
Formation of glacial landforms 

Before we can explore the different types of glacial landforms, we need to understand a little bit more about the 

forces at play. Glaciers shape the landscape in two main ways: through erosion and deposition. Basically, a glacier 

picks up materials like rocks and sediments in one place, then later sets them down in a different 

place. Erosion removes rocks and sediments, leaving behind scarred landscapes. The removed rocks and sediments 

are then deposited in different locations. Deposition builds up rocks and sediments on the landscape, creating a 

gently rolling or bumpy-looking terrain. Even after glaciers melt away, we can still see the unique landforms they 

leave behind. 

Let’s take a look at a few common glacial landforms types and how they form. 

1. Cirque 

 

A small tarn, found within a cirque. Scales Tarn and Sharp Edge, Blencathra by Philip Halling 

A steep-walled mountain basin with one open side, located at the upper end of a glacial valley. Sometimes, you will 

find a small pond (called a tarn) in the bottom of a cirque. 

Formation: Cirques become carved into the landscape at the start of valley glaciers’ paths. A cirque opens to a valley 

on one side, in the direction that the glacier moved. 

Example: Cirque Meadows in northern Colorado, USA (seen from a distance) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/293845
https://geograph.org.uk/profile/1837
https://www.google.com/maps/@40.5513149,-105.6273817,3a,75y,352.24h,101.83t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipMe3xptlA_UG8s5PkDrelQxtdbU7DB949BgbQpv!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipMe3xptlA_UG8s5PkDrelQxtdbU7DB949BgbQpv%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-0-ya57.49596-ro-0-fo100!7i8704!8i4352


2. Arête 

Long ago, an arête 

like this one separated two valley glaciers. Carn Mor Dearg Arete by David Crocker 

A sharp, spiny mountain ridge separating two glacial valleys. 

Formation: An arête forms through glacial erosion by two valley glaciers, one on either side of the ridge. 

Example: The Carn Mor Dearg arête of Ben Nevis, Scotland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/64814
https://geograph.org.uk/profile/2786
https://www.google.com/maps/@56.8033142,-4.9874587,3a,75y,142.97h,82.47t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipOE-9_sXtrgvh3yW7XdZvQzx9UzF7HhIof9OuQI!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipOE-9_sXtrgvh3yW7XdZvQzx9UzF7HhIof9OuQI%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi0-ya328.43365-ro-0-fo100!7i9728!8i4864


 

3. Horn 

The Matterhorn in 

the Alps is a great example of a horn. Photo by Pixabay 

A sharp, pointy mountain peak. Horns are places where three or more arêtes meet. At the base of a horn, you will 

find three or more cirques. 

Formation: A horn forms through erosion on all sides by three or more glaciers. 

Example: Multiple glacial horns near Laguna Parón, Peru 

4. U-shaped valley 

A U-shaped valley 

forms when a glacier moves down a mountain valley. After the glacier recedes, the U-shaped valley is left behind. 

Photo by Stephan Seeber 

https://wildearthlab.com/2021/11/06/common-landforms/#mountain
https://www.google.com/maps/@-8.9751217,-77.6325245,3a,75y,352.46h,103.41t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipPi3bB1X3cPNjK_gnj9zghgZ_mK-b3n3n1_fJZD!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipPi3bB1X3cPNjK_gnj9zghgZ_mK-b3n3n1_fJZD%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-20-ya97.999985-ro-0-fo100!7i8192!8i4096


A gently sloping valley carved out by a glacier that looks like a U from a profile view. In contrast, a valley carved out 

by running water will have a V-shape on profile. 

Formation: U-shaped valleys become eroded into the landscape by valley glaciers. 

Example: Lötschental Valley, Kippel, Switzerland 

5. Moraine 

Terminal 

moraine by Rob Burke 

Long mounds of unsorted glacial till that are deposited onto the landscape along the borders of glaciers. There are 

several different types of moraines including lateral moraines, end moraines, and medial moraines. 

Formation: Moraines form as a glacier deposits till along its sides and front. 

Example: Kettle Moraine State Forest, Wisconsin, USA (moraines create the gently hilly landscape) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://wildearthlab.com/2021/11/06/common-landforms/#valley
https://www.google.com/maps/@46.4445915,7.8839251,3a,75y,117.15h,75.33t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipNy9zlTdiYElrpuIxDmDLW4aQF9aRv0in5WS32Z!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipNy9zlTdiYElrpuIxDmDLW4aQF9aRv0in5WS32Z%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-0-ya114.99999-ro-0-fo100!7i8000!8i4000!5m1!1e4
http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/230042
http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/230042
https://geograph.org.uk/profile/827
https://www.google.com/maps/@43.508811,-88.1835575,3a,75y,319.89h,90.64t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipPsu_j891u4sy9eCy2SpHpWV8w4g1cx4-qxSdt2!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipPsu_j891u4sy9eCy2SpHpWV8w4g1cx4-qxSdt2%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-10-ya327-ro-0-fo100!7i8704!8i4352


 

6. Drumlin 

Drumlins have one 

steep end and one smooth, elongated end. Drumlin country by Gordon Hatton 

A low, streamlined hill made of glacial till with one steep end and one smooth, elongated end pointing in the 

direction that the glacier moved. 

Formation: Drumlins are depositional landforms that form beneath ice sheets. If the area around a drumlin later 

becomes flooded with water, the drumlin can become an island. 

Example: There are many drowned (island) drumlins in the Clew Bay, Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5470079
https://geograph.org.uk/profile/4820
https://wildearthlab.com/2021/11/06/common-landforms/#hill
https://wildearthlab.com/2021/11/06/common-landforms/#island
https://www.google.com/maps/@53.849092,-9.6273303,3a,75y,283.78h,86.64t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipP7tApkZC5aYGFvP-wDhnuA65nClqUuO8xMFkF6!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipP7tApkZC5aYGFvP-wDhnuA65nClqUuO8xMFkF6%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-20-ya280-ro-0-fo100!7i9984!8i4992


7. Esker 

 

Esker in Glen Lednock by Gordon Brown 

A long, winding ridge made of sand and gravel. 

Formation: Eskers form in the outwash from ice sheets. They form as sand and gravel settle out of meltwater flowing 

in streams underneath and in front of receding glaciers. If the area around the esker later becomes flooded with 

water, the esker can become an isthmus. 

Example: Eskers Provincial Park in Alberta, Canada (look for subtle, s-shaped ridges in the landscape) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/109522
https://geograph.org.uk/profile/1876
https://wildearthlab.com/2021/11/06/common-landforms/#isthmus
https://www.google.com/maps/@54.0447475,-123.1656912,3a,75y,148.2h,82.91t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipMYxGLQZnu9lqwTXbkCVQHnEQjzbHThvUhKIY8t!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipMYxGLQZnu9lqwTXbkCVQHnEQjzbHThvUhKIY8t%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-0-ya4.629207-ro-0-fo100!7i4096!8i2048


8. Kettle 

 

Devil’s Lake in Wisconsin is a classic example of a kettle. 

A depression in the earth where a buried ice block melted. Kettles are often filled with water (e.g., a kettle lake). 

Formation: A kettle forms when a large chunk of ice is deposited and buried in glacial outwash. As the buried ice 

melts, a depression forms and often fills with water. 

Example: Devil’s Lake, Wisconsin, USA 

9. Fjord 

 

A fjord. Photo by Aleksey Kuprikov 

https://wildearthlab.com/2022/12/28/common-water-features/#lakes
https://www.google.com/maps/@43.4183975,-89.7309534,3a,75y,157.38h,53.19t/data=!3m8!1e1!3m6!1sAF1QipPJut368bAhO5nOb6TSQGa7qpdf_ZOz1PDi8a2n!2e10!3e11!6shttps:%2F%2Flh5.googleusercontent.com%2Fp%2FAF1QipPJut368bAhO5nOb6TSQGa7qpdf_ZOz1PDi8a2n%3Dw203-h100-k-no-pi-0-ya39.88641-ro-0-fo100!7i5376!8i2688


A fjord is a deep, narrow inlet found along a coast. 

Formation: Fjords are carved out by valley glaciers, then fill in with ocean water when the sea level rises. 

Example: Eyjafjörður near Dalvik, Iceland 

 

https://www.google.com/maps/@66.0430019,-18.5213491,3a,75y,86.53h,90t/data=!3m7!1e1!3m5!1s5KZyhzY_XOhqHLnDIBE2Bw!2e0!6shttps:%2F%2Fstreetviewpixels-pa.googleapis.com%2Fv1%2Fthumbnail%3Fpanoid%3D5KZyhzY_XOhqHLnDIBE2Bw%26cb_client%3Dmaps_sv.tactile.gps%26w%3D203%26h%3D100%26yaw%3D86.53376%26pitch%3D0%26thumbfov%3D100!7i13312!8i6656

