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Abstract: Surface Kastanozem of the Lower Volga area was first studied as a part of the pedocomplex,
with the lower part (148–160 cm) formed in Early Khvalynian Chocolate clays (13–15 ka), the middle
part (100–148 cm) in a mixed clay-loess sediment sand, and the upper part (0–100 cm) in loess.
This resulted from local aeolian transport, with the source material derived from the rewinding of
marine sediments. They are enriched in aggregates of Chocolate clays and glauconitic grains of
a fine sand-course silt size and have similar contents of clay minerals. The high salinity of similar
types evidences marine genesis for both Chocolate clays and source material for loess sediments.
Clay fragments of a sand and silt size are responsible for the heavy texture and high gypsum content
of loess. The study of soils with the focus on micromorphology and clay mineralogy allows the
identification of the complex character of a shift from marine to sub-areal sedimentation. This shift
was accompanied by short breaks in sedimentation, allowing the development of synlithogenic soil
horizons of Late Khvalynian, after-Khvanynian, and Boreal time. The features of shallowly buried
soil horizons confirm increased aridity after the last deglaciation. Surface Calcic Kastanozem is a full
Holocene soil reflecting the present environment. However, it is deeply influenced by shallow buried
soil horizons and Chocolate clays.

Keywords: Caspian Lowland; Kastanozems; Chocolate clays; loess; pedocomplex; shallow
buried soils

1. Introduction

The Caspian Lowland is a part of the extensive Ponto-Caspian basin that reflects fluctuations in the
level of the Caspian and Black sea, glacial-interglacial cycling, and related fluctuations in fluvial activity
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and aeolian sedimentation. The outcrops at the banks of the Volga River and its tributaries expose
detailed Late Pleistocene pedosedimentary sequences, with marine, aeolian, and fluvial deposits
intermixed with pedogenetic levels of interglacial and interstadial paleosols [1]. During the last
deglaciation and degradation of permafrost, the Volga River basin collected meltwater and acted
as a trap for fine-grained sediments from the southern margin of the Scandinavian ice-sheet [1–4].
That led to the Early Khvalynian transgressive stage(s) and induced the deposition of Chocolate
clays–light-brown and dark-brown dense layers of heavy clays with a platy-prismatic structure that
contain manganese and gypsum staining.

Chocolate clays are a unique sediment for the Caspian region. They were first described by
Zhukov [5] as dark-brown deposits that, in the dry state, break up into tiles similar to chocolate bars.
Currently, Chocolate clays are common for stratigraphic and paleogeographic schemes of the area.
Chocolate clays a few meters thick on average could be located at the surface, forming the parent
material for surface soils, or covered by marine (Caspian) sands or sandy loams [6,7]. In the Srednaya
Akhtuba, Leninsk, and Raigorod sections (Figure 1), we found them covered by a thin (less than 1 m)
layer of loess, so that surface soils (Calcic Kastanozems) are presented by a pedocomplex formed in
loess underlain by Chocolate clays. An arid environment by the end of MIS 2 is reported in many
publications. Subareal sedimentation during the Pleistocene/Holocene transition is a clear indication
of an arid environment. However, it has not yet been studied enough. The goal of the present
study is to examine intricate details of the shift from marine to subareal sedimentation recorded
in the pedocomplex with surface Kastanozems in relation to the landscape evolution during the
last deglaciation.
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Figure 1. Study site area and spatial distribution of Chocolate clays in the Northern Caspian and Volga
regions ([7], modified). The arrow points to the Srednaya Akhtuba study site.

2. Study Area

The study site (Srednaya Akhtuba section) is located at the left bank of Srednaya Akhtuba, a left
distributary of the Volga river (48.7005277 N, 44.89330709 E) (Figure 1).

The study area is located in the dry steppe, with Calcic Kastanozems as a dominant soil.
Kastanozem and Solonetz complexes, formed mostly in silty heavy loams, occupy the terrain between
depressions. These complexes include: (1) Calcic Kastanozems under communities dominated by
Festuca valesiaca or Tanacetum achilleifolium; (2) Haplic Kastanozems under polydominant meadow
communities (Stipa capillata, Medicago romanica, Veronica spicata, Gramineae); and (3) Amphi-Salic
Solonetz under Artemisia pauciflora–Kochia prostrata communities [8–12]. The soil pattern is strongly
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dependent on the parent material and microtopography. In slightly visible depressions of a few cm, the
dominant Kastanozems merge to Solonchaks or Solonetz. Within deeper depressions (limans), the soils
cape pattern is composed of Eutric Planosols, Vertic Kastanozems, and Vertisols in Chocolate clays.
The climate of the area is strongly continental, with a mean annual evaporation value (about 1000 mm)
much higher than the mean annual precipitation (289 mm for the period 1952–1998). The mean annual
temperature is +7.1 ◦C, with a maximum of +42 ◦C in summer and a minimum of−38 ◦C in winter [13].
The depth of soil freezing can reach 1 m.

The upper part of the sedimentary cover of the Lower Volga region is composed of diverse
Quaternary sediments with varied thicknesses of several hundred meters [1]. A significant part of the
section consists of various fluvial, marine, lacustrine, and lagoon deposits. Aeolian deposits locally
represent continental sediments. The location of the region within a zone of permanent migration
of the land-sea border and presence of the Volga river mouth predetermined a wide development
of sediments of complicated genesis: alluvial-marine (deltaic), lake-sea (lacustrine and lagoonal),
and lake-alluvial, consisting of various facies combined with each other laterally and vertically.
Overlying sediments of the Atelian suite (MIS 4, Figure 2) are represented solely by continental
or subaerial water formations–sandy-loam, less often sands, and loess deposits, interbedded with
paleosols, also bearing traces of cryoturbation and lenses of lacustrine sediments enclosing shells of
terrestrial and freshwater mollusks.

Early and Late Khvanynian are two transgressions, separated by Enotaevsk regression; they cover
most of the surface of the Caspian lowland. They are divided into Lower and Upper Khvalynian
sediments, as characterized by complexes of mollusks and separated by breaks in the continuity of
sedimentation (Enotaevian regression). The lithofacies composition of the Lower Khvalynian deposits
includes Chocolate clays and shallow sandy sediments, mostly related to depressions of a more ancient
age. These sediments are abundant in various mollusks shells (Dreissena polymorpha, Dr. rostriformis,
Monodacna caspia, Hypanis plicata, and characteristic Early Khvalynian species Didacna ebersini, D.
protracta, D. parallella). Sandy interbeds are distributed throughout the clay unit, which suggests highly
variable environments during sedimentation. According to the radiocarbon dates, the period of the
Chocolate clay accumulation falls between 11 and 15 ka BP [14]. The Early Khvalynian plain that is now
the second terrace of the Volga and Akhtuba Rivers is a closed-drainage terrain with a well-developed
mesotopography that includes large depressions and wet estuaries (limans).
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Figure 2. Chronostratigraphy of the pedosedimentary sequence in the Srednaya Akhtuba section.
The upper part is shown in more detail in Figure 3. OSL dates are reported from [15,16].

The Srednaya Akhtuba section is a unique exposure representing the most complete sequence of
Late Pleistocene continental and marine deposits interbedded with seven pedogenetic levels from MIS
5 to MIS 1 (Figure 2, [1,4,15,17–21]).

It is especially important that the Srednaya Akhtuba outcrop is confined within the area of
Chocolate clays (Lower Khvalynian marine deposits) that are typical for the middle and lower reaches
of the Volga River and its tributaries (Figure 1). Subaerial post-Khvalynian sediments constitute the
upper part of the sequence. They are underlined by Chocolate clays. OSL dates of Chocolate clays
determined for the studied section (15,000± 1000 in the lower part and 13,000± 500 years in the upper
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part, Figure 2) testify that they accumulated during the degradation of Ostashkov glacial Chron [15,22].
These data are in good agreement with the results of radiocarbon dating of mollusk shells, lying in the
sand interlayers in the thickness of Chocolate clays of Lower Volga [23]. Surface soil formed in silty
clay loam subareal sediments, underlain by Chocolate clays at a depth of 100 cm (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Srednaya Akhtuba study site. (A) Calcic Kastanozem; (B) General view of the Srednaya
Akhtuba outcrop, with the pedosedimentary sequence presented in Figure 2; (C) Sagebrush vegetation
typical for dry steppe.

3. Materials and Methods

Macro- and micromorphological studies. Surface soil was examined based on the study of exposure
down to 2.5 m. Soil samples from all genetic horizons and underlying layers of Chocolate clays have
been examined morphologically, according to the FAO Guidelines for Soil Description (2006) [24].
Soil color was determined in the field using Munsell Soil Color Charts (2013) [25]. Field identification
of soil was determined using the IUSS Working Group WRB (2015) [26].

The thin sections were prepared by M.A. Lebedev at the Dokuchaev Soil Science Institute.
The micromorphological analyses were conducted using standard techniques and an Olympus BX51
polarizing microscope with an Olympus DP26 digital camera. The soil micro fabrics were compared
using large (4 × 5 cm) thin sections in two replications and also vertical cross-sections of samples
collected from the main genetic horizons. Specialized computer software supplied with the Olympus
BX51 microscope (Tokyo, Japan) was used for visualization of the features observed. International
terminology was used for describing the soil fabric [27].

Laboratory studies. The grain size analysis for fine earth material (<1 mm) was conducted by the
conventional pipette method [28] to appropriate texture classes. The particle size distribution was
analyzed for Russian conventional fraction groups (Figure 10). Grain size analysis was also conducted
by the laser diffraction method using the Frisch Analysette 22. Fractions <0.25 mm were studied and
the distribution curves were produced. Textural classes were determined according to FAO Guidelines
for soil description (2006) [24].
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pHH2O was determined using a potentiometer, in suspension with a soil to water ratio of 1:2.5,
after a single shaking step followed by settling for 30 min. The composition of the water extract (1:5),
Calcium carbonate content, gypsum, and exchangeable acidity were analyzed using conventional
methods [29]. Calcium and Magnesium in the water extract were determined by complexometric
titration, and Sodium and Potassium were detected by flame photometry. Total alkalinity was
determined by titration with sulfuric acid on the indicator methyl orange. The content of chloride ions
was determined by the argentometric method according to Moor, and the content of sulfate ions by
precipitation titration according to Aidinyan. Exchange bases were determined by the Pfeffer method
in the modification of Molodtsov and Ignatova [29]. The total content of sulfate ions was determined
by the gravimetric method [30]. Salinity was assessed according to the criteria given in the monograph
“Salt-affected soils of Russia” (2006) [31].

Organic carbon content was determined by the Tyurin method, which included the wet
combustion of organic substance in a mixture of 0.4 N K2Cr2O7 and concentrated H2SO4 (1:1) at
150 ◦C for 20 min. The measurements were performed by photometry on a SPECOL 211 spectrometer
at 590 nm.

Clay minerals contents were determined for the clay fraction (<0.001 mm) that was extracted
according to Gorbunov [32] and clay mineralogy was determined by X-ray diffractometer HZG-4B
(Carl-Zeiss Jena) [33]. Carbonates and soluble salts were removed prior to fractionation. From the
samples, oriented preparations were prepared on a glass substrate measuring 20 × 20 mm. Shooting
mode: Cu radiation voltage on a tube 30 kV current strength 20 mA, the angular velocity of the counter
2◦ −2Θ per minute, final calculations were performed using software Diffractometer-Auto version
2014 developed by Iris LLC. Samples of minerals of fractions <1 µm were shot in duplicate with
a displacement of the survey plane by 90◦ in order to reduce the effect of possible heterogeneity of the
drug distribution. The ratio of the main mineral phases of the clay fraction was calculated using the
Biscay method [34,35]. Mineral diagnostics was carried out according to the methodology described
in [36–39].

4. Results

4.1. Field Morphology

Calcic Kastanozem formed under dry steppe communities dominated by Festuca valesiaca or
Tanacetum achilleifolium (Figure 3). The soil profile is a pedocomplex with the upper part (0–100 cm)
formed in loess, the middle part (100–148 cm) in clay-loess sediment, and the lower part (148–160 cm)
in heavy clay. The soil profile is characterized by flaking steppe felt at the surface, followed by a light
gray (7.5 YR6/2 in the upper part) to brown (7.5 YR 4/4 in the lower part) humus horizon of a 20 cm
thickness. Uncovered coarse grains are visible in the upper part. The most colorful Cambic horizon
with a strong brown “chestnut” color (7.5 YR 4/6) follows down to 40 cm, where it merges with Calcic
horizons with a strong effervescence and high variability of secondary carbonates. It has a strong
angular blocky and platy structure. Thin clay-humus coatings cover inter-horizon pores. A sequence
of synlithogenic buried soil horizons starts at 100 cm. (Table 1).

The first synlithogenic soil horizon (80–100 cm) is formed in heavy loess, the second (100–148 cm)
in a mixture of loess with abundant clay fragments, and the third (148–160 cm) in the upper layer of
Chocolate clays. Chocolate clays are a poly-mineral formation consisting of: (1) monoclay layers of
“Chocolate color”; (2) interlayers of soft thin yellow sands with mollusks shells (Didacna Protracta, D.
Ebersini, Dreissena Rostriformis, Dr. Polymorpha); and (3) and (4) gray fine silty coatings on the surface of
fine prismatic structural units (Figure 4).
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Table 1. Field morphology of the studied soil *.

Horizon
Lower

Boundary,
cm

Colour of a
General Matrix

(moist)

Artifacts Coatings Salt
Crystals Structure Carbonate

Reaction
Forms of

Secondary
Carbonates

Forms of
Secondary
Gypsum

Type of
Voids

Abundance
of Roots

Horizon Boundary
Consistence

Distinctness, cm Topography

Calcic Kastanozem

L 0 Steppe litter A S

Amo1 9 7.5 YR6/2 N – –
GR(ME)WM +
SB(ME)WM +

PL(FI)WE
N – – I-C-,

C-V Common G S VFR to LO

Amo2 20 7.5 YR 4/4 N – – PL(ME)MS +
SB(ME)WM N – – I-C, C-V Many C W VFR to FR

Bw 40 7.5 YR 4/6 ChC-F-V CH, VT-F/THC – PS(FM)MO→
AB(FI)WM SL – – I-C, C-V Common C W FI

Bcc1 65 7.5 YR 6/4 ChC-F-F CH, VT-V/TCH – AB(ME)WM ST D, SC – I-F, C-V Very few C W FR to VFR

Bcc2 80 7.5 YR 4/6 ChC-C-F CH, VT-V/TCH Few AB(ME)WM→
PL(VM)WE ST D, SC – I-F, C-V Many C W FR

Ahccb 100 7.5 YR 5/4 ChC-M-M Few CR(MC)WE→
AS(VM)WE MO I-F, C-M Few G S FI to FR

2Ahccb 148 7.5 YR 4/3 ChC-A-M C, VT-V/P Few LU(MC)WE→
AS(VM)WE MO – D I-F, C-V Very few A S FR

3Ahccb 160 7.5 YR 5/3 Sh-M-C CH, VT-V/PV
ST,T-M/P Few AP(MC)ST MO D P-M – – – VFI

* Indexes are based on FAO guide for soil description [24]. Coatings: “nature, thickness-abundance/location (with modification: THC–on the walls on the transhorizon cracks)”; thickness:
VT very thin (<0.2), T thin (0.2–0.5); Structure: “structure type (size class structure of pedal soil materials) & combinations of soil structures”. Type of voids: “Classification of voids-abundance”.
Modifications: “–” no presented; Artifacts: “type- abundance-size” types: Sh–mollusc’s shells; ChC–fragments of Chocolate clays. Consistence: LO-Loose, VFR-Very friable, FR-Friable,
FI-Firm, VFI-Very firm, EFI-Extremely firm.
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Figure 4. The facies of Chocolate clays: 1—mono clay layers of “Chocolate color”; 2—interlayers of
thin yellow sands with mollusk shells; 3 and 4—gray fine silty coatings on the surface of fine prismatic
structural units.

In the uppermost part, Chocolate clays are enriched with fine transparent gypsum crystals that
are absent below. Manganese stains and Fe-Mn coatings are abundant in the lower part. In contrast to
the upper boundary of Chocolate clays with loess, the lower boundary with underlying sediments is
plain and sharp. (Figure 5).
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4.2. Soil Micromorphology

A mono-clay layer (148–155 cm) with a strong brown color and granular microstructure inside
angular prismatic aggregates (Figure 6A,B) presents the lower part of the pedocomplex; some of them
look like coprolites (Figure 6C,D). There are microzones where micromass is characterized by high
birefringence and monostriated b-fabric. Few gypsum crystals are present in the micromass.

The overlying layer (100–148 cm), clearly shows a mixture of clay with silt with quartz and feldspar
grains. The platy fragments of Chocolate clays are enriched with fine silt (Figure 6E). This layer has the
highest amount of gypsum crystals that are all confined to fragments of Chocolate clays. Big crystals
have an irregular shape. Infillings with diamond-shaped gypsum crystals formed in adjacent pores.
Biotubulars indicate the former activity of soil biota. Another sign of biota activity is the presence of
biogenic pores–channels (Figure 6G,H).

The upper part of the pedocomplex (0–80 cm) is formed in silty clay loam that shows micro
features typical of loess sediments: silty micromass with a granular microstructure and abundant
pores (Figure 7A). Fragments of Chocolate clays of a fine sand and coarse silt size are abundant in the
micromass (Figure 7B). Clay fragments are different in size, color, and grain size, like in different parts
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of the main strata of Chocolate clays. The loess layer shows a different mineralogy–the presence of
glauconitic grains, absent in the strata of Chocolate clays. Pedogenetic transformation of the lower
loess layer and the presence of buried soil horizon of synlithogenic soil is evidenced by the aggregation
of micromass with clay-humus aggregates, the presence of spores covered by clay coatings, abundant
coal particles, colonies of iron bacteria, and earthworm casts (Figure 7C–F).
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Figure 6. Sub-areal transformation of Chocolate clays. (A,B)—high birefringence and monostriated
b-fabric of the micromass, granular microstructure, and gypsum crystals(gs) in pores (155 cm; (A)—PPL;
(B)—XPL); (C,D)—rounded biogenic aggregates (155 cm; (C)—PPL, (D)—XPL); (E)—heterogeneous
fragments of Chocolate clays(Chc), splitting of clay plates by gypsum(gs) crystals (100–148 cm, XPL);
(F)—biotubula with fragments of Chocolate clays(Chc) (100–148 cm, PPL); (G,H)—fragmented plates
of Chocolate clays, disintegrated by biogenic pores, in sorted silty micromass (100–148 cm, (G)—PPL;
(H)—XPL).
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Figure 7. The microstructure of the lower part of the loess layer (80–100 cm): (A)—silty material
with abundant fine pores (fp) and granular microstructure. Note abundant fragments of Chocolate
clays of fine sand and coarse silt size. PPL; (B)—the same with higher magnification. Note clay
fragments (Chc) of various shapes, colors, and grain sizes, and the presence of glauconitic grains, PPL;
(C)—spore covered by clay coatings (C) and abundant coal particles (Cop), PPL; (D)—clay-humus
aggregates(Cha) and colonies of iron bacteria(Ib), PPL; (E)—clay-humus coatings (Chc) on sand grains
(sg), PPL; (F)—earth-worm (ew) cast filled with carbonate material of Chocolate clay, XPL.

Calcic horizons of Kastanozem at a depth of 80 to 40 cm below the day surface are formed
in similar loess material (Figure 8A). They are characterized by the high content of carbonate
neo-formations–micritic impregnation and soft nodules in the micromass (Figure 8C,D). The micromass
is well-aggregated. The prismatic structure, shown in the field description, in the thin sections gives
rectangular aggregates (Figure 8A). The abundance of clay fragments decreases compared to the
lower horizons, and they are smaller and exclusively consist of dense mono-clay material (Figure 7B).
Earthworm casts are visible in inter-horizon pores that are characteristic of Kastanozems (Figure 8A).
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However, some rounded aggregates and earthworm casts are darker in color. Rounded aggregates 
tend to form plates; in some parts, a platy microstructure becomes dominant (Figure 9C,D). There are 
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Figure 8. Microstructure of Calcic horizons. (A)—rectangular structure of silty-clay carbonate material
with earth-worm (ew) casts (65–80 cm, PPL); (B)—silty-clay micromass with abundant fine fragments
of Chocolate clays of various shapes (40–65 cm, PPL); (C,D)—heterogeneous micritic impregnation
(mi) of the groundmass (65–80 cm, (C)—PPL, (D)—XPL).

Within the depth range of 20–40 cm (Bw horizon), modern carbonate pedofeatures such as
coatings and micritic infillings are rarely found on the interior surface of fine and very fine voids
(mostly channels) (Figure 9A,B). The Mollic horizon formed in the upper 20 cm has low aggregation
and weak humus impregnation of the micromass that is typical of soils of arid environments.
However, some rounded aggregates and earthworm casts are darker in color. Rounded aggregates
tend to form plates; in some parts, a platy microstructure becomes dominant (Figure 9C,D). There are
abundant grains of fine sand dispersed in the micromass. They also tend to form intermittent streaks
of 1 mm thick (Figure 8C,D). Some of the sand grains are crashed (Figure 8F) and show a circular
orientation (Figure 9D). Fine fragments of Chocolate clays are evenly dispersed in the micromass
(Figure 9E,F). Plant tissue is impregnated with carbonates (Figure 9G,H).
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XPL); (B)–thin micritic coatings (mc) and infillings (mf) in the micromass (20–40 cm, XPL); (C)–loose 
silty clay micromass with sand streaks and abundant clay fragments (cf) of various shapes (9–20 cm, 
XPL); (D)–transformation of rounded biogenic aggregates into thin platy aggregates and circular 
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Figure 9. The microstructure of Mollic and Cambic horizons of Kastanozem: (A)—dense silty clay
micromass with blocky aggregates, high birefringence, and thin micritic coatings (mc) (20–40 cm,
XPL); (B)—thin micritic coatings (mc) and infillings (mf) in the micromass (20–40 cm, XPL); (C)—loose
silty clay micromass with sand streaks and abundant clay fragments (cf) of various shapes (9–20 cm,
XPL); (D)—transformation of rounded biogenic aggregates into thin platy aggregates and circular
orientation (0–9 cm, XPL); (E,F)—loose silty-clay-humus micromass with sand grains and fine granular
and platy microstructure. With rare fragments of Chocolate clays (Chc) (0–9 cm, e–PPL; f–XPL);
(G), (H)—carbonate impregnation (ci) within plant (pl)tissue (0–9 cm, g–PPL; h–XPL).
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4.3. Analytical Features

Grain size distribution (Figure 10) confirms that the pedocomplex includes several sediment layers.
The lower part (148–160 cm) is formed in Silty clay that is typical for mono-clay layers of Chocolate
clays. The upper part of the pedocomplex (0–100 cm) is formed in Silt loam and Silty clay loam with the
high content of loess fraction (coarse silt) and fine sand that is typical for sandy loess sediments. Texture
variability within the loess layer relates to the variable admixture of clay aggregates (see Section 4.2.).
The admixture of sand grains in the upper 20 cm also correlates with microfeatures. In spite of
abundant clay fragments recorded in the field and in thin sections, the texture of the middle part
(100–148 cm) is similar to the overlying loess layer.
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Figure 10. Grain size distribution in Calcic Kastanozem, Srednaya Akhtuba section.

Clay mineralogy. Smectites are dominant in all parts of the pedocomplex; except for the upper
layer, their content decreases with depth. Illite is also abundant, comprising up to 30% of the total
mineral content. Other clay minerals show slight variability (Figure 11).

Selected chemical features (Table 2). The content of organic carbon is low throughout the soil profile
that is typical for Calcic Kastanozems [12]. The buried soil horizon formed in the top of the Chocolate
clays shows a slight increase in TOC. The upper horizons are completely leached of carbonates; their
low content is registered for the Bw horizon, while Calcic horizons show a considerable increase.
Below the carbonate, contents stabilize at 6–8%. The whole pedocomplex is alkaline, with the highest
values in Calcic horizons. The lower horizons are less alkaline because of chloride-magnesium-sodium
salinity with gypsum. The lower loess mixed with Chocolate clays shows the highest gypsum content
(3.72%) that is in line with abundant Gypsum crystals in thin sections.

The profile of Calcic Kastanozem shows a low content of soluble salts down to 100 cm. Magnesium
prevails among exchangeable cations in all soil horizons except for Cambic. Chocolate clays exhibit a
high content of exchangeable Sodium that results from the Sodium type of salinity.

The profile distribution of salinity is also shown in Figure 12. All soil horizons have less
than 1% of non-silicate iron. A slight increase is noticed in the Cambic horizon. All layers below
I00 cm show an increase in all fractions of non-silicate iron, with the maximum content in the
mono-clay layer of Chocolate clays (1.72%). The fraction of crystalline iron is dominant throughout the
studied pedocomplex.
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Table 2. Selected chemical features of the pedocomplex.

Horizon Depth,
cm

pHwater
CaCO3,

%
TOC,

g/100 g
Exchangeable Cations, % of CEC Iron Fractions, % * CaSO4x2H2O,

%
∑∑∑ of Soluble

Salts, %Ca2+ Mg2+ Na+ K+ Feo Fed Fec FeO/Fed

Amo
0–9 8.0 0.0 1.49 45.2 51.7 1.0 2.1 0.12 0.87 0.75 0.14 n.d. 0.24

9–20 8.2 0.0 1.20 45.6 52.1 0.8 1.5 0.09 0.98 0.89 0.09 n.d. 0.12
Bw 20–40 8.3 1.30 0.89 60.8 37.4 0.7 1.1 0.10 1.12 1.02 0.09 n.d. 0.13

Bcc1 40–65
8.7 16.6 n.d. 48.7 48.7 1.1 1.5 0.11 0.80 0.69 0.14 n.d. 0.30
8.7 17.8 0.52 36.6 61.0 1.5 1.0 0.10 0.85 0.75 0.12 n.d. 0.20

Bcc2 65–80 8.4 11.0 n.d. 38.5 57.7 2.3 1.5 0.18 0.94 0.76 0.19 n.d. 0.19
Ahccb 80–100 8.2 6.6 0.35 32.0 64.0 2.7 1.4 0.10 0.94 0.84 0.11 0.00. 0.31

2Ahccb 100–148
8.0 7.8 0.28 49.1 43.6 6.0 1.3 0.23 1.20 0.97 0.19 3.72 1.79
8.1 8.0 n.d. 34.5 57.5 6.7 1.3 0.24 1.10 0.86 0.22 2.43 1.82

3Ahccb 148–160 8.1 6.0 0.49 39.1 44.7 14.5 1.6 0.43 1.72 1.29 0.25 1.86 2.57

* Iron fractions: Fed: dithionite-extractable iron; Feo: oxalate extractable iron; FeO/Fed: iron activity index; Fec = Fed−FeO: crystalline iron content.
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5. Discussion

Sedimentology of the pedocomplex. Field morphology, micromorphology, and grain size distribution
show that the studied Kastanozem is formed in a pedocomplex consisting of a layer of loess (down to
100 cm) underlain by Chocolate clays below 148 cm. Grain size differential curves clearly show the shift
from marine to aeolian sedimentation by two peaks for the upper and lower part of the pedocomplex
(Figure 13). The layer between 100 and 148 cm is represented by loess with an abundant admixture
of clay fragments. A grain size analysis made by the pipette method (Figure 10) shows its similarity
to the overlying loess. However, the differential curve is similar to the underlying clay, with a slight
increase in silt (110–130, Figure 13).
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Marine sedimentation. The Chocolate clays are presented by the poly-mineral formation that
exhibits features typical for marine sedimentation. Brackish-water Khvalynian fauna is abundant
in sandy interlayers. Mono-clay layers are Silty Clay almost without sand and a low content of
Course Silt. They show high birefringence and monostriated b-fabric of the micromass inherited from
clay sedimentation in the still water, like lagoon traps (Figure 6B). Micromorphology confirms that
mono-clay layers also have a layered microstructure and could be subdivided into three sub-facies,
including fine silty and coarse-silty micro-layers indicating variable sedimentation environments
diagnostic for Chocolate clays [17,22,40]. Tudryn et al. [20] point out that these sediments suggest
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a rather calm depositional environment and visually, may resemble varied sediments in periglacial
lakes. They have a high content of non-silicate iron fractions that are responsible for their specific
Chocolate color (Table 2)—the presence of iron oxides (hydro goethite and manganese) impregnating
the entire clay series. Hydrochloric acid extracts show iron sesquioxides in clays, Fe2O3 in
particular [41]. X-ray diffraction indicates the presence of Smectites as dominant clay minerals in
Chocolate clays–they comprise about half of the clay mineral contents (Figure 11). The percentage of
Illite is also high in all horizons of the pedocomplex. As was shown earlier, clay mineralogy is similar
to recent terrigenous materials of the Volga River [4,7]. However, the dominant content of Illite (up to
80%) was not registered in our study. This is because we only studied the upper part of the strata of
Chocolate clays formed after 12 cal kyr BP, where Illite decreases and Smectites increases and becomes
the dominant mineral.

Sub-areal sedimentation. The loess layer on top of Chocolate clays exhibits properties typical for
aeolian sediments–a vertical wall in the exposure, typical grain size distribution with dominant loess
fractions (Coarse Silt and Fine Sand), and high porosity. The loess obviously resulted from local
aeolian transportation, with the source material primarily derived from the rewinding of marine
sediments. Micromorphology shows that the fragments of Chocolate clays are evenly dispersed in
the micromass up to the top of the loess stratum. The fragments have the predominant size of fine
sand and coarse silt (dominant loess fractions) and were mobilized by winding together with other
dust grains. The high content of clay fragments is probably responsible for the heavy texture of loess.
The difference in the admixture of clay fragments resulted in some variability in grain size distribution.
Another piece of evidence of the local source of dust is the presence of marine component (glauconitic
sand and silt grains—[42]), absent in Chocolate clays. The high content of Magnesium (water soluble
and exchangeable) also points to a marine source of dust material. The high salinity of a similar type
(Chloride-Magnesium-Sodium with Gypsum) evidences marine genesis for both Chocolate clays and
source material for loess sediments. The local source for loess sediments is also indicated by the similar
clay mineralogy in loess and Chocolate clays (Figure 11). Most of the sand grains are not rounded,
showing local transport. The upper 20 cm of loess is enriched with fine sand (Table 2, Figure 13).
Micromorphology shows that sand grains look similar to those in the lower horizons. Thin sand
streaks could indicate either an unstable regime by the end of aeolian sedimentation or modern aeolian
dusting near the cliff.

The shift from marine to sub-areal sedimentation. The composition of the pedocomplex reveals
the complex history of the retreat of the sea and shift from marine to sub-areal sedimentation.
As shown previously, the regressive tendency of the Late Khvalynian sea-lake was characterized
by a series of minor secondary transgressive phases [23]. During the Late Khvalynian time,
the northern part of the Lower Volga region was characterized by continental (subaerial)
sedimentation [15]. Micromorphological studies show that there was a break between marine and
subareal sedimentation stages.

Buried soil horizons are among the key evidence of break-in sedimentation. The upper layer of
Chocolate clays (148–160 cm) has a complicated structural organization. Initial plates are disordered
and obviously transformed by pedogenesis–a violation of initial rock fabric by a complex of biogenic,
cryogenic features and gypsum crystal crystallization. The fine granular microstructure (Figure 6A,B)
could have a polygenetic genesis, being the result of salt coagulation of clay and/or deep-freezing.
Some of the microagregates look like coprolites (Figure 6C,D). This is in contrast with the microfeatures
of the deep layers of Chocolate clays, which had not been touched by pedogenesis (Figure 14).
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Figure 14. Microstructure of mono-clay layers of Chocolate clays untouched by pedogenesis. Left–PPL;
right–XPL. (A,B)—Leninsk exposure, 25 km East of Srednaya Akhtuba section, right side bank of
Akhtuba River, 231–236 cm; (C,D)—Raigorod exposure, 20.

The upper layer of Chocolate clays in the studied pedocomplex also shows the presence of a
micro-zonal accumulation of small coal particles and biogenic pores, compact gypsum infillings,
and thin coatings (Figure 6A,B). Big gypsum crystals with an irregular shape are relic features.
Soil solutions saturated with Ca2+ and SO4

2- needed for their crystallization could circulate exclusively
with the high stand of ground water [43] that was not the case after the Early Khvalynian time. After the
cease of marine sedimentation, big gypsum crystals with jagged edges were formed in the process
of local re-crystallization. Infillings with diamond-shaped gypsum crystals were formed in adjacent
pores (Figure 6E). Crystallization of gypsum crystals enhanced the destruction of initial clay plates on
separate fragments of a smaller size. Another factor of destruction is soil biota activity (Figure 6F).

The beginning of subareal sedimentation was accompanied by mixing of the topmost disordered
layer of clays with loess material and synlithogenic soil formation. The microfeatures display
a fine granular microstructure. Signs of former biota activity include bio-tubulars and biogenic
pores–channels (Figure 6G,H). Some of the fine grain aggregates are earthworm coprolites.
The overlying layer of loess (80–100 cm) has abundant signs of ancient pedogenesis–carbonaceous
fragments of plant tissue and spores (Figure 6C), bacterial iron colonies (Figure 6D), clay-humus
microaggregates and clay films around silicate grains (Figure 6 C,E), abundant fragments of clays
assimilated in the micromass (Figure 6A), and big biogenic clay-carbonate aggregates (Figure 6F).

The chronological framework is based on published radiocarbon and OSL dates [1,9,29,31]. Based on
OSL dates for the Srednaya Akhtuba section, the “marine” stage, corresponding to the Early
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Khvalynian, transgression of the Caspian Sea started with the accumulation of Chocolate clays
interbedded with sands at 15,000 ± 100 [22]. This confirms that the accumulation of Chocolate clays
occurred during the degradation of Ostashkov (Late Weichselian) glaciation when the meltwater from
the Scandinavian Ice Sheet margin supplied the Caspian Sea that led to the Khvalynian transgressive
stage and Chocolate Clays deposition [4]. The upper layer of Chocolate clays gives the time of shift
from marine to sub-areal sedimentation at 13,000 ± 500 years [22]. The dating material was taken
from the lower part of the loess layer mixed with Chocolate clays at a depth of 145 cm that was
regarded as a roof of Chocolate clays. According to Arslanov et al. [23], the transgressive stages
of the Late Khvalynian basin with the sea level at about 0 m and 12 m occurred 14–12 ka cal BP.
The Late Khvalynian transgression coincided with increasing aridity in the Caspian region. This is
shown in the change of pollen of woody vegetation (pine, alder, birch, oak, hornbeam, willow)
towards xerophilous grassy pollen typical of semi-desert and steppe vegetation [44]. During that time,
the northern part of the Lower Volga region was characterized by subaerial sedimentation, during
which the buried soil horizon started to form above the roof of Early Khvalynian Chocolate clays.
Increasingly continental climatic conditions during the Boreal period of the Holocene resulted in the
Mangyshlak regression [45,46]. Pedogenesis that started during the time of the shift from marine to
subareal sedimentation then accompanied sedimentation of the lower part of loess sediment. This led
to the development of the buried soil in the roof of Chocolate clays and two synlithogenic soils at
100–148 and 80–100 cm. The properties of these buried soils support paleogeographic reconstruction for
the time of the last deglaciation made on the basis of pollen analyses as an arid and cold environment.

The OSL dating of the lower part of the loess layer in the Srednaya Akhtuba section gives an age
of 9.6 ± 0.6 ka [16]. Although this quartz age appears to be sufficiently reset (given the IR50 age of
9.0 ± 0.5 ka), the age may not be accurate. This dating material is a mixture of the bioturbated upper
layer of Chocolate clays and loess. The loess component was most likely to have been daylight exposed
before deposition [47–49]. The clay component was probably not further exposed to light after primary
marine deposition, but reworked in such a manner as to retain more of less all of its quartz OSL and
feldspar IRSL signals. However, this material was mixed with well-reset loess, to give an age younger
than that of the underlying Chocolate clays. The OSL date for the lower part of the Mollic horizon is
720 + 70 ka [16], which could be explained by the modern rewinding of loess material, also confirmed
by grain size distribution (Figures 10 and 11).

Modern pedogenesis. The surface Calcic Kastanozem is a full Holocene soil developed in subareal
post-Khvalynian sediments starting from the Boreal time. It has a set of features typical for
Kastanozems and reflects the present environmental conditions. The light colored Mollic horizon
is leached from carbonates. Due to a continental climate, the soil experiences winter freezing with
a lack of snow and sparse vegetation. For this reason, the Mollic horizon is subjected to a modern
cryogenic impact (crashed sand grains with their circular orientation, Figure 8D). The upper part of
the Mollic horizon has uncoated coarse grains due to leaching. The Cambic horizon is leached from
soluble salts and has a low content of carbonates. It is well-structured, with high birefringence in the
micromass and with thin fragmented clay coatings. These features are also in line with a modern
continental climate. In spring after the snowmelt and in autumn with abundant rainfall, the soil
receives enough moisture to provoke the leaching of carbonates, resulting in high mobility of the soil
matrix. Calcic horizons are also well-structured, with abundant earthworm casts (Figure 7A,B). A high
carbonate content is presented by strong micritic impregnation of the micromass and abundant hard
nodules with diffuse boundaries. There are signs of progressive aridization within the upper 40 cm:
a–upward movement of carbonates from lower horizons is indicated locally by loose infillings in
inner-pedal voids (Figure 8A,B) and plant residues (Figure 8G,H); b–upward accumulation of soluble
salts (sodium sulfates, Figure 11). The lower horizons of Kastanozem are presented by buried horizons
of Boreal and Late Pleistocene (MIS2) paleosols.



Geosciences 2018, 8, 492 19 of 21

6. Conclusions

1. The complex study of surface Calcic Kastanozem in the exposure of Srednaya Akhtuba shows that
it developed in a pedocomplex that formed between the time of the last deglaciation and Boreal
time. The pedocomplex includes a layer of loess underlain by Chocolate clay. The loess exhibits
properties typical for aeolian sediments and indicates the local source for aeolian transport
(enrichments in fragments of Chocolate clays and glauconitic grains, the similarity in clay
mineralogy and the type of salinity). Chocolate clays influence the composition of the upper loess
layer, e.g., clay fragments are responsible for its heavy texture and high gypsum content.

2. The shift from marine to subareal sedimentation was a complex process accompanied by breaks
that made the development of buried horizons of synlithogenic soils possible.

3. The features of shallow buried soil horizons confirm increasing aridity during the Late Khvalynian,
and after the Khvalynian time up to the Boreal period. The lower part of surface Calcic Kastanozem
(below 100 cm) is superimposed on shallow buried soil horizons of cryoarid soil.

4. Surface Calcic Kastanozem fully reflects modern climatic conditions of the dry steppe.
However, it is deeply influenced by shallow buried soils and Chocolate clays.

5. Srednaya Akhtuba is a unique exposure, with both marine and continental sediments of the time
of the last deglaciation. The results of this study could be further used for broader paleoclimatic
reconstructions for the whole Ponto-Caspian area.
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