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EDITORIAL 1 

Literature compilations in palynology are not simply tedious lists 2 

 3 

During the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s, pre-Quaternary palynology expanded at a phenomenal 4 

rate due largely to the exponential increase of the use of palynomorphs as marker fossils by 5 

the oil and gas industry worldwide (Woods 1955, Wilson 1961). Research activity in 6 

Quaternary palynology also increased substantially at the same time (Erdtman 1958). 7 

Because of the remarkably high numbers of papers on palynomorphs being published then, 8 

compared with earlier decades, several palynologists produced catalogues, compilations, 9 

indices, stratigraphical syntheses and the like in order to document the increasing numbers of 10 

taxa, and aspects such as their geographical and temporal extents. 11 

An example of these type of publications is the Catalog of Fossil Spores and Pollen, a 12 

major series which was issued between 1957 and 1985 (Traverse et al. 1970). In the marine 13 

realm, Alfred Eisenack of Tübingen, Germany and several of his colleagues oversaw a 14 

comprehensive catalogue on acritarch and dinoflagellate cyst genera and species, providing 15 

line drawings/photographs, location/stratigraphical details and the original diagnoses. The 16 

first volumes in this series included Eisenack and Klement (1964) and Eisenack (1967), and 17 

the final ones were Eisenack and Kjellström (1981a, 1981b). Following the death of Alfred 18 

Eisenack in 1982, this well-circulated catalogue (Katalog der fossilen Dinoflagellaten, 19 

Hystrichosphären und verwandten Mikrofossilien) was revived (e.g. Fensome et al. 1991). 20 

One of the most enduring and useful series of these compilation style publications is the 21 

‘Lentin and Williams’ index of dinoflagellate cysts. This lists alphabetically all dinoflagellate 22 

cyst genera, and their respective species, subspecies and varieties. Pertinent comments 23 

regarding the taxonomic history (combinations, emendations, synonyms etc.) and the age of 24 

the holotype are included. The inaugural dinoflagellate cyst index was Lentin & Williams 25 

(1977), and the latest iteration (Williams et al. 2017) is the ninth update. 26 

One of my long-standing interests is the provincialism and stratigraphical ranges of 27 

Triassic to earliest Cretaceous dinoflagellate cysts. Clearly this type of work has a global 28 

dimension and requires that all publically available relevant data are synthesised. Hence it is 29 

important that I know of, and have access to, all the literature on this subject. Thus, during 30 

2008, I decided to compile a list of all the papers ever published on Triassic, Jurassic and 31 

earliest Cretaceous dinoflagellate cysts, and to keep it up to date. In order to do this, I listed 32 
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all the items of pertinent literature I had at that time. To complete this task, I perused the John 33 

Williams Index of Palaeopalynology (JWIP) to ensure that I captured all the necessary 34 

contributions. The JWIP is a comprehensive, cross-referenced pre-Quaternary literature 35 

collection (Riding et al. 2012). I spent several weeks in the Natural History Museum in 36 

London ploughing through the many Mesozoic items in John William’s unique literature 37 

collection and updating my list of papers. At that time the JWIP was being kept up to date on 38 

a daily basis, so I was confident that I had as complete a list of literature as was humanly 39 

possible. Consequently, I decided that it would be a good idea to publish my alphabetical-by-40 

author listing of these items, together with geographical and stratigraphical details and other 41 

keywords. This was issued as Riding (2012), which included 1347 contributions. Naturally, I 42 

had inadvertently overlooked some papers, and new contributions are continually being 43 

published. Therefore in the intervening years I have published four supplements (Riding 44 

2013, 2014, 2019a, 2019b) which, between them, gave the details of 531 more papers. The 45 

concept remains broadly similar but has evolved in that doi numbers are now included, the 46 

keywords are more comprehensive and the major papers included are briefly summarised. 47 

Specifically, Riding (2019a, 2019b) included regional summaries. All these five papers 48 

obviously are available as pdfs and are hence searchable. It is hoped that interested users will 49 

use these files to locate literature on specific stratigraphical intervals and/or geographical 50 

regions. For example if an oil company was interested in prospects in say the Middle Jurassic 51 

of eastern Siberia, it would be a simple matter to search these pdfs for contributions on 52 

biostratigraphy and other relevant disciplines such as palaeogeography or thermal maturity. 53 

To increase the usability of these five publications I have amalgamated all the 1878 papers 54 

into a single alphabetical listing that is hosted online on the AASP – The Palynological 55 

Society website (Riding 2019c). It is intended that this list will be updated as and when future 56 

supplements are published. 57 

However, the purpose of this Editorial is not to promote these compilations of the 58 

literature on Triassic to earliest Cretaceous dinoflagellate cysts, rather it is to encourage 59 

others to undertake similar endeavours. There are many practitioners worldwide with the 60 

experience and means to do this. Typical candidates would be mid- to late-career researchers 61 

who have all the information and knowledge immediately to hand. Alternatively there may be 62 

early-career researchers, or research students, who have a pressing need to know the state of 63 

the art on, for example, Devonian spores or Paleogene/Neogene dinoflagellate cysts. Within 64 

our subject all palynomorph groups are important, but there are certain topics that are of 65 
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particularly high impact whether this be academically, economically or both. Early 66 

Palaeozoic spores, Mississippian and Pennsylvanian pollen/spores, Paleogene dinoflagellate 67 

cysts and Neogene pollen are examples of these. If you have the requisite experience and 68 

interest, may I encourage you to consider compiling an alphabetical listing of all the papers 69 

on, for example, chitinozoa, Ordovician acritarchs or Triassic pollen and spores? It does not 70 

take such a long time and emphatically should not be seen as a ‘stamp-collecting’ exercise, 71 

rather the necessary first step to gaining a comprehensive overview of a specific topic. All 72 

compilers would derive major benefits from accruing the full set of relevant papers. I can 73 

unequivocally guarantee that you will find obscure gems that you were hitherto unaware of, 74 

and that you will come out of the exercise a much better informed palynologist. It is 75 

eminently possible that you will discover authors you did not even know existed. It is equally 76 

inevitable that your future studies will be more comprehensive than they otherwise would 77 

have been. Furthermore, the endeavour may well immediately stimulate collaborations, or 78 

help instigate other lines of enquiry. Added to all this, you will have performed a very 79 

valuable service to other palynologists working in whatever field, both now and in the future. 80 

Remember that we live in an era of ‘big data’, machine learning and mathematical 81 

modelling. Hence a comprehensive knowledge of the literature can be critical in studies with 82 

a global perspective (e.g. Mullins et al. 2006, Pound et al. 2011; 2012, Woods et al. 2014, 83 

Boyd et al. 2018). More generally, if scholars of the fossil record and the diversity of life 84 

such as John Alroy, Mike Foote, Robert Rohde and Jack Sepkoski had been able to access 85 

compilations such as the ones I have described, their groundbreaking databases and research 86 

would have been far easier to compile (e.g. Sepkoski 1981; 1984, Sepkoski et al. 1981, Raup 87 

and Sepkoski 1982, Foote and Raup 1996, Foote and Sepkoski 1999, Foote 2000, Rohde and 88 

Muller 2005, Alroy et al. 2008). On a spectacularly more prosaic note, a digital list of 89 

references is always useful when compiling bibliographies. 90 

I truly hope that this opinion piece will inspire more compilations to be collated. I 91 

have to concede that this is not particularly ‘sexy work’, which inevitably leads to several 92 

high impact publications. However, these compilations are often consulted on a daily basis by 93 

their core-users but, sadly, they typically are not particularly highly cited. Please do not 94 

immediately think that literature compilation is a relatively menial task that will take you 95 

away from more ‘important’ work. These collections of references do not have to include 96 

regional syntheses like in Riding (2019a, 2019b), or be in any way interpretive. Compilations 97 

can be simple bibliographical lists (e.g. Warrington 1980, 1981). They do not have to be 98 
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peer-reviewed or published, and can simply be hosted online, as in Riding (2019c). Of 99 

course, placing compilations online has the distinct advantage that the list can be updated at 100 

any time. 101 
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