Dissolved water-column sulfate, sediment sulfur
concentrations (on a carbonate-free basis), and

534S gisulfide values in samples from the Green River
Formation and other lacustrine environments

[N.A. indicates not available]
8042- water
concentration  Total S  6*Sqisulfide
(mM)  (weight percent) (per mil)

Green River Formation

Piceance basin................ . 16 +27.7

Uinta basin...............vveee- . 69 +24.6

Greater Green

River basin..... 11 +223

Walker Lakel2............... 0.94 -14.7
Great Salt Lakel3

Stage I (saline)................. 0.50 =214

Stage II (saline) .... . 0.44 -19.2

Stage II (fresh)............... . 0.90 -14.5
Soap Lakel

NONEUXINIC ....oconrerrmererneenee 30 0.08 -29.4

BUXinic........ceecevernerecserecsens 360 0.20 -20.1
Lake Ontario%..........coooces 0.10 0.13 +18.6
Marine environment® 1 25

ITuttle (1988).

2Benson and Spencer (1983).

3Sturm (1980).

4Calculated from Nriagu and Coker (1976).
agu
SCalculated from data in Goldhaber and Kaplan (1974).

anoxic bottom water are added to those forming in the
sediments during diagenesis (Leventhal, 1983). Because
most of the mineral-sulfide and organic-carbon data for the
Green River Formation (figs. 5B-D) show none of these
correlations or trends, models for marine, freshwater, and
euxinic sediments shown in figure 5A are limited in their
ability to determine the size of the sulfate reservoir or
explain controls on sulfate reduction and sulfide-mineral
formation in the Green River lake system.

The similar isotopic compositions of organosulfur
and coexisting sulfide minerals in the Green River samples
suggest that a high proportion of the sulfate reservoir in the
Green River lakes was reduced prior to any formation of
sulfidization products. Once reduced, sulfur is very reactive
and the dissolved sulfide (H,S) generally reacts readily with
available iron to form iron sulfide minerals (Pyzik and
Sommer, 1981). If H,S is in excess relative to reactive iron,
organic matter in the sediment can be sulfidized (Nissen-
baum and Kaplan, 1972). In marine and freshwater
sediments, the sulfidization of organic matter is slow
relative to the sulfidization of iron. The H,S formed at the
start of sulfate reduction is depleted in 34S relative to the
H,S formed during later stages of the reduction process (fig.
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calculated on a carbonate-free basis.

4). Therefore, sulfur in sulfide minerals is expected to be
depleted in 3*S relative to that of the more slowly forming
organosulfur, and such is the case in marine sediments (see
band of marine data in fig. 6). In contrast, the isotopic
compositions of organosulfur in samples from all three
Green River cores are quite similar to those of coexisting
disulfide sulfur (individual points in fig. 6). Smith and
Young (1983) argued that the similar isotopic compositions
indicate sulfide-mineral formation from diagenetically
released, assimilatory (inherited from living organisms)
-organosulfur. Organosulfur:organic-carbon ratios (OS/C)
for the Green River samples are greater than in living
analogs. Thus, the organic matter must actually have been
enriched, not depleted, in sulfur.

As argued above, a reservoir of isotopically
homogeneous H,S must have been available during both
sulfidization of iron and organic matter. The existence of

such a reservoir is inconsistent with the formation of
sulfidization products during progressive reduction of
sulfate in the sediment column (as in marine sediments). An
isotopically homogeneous H,S reservoir requires almost
complete reduction of the sulfate, such as would occur in
either stagnant, anoxic bottom waters of a stratified lake or
anoxic pore waters within sediments prior to sulfidization of
either iron or organic matter (controls on sulfidization
kinetics are discussed in the following section). Almost
complete reduction of sulfate in either of these
environments would allow for accumulation in the
sediments of abundant 34S-enriched sulfide minerals and
organosulfur but not sulfate saline minerals.

The presence of H,S in an anoxic water column
(euxinic conditions) would inhibit the aerobic destruction of
organic matter and allow for accumulation and preservation
of organic matter in the lake sediments. Sediments
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Figure 6. §*S values of organosulfur versus 8>S values of disulfide sulfur. Shaded band shows marine data (Orr, 1985);
individual points are data for Green River Formation from this study.

deposited in Lake Uinta during all stages and in Lake
Gosiute during stages 1, 2A, and 3 contained an amount of
well-preserved organic matter sufficient to form oil shale
(as much as 39 weight percent organic carbon; fig. 5). These
sediments probably were deposited under euxinic
conditions. Although some organic-carbon-rich layers are in
stage 2 rocks from the greater Green River basin (stage 2A
samples), thick sequences of rocks in stage 2B contain
relatively little or no organic matter (average 2 weight
percent organic carbon; table 2). Low sulfur abundances
(average 0.67 weight percent; table 2) are characteristic of
these relatively organic-carbon-poor rocks. Organic matter
and sulfide minerals were either not produced or not
preserved within the depositional center of the greater
Green River basin during stage 2B intervals. The few
organic-carbon-rich samples of stage 2A suggest that
euxinic conditions were intermittent during this otherwise
shallow-lake stage. The cause of the decrease in the size of
Lake Gosiute and the organic-matter and sulfur abundances
in its sediment is unknown. As mentioned earlier, climatic
changes may have been a key factor. Another possibility
consistent with our data is a change in drainage patterns
within the hydrologic basin of Lake Gosiute that would
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have resulted in a decrease in water inflow, incoming sulfur,
and possibly organic matter production. The absence of
stratification and euxinic conditions during this shallowing
period resulted in the poor preservation of deposited organic
matter and in the formation of very lean oil shale.

The lower amounts of sulfur in Lake Gosiute
sediment during this time caused the system to be isotopi-
cally sensitive to the influx of 3#S-depleted sulfur associated
with volcanic ash; Rye and others (1984) showed that
volcanic ash has 8°*S values of from 0%o to 6%o. This
additional supply of sulfur explains the spikes to lower 58
values in stage 2 samples near ash layers in the greater
Green River basin.

Sulfidization Products

After the Green River lake sulfate was reduced to H,S
in the water column (euxinic conditions) or sediments
(shallow conditions), it would have diffused into and
through the sediments along concentration gradients
controlled by sulfidization of iron minerals and organic
matter. Sulfidization of iron in Green River lake sediments
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Figure 7. Summary of sulfur geochemistry during euxinic
deposition of Green River Formation in Lake Uinta (all stages)
and Lake Gosiute (stages 1, 3, and 2A). py, pyrite; mrcs,
marcasite; po, pyrrhotite. No depth scale inferred.

was probably initially hindered by high pH, such as
observed in the sediments of modern Soap Lake, which has
a pH of 9.8 and water chemistry similar to that proposed for
the Green River lakes (Tuttle and others, this volume), and
in experimental laboratory studies on the sulfidization of
goethite (Stanton and Goldhaber, this volume). Eventually,
stepwise iron sulfidization occurred in Green River
sediments and is recorded in the mineralogy and
morphology of the sulfide minerals (Tuttle, this volume).

Pyrite (FeS,) is the predominant sulfide mineral in the
Green River Formation and is present as early diagenetic
framboids and later diagenetic anhedral and euhedral grains.
Pyrrhotite (FeS) is locally abundant, and its morphology
indicates that it formed after compaction. Pyrrhotite is
stabilized under very reducing conditions where elemental
sulfur is not available to transform precurser FeS phases to
FeS, (Rickard, 1975). Marcasite (FeS,; mrcs) is commonly
associated with pyrrhotite (po) in samples of Green River
Formation and probably replaces pyrrhotite according to the
equation (De Waal, 1984)

2FeS ;) — FeSympesytFe?".

Contemporaneous with formation of the earliest
sulfide minerals (precursor FeS and framboidal pyrite),
organic matter in the Green River sediments was also
sulfidized. As previously mentioned, OS/C ratios indicate
enrichment of the organic matter in sulfur, and 8%S values
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Figure 8. Summary of sulfur geochemistry during shallow
deposition of Green River Formation in Lake Gosiute (stage
2B). py, pyrite; mrcs, marcasite; po, pyrrhotite. No depth scale
inferred.

of the organosulfur reflect the isotopic composition of the
sulfidizing H,S. Sulfidization of organic matter was likely
promoted by the high pH of the pore water. Organic-matter
sulfidization increases as pH increases, in part due to the
stabilization of polysulfides at higher pH (Aizenshtat and
others, 1981; Francois, 1987; Lal.onde and others, 1987).
Such early sulfidization of organic matter in high-pH

_environments is well documented in modern Soap Lake

sediments (Tuttle, 1988).

SULFUR GEOCHEMISTRY OF
LAKES UINTA AND GOSIUTE

Collectively, the results of our study show that the
water columns at the depositional centers of Lake Uinta
during all stages and Lake Gosiute during stages 1, 2A, and
3 were stratified and probably euxinic. The sulfur geo-
chemistry under these euxinic conditions is summarized in
figure 7. Sulfate entered the lake dissolved in inflow waters
or adsorbed onto abundant volcanic ash. The H,S was
produced in the water column or pore water by bacterial
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reduction of sulfate. The H,S:sulfate ratio in these waters
was high, and the accumulation of H,S in the reducing
sediments inhibited aerobic destruction of organic matter.
High porewater pH prevented rapid sulfidization of iron and
promoted sulfidization of organic matter. The stable sulfur
phases preserved in rocks deposited during these stages are
pyrite, pyrrhotite, marcasite, and organosulfur.

During stage 2 in Lake Gosiute, shallow conditions
prevailed and the water column was only intermittently
stratified and euxinic. The sulfur geochemistry of ancient
Lake Gosiute during periods of shallow deposition (stage
2B) is summarized in figure 8. Again, sulfate entered the
lake dissolved in inflow waters or adsorbed to volcanic ash.
Its reduction took place in the sediments. The H,S slowly
reacted with iron and, if present, organic matter. The stable
sulfur phases in these rocks are the same as in rocks
deposited under euxinic conditions in the lake, although
they are generally much less abundant.

APPLICATIONS TO GEOLOGIC PROBLEMS

Data from this study not only aid in understanding the
depositional and diagenetic conditions during the formation
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of rocks of the Green River Formation but also are useful in
developing or testing working hypotheses regarding other
aspects of the Green River lake system and ancient lake
systems in general.

1. Work done by Bradley (1929) and Surdam and
Stanley (1979) suggests that Lakes Uinta and Gosiute may
have been hydrologically connected at the onset of basin
infilling, but the key geologic evidence has been eroded.
Geologic studies of Surdam and Stanley (1980) and Johnson
(1985) indicate that infilling of the basins with volcani-
clastic rocks occurred from north (greater Green River
basin) to south (Piceance basin) and then to the west (Uinta
basin). Correlation between the degree of change in lake-
stage isotopic values from stage 2 to stage 3 (fig. 9) and the
sequence of infilling supports such a connection during lake
stage 3. Infilling caused a shift in the chemistry of Lake
Gosiute as evidenced from the marked decrease in §*4S
values. To a lesser degree, this shift in chemistry influenced
Lake Uinta in the Piceance basin (by damping the overall
evolution of the sulfur isotopes to heavier values) as the
water flowed into Lake Uinta in the northeastern corner of
the basin. The isotope evolution in Lake Uinta in the Uinta
basin was only slightly influenced (essentially no change in
the evolution of the isotopes) because the infilling only
proceeded to the eastern half of the basin.

2. The hypothesis proposed in this study regarding
the effect of pH on sulfidization of organic matter may have
broad implications for the origin of sulfur in oils generated
from lacustrine source rocks. Sulfur-rich petroleum is
generated from ancient, iron-deficient marine source rocks
(Vairavamurthy and Mopper, 1987). The shale oil retorted
from the Green River rocks has moderate sulfur contents,
not because the rocks are iron deficient but because the high
pH of the pore water in Lakes Uinta and Gosiute sediments
inhibited iron sulfidization and promoted organic-matter
sulfidization. The effect of porewater pH during
sedimentation on the sulfur content of generated
hydrocarbons has not previously been investigated but may
be of considerable importance.

3. Our results show that working models developed
to study sulfur geochemistry in marine and freshwater
systems (Sweeney, 1972; Leventhal, 1983; Bemer and
Raiswell, 1984) have limited use in interpreting most of the
sulfur geochemistry of the Green River Formation. In
addition, paleosalinity indicators developed for these two
sedimentary environments (such as FeS,:FeS ratios; Berner
and others, 1979) are not applicable to these rocks. High
FeS,:FeS ratios are reported to occur in high-salinity
depositional environments; the opposite relation is observed
in our results, and, in fact, saline stage 2 samples have the
lowest ratios.

The failure of these established models and indicators
to interpret sulfur geochemistry in these saline lacustrine
rocks reinforces the tenet that models developed for one
system may not be applicable for others, even when the
systems share similar characteristics.
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APPENDIX 1—ANALYTICAL DATA

The analytical data for 35 samples from the Blacks
Fork core, greater Green River basin, Wyoming; 41 samples
from the Ol1A core, Piceance basin, Colorado; and 39
samples from the Coyote Wash core, Uinta basin, Utah, are
tabulated in table Al. Chemical data are reported on a
dry-weight percent basis; isotopic values are reported as
8%*S relative to the troilite phase in the Cafion Diablo
meteorite (CDT standard). The limit of determination on the
sulfur species data is 0.01; < signifies that concentrations
are below that level.

Reactive iron (Fe,) and the degree of sulfidization
(DOS,), both calculated parameters, are also given in table
Al. Fe, is operationally defined as iron that is initially
available for sulfidization by H,S (Berner, 1984). It
includes the measured HCl-soluble iron and iron residing in
disulfide minerals and is calculated as

Fe,=FeHC1+Fedi N

where Fey, is HCl-extractable iron (iron in carbonate,
oxide, acid-volatile sulfide, and possibly clay- mineral
phases), Feg; is iron in disulfide minerals, and Fe,, is the
iron in acid-volatile sulfide minerals. Fey and Fe,, are

calculated from the sulfur data, assuming stoichiometric
FeS and FeS,. DOS, is a measure of the fraction of the
reactive iron sulfidized and is calculated as

DOSr = [Fedi+FCav] / Fer.

DOS, is similar to Berner’s (1970) degree of pyritization
(DOP). The former, however, also includes acid-volatile
sulfides.

Abbreviations used in this appendix are as follows.

Meters Depth interval (in meters)
Di-S Disulfide sulfur

S04-S Sulfate sulfur

R-Fe Reactive iron

Org-C Organic carbon

DOSr Degree of sulfidization
T-S Sulfur

Av-S Acid-volatile sulfur
Org-S Organosulfur

T-Fe Total iron

CO3-C Carbonate carbon

del 54
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APPENDIX 2—CALCULATION OF
GYPSUM THICKNESS

The equivalent bedded gypsum thickness in the stage

2 (saline) interval of the 01A and Blacks Fork cores was
calculated as follows. The average amount of sulfur (table

B20
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2) was converted to moles of sulfur per gram rock. A
density of 2.3 for Green River oil shale (Smith, 1969) was
used to convert the amount of grams to a volume. The moles
equivalent gypsum and the density of gypsum were used to
convert the volume into a thickness (meters) of bedded
gypsum equivalence.
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A Preliminary Study of the Carbon and Nitrogen
Isotopic Biogeochemistry of Lacustrine Sedimentary
Rocks from the Green River Formation, Wyoming,

Utah, and Colorado

By James W. Collister and ).M. Hayes'

Abstract

The Paleogene Green River Formation in the tri-State
region of Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado contains the world’s
targest known reserve of oil shale. The unusually high organic
content of these lacustrine rocks is a striking example of the
productivity and preservation potential of hydrocarbons
deposited in modern saline lacustrine environments. In order
to reconstruct the biogeochemistry of this lacustrine setting,
carbon and nitrogen isotopic compositions of Green River
organic material were studied. The results of this study indicate
that a complex nitrogen cycle existed in this lake system.
Isotopic compositions of organic nitrogen in the Green River
sedimentary rocks are highly enriched and significantly
variable (+10.8 to +20.7%0). Because isotopic fractionation
accompanying nitrogen fixation is negligible, organisms
utilizing this pathway to meet their nitrogen requirements
should reflect the isotopic composition of atmospheric N,
{(0%o). The existence of '*N-enriched organic matter in
these rocks requires a complex nitrogen cycle in the lake
system and indicates that nitrogen was not a limiting nutrient
for primary growth. Cyanobacterial assimilation of ammonia
and nitrate enriched in >N from the microbial processes of
denitrification and nitrification probably accounts for the
isotopic enrichment.

The carbon isotopic composition of Green River kero-
gens is from —41.4 to —28.8%0. Geoporphyrins can serve as
isotopic biomarkers for primary photosynthate and can
therefore provide an estimated range of '3C compositions of
primary producers in the Green River lakes. Nickel geopor-

'Biogeochemical Laboratories, Departments of Chemistry and of
Geology, Geology Building, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana,
47405-5101.

phyrins from two samples have 8'3C values of -23.6 and
—28.6%o. A large isotopic depletion (-17%o) in at least one
kerogen relative to the associated geoporphyrins indicates
large contributions of isotopically depleted organic material to
the sediments. Possible sources of isotopically depleted carbon
include photosynthetic sulfur bacteria at the chemocline of a
stratified lake and methane cycling by methylotrophs.

INTRODUCTION

Organic matter comprises an unusually large volume
fraction (140 percent; Robinson, 1976) of the total rock in
the lacustrine Paleogene (Eocene, locally Paleocene) Green
River Formation of Wyoming, Utah, and Colorado. Modern
hypersaline environments are some of the most productive
on earth (Warren, 1986), and the accumulation of organic
carbon in the Green River Formation suggests that the saline
Green River lake system supported a highly productive
community and provided an environment that favored
preservation of organic material. Production of biomass
requires phosphorus, sulfur, and nitrogen, as well as the
carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen that are plentiful in lacustrine
environments. Although concentrations of phosphorus
commonly are biolimiting, particularly in unpolluted lacus-
trine environments, the presence of large quantities of
organic material in the Green River rocks indicates that
fluvial inputs of phosphate must have been substantial. (We
can speculate that the remarkable organic richness of the
Green River sediments is due to fertilization of the lake
system by erosion of the Permian Phosphoria Formation.)
Given adequate supplies of phosphorus, lacustrine
communities can obtain nitrogen by fixation of N,. In order
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Table 1. Observed fractionation factors for the major pathways in the nitrogen cycle

Observed fractionation factors
Isotope effect Ol(react/prod) Reference
Kinetic isotope effects
Nitrogen fixation
Atmospheric Np—Fixed nitrogen 1.000 Hoering and Ford (1960).
1.004 Delwiche and Stein (1970).
0.996-1.009 Wada and others (1975).
1.0022 Takigiku (1987).
1.0024 Macko and others (1987).
Nitrification: NH4*—NO™ 1.02 Miyake and Wada (1971).
Denitrification: NO3~—>N2 1.02 Delwiche and Stein (1970), Miyake and
Wada (1971), Wellman and others (1968).
1.04 Cline and Kaplan (1975).
Inorganic nitrogen assimilation
Nitrate assimilation: NO3*—Cell-N 1.011-1.013 Macko and others (1987).
1.013-1.023 Wada and Hattori (1978).
Ammonium assimilation: NH4+—Cell-N 1.013 Macko and others (1987).
0.993-1.010 Wada and others (1975).
Decomposition: Sediment organic-N—NH4+ 1.001 Miyake and Wada (1975). B
i Equilibrium isotope effects
Ammonia volatilization: NH4+(aq)—) NH3(gas), 25 °C 1.034 Kirschenbaum and others (1947).
Solution of nitrogen gas: N2(solution)—>N2(gas), 0 °C 1.00085 Klots and Benson (1963).
to study the production of organic material in the Green  referred to as organic-N). The observed isotopic

River lake system, we chose to focus on the nutrition of the
producer community and, in particular, on the cycling of
nitrogen within these lakes. Nitrogen isotopic analyses
provide a new view of this phenomenon.

Unlike phosphorus, nitrogen has an active redox
cycle and passes through many mobile forms. The bio-
geochemical nitrogen cycle is comprised of processes in
which nitrogen is present in a combination of oxidation
states (-3 to +5). A restricted group of microorganisms
mediates most of the reactions in this cycle. Organic
material is decomposed to produce ammonia and CO, in a
process termed mineralization. Ammonia produced by
mineralization has several possible fates. In anaerobic
environments, ammonium is directly assimilated by plants
and bacteria. In aerobic environments, ammonium is
oxidized to nitrate by nitrifying bacteria. Evaporation of
surface waters and concomitant volatilization of ammonia
removes ammonia from the lacustrine system. Nitrate is
either assimilated directly by plants, or, in anaerobic
environments, is reduced to N, by the process of denitrifi-
cation, in which denitrifying bacteria utilize NO3 as a
terminal electron acceptor. The loss of N, from sediments to
the atmosphere by denitrification is balanced by nitrogen-
fixing bacteria that convert N, to organic nitrogen (herein
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fractionation factors for the major pathways in the nitrogen
cycle are summarized in table 1.

METHODS

For isotopic analysis of total organic carbon, 5-10 mg
of powdered, decalcified sample was combusted in a sealed
quartz combustion tube at 850 °C (Knoll and others, 1986).
The percentage of total organic carbon in the sample was
determined from the yield of CO,. Kerogen was isolated
using the method described by Wedeking and others (1983),
and carbon, hydrogen, and nitrogen elemental contents were
obtained by use of a Carlo Erba model 1106 elemental
analyzer. Total extractable organic matter was obtained by
Soxhlet extraction with 50/50 (v/v) dichloromethane-
methanol for about 72 hours. Excess solvent was removed
by rotary evaporation at 20-30 °C.

Class Fractionation of Total Extract

Subfractions of the total extracts enriched in geopor-
phyrins were prepared following the method outlined by
Takigiku (1987). A modification of this method was



employed to isolate large quantities of geoporphyrins from
gilsonite. A 2.5 cm by 40 cm column was packed with
activated silica gel. About 200 mg of gilsonite (a pyrobitu-
men from the Uinta basin present as dike and fracture
fillings; Hunt and others, 1954) was taken up in a minimal
amount of hexane and transferred to the top of the column.
The saturate fraction was eluted using 250 mL of n-hexane,
followed by 250 mL of a 2 percent solution of dichlo-
romethane in petroleum ether to elute saturated
hydrocarbons and some aromatic compounds. The fraction
enriched in geoporphyrins was then eluted using 250 mL of
a 70/50/5 (v/v/v) mixture of hexane, toluene, and ethyl
acetate. This subfraction was further purified by thin-layer
chromotography (TLC) as outlined by Takigiku (1987).
Purities of the porphyrin subfractions were checked using
ultraviolet-visible spectrophotometry. Identification of
nickel geoporphyrins was based on analysis of visible
spectra. Final purification of the porphyrin fractions was
carried out using high-pressure liquid chromotography
(HPLC) (Altech 605RPD C18 reverse-phase column, 4.6
mm by 250 mm, 5-pum particle size, eluted isocratically
using 80/20 v/v acetonitrile/methanol at 1 mL/min).

Inorganic Nitrogen Analysis

Three varieties of evaporites from the Green River
Formation were examined: bedded nahcolite, nodular
nahcolite, and bedded halite. Weighed samples of powdered
evaporite mineral were dissolved in deionized water and
filtered through a 0.2-2 pm cellulose filter to remove
particulate material. The filtrate was analyzed using ion
exchange chromatography to detect the presence of nitrate
and nitrite.

Separation of the organic fractions from the evaporite
mineral phase was carried out using a separatory funnel
extraction. Several grams of powdered evaporite mineral
was placed in a 500-mL separatory funnel together with 100
mL of dichloromethane and 250 mL of deionized water.
Upon dissolution of the mineral phase, the water layer was
recovered and filtered. The remaining material was then
washed twice with approximately 200 mL of deionized
water. The water layer from each washing was filtered and
added to the original aqueous phase. Purified saline
minerals were recovered by evaporation of the water. Total
extractable organic material was recovered by draining and
filtering the dichloromethane layer through a 2-um Teflon
filter. Excess solvent was removed by rotary evaporation at
20-30 °C. The remaining insoluble material was transferred
to a Nalgene bottle and centrifuged for 30 minutes. Kerogen
was isolated from insoluble material using the procedure of
Wedeking and others (1983).

Combustion Procedure and
Cryogenic Distillation

Throughout this study, a modified Dumas combustion
(Macko, 1981) was utilized for preparation of samples of N,
from kerogens and extracts. An organic sample of
approximately 15-25 mg was placed in a Vycor combustion
tube (9 mm outside diameter by 150 mm long).
Approximately 2 g of CuO wire and 1 g copper shavings
were placed in the tube together with a 0.5-cm square of
silver foil. The combustion tubes were evacuated, sealed,
and placed in a muffle furnace. Combustion of the samples
was carried out at 850 °C for at least 12 hours, followed by
at least 2 hours at 550 °C to allow for complete reduction of
nitrogen oxides.

After combustion, an O-ring compression fitting was
used to adopt tubes to the cracker described by Baker
(1987). Operation of the cracker released gaseous contents
of each tube to a vacuum system. Nitrogen gas was
collected on 2-3 pellets (5 mm by 3 mm diameter) of
5-angstrom molecular sieve (—196 °C, 10 minutes; Kobay-
akawa and others, 1962) placed in a Pyrex collection tube (6
mm by 120 mm). Prior to collection of N,, the sieves were
degassed on line by heating at 200 °C for approximately 15
minutes. Because of the large amounts of CO, and H,O
produced during combustion of large samples required for
nitrogen analysis, the end of the combustion tube was
immersed in liquid nitrogen for several minutes prior to
admitting the sample into the vacuum line. Samples of CO,
were subsequently cryogenically distilled and collected for
mass spectrometric analysis.

Samples of N, were released from the molecular
sieve by heating at 90 °C for 2 minutes. The sample was
then introduced into the mass spectrometer, and the
molecular sieves were kept at 90 °C to ensure that none of
the nitrogen remained on the sieves.

All isotopic analyses were carried out on a Finnigan
Delta-E mass spectrometer. Overall analytical uncertainties
are +0.2%o for 8'3C and +0.6%o for 8"°N (95 percent
confidence limits).

RESULTS

Results of the geochemical analyses are shown in
tables 2—4 (sample descriptions are given in Tuttle, this
volume). Two distinct features are readily apparent: (1) the
organic matter is extremely enriched in '>N compared to
other reported values, and (2) the same material is depleted
in ¥C compared to most modern lacustrine organic
material. Organic material from lake sediments shows a
broad range of isotopic compositions (-8 to —38%o), but
organic matter from most lacustrine sediments has 8'3C
values in the range of —18 to —28%0 ( Stuiver, 1964, 1975;
Deines, 1980). Figures 1-3 show total organic carbon
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Table 2. Data base for 01A core, Piceance basin, Colorado

[Location of core hole shown in Tuttle (this volume, fig. 1). TOC is total organic carbon; KER is kerogen; DOL is dolomite. Leaders (--)

indicate not determined]

Depth Weight percent CN H:C
Sample (meters) TOC s13ctoc  s'3cker  8'SNKER ratio ratio s'3coot!
01-6 268 9.60 299 -31.2 20.7 33 1.67 9.1
01-8 272 1.30 287 -41.4 15.6 91 1.02 6.0
01-12 285 5.40 . 320 19.1 45 1.57 8.6
01-14 290 34.00 -309 314 18.4 45 171 6.3
01-24 321 10.00 -29.8 -30.4 194 38 1.56 7.5
01-26 328 7.50 314 -32.1 17.0 31 1.43 6.0
01-36 358 23.00 292 -29.4 14.7 48 1.61 10.4
01-59 429 12.00 -335 -33.7 15.2 37 1.66 -5.7
01-62 437 18.00 -31.4 -323 15.8 29 1.61 1.5
01-65 448 10.00 - -33.0 16.3 28 1.54 33
01-72 468 13.00 -30.6 -31.1 16.4 36 1.56 5.7
01-78 486 11.00 - -31.6 16.5 26 1.60 7.2
01-84 504 7.40 -30.9 -314 16.6 42 1.60 4.1
NaCl 512 - - -365 115 - - -
01-89 521 1.20 -30.1 -31.5 17.3 31 1.60 29
01-96 541 6.80 -31.7 325 16.1 31 1.49 45
01-98 547 12.00 - 2299 17.8 34 1.62 6.8
01-102 559 15.00 -31.1 317 17.6 34 1.70 6.4
01-113 595 14.00 -31.0 -31.5 16.4 45 1.68 7.2
01-126 632 0.55 - -349 10.8 26 1.04 6.5
NaHCO3 646 - - -33.6 129 36 1.50 -
01-132 651 8.50 -323 -32.7 13.7 43 1.66 6.1
01-134 657 13.00 -320 -31.0 16.8 38 1.64 7.8
bNaHCO3 680 - - 355 12.0 - - -
01-144 687 6.20 - -31.8 18.0 36 1.94 45
01-150 705 22.00 329 -334 13.4 38 1.56 7.6
01-154 717 12.00 -30.0 -30.5 14.3 53 1.44 3.1
01-165 755 12.00 -30.9 -31.3 16.0 43 1.65 5.7
01-172 773 14.00 299 -303 14.5 32 1.55 11.4

1From M.L. Tuttle (U.S. Geological Survey, written commun., 1987).

(TOC, in percent) content and carbon and nitrogen isotopic
compositions of samples of kerogen from the three cores
plotted versus depth.

Kerogen isolates from the Green River Formation
show a broad range of nitrogen isotopic compositions; §'°N
values are from +10.8 to +20.7%o. The 3'°N values for the
associated total extracts are depleted in >N by 0.7-4.8%0
relative to the kerogens. Nitrogen isotopic compositions of
organic material, total inorganic nitrogen (inorganic-N), and
nitrate from Green River Formation evaporites are
compared in table 5. 8'°N values for total inorganic-N in
these samples are from +8.0 to +9.5%0. These values are
depleted in !N relative to kerogen and total extractable
organic matter isolated from the same samples (table 5).

Another striking observation is the depletion of 3C in
the organic matter in the Green River Formation; §'>C
values for kerogens are from —41.4 to -28.8%o. Total
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extracts are enriched in '>C relative to associated kerogens
by 1-4%o (tables 2—4), and dolomite in the core samples is
enriched in 3C. §'3C values for dolomite in the Blacks Fork
and 01-A cores are shown in tables 2 and 3 (core locations
shown in Tuttle, this volume, fig. 1). These values, from
-5.7 to +11.4%0 versus PDB, are enriched in '>C as
compared to many lacustrine carbonate rocks. Stuiver
(1970) measured §'>C values for carbonate minerals from
four lakes in North America of from —7.5 to +4%o. Other
studies of lacustrine carbonate minerals indicate §'>C values
from —7.7 to +6.3%o0 (Broecker and Olson, 1959; Oana and
Deevey, 1960; Stuiver, 1975; Lee and others, 1987). The
most 3C enriched value was for tufa along the lakeshore of
Pyramid Lake (Broecker and Olson, 1959). Stuiver (1964)
measured 8'>C values for carbonate minerals from Searles
Lake (a saline lake in California) of from +1 to +4.6%0 and
one value of +10.1%0.



Table 3. Data base for Blacks Fork core no. 1, Green River basin, Wyoming

[Location of core hole shown in Tuttle (this volume, fig. 1). TOC is total organic carbon; KER is kerogen; DOL is dolomite. Leaders (—)
indicate not determined]
Depth Weight percent C:N H:C

Sample (meters) TOC 813C TOC 8'3C KER 85N KER ratio ratio s'*c oo’
BF-4 98 830 -324 =329 149 - - 10.1
BF-6 125 4.10 -304 =311 10.1 50 1.88 -1.5
BF-7 134 7.00 298 -30.0 121 30 1.68 5.7
BF-8 144 1.50 293 -30.8 16.7 - - 4.0
BF-13 217 2.80 -31.1 - 18.0 - - 25
BF-19 299 4.10 -31.2 -322 17.7 - - 21
BF-22 344 0.58 -25.7 -323 114 - - 43
BF-23 353 830 =321 -32.8 183 - - 31
BF-31 464 12.00 -339 -345 189 - - 4.0
BF-34 500 11.00 -318 322 133 - - 9.1

From M.L. Tuttle (U.S. Geological Survey, written commun., 1987)

Table 4. Data base for Coyote Wash no. 1 core, Uinta basin, Utah
[Location of core hole shown in Tuttle (this volume, fig. 1). TOC is total organic carbon; KER is kerogen; DOL is dolomite.

Leaders (—) indicate not determined]

Depth Weight percent C:N H:C
Sample (meters) TOC s'%cT0C 5'3C KER 85N KER ratio ratio
Cw-38 sn 3.40 -29.6 -29.5 18.6 26 147
Cw-31 661 5.60 -29.8 295 182 31 1.48
CwW-29 681 27.00 -28.5 -28.8 179 34 1.72
Cw-28 697 2.50 - -32.4 20.5 - -
CWwW-26 6 2.40 -30.8 -32.1 162 32 1.62
Cw-20 789 7.60 -283 -28.8 16.9 34 1.74
Cw-18 815 1.20 -30.3 -31.1 104 4 1.83
Cw-13 880 5.80 -30.8 -31.0 16.6 29 1.7
Cw-11 908 1.80 -30.8 -31.8 15.0 36 1.77
CW-1 1,043 3.30 -30.5 -31.4 143 33 1.98

Nickel geoporphyrins were isolated from the extracts
of two samples from the 01A core (Colorado). Geoporphy-
rins from samples 01-8 and 01-36 have 8'°C values of
—23.6%0, and —28.6%0, respectively. Nickel geoporphyrins
isolated from gilsonite from the Uinta basin have a 8'>C
value of —28.5%0.

DISCUSSION

The variability of the nitrogen isotopic compositions
of the organic matter in this sequence of rocks must carry
information regarding (1) the nutrition of the organisms in
these lakes and (2) the cycling of nitrogenous compounds in
this ecosystem; however, more significant than the
variability is the enrichment in °N (see Letolle, 1980). Such
extreme enrichment in >N for total organic-N is known
from only a few ancient and modern sediments (fig. 4). In a
study of nitrogen isotopes in the Scheldt estuary, Mariotti
and others (1984) measured 3'°N values for NH,* and

suspended organic matter in the water column. These
authors observed extreme °N enrichments, as well as
dramatic seasonal variability, in the 3'°N values for both
fractions. 8'°N values of NH,* were from +10 to greater
than >+30%o, and those for suspended organic matter were
from +2 to +18%o. Mariotti and others (1984) speculated
that algae were assimilating a pool of '*N-enriched
ammonium produced by nitrification. Cifuentes and others
(1988) measured 8'°N values of particulate organic matter
(POM) in the Delaware estuary and found large seasonal
effects on the nitrogen isotopic composition of this material.
In the winter, 8'°N values for POM were between +5.5 and
+12.2%o0, and a maximum &N value of +18.7%o0 was
observed in April. These authors suggested that algae were
assimilating a pool of ammonium enriched in >N (>30%o)
generated by fractionations accompanying previous
assimilation. Kerogen isolated from the Eocene Messel
shale (West Germany) was chosen for comparison of a
stratified lake that existed during the same epoch as the
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Figure 1. Depth (in meters) profiles of total organic carbon content and §'3C and §'°N
compositions of kerogen in Green River Formation for 0TA core, Piceance basin, Colorado. Open
symbols represent samples whose mineralogy indicates extreme evaporitic conditions. Location of

core shown in Tuttle (this volume, fig. 1).

Green River lakes. This material has a 8'°N value of +6.8%o0
(Collister, 1989).

If, as is likely, isotopic compositions of inorganic-N
sources were roughly constant, the observation of wide
variations in the abundance of N must indicate either
significant variations in the biological cycling of nitrogen.
Further, the presence of '°N-enriched organic matter
indicates that nitrogen inputs either were, on average, highly
enriched in "N or were extensively reworked and
fractionated. As shown by the fractionation factors
summarized in table 1, processes capable of causing
significant isotopic shifts involve assimilation, oxidation,
reduction, and volatilization of nitrogen. Of course, these
processes occur to one degree or another in almost all
environments, yet they do not cause 'SN-enrichments
approaching those recorded by Green River rocks. Proc-
esses occurring in the Green River lake system must have
been unusual in that they allowed the escape of considerable
quantities of '’N-depleted material. Moreover, the escape of
"N-depleted material occurred while large quantities of
organic-N were being sequestered in accumulating
sediments. The significant isotopic fractionation is,
therefore, a signal that nitrogen was not the limiting nutrient
in the Green River lake system. Because the 01A core is the
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most densely sampled of the three cores analyzed, most of
our interpretation of the biogeochemistry of the Green River
Formation is based on the geochemical data for this core.

Depositional Models for the
Green River Formation

Two models of deposition have been proposed for the
lacustrine origin of the Green River Formation. The first,
involving a meromictic or permanently stratified lake, has
been discussed in detail by Bradley (1948, 1964), Bradley
and Eugster (1969), Smith (1974), and Desborough (1978).
The second, involving a playa-lake complex, was
introduced by Eugster and Surdam (1973) and has been
elaborated in more recent articles (Eugster and Hardie,
1975; Lundell and Surdam, 1975; Surdam and Stanley,
1979).

In the meromictic-lake model, the lakes are thought to
have been deeper than 30 m (100 ft) and have chemically
and thermally stratified water columns (Sullivan, 1980). At
their margins, the lakes gradually shallowed to shoals and
other shallow-water environments (Sullivan, 1980).
Shallow-water sedimentary rocks include calcareous and
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Table 5. Isotopic composition of organic and inorganic
nitrogen of evaporites of the Green River Formation from
the 01A core, Piceance basin, Colorado

[Location of core shown in Tuttle (this volume, fig. 1). Leaders (--)
indicate not determined. 8'5N in per mil]

Depth NO;~ 85N 815N
Sample (meters) detected  (kerogen) (NO5™)
Bedded halite.................. 512 + 11.5 9.5
Nodular nahcolite........... 648 + 10.8 8.0
Bedded nahcolite ........... 680 -- 12.0 --

dolomitic mudstone, fine clastic sandstone, marlstone, and
limestone of the carbonate facies, and deeper water rocks
include laminated carbonate (oil shale) rocks (Sullivan,
1980). Organic material preserved in the oil shale facies was
derived from abundant plant and animal life in the upper
euphotic zones (Sullivan, 1980). The lack of bioturbation in
the Green River Formation indicates that monimolimnetic
waters in the Green River lakes were a hostile environment
for metazoan grazers, probably because they were anoxic
(Sullivan, 1980). As a result, the bottom waters of these
lakes had a high preservation potential for organic matter
that originated in the surface waters and accumulated on the
lake bottoms (Sullivan, 1980). Bradley (1929) interpreted
the varves of the oil shale facies as representing a yearly
cycle in these lakes. The organic-rich accumulation on the
bottom of the centers of the basins was modified in the
summer months by a large influx of carbonate due to
increased photosynthetic activity of blue-green algae in the
warmer surface waters. This process is thought to account
for the characteristic varves of the Green River Formation,
which consist of organic-rich laminae alternating with
carbonate laminae (Sullivan, 1980).

Although the meromictic-lake model accounts for
many aspects of the Green River Formation, Sullivan
(1980) listed several observations that the model does not
adequately explain: (1) the absence of a modern analogue;
(2) sedimentary structures indicative of shallow water; (3)
the presence of Magadi-type chert similar to that found in
alkaline lakes of East Africa; (4) the close association of oil
shale and trona, which suggests related depositional
environments for these rocks; and (5) the predominance of
dolomite as compared to calcite in these rocks, which is
consistent with the playa-lake model.

The playa-lake model was proposed by Eugster and
Surdam (1973) to explain inconsistencies of the deep
stratified model. This model is based mostly on
observations made at the margins of the basins. In this
model, broad alluvial fans flanked the mountains
surrounding the lakes and graded into broad playa flats
(Sullivan, 1980). Shallow perennial lakes maintained by
ground water and springs were located in the basin centers.
The playa flats were areas of high evaporation, and
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evaporation in the capillary zone above the water table on
the playa produced a crust of alkaline salts (Sullivan, 1980)
and resulted in deposition of dolomitic and calcareous
mudstone of the carbonate facies (Eugster and Surdam,
1973).

In the playa-lake model, only evaporites and
laminated carbonate rocks (oil shale) are of truly lacustrine
origin. Evaporite minerals were formed in the lakes because
of the high evaporation rates, and the oil shales probably
formed in the shallow lakes under less arid conditions
(Sullivan, 1980). Such an environment would support
abundant microscopic aquatic plants due to the high nutrient
concentration of the waters, and the accumulation of this
algal ooze would lead to the formation of oil shale (Sullivan,
1980).

Boyer (1982) suggested that these two models of
deposition are not necessarily mutually exclusive but may
be complementary. He proposed that periods of meromixis
in the Green River lakes may have resulted directly from
prior episodes of brine generation in playa-lake
environments.

Isotopically Enriched Organic Nitrogen

If the primary producers, mainly cyanobacteria
(Bradley, 1931, 1970; Robinson, 1979), in the Green River
lakes had met their nitrogen requirements solely by means
of nitrogen fixation, then the nitrogen isotopic composition
of the organic matter should be similar to that of
atmospheric nitrogen (0%o). Alternatively, the isotopic
composition of cyanobacteria assimilating combined
inorganic-N would closely reflect the isotopic composition
of the inorganic-N source (Mariotti and others, 1984).

Mineralogic evidence strongly suggests that the
depositional environment of the Green River lakes was
highly evaporitic and alkaline and had a pH of from 8 t0 9.5
(Smith and Robb, 1973). In such an environment, ammonia
volatilization is likely to be an important physical process.
The fractionation factor associated with this process is the
largest for any in the nitrogen cycle [a(NH; /NH;)=1.034].
This fractionation, which enriches the residual ammonium
in 15N, can be described as an open-system fractionation.
The concentrations of NH; and NHj in solution are pH
dependent and are described by the Henderson-Hasselbalch
equation,

[base]

pH=pK,+log Toad]’

The K, for ammonium is 5.6x107'°, and pK, is 9.25.
For the equilibrium of ammonia in an aqueous solution,

NH;,+H,0qy = NHj; @ay"OH (ag)s
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the concentrations of ammonia and ammonium at differing
pH can be calculated by

H=9.25+lo M
P g [NH;]

The rate of ammonia volatilization,

depends on the concentration of NH; in solution, which is
controlled by pH. As pH increases, a larger fraction of the
total ammonia is in the un-ionized form and volatilization
proceeds more rapidly. At pH 8, 5 percent of the total
ammonium is in the form of NH;; at pH 9.5, the upper limit
suggested by Smith and Robb (1973), 65 percent of the total
ammonium is in the form of NH;. Accordingly, in such a
system losses of NH; will be extensive. Because NH; is
always depleted in N by 34%o relative to NH,*, residual
NH,* will be increasingly enriched in '>N. Thus, changes in
the pH of the Green River lakes would have significantly
affected rates of volatilization of NH; and, therefore, the
isotopic composition of the ammonium available for
assimilation.

Assimilation of isotopically heavy residual
ammonium would yield algal material enriched in °N. But
if such assimilation was the only important step in the
fractionation of nitrogen isotopes of the Green River lake
system, algae growing during the most saline and alkaline
stages ought to be the most enriched in °N. In fact, isotopic
data from the 01A core (table 2) show the opposite

relationship. Samples of kerogens isolated from shale
representing “fresh water” conditions are the most enriched
in '>N; those from the most evaporitic horizons are depleted
in °N. Thus, although ammonia volatilization probably was
pronounced and must have produced an isotopically heavy
pool of aqueous ammonium during saline stages, other
biologically imposed fractionations of the nitrogen isotopes
must also have occurred and played an important role.

Models of Nitrogen Cycling in the
Green River Lakes

We would expect the biogeochemical nitrogen cycle
in a playa lake to be different from that in a stratified lake.
Thus, models explaining the isotopic composition of
organic matter in the Green River Formation are based upon
these end members. Five samples (shown separately in fig.
1) possessing mineralogy indicative of extreme evaporitic
conditions were chosen to represent the playa-lake end
member: three evaporites (bedded halite, bedded nahcolite,
and nodular nahcolite) and samples 01-126 and 01-132 (for
mineralogic compositions see Tuttle, this volume). We
chose the Mahogany zone of the Parachute Creck Member
of the Green River Formation (lake stage 3) in the Piceance
basin as being representative of the meromictic-lake end
member. The following discussion presents models of
nitrogen cycling for these two environments based upon
nitrogen isotopic compositions of preserved organic
material. It must be kept in mind, however, that these two
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sets of samples were chosen to represent end members of
depositional conditions and that many horizons in the Green
River Formation may represent transitional stages between
these two environments.

Saline (playa-lake) Stages

A proposed nitrogen cycle for the shallow, saline
stages (well-mixed water column) of the Green River lakes
is shown in figure 5. During these stages, reduced
freshwater influx decreased nutrient supply and limited
primary production. Rates of ammonification would be
expected to decrease because of the decrease in detrital
organic material being supplied to the sediments. Levels of
salinity under these conditions were apparently almost 22
percent (Bradley and Eugster, 1969); nitrification is
inhibited at salinities above 15 percent (Rubenchik, 1929;
Post and Stube, 1988). During the most saline stages,
therefore, fluvial input would be the principal source of
NO;™. Any nitrate entering the lakes in streams probably
was quickly assimilated by the algal population before it
could diffuse into the anoxic zone of the sediments. At the

resulting low levels of nitrate, denitrification would also be
severely limited.

According to Stanier and others (1986), heterocystous
cyanobacteria, when grown in the presence of nonlimiting
concentrations of combined inorganic-N (NH,* or NO;"),
do not produce heterocysts (the specialized cells containing
nitrogenase, the enzyme responsible for nitrogen fixation).
Further, in the presence of combined inorganic-N, nitroge-
nase synthesis is inhibited in nonheterocystous cyanobacte-
ria (Stanier and others, 1986). Under similar nonlimiting
conditions, both phytoplankton and bacteria preferentially
assimilate ammonium in the presence of both ammonium
and nitrate (Mariotti and others, 1984). If the concentration
of ammonium becomes small (as would be the case in the
alkaline stages due to loss through volatilization), a larger
fraction of the nitrogen used by the biota will be derived
from nitrate or N, (by nitrogen fixation). Control of the
nitrogen isotopic composition of the organic material would
pass from ammonium to nitrate (from fluvial input and
reduced levels of nitrification) and N, (from nitrogen
fixation). The nitrogen isotopic composition of organic
material in the Green River rocks indicates that nitrogen
fixation was not the major source of nitrogen. Nitrate from
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Figure 5. Proposed nitrogen cycle for saline stages of Green River lakes.
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evaporites has an isotopic composition of +8 to +10%o
(table 5). Use of this inorganic-N source would produce
algal material having nitrogen isotopic compositions in the
range of +6 to +10%o (Mariotti and others, 1984), and, even
if rates of evaporation were high, the 8'°N of organic-N
would decline. Isotopic compositions of nitrogen in kero-
gens from the most evaporitic facies are from +10 to about
+12%o. These materials are marginally enriched in >N
relative to organic-N derived entirely from nitrate at +8 to
+10%o, but this enrichment can be attributed to assimilation
of a mixed inorganic-N source comprised of a small pool of
ammonium (enriched in °N) and a much larger pool of
nitrate and dissolved N, (depleted in '>N). Even if
concentrations of nitrate were so low as to be nutritionally
insignificant, assimilation of a mixture of isotopically heavy
ammonium and atmospheric N, could account for the
relative depletion of >N in organic matter from the saline
facies of the Green River Formation.

Fresh (meromictic lake) Stages

During fresher stages, flooding of the lake basins
from increased precipitation produced a stratified meromic-
tic lake having a saline monimolimnion (Desborough, 1978;
Sullivan, 1980; Boyer, 1982). A proposed nitrogen cycle for
such a lake is shown in figure 6. Increased nutrient supply
(from increased precipitation delivering higher loads of
dissolved nutrients) would support increased primary

productivity. A larger input of detrital organic matter to the
sediments would support greater rates of ammonification,
and greater amounts of ammonium would be released into
the overlying water column. “Fresh-water” conditions in the
mixolimnion (the salinity was still approximately that of
seawater; Bradley and Eugster, 1969) would be compatible
with the salinity tolerance of nitrifying bacteria, and
ammonium from the monimolimnion would support high
rates of nitrification. Nitrate produced during nitrification
would become available to denitrifiers upon diffusion into
the monimolimnion. The increased supply of detrital
organic material and the generation of nitrate by
nitrification would support a large population of denitrify-
ing bacteria. A similar coupling of nitrification and denitri-
fication rates has been shown to occur in modern estuarine
sediments (Jenkins and Kemp, 1984) and in modern lake
sediments (Knowles, 1979).

Several potential sources of isotopically enriched
inorganic-N species are indicated in figure 6. The
ammonium remaining after volatilization and nitrification
would be enriched in °N. In fresh stages, loss of ammonia
to the atmosphere would be decreased, and consequently a
larger pool of ammonium would be available for
assimilation. Assimilation of '°N-enriched ammonium
would, in turn, produce isotopically enriched algal cellular
nitrogen. Another source of isotopically enriched inorganic-
N during the fresher stages of these lakes is the residual pool
of nitrate from denitrification, assimilation of which would
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Figure 6. Microbial nitrogen cycle for meromictic lakes.
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also cause enrichment of total cell nitrogen. Finally, because
of the elevated levels of combined inorganic-N species
expected during these lake stages, nitrogen fixation would
be expected to be less important to primary producers.
Therefore, extreme N enrichments during the mer-
omictic stages of these lakes probably was due to
assimilation of 'N-enriched ammonium and nitrate. The
""N-enriched nitrate was produced by the process of deni-
trification, and the '"N-enriched ammonium was produced
by the processes of volatilization and nitrification (fig. 6).

Comparison of Piceance, Uinta, and
Green River Basins

Although our discussion up to this point has focused
primarily on the 0lA core (Piceance basin), some
generalizations can be made regarding the other basins.
Organic material from all three cores shows both extreme
>N enrichments and a broad range of 8'°N values. Kero-
gens from both the 01A and the Coyote Wash (Lake Uinta)
cores show an overall ’N-enrichment through time,
although large deviations from this trend exist for individual
samples. In contrast, kerogens from the Blacks Fork (Lake
Gosiute) core show the most enriched values in rocks from
the saline lake stage 2, and kerogens from a few samples
from lake stages 1 and 3 suggest depletion of '°N in those
stages. The overall pattern of >N enrichment suggests that
nitrogen was not generally a limiting nutrient in either lake;
however, differences in the nitrogen isotopic signal through
time indicate that details of the nitrogen cycles in these
lakes were different.

Lake Gosiute (Wyoming) was considerably shallower
than Lake Uinta and during lake stage 2 was significantly
reduced in surface area (Tuttle, this volume). Sample BF-22
(Lake Gosiute), which contains the saline minerals shortite
and trona (Tuttle, this volume, appendix), is the most saline
sample analyzed from the Blacks Fork core and may
indicate a playa-lake environment. Kerogen isolated from
this sample has a 8'°N value of +11.4%o, consistent with
our model of nitrogen cycling in playa-lake environments.
The remainder of the samples from lake stage 2, however,
are more enriched in >N (+16.7 to +18.3%o, table 3) and
perhaps the community was utilizing one or more sources of
N-enriched inorganic-N. In both lakes, volatilization
produced residual ammonium enriched in '>N. The extent to
which this enrichment also occurred in organic-N would
depend upon the importance of NH,* as a nitrogen source.
We can, therefore, speculate that during lake stage 2 NH,*
supplied a larger fraction of total nitrogen requirements in
Lake Gosiute than in Lake Uinta.

Isotopically Depleted Total Organic Carbon

Isotopic variations in dissolved inorganic carbon
(DIC) can be pronounced in lakes, and one consequence is
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that phytoplankton can have very negative §'°C values (-35
to —45%e0; QOana and Deevey, 1960; Deevey and others,
1963; Deevey and Stuiver, 1964; Rau, 1978, 1980). Organic
material in the Green River Formation has a wide range of
3'3C compositions. Interestingly, the range of isotopic
compositions for the kerogens (—29.4 to —41.4%o0) is much
broader than that for total organic carbon (-28.7 to
—33.5%0).

Kerogens and total organic carbon, commonly
analyzed in sedimentary isotopic studies, derive not only
from primary producers but also from many other
organisms including photosynthetic bacteria, a wide variety
of heterotrophs, chemolithotrophs, methanogens, and meth-
ylotrophs. Consequently, the isotopic composition of the
total organic material reflects not only that of the primary
photosynthate but also isotope effects associated with a
variety of secondary processes. In an attempt to resolve
primafy and secondary processes, sedimentary geoporphy-
rins were analyzed to more accurately determine the
isotopic composition of the primary producers in these
lakes.

Geoporphyrins are derived from the heteroaromatic
tetrapyrrole nucleus of chlorophyll and can be considered to
be “isotopic biomarkers” for primary producers. The tet-
rapyrrole nucleus is enriched in '>C relative to total biomass
by about 0.5%o (Hayes and others, 1987; Takigiku, 1987);
thus the isotopic composition of photosynthate of ancient
primary producers can be estimated by the equation
6,~8 0.5,

p~Opor

where 8, is the isotopic composition of the primary photo-
synthate and 8p°, is the isotopic composition of the related
porphyrins. Because of their low abundances in Green River
Formation extracts, geoporphyrins from only three samples
were analyzed. Consequently, isotopic variations in porphy-
rins from the Green River Formation may be considerably
greater than that observed. The heaviest porphyrin (sample
01-8) has a 8C value of —23.6%0, whereas that of the
lightest (sample 01-36) is —28.6%0. Nickel geoporphyrins
isolated from gilsonite (Uinta basin) have a S13C value of
—28.5%0. Corresponding values for total primary organic
material are —24.1 and -29.1, respectively. Assuming the
fractionations between aqueous CO, and total cell carbon
observed in oceanic plankton (18-19%o; Deuser and others,
1986) and in neutral carbonate springs (19%o; Estep, 1984)
are similar to those of algae in the Green River lakes, the
isotopic composition of the CO, dissolved in the photic
zone of the Green River lakes must have varied at least
between —4.6 and —9.6%0.

Because structures of the nickel geoporphyrins in the
Green River Formation are not known, their precise origins
are uncertain. Assuming the predominant organism to be
blue-green algae (Bradley, 1970), it is reasonable to suggest
that the majority of the porphyrins derive from algal
chlorophylls (Bradley, 1963). However, significant amounts



of porphyrins may have been produced by photosynthetic
bacteria. Because DIC in the anaerobic part of the photic
zone of meromictic lakes is commonly depleted in '*C
(Oana and Deevey, 1960; Deevey and others, 1963),
photosynthetic bacteria fixing this CO, should synthesize
C.depleted tetrapyrroles.

An alternate explanation for the isotopic range of the
nickel geoporphyrins is that they reflect different sources of
organic material having distinctive isotopic compositions.
The geoporphyrins from algal material would be expected
to be isotopically enriched relative to those from photo-
synthetic bacteria. Isotopic variations of porphyrin fractions
from the Green River Formation may reflect changes in the
abundance of algal versus bacterial primary production in
response to changing lake conditions.

Sources of Isotopically Depleted
Organic Carbon

Anaerobic Photosynthetic Bacteria

One source of isotopically depleted carbon material in
meromictic lakes is photosynthetic sulfur bacteria (Fry,
1986). In such lakes, the isotopic composition of the DIC is
increasingly depleted with depth (Deevey and others, 1963;
Takahashi and others, 1968). In the aerobic photic zone of
Green Lake, Fayetteville, New York, the isotopic
composition of the dissolved bicarbonate is between —6 and
-12%o0 (Deevey and others, 1963; Takahashi and others,
1968); however, at depths where photosynthetic sulfur
bacteria occur (17-20 m; Fry, 1986), the isotopic
composition of the DIC is between —17 and —21%0 (Deevey
and others, 1963; Torgersen and others, 1981). Thus, the
photosynthetic sulfur bacteria (Chromatium and Chloro-
bium), which occur below the aerobic photoheterotrophs,
fix ’C-depleted CO, and consequently their cell material
can be extremely depleted in '*C (3'°C, —40%so; Fry, 1986).

Sample 01-36, in which the '>C-depleted primary
material is found, is from the saline facies of the Parachute
Creek Member in the Piceance basin. This member reflects
a lake stage in which evaporation rates greater than inflow
resulted in increased salinity and decreased surface area of
the lake (Tuttle, 1988). Sample 01-8, however, in which the
isotopically heaviest primary organic material was
observed, is from the Mahogany zone and represents a
period in which inflow rates increased and the lake
expanded and freshened. In the Piceance basin, with the
exception of sample 01-8, the most *C-depleted kerogens
are from the Parachute Creek Member below the Mahogany
zone (table 1). Within this part of the member, the
mineralogy of the samples containing the most depleted
kerogens include the saline minerals dawsonite, nahcolite,
and halite (table 2).

The '>C-depletion of kerogens from the saline facies
of the Parachute Creek Member in the Piceance basin may

reflect nutrient-limited primary production in the aerobic
zone. Algal contribution to the overall organic matter would
be greatly reduced, and the contribution from
photosynthetic bacteria would become more important.
These factors would both serve to produce >C-depleted
total organic material in the sediments representing these
saline lake stages.

Methanogens and Methylotrophs

Enrichment of °C in dolomite from the Green River
Formation relative to that estimated for dissolved CO, in the
photic zone of these lakes indicates that aqueous CO, in the
sediment pore waters was not in isotopic equilibrium with
dissolved CO, in the overlying water column. This disequi-
librium is particularly striking if the CO, in the monimolim-
nia of these lakes had isotopic compositions similar to those"
of dissolved CO, in the monimolimnia of modern-day
meromictic lakes (21 to —27%o; Oana and Deevey, 1960;
Takahashi and others, 1968), and it requires a mechanism
for enrichment of >C in dissolved inorganic carbon in
sedimentary pore waters.

The presence of *C-enriched dolomites in anoxic
pore waters from marine and lacustrine systems has been
attributed to activities of methanogenic bacteria in the
sediment (Irwin and others, 1977). Extreme '>C enrichment
in nahcolite from the Green River Formation of the
Piceance basin (8'°C values from +10 to +20%o) was
suggested by Reitsema (1980) to indicate that bacterial
fermentation by methanogenic bacteria was the source of
this *C-enriched CO,. Reitsema pointed out that nahcolite
precipitation depends on the presence of an excess of CO,
and that amounts of CO, below the concentration in
equilibrium with the atmosphere lead to the formation of
trona. Reitsema concluded that methanogenesis produced
locally high concentrations of *C-enriched CO, that led to
precipitation of *C-enriched nahcolite. The presence of
dolomite having 8'°C values as high as +11%o also
indicates that methanogenesis was an important process in
these lakes.

Kerogen from one sample (01-8) is depleted in >C
relative to the associated geoporphyrin by more than 17%o.
Takigiku (1987) suggested that the isotopic difference
between geoporphyrin precursors and related lipids in fresh
biomass is approximately —4%o. Therefore, in newly
deposited primary organic material, the lipid fraction should
be depleted relative to the porphyrins by 4%o. The 17%o0
depletion of kerogen in sample 01-38 relative to the geopor-
phyrin in this sample suggests that the isotopic composition
of this kerogen (and probably other kerogen in the cores)
reflects a secondary input of '*C-depleted organic matter.
Assimilation of 1*C-depleted methane from methanogenesis
by micro-aerophilic methylotrophs living at the aerobic-
anaerobic boundary has been suggested to explain similar
isotopic “mismatches” observed in the Messel shale (Hayes
and others, 1987; Takigiku, 1987). Incorporation of this
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isotopically light methane would in turn result in °C-
depleted biomass. The same process in the Green River
lakes may account for the observed depletion of *C in
kerogen relative to geoporphyrins.

SUMMARY

The Paleogene Green River Formation was deposited
in a highly productive system of alkaline, saline lakes in
which algae and cyanobacteria were probably the main
primary producers. The accumulation of organic material in
this formation indicates that conditions favored preservation
of organic material. Very large quantities of nutrients must
have been supplied to the lake basins, and fluvial inputs of
phosphorus from erosion of the Phosphoria Formation
probably were substantial. Extreme enrichments in N in
preserved organic matter from the Green River Formation
suggest that nitrogen was not limiting in this lake system.

The broad variability of 8'°N values for organic
material in the Green River Formation provides information
regarding (1) the nutrition of the organisms in these lakes
and (2) the cycling of nitrogenous compounds in this
ecosystem. Although volatilization of ammonia in this
alkaline environment probably produced '°N-enriched
ammonium in the surface waters of these lakes, other
biological fractionations must have been superimposed on
this effect to produce the observed trends in nitrogen
isotopic composition of the organic matter. Kerogens from
the fresher stages of this lake system are the most enriched
in "N and those from the most saline and evaporitic stages
are relatively depleted. Evaporation of NH; ought to have
been maximized during the latter stages. It is, therefore,
surprising that evaporitic stages do not display the highest
levels of N enrichment. To explain this paradox, it is
suggested that isotope effects associated with nitrification
and denitrification must also have played an important role
in the control of overall nitrogen isotopic compositions. The
isotope effect associated with nitrification would tend to
increase >N in ammonium and that effect associated with
denitrification would increase N in nitrate. Taken
together, these processes would enhance 15N enrichment
associated with volatilization of ammonia. During saline
stages, high salinity limited nitrification. This in turn limited
the process of denitrification because these two microbial
processes are coupled through NO;™. This simpler nitrogen
cycle resulted in less reworking of the organic material
during the saline stages. Consequently, N was less
strongly enriched during the saline stages in spite of higher
levels of evaporation.

The carbon isotopic composition of kerogens from
the Green River Formation is from —41.4 to —28.8%o,
whereas that of nickel geoporphyrins from two samples is
—23.6 and -28.6%0. Geoporphyrins can be regarded as
isotopic biomarkers for primary producers and therefore
may provide an estimated range of >C compositions of
primary producers in the Green River lakes. In at least one
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sample, a large isotopic depletion (17%o) in a kerogen
relative to the associated geoporphyrin indicates significant
contributions of '>C-depleted organic material into the
sediments. Possible sources of isotopically depleted carbon
include photosynthetic bacteria at the chemocline of a
stratified lake and capture of isotopically light
methanogenic-methane by methylotrophs.
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