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Abstract
This paper provides the complete list of papers that were read and discussed in graduate seminars run in 1998
and 2001 by Professor Donald Johnson of the University of Illinois. A literature sleuth, Professor Johnson’s
courses provide insight into what he thought were the major papers and books that helped guide and advance
the fields of soil geomorphology in particular, and geomorphology in general. To his list I have taken the
liberty of adding some papers that he either missed or was too modest to include, i.e. some of his own!
Delving into the deep literature is hard work. I hope that this paper shows the appreciation that I have for
the effort that Professor Johnson put into this task, over many years. In this era of rapid knowledge and
literature expansion, it is also my hope that this list helps budding (and seasoned) geomorphologists to delve
into the classic literature.
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I Introduction

In 1998 and again in 2001, Professor Donald Lee

Johnson (1934–2013), a soil geomorphologist

and zoogeographer in the Geography Depart-

ment at the University of Illinois (Figure 1),

taught a graduate seminar on a topic that he

loosely called ‘Landmark Papers’. This paper

examines the readings from these seminars,

recovered from Professor Johnson’s archives.

This listing not only provides insight into Profes-

sor Johnson’s conceptual viewpoints and biases

regarding the fields of geomorphology and soil

geomorphology, but also forms a valuable

synopsis (in my opinion) of the ‘classics’ in these

fields, many of which might otherwise have been

forgotten.

Professor Johnson was a highly respected edu-

cator and scholar in his own right. Over the

course of his career, he taught 10 different

courses in physical geography, soil geomorphol-

ogy, and zoogeography at Illinois. Always active

in research and usually considered an ‘out of the

box’ thinker, he authored over 80 papers in refer-

eed journals, prior to his retirement in 2003 and

his untimely passing in 2013. He twice (in

1990 and 2013) received the G.K. Gilbert Award

for Excellence in Geomorphological Research
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from the Geomorphology Specialty Group of the

Association of American Geographers, for his

papers on soil evolution (Johnson and Watson-

Stegner, 1987) and bioturbation (Horwath Burn-

ham and Johnson, 2012). Most importantly, he

was the consummate literature scholar and

library rat, always searching for, photocopying,

and reading obscure and classic papers, many

of which had previously been ‘buried’ in history

and essentially forgotten. Several of his pub-

lished works emphasized the point that the dis-

coveries of today had often been made years

ago, but were forgotten, ignored, lost, or incor-

rectly refuted. For example, in his recent GSA

Special Paper, Johnson (2012) devoted an appen-

dix to the early observations on mima mounds by

two celebrated geologists, Joseph LeConte and

Grove Karl Gilbert. This paper illustrated not

only the keen observational skills of LeConte and

Gilbert, but also showed how Johnson under-

stood and valued the works of his predecessors.

In another paper (Johnson, 1994), he unearthed

the early nomenclature for tropical soil horizons

(M, S, and W), and made the point that it not only

‘fit’ many of these soils better than our current A,

B, and C designations, but that the two systems

have much in common.

These two examples point out that, in this era

of knowledge explosion, the ‘literature sleuth’

abilities of some scholars like Johnson are of

great value. Indeed, it is becoming increasingly

difficult to keep track of new scholarly contribu-

tions that are being published (like this one!). As

a result, internet article tracking, citation web

networks, bibliographic websites, and other

types of scholarly ‘alert’ software have become

popular, in order to keep abreast of current and

newly published papers. Lost in this modern-

day, internet-based shuffle, however, are the

foundation papers, the classics. This fact under-

scores the importance of the ‘Classics in physi-

cal geography revisited’ series in this journal.

But what are the classics in physical geogra-

phy, or in geomorphology, or even more nar-

rowly stated, in soil geomorphology? Which

papers should be included in a list of classic

geomorphology papers? And who should make

these types of decisions?

Clearly, such lists will vary as a function of

subfield (e.g. soil geomorphology, fluvial geo-

morphology) as well as by individual. In this

paper, I take advantage of a list of classic, or

landmark, papers compiled by Donald Johnson

in the late 1990s. I argue that someone of Pro-

fessor Johnson’s stature, academic interests, and

long history of scholarship make him an excel-

lent source for this type of ‘evaluative literature’

endeavor. Although his list is, itself, worthy

of publication, I also add some commentary

regarding themes across the list, and I also

provide a few additional papers – ones that Don

may have missed. Because my (and his)

research specialty is soil geomorphology, these

two lists are necessarily biased toward that field.

The purpose of this paper is to provide one

such list of classic papers, as originally com-

piled by Professor Johnson for two of his grad-

uate seminars. It is my belief and hope that this

list will be useful to others who value what has

come before, and what has been published pre-

viously. It is also my hope that this list will

inspire other scholars to continue their reading

and research in geomorphology and, of course,

not to ignore the ‘classics’.

Figure 1. Donald Johnson, as photographed in 2005
by Diana Johnson.
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II The seminars

Professor Johnson led two seminars on what

he called ‘Landmark Papers’. I do not have

access to a syllabus for the 1998 seminar, but the

2001 seminar was specifically titled ‘Major turn-

ing points in the Life-Earth-Soil-Atmospheric-

Environmental Sciences, A.D. 1750–2000’.

That syllabus states that the course is designed

to, ‘instill . . . an appreciation and vicarious

experience of the conceptual roots and major

turning points in the life-earth-soil-atmospheric-

environmental sciences over the past two and a

half centuries’. In the seminar, two or more papers

were read and critically examined each week.

Appendix 1 is a complete listing of the 130

‘Landmark Papers’ assigned by Professor John-

son for the two seminars. The listing begins

(perhaps appropriately) with an 1898 paper by

G.K. Gilbert, and ends with a few 1998 papers

(the year of the seminar).

Although most of the Landmark Papers are

written in English, the listing is truly interna-

tional in scope. Many of the early papers

revolved around the early concepts of landscape

change, the geographic cycle, peneplanation,

and the evolution of slopes. Particularly of note

are several papers on the formation of the chan-

neled scablands of the Pacific Northwest. Many

of the papers have a clear soil geomorphic

theme, and appear to refer especially to work

in Africa and Russia. Professor Johnson was

an advocate for the importance of bioturbation

on soil formation (Johnson, 2002; Johnson

et al., 1987, 2005), as well as its importance in

slope processes (Johnson, 1993; Johnson et al.,

1990). This emphasis clearly pervades the list.

The list also includes several papers that are

contrary to the philosophical beliefs that John-

son held, but out of fairness (and for the sake

of completeness) he has included them as well.

Also of note from the list are several classic

papers on paleosols and buried soils.

Professor Johnson always felt that, in science

and in geography, you could not get it right if

you studied just one thing, or worked exclu-

sively within one mindset or paradigm. Rather,

he encouraged his students and colleagues to

study the entire environment (physical and bio-

logical) that surficial phenomena occur within.

This approach, reasoning and bias explain the

wide variety of papers and topics within this list.

III Additional papers

To the list provided in Appendix 1, I took the lib-

erty of adding a few more (see Appendix 2).

I was very selective in this assessment, including

only those papers that most geomorphic scholars

would believe to be classics within soil geomor-

phology, or ones that I believe will eventually

become classics. It is my hope that the (incom-

plete) lists provided in Appendices 1 and 2 pro-

vide the literature sleuth in everyone with a full

range of titles, and guide them toward a more

enriching research background.

IV Conclusions

Donald Johnson was a teacher, a scholar, an

explorer, a field person, and an adventurer

(Figure 2). Ever curious, he traveled the world

seeking answers to the question: how do Earth

Figure 2. Donald Johnson, as photographed in 2004
by Diana Johnson. Don was a consummate field
geomorphologist. Here, he is examining the soils and
sediments at Point Lobos (California) State Park.
Shown here is a mima mound cut by wave action in
the park’s ‘mound meadow’, at Weston Beach.
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systems really work, and how do soils fit in?

Don was a thoughtful and generous man, a true

inspiration to everyone he met.

He knew the value of the historical literature

and the foundations it has established in the

field of soil geomorphology specifically, and

in the field of geomorphology in general. Many

people think of him as someone who thought

‘outside the box’, and that is true. However,

what he primarily strove for in science was to

put more ‘in the box’ – for example, by empha-

sizing fauna in the O soil-forming factor (biotur-

bation) in the development of soils and slopes.

In summary, this brief paper, written by a for-

mer PhD student of Professor Johnson, stands as

a testament to the insight and hard work of Pro-

fessor Johnson – a man who saw value in the

classics, and inspired everyone around him to

appreciate them as well.

Appendix 1: The complete,
chronological listing of the
‘Landmark Papers’ from Don
Johnson’s 1998 and 2001 seminars

Note: Because the papers are listed in this Appen-

dix with their complete citations, they are not

repeated in the References section below. Papers

from the same year are sorted alphabetically.
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