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Coastal Problems: Geomorphology, Ecology, and Society at the
Coast, H. Viles and T. Spencer, 1995. New York: Wiley, 350p.
ISBN 0 470 235 225 (Hb), $59.95; ISBN 0 470 235 195 (Pb),
$31.95.

This collaborative effort attempts at a holistic approach to
the understanding of coastal problems. Emphasis is on inte-
grating coastal geomorphology, ecological workings, and so-
cial needs. The main point of the book is that coastal prob-
lems cannot be fully understood without a detailed under-
standing of the workings of coastal biogeomorphological sys-
tems. Heather Viles is a Fellow of St. Catherine’s College,
University of Oxford, and Tom Spencer is a University Lec-
turer in the Department of Geography, University of Cam-
bridge, and a Fellow of Magdalene College in Cambridge. Vi-
les and Spencer acknowledge geographer David Stoddart for
his continuing inspiration, and in particular, for introducing
them to the wonders of the tropics—a region from which they
pull many coastal examples.

The book has eight chapters: Chapter 1, The Coastal Con-
text, lays the groundwork by identifying the major coastal
problems, providing fundamental characteristics and princi-
ples of the coastal zone, and introducing various approaches
to the study and solution of these coastal problems. For ex-
ample, Viles and Spencer note that Geographical Information
Systems (GIS) is an increasingly attractive method to present
a number of different solutions, but the problem with GIS-
style applications is that they assume that coastal landforms
are passive. The authors remind us throughout the book
that. . .“it is unrealistic and unhelpful to consider the coast
in such a passive way” (p. 16). The coast is far too dynamic
and thus complex. In Chapter 2, How Coasts Work, they build
on this concept by discussing the fundamentals and dynamics
of coastal systems, such as plate tectonics and coastal type,
global warming and sea level rise, wave processes in the
shore zone, the influences of tides, and coastal ecology.

Chapters 3-7 are more formula driven, using Inman and
Nordstrom’s (1971) coastal classification scheme. These chap-
ters describe the nature and distribution of different coastal
environments—Chapter 3, Sandy Coastlines: Beaches and
Dunes; Chapter 4, Rocky Coasts: Cliffs and Platforms; Chap-
ter 5, Coastal Wetlands; Chapter 6, Coral Reefs; and Chapter
7, Cold Coasts: Permafrost, Glaciers, Sea Ice and Fjords. Each
chapter discusses the characteristics, processes, environmen-
tal problems, and potential solutions peculiar to that coastal
environment. Furthermore, there are two or more case stud-
ies in each chapter to exemplify the complexities involved,
with the point always being made that there are no easy so-
lutions and that one must begin by understanding the com-
plex, physical basis of coastal problems. Their final message,
however, is made in Chapter 8, Managing the Coast: Coping
with Coastal Problems, that an understanding of the physical
basis of coastal problems is not enough. One must also deal
with the equally complex social constraints on human inter-
actions with the coastal environment, i.e., the social, cultural,
political, legal, economic, and ethical ramifications of coastal
resource management.

The major strength of the book is that it addresses the
causes and manifestations of, and some possible solutions to,

a range of coastal problems from a physical geographical per-
spective. Anyone interested in a good introduction to coastal
geomorphology will get their money’s worth. Additional
strengths of the book include its international perspective, its
excellent use of case studies, and a reference list of over 500
items. Furthermore, all maps, diagrams, and photographs
are crystal clear. This is a handsomely constructed book.

If there is a weakness in this book, perhaps it is the book’s
subtitle—"Geomorphology, Ecology, and Society at the
Coast.” It gave this reader the impression that these three
elements—geomorphology, ecology, society —would be equal-
ly treated, which they are not. Two-thirds of this book is
clearly coastal geomorphology, with only one third |or less]
devoted to the complexities of ecological fundamentals, soci-
etal demands, and management alternatives. The authors do
acknowledge on page 3, however, that no one book can . . .ad-
dress all sides of the problem in sufficient and equal detail.”
[ certainly agree!

Although I personally would have liked to see a more bal-
anced presentation, [ still like this book very much, and have
already recommended it to my undergraduate and graduate
students pursuing an emphasis in coastal resource manage-
ment. If you are a geographer, geologist, or environmental
scientist looking for an upper division textbook that stresses
the geomorphologic perspective on coastal management, you
should take a serious look at this highly readable and appro-
priately priced book.

Gary A. Klee
San José State University
San José, California

Holocene Cycles—Climate, Sea Levels, and Sedimentation: A
Jubilee Volume of the Journal of Coastal Research in Celebra-
tion of the 80th Birthday of Rhodes W. Fairbridge (Special
Issue No. 17), Finkl, C.W., (ed.), 1995. Coastal Education and
Research Foundation, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, 402p., $60;
[SBN 0-938415-06-9.

In honor of the eightieth birthday of renowned geologist Dr.
Rhodes W. Fairbridge, the Journal of Coastal Research has
dedicated this voluminous hardcover edition to a field in
which he had considerable influence: the study of Holocene
cycles. Including an introduction by the editor, a foreword by
Fairbridge, and a “Selected Bibliography of Short-Term Cy-
cles” by Sanders and Fairbridge, the volume consists of 49
chapters, written by authors from several countries and ac-
ademic specialties. Each of these chapters (excepting the
three mentioned above) is written in review article format,
and consists of either original research by the author(s), a
summary of the author’s previous research, or a general lit-
erature review. The book is subdivided into four parts: Part
A, entitled “Climate, Proxies, and Chronology™; Part B, enti-
tled “Holocene and Late Pleistocene Eustasy and Climate™;
Part C, entitled “Sea Level, Neotectonics and Technoeusta-
sy”; and Part D, entitled “Solar, Luni-Solar and Planetary
Cycles™.

Journal of Coastal Research, Vol. 13, No. 3, 1997



Book Reviews 981

Part A is comprised of 14 chapters dealing with climatic
reconstruction and its associated methodology. A wide variety
of instrumental and proxy data sources have been employed

by the authors including: instrumentally-measured records of

air temperature, flood levels, and zooplankton biomass
(Chapters 4, 5, 6); radioactivity levels in lake- and seabed
sediments (Chapters 7, 10); geological records of glacial move-
ment (Chapter 8); the occurrence and thickness of fossil soil,
mud, clay, and mixed luvial deposits (Chapters 9, 12, 15, 16);
dendrochronological records (Chapter 11); sedimentological
evidence for expansion and contraction of water bodies
(Chapter 13); archaeological records (Chapter 14); and the
formation of geomorphological features on coasts (Chapters
17, 18). Although regular and quasi-regular climatic cycles
ranging in length from 14 months to 3,000 years are dis-
cussed by the majority of the authors, the remaining re-
searchers (in Chapters 8, 13, 14, 18) did not report periodic-
ities in their data (it should be noted, however, that the re-
search on radioactivity was aimed at testing the usefulness
of the technique, rather than at discovering cycles).

Part B consists of 16 chapters discussing Holocene and
Late Pleistocene climatic and global sea level changes (eus-
tasy), and their interrelationship. The section begins with a
selective literature review, in which Jelgersma and Tooley
identify three distinct phases of sea level change during the
last 18,000 years: 18-6 kA BP, when meltwater discharge
caused rapid sea level rise; 6kA-100A BP, when local and
regional sea level was controlled by processes such as subsi-
dence, uplift and reclamation; and 100A BP-present, when
human impacts have been both locally important, and mea-
surable, owing to the introduction of precision instrumenta-
tion. The majority of articles in this section use geomorpho-
logical records of coastline change as indicators of previous
sea levels, although other techniques, such as marine faunal
analysis (Chapters 21, 27), are included. Perhaps what is par-
ticularly notable in this chapter is the nearly global coverage
it provides, incorporating articles from Asia, Europe, Austra-
lia, and the Americas.

Part C deals with relative sea level changes which owe
their origins to local or regional causes, particularly tectonic
disturbances. Apparently contradictory findings are reported
in this section; while Gornitz (Chapter 40) used data from
four sites around the world to demonstrate that relative sea
level change is predominantly eustatic, Long and Tooley
(Chapter 41), and Wyroll ¢t al. (Chapter 43) state that tec-
tonics was the more important factor in their regions of study
(Southern Britain, and Western Australia, respectively). Sev-
eral other interesting explanations of relative sea level
change are presented in Part C, including Morner’s mecha-
nism of feedback-coupling between the solid earth and the

hydrosphere (Chapter 36), the change in ocean basin size
(tectonoeustasy) discussed by Rona (Chapter 37), and the
complex combination of eustasy, tectonics, and tidal factors
espoused by Scott and Medioli (Chapter 39).

Part D discusses astronomical cycles and the effects they
may have on Earth systems. Three chapters (45, 48, 49) deal
with solar angular momentum and inertial motion, while two
(46, 47) address the perhaps more widely-known ideas of Mil-
ankovitch orbital variations and sunspot cycles. Also included
in this section is a paper of interest to historically-minded
readers which speculates on how astronomical forces caused
particularly high concentrations of icebergs in the North At-
lantic in 1912, leading to the sinking of the Titanic.

Holocene Cycles is sturdily-bound in an eye-catching yellow-
orange hardcover. The quality of the printing and figures is
generally very good, although several diagrams, notably
those in Chapters 22 and 32, are very small and difficult to
read. Page breaks to separate the four parts would be helpful,
but are conspicuously absent. The only chapter the reviewer
found objectionable was Robert Currie’s article “Spectrum
Analysis of the Nile River Delta” (Chapter 5), which consists
largely of scathing attacks on particular individuals as well
as entire disciplines. It is the opinion of the reviewer that
such unrestrained mockery belongs neither in this volume,
nor in any academic journal. Nevertheless, the book is a
wealth of information on cyclic phenomena in the recent past
and the methods used to study them, incorporating interna-
tional research from a wide variety of disciplines including
geology, climatology, geomorphology, astronomy, oceanogra-
phy and coastal studies. While this approach is very effective
on the whole, a few of the articles from non-English speaking
countries are somewhat difficult to read, owing to the poor
quality of the grammar and syntax. Also to its detriment, the
book offers little in the way of synthesis; although Charles
Finkl provides a brief overview of its contents in the intro-
duction, the volume does not, for the most part, tie together
disparate aspects of the study of periodic phenomena in the
Holocene. In conclusion, then, Holocene Cycles is an excellent
compilation of diverse research papers, and at $60 U.S.,
would be a wise investment for a specialist in the field of
Quaternary studies. On the other hand, since it serves as
neither an introduction to, nor an overview of, cyclic phenom-
ena in the Holocene, it should not be purchased by students,
teachers, or researchers seeking a general reference.

David A. Pepper

Coastal Morphodynamics Laboratory
Department of Geography and Anthropology
Louisiana State University

Baton Rouge, Louisiana
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