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In 1879 the first edition of G. K. Gilbert’s
volume on the geology of the Henry Moun-
tains left the Government Printing Office.
That Jandmark contribution included a
chapter entitled “Land sculpture” in which
Gilbert developed the concept of equal ac-
tion and interdependence between land-
forms and the processes acting on them, a
theory of “dynamic equilibrium.” A decade
later, William Morris Davis in a lecture to
the National Geographic Society on the
rivers and valleys of Pennsylvania proposed
“to go back ... to the early date when
central Pennsylvania was first raised above
the sea and trace the development of the . . .
river systems . . . from their ancient begin-
ning to the present time” and thus deter-
mine the denudation chronology of the cen-
tral Appalachians. Gilbert and Davis, in
what might well be considered the first
decade of modern North American geomor-
phology, revolutionized the discipline with
these ideas.

As part of its series on the state of knowl-
edge of North American geology and geo-
physics in this decade, the Quaternary Geol-
ogy and Geomorphology Division of the
Geological Society of America has produced
a volume that represents a century of re-
search on the landscape of North America.
This volume is testimony that the themes
that Gilbert and Davis advanced, the dy-
namic interaction of landforms and surface
processes and the erosional history of land-
scapes, remain as strong as ever within mod-
ern geomorphology.

Organized by physiographic regions, this
is an ambitious work, a synthesis that out-
lines significant advances and points to im-
portant areas for future research. Since Gil-
bert and Davis, classic geomorphic prob-
lems of landscape evolution—the evolution
of large river systems, such as the Appala-
chian drainage and the Colorado River sys-
tem, and the development of widespread
erosion surfaces, such as occur in the Front
Range of the Colorado Rockies and in the
Sierra Nevada—while by no means resolved,
have been attacked with the benefit of new
tectonic models of crustal deformation as
well as increased stratigraphic detail and
absolute-age control. Remote-sensing tech-
nology has provided a regional view of the
landscape, supplied important analogies for
understanding landforms on other planetary
surfaces, and enabled analysis of previously
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inaccessible terrain. Still, vast areas of the
continent—the Arctic Lowlands, the Cana-
dian Shield, the Alaskan Coastal Ranges,
and the Basin and Range—remain relatively
understudied, and our knowledge of land-
form evolution in these areas is rudimentary
and fragmentary.

Process geomorphology studies have ad-
vanced to such a degree that detailed bud-
gets of sediment production, storage, and
output can be constructed for small drainage
basins; weathering rates and residence time
can be calculated for regolith profiles like the
Piedmont saprolites; and microlaminations
in desert varnish can be correlated with
climate change. But the lack of coverage of
certain topics clearly highlights the need for
future research. The dearth of information
on the fluvial terraces in the Appalachians
and the Atlantic and Gulf Coastal Provinces,
despite their significance for measuring neo-
tectonic crustal adjustments and for under-
standing the response of river systems to
sea-level fluctuations and Quaternary cli-
mate change, is one example. Likewise, far
more work is needed before we understand
the range in magnitude of earth surface
processes and the relative effect of different
frequency processes in land sculpture.

Given the diversity of the regions and
topics covered, this book is a tremendous
resource. I found the chapters that dealt
with areas with which I am unfamiliar the
most interesting. For example, the chapter
on the Canadian Shield is excellent. Here,
the glacial landforms, spectacularly illustrat-
ed with aerial photographs, are presented as
distinct assemblages forming concentric
zones about the Keewatin Ice Divide, as-
semblages that provide clues to the dynam-
ics of the ice sheet. From this perspective the
book excellently fulfills the function of edu-
cating geomorphologists about different re-
gions and should play an important role as a
starting point for research. Nevertheless, the
coverage is by no means uniform or exhaus-
tive; instead individual chapters and, in
most cases, sections of chapters are stand-
alone contributions that stress the important
research in each region. The inevitable un-
evenness of the writing is a small price to
pay for the expert commentary on so vast a
subject.

Finally, the volume is a bellwether for
geomorphic research in North America.
One clear trend, evident in nearly every
chapter, is the increased attention to the
interplay of tectonism and geomorphic
processes. Geomorphic data are used to
determine rates of tectonic processes (for
example, uplift of the Nicoya Peninsula in
Costa Rica), and landform evolution is ex-
plained in conjunction with well-con-
strained tectonic data (for example, the evo-

lution of the Columbia River system). Most

important, though, is the broad regional

view that the contributors to this volume

have provided by using data collected dur-

ing a century of research to focus once again

on the geologic evolution of a continental
landscape.
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Samples of the Solar System

Meteorites and Their Parent Planets. HARRY
Y. McSWEEN, Jr. Cambridge University Press,
New York, 1987. xii, 237 pp., illus. $24.95.

Meteoritics is a difficult subject to present
at an elementary level. One cannot assume
that the reader understands the nuances of
petrology, radioisotope dating, celestial me-
chanics, or of many other specialized topics
that are integral parts of the study of mete-
orites. In Meteorites and Their Pavent Plan-
ets, however, Harry McSween succeeds re-
markably well in presenting this complex
subject in a way that any well-educated
person can understand.

After an introductory chapter that sum-
marizes the history of the study of meteor-
ites, the book is arranged in a series of paired
chapters, the first of which summarizes what
is known about a given category of meteor-
ites and the second of which describes what
is inferred about their parent bodies. The
jargon of meteoritics is defined in the text,
and these definitions are supplemented by a
comprehensive glossary at the back of the
book. Specialized topics such as radioiso-
tope dating, partial melting and fractional
crystallization, and metamorphism are ex-
plained in brief asides as they become im-
portant to the discussion. An especially valu-
able aspect of this mode of presentation is
that it gives the reader a feeling for the
nature of science as a process, not simply an
accumulation of facts. McSween clearly
shows that there are alternative interpreta-
tions of the data and many unresolved ques-
tions. The annotated references at the end of
each chapter are helpful in steering the
interested reader toward more complete dis-
cussions of certain topics and to the primary
literature.

The style and format of McSween’s book
contrast with those of another recent semi-
popular book on the subject, Thunderstones
and Shooting Stars by R. T. Dodd. Although
Dodd covers much of the same material as
McSween, his presentation is less technical,
as in his rather clever analogy between a
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