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 The Age of Man 
A new force reigns here… Now the ancient 
earth disappears under the relics of man.

Antonio Stoppani, 1873

B Y THE TIME everyone could agree that
it had even begun, it was beginning to look 
like the Anthropocene Epoch might be 
almost over.
     In 1873 in Milan, Italy, Antonio Stoppani
—Roman Catholic priest, geologist, paleon-
tologist, mountain climber, and great uncle 
to pioneering educator Maria Montessori— 
published a three-volume work, Corso di 
Geologica (Course in Geology), which 
reflected on the growing impact man and his 

technology were having on the planet. 
     Not a man prone to modesty, Stoppani 
boldly proclaimed that the Earth had left the 
Holocene (a term introduced only four years 
prior) and had entered a new geological era 
he called the Anthropozoic, or Age of Man.

                             Mike Savad, The Age of Invention”        

     Bewildered by Stoppani’s florid, 
religiously-inspired prose (“A day will 
come, when the earth will be but a seal of 
man’s power, and man a seal of God’s…”) 
his peers deemed his unorthodox proposal 
unscientific, and his proclamation of a bold 
‘New Age’ was virtually ignored. 
    It would take a long time for Science to 
catch up with Stoppani. 
    In 1873, the Second Industrial Revolution 
had only just begun. Increasing use of steam 
power, coal and oil, and widespread 
electrification and mechanization were 
enabling the rapid build-out of railroads, 
bridges, skyscrapers and ships, but even the 
most prescient scientist could scarcely 
imagine that humanity’s relatively puny 
industrial activities could have an impact on 
par with the earth’s geological processes—
processes measured, after all, on a time 
scale of tens of millions of years.  



    Despite writing menacingly, “man 
invades the atmosphere… and pours into it 
the products of his industry, gases from his 
fires and grandiose laboratories,” Stoppani 
himself was unable to appreciate the 
magnitude of the potent ‘new force’ that 
would come to be called climate change.
    It wasn’t until 2001 that climate scientists 
Paul Crutzen and Eugene Stoermer revisited 
the subject and belatedly validated Stoppani’s 
idea, asserting that human activity had 
indeed heralded the start of a new geological 
epoch, one they dubbed the Anthropocene.
     The proposal is now gaining acceptance, 
although the date the era began is still hotly 
debated. Along with the effects of climate 
change (beginning with the Industrial 
Revolution in the mid-18th century), 
candidates range from the start of the 
Agricultural Revolution around 10, 000 BC 
to the atomic bomb test in 1945—the first in 
a series of 2,624 explosions which scattered 
telltale radioactive isotopes throughout the 
far reaches of the planet.  
     Transitions between geologic eras are 
sometimes marked by a layer of volcanic 
strata deposited as a result of catastrophic 
meteorite impacts—such as the KPG 
boundary which marks the start of the 
Cenozoic Era 66 million years ago and the 
end of the ‘Age of Dinosaurs.’
     Future aliens searching for signs of 
technologically sophisticated life on Earth 
might discover it in a similar thin layer of 
mineralized plastic gradually accumulating 
in the seabed of the world’s oceans, the 
weight of which is predicted to exceed that 
of all marine life by 2050. (Some people, 
taking their cue from the Pleistocene epoch
—and perhaps Wallace & Gromit—think a 
more apt term might be the Plasticene.) 
     Ironically, plastics are mostly carbon and 
hydrogen, and could ultimately be converted 
by heat and pressure back into coal and oil. 

Some industrious alien civilization might 
one day mine the fragments of our myriad 
shampoo bottles and plastic bags, starting 
the climate change cycle all over again.
     In a fitting example of ‘the chickens 
coming home to roost,’ some scientists think 
the most telling sign of civilization will 
actually be a thin layer of chicken bones—
the product of our insatiable appetite for 
chickens, 23 billion of which are alive at 
any given time. (Call it the KFC boundary.)
     If popular theories about Planet Earth 
being a giant, self-regulating system prove 

correct, ‘Gaia’ might eventually adjust to the 
effects of climate change and other 
manmade disruptions and achieve a new 
equilibrium—although it’s one which, 
unfortunately, is unlikely to include us.
    It’s tempting to imagine that if Stoppani’s 
warnings about the effects of man’s activities 
on the planet had been heeded during his 
lifetime, it might have given us a hundred-
year headstart on the consequences our denial 
and inaction is only now beginning to reveal.
     But if Stoppani’s failed effort to establish 
a new geological epoch was an idea that was 
simply too far ahead of its time, it wouldn’t 
have been the first time one of his ‘trial 
balloons’ was ignominiously shot down.
     During the siege of Milan in the First 
Italian War for Independence, a younger, 
more militant Stoppani invented and built 
‘aerostat’ balloons designed to fly over the 
city’s high fortress walls, carrying messages 
pleading for reinforcements from fellow 
resistance fighters in the faraway provinces.
    Predictably, however, the large, slow-
moving airships were sitting ducks for 
enemy sharpshooters. The city was 
recaptured, and Stoppani once again failed 
in his efforts to incite revolutionary change. 
   The moral of the story? If scientists suggest 
that the ’Age of Man’ might be depressingly 

brief, well… Don’t shoot the messenger. ◾


