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The long and fruitful career of John C. Maxwell 
came to an end on 26 January 2006, in Austin, Texas. With 
his death, the geologic community lost a compassionate, 
enthusiastic, and valuable member. Maxwell was a 
pioneering geologist, whose work underpinned many of 
our current ideas about deformation in plate boundary 
regions.

John Maxwell was born in Xenia, Ohio, 14 December 
1914. He received his B.A. from DePauw University in 
1936, M.A. from the University of Minnesota in 1937, 
and Ph.D. from Princeton University in 1946. Except for 
a brief stint at Sun Oil Company, his entire career was 
as a teacher, researcher, and educator, fi rst at Princeton 
University (1946–1970) and later as the William Stamps 
Farish Professor at the University of Texas, Austin, from 
1970 until his retirement in 1984. Maxwell never lost his ties with or respect for the geology 
done in industry. In part to preserve and honor these feelings, he was the leading driver in 
the institution of a Department of Geological Engineering at Princeton; the faculty hired in 
that department became the initial nucleus of Princeton’s subsequent program in geological/
geophysical fl uids.

Maxwell’s graduate work was interrupted by the advent of WWII. He enlisted in the Navy 
and initially was stationed in New York working in Naval Intelligence under the command of 
his thesis advisor at Princeton, Harry H. Hess. Subsequently he was posted to the South Pacifi c 
Naval Headquarters on the island of New Caledonia. 

When the war ended, Maxwell returned to Princeton, fi nished his thesis, and began his 
long residence (1946–1970) as a faculty member in the Geology Department. Together, Hess 
and Maxwell compiled a map summarizing the topographic features of the southwest Pacifi c 
from naval soundings. In addition, they began a study of the Caribbean Archipelago to test 
the idea, conceived in pre–plate tectonic days, that the Caribbean arc, as well as other island 
arcs, were precursors of Alpine-type mountain belts. Maxwell’s thesis work on Tobago was 
the fi rst of a couple dozen Princeton Ph.D. studies in the Caribbean arc extending from the 
Dominican Republic around the Lesser Antilles through the Venezuelan Coast Ranges to the 
Guajira Peninsula, Colombia. Although the ideas of Hess, Maxwell, and their students about the 
tectonics of this region became swept up and much modifi ed by the plate tectonics revolution, 
their work formed the foundation of future work on the plate tectonics of the Caribbean and 
northern South America. 

During the 1950s, Maxwell supervised a number of Ph.D. students working in northern 
and central Rocky Mountains, particularly in Montana. This work helped form the basis of our 
knowledge of the geology of this interesting region of transition from the décollement-style 
overthrust belt of the northern Rockies to the block uplifts of the central Rockies that extend 
from southern Montana to New Mexico. 
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Maxwell’s interest in ophiolites dated from his days as a graduate student at Princeton 
University working with Harry Hess. While in New Caledonia, Maxwell studied the chromite 
deposits in the enormous exposures of peridotites on the island in his spare time. In the late 
1950s and early 1960s Maxwell became interested in the work of Italian geologists on ophiolite 
complexes, particularly those exposed in Tuscany and Liguria. He presented a paper with A. 
Azzaroli at the Geological Society of America in 1962 that had great infl uence on American 
geologists. Maxwell was the fi rst prominent American geologist to accept the existence of an 
ophiolite sequence—an ordered sequence of rocks ranging from coarse-grained peridotites at 
the base to volcanic rocks at the top. Maxwell’s pioneering (for American geologists) insight led 
indirectly to widespread acceptance of the ophiolite sequence on the part of American geologists 
and to the recognition a few years later of ophiolites as fragments of oceanic crust and mantle 
formed at oceanic spreading centers.

In the 1950s, Maxwell became interested in the possibility of the formation of structures in 
unconsolidated sediments. This interest led him to a study of the slaty cleavage of the Delaware 
Water Gap, New Jersey–Pennsylvania. Maxwell was one of the fi rst workers to argue for 
development of preferred orientation of platy minerals (slaty cleavage) during deformation of 
sediment during dewatering. This pioneering work presaged current observations and ideas 
about the structural effects of deformation on water-saturated sediments, particularly in modern 
subduction zones. During two sabbatical years in Florence, Italy, he focused on studies of 
deformation, thought to be soft-sediment, in the northern Apennines. In 1964, Maxwell co-
led, with Italian colleagues, an American Geological Institute Summer Field Institute to the 
northern Apennines. This trip introduced a whole generation of young American structural 
geologists to the geology of northern Italy, in particular the northern Italian mélanges. These 
had been recognized as chaotic mixtures, containing diverse rocks in a sheared matrix of shale 
or serpentine. The trip led indirectly to the application of the mélange concept to the Franciscan 
rocks of the California Coast Ranges.

In the late 1960s, Maxwell began a mapping project in the northern California where such 
mélanges are widespread. Over the next decade or so, he and his students mapped a complete 
transect of the Franciscan rocks of the Northern California Coast Ranges. This work resulted 
in a series of about 20 abstracts and articles by him and his students, perhaps culminating in 
Maxwell’s 1973 address as retiring president of the Geological Society of America. His address, 
“Anatomy of an Orogen,” was published in the Bulletin of the Geological Society of America 
the following year. The work still stands as the only complete systematic mapping of an entire 
transect across the northern Coast Ranges of California. Thus it forms a major anchor for any 
subsequent work in this geologically interesting and important region.

Throughout his long career, John Maxwell received many awards and honors and undertook 
many responsibilities, including: distinguished lecturer, Canadian Institute of Mining (1966); 
Sigma Xi-RESA national lecturer (1967); Fulbright Scholar, Italy (1952–1953); National Science 
Foundation senior postdoctoral fellow, Italy (1961–1962); University of Minnesota Outstanding 
Achievement Award (1972); chair, Earth Sciences Division, National Research Council (1970–
1972); U.S. National Committee for the Geodynamics Project (1971–1983, chair, 1979–1983); 
president, American Geological Institute (1971); president, Geological Society of America 
(1973); Executive Committee, COCORP Project (1976–1981); and vice chair of the Board of 
the International Geological Correlation Project (IGCP, UNESCO–International Union of 
Geological Sciences; 1979–1984).

During his leadership of the U.S. National Committee for the Geodynamics Project, Maxwell 
fostered development of large true-scale cross sections of sectors of entire U.S. mountain belts. 
These cross sections were published in the GSA Map and Chart Series. They were forerunners 
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of ocean-continent cross sections of the North American continental margin and mountain belts 
that were published as part of the GSA Decade of North American Geology effort. 

Maxwell continued to maintain ties with colleagues in industry, and he authored or co-
authored a number of papers on such issues as the origin of porosity in sandstones and the 
long-term issue of available water. In an article he published on the subject of water (1965), he 
drew attention to the relative amounts of water needed to produce various crops and foods. In 
addition, he pointed out the still-unresolved critical issue of dealing with radioactive waste from 
nuclear power plants. 

John Maxwell was an outstanding and productive educator. During his career, he was the 
advisor or co-advisor to more than 60 master’s degree and Ph.D. students at Princeton University 
and the University of Texas at Austin. Maxwell was revered by his students, who invariably 
found him an enthusiastic lecturer, and a gentle, supportive advisor who never tried to push his 
own ideas onto his students. He and his wife Marian, who shared in many aspects of his career, 
made their home a welcome spot for legions of students. Maxwell’s cheerful, infectious humor 
and his hearty laugh brightened many a classroom and defused many awkward situations. All 
who knew him will miss him. He was a genuinely fi ne person.
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