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In contrast to the traditional systems of physiographic
regions based upon genetic factors, maps of land-surface
form in the United States have been developed by Edwin
H. Hammond from an empirical analysis of the land sur-
face. The basic maps of this group are those on pages 62-
64, which show the occurrence of landform types defined
in terms of a selected group of surface characteristics. The
regional map (below) is a more generalized representation,
roughly comparable in degree of detail to the regionaliza-
tions of Powell and Fenneman. On it the country has been
partitioned into ten major divisions, six for the contermi-
nous States and Hawaii, and four for Alaska. The conter-
minous area is further subdivided into 35 provinces.

Since no specific hierarchy of regional boundaries is
established on the larger scale maps, there is no unequivo-
cal basis for combining the small areas into landform
regions of larger size. The attempt has been made to reach
a compromise between strict adherence to a systematic
hierarchical scheme and a mere equalization of subdivi-
sion size. Most of the boundaries between provinces on

CLASSES OF LAND-SURFACE FORM IN THE UNITED STATES

In accordance with these principles, five properties of
land-surface form were selected for use on the maps.
These are: 1) percentage of area occupied by surfaces of
gentle inclination (less than 8% or 4°35’); 2) local relief,
that is, maximum difference in elevation within a limited
area; 3) percentage of gently inclined surface that lies in
the lower half of the local relief; 4) percentage of area
occupied by sand, ice, and standing water; and 5) pattern
of major crests, peaks, and escarpments. The first three
characteristics are used as the basis for a simple classifica-
tion (shown in the map legend on page 63), from which
each class of land-surface form is designated by a 3-item
code, such as B3a. In this example, the “B” indicates
that 50 to 80% of the area is occupied by gentle slopes; the
“3” signifies that the maximum local difference in eleva-
tion is 300-500 feet; and the “a” means that more than
80% of the gently sloping land lies in the lower half of the
elevation range. In areas of very little gentle slope (D) or
very low relief and great smoothness (Al), the third des-
ignator is omitted. The coded classification for each sepa-
rate area is shown directly on the map. In addition, differ-

eral one becomes highly conscious that he is dealing with
a sloping surface.

Since local relief is defined as maximum difference in
elevation within a local area, it is necessary to specify a
fixed size for that local area. Experimentation led to the
selection of a unit square six miles across. A unit of this
size is neither small enough to cut individual slopes in two
nor large enough to embrace areas of excessive diversity,
nor to distort local relief figures by adding in long regional
slopes.

The class boundary values chosen throughout the
classification are essentially arbitrary and have no critical
significance. Those for percentage of area in gentle slope
and for vertical position of gentle slope afford a conven-
iently small number of classes with roughly equal class
intervals. For local relief the class interval is broadened as
the relief increases, following the idea that for most pur-
poses there is progressively less concern with small abso-
lute differences in relief as the relief becomes greater. For
surface materials the 10% figure is a reasonable threshold
value at which the presence of sand, ice, or water becomes

The shift of emphasis from structure and develop-
mental history to character of the surface form produces
significant departure from the earlier maps. By way of
example, the Fall Line, which separates the Appalachian
Piedmont from the Atlantic Coastal Plain on the Powell
and Fenneman maps appears here as a boundary in only a
few short segments. Although it represents a major break
in geologic structure, it forms a much less fundamental
dividing line for surface configuration. The narrower val-
ley floors, more rolling divides, and somewhat higher ele-
vations which distinguish the Piedmont surface from that
of much of the inner Coastal Plain are only in places
distinctive enough to warrant being set apart by a class
boundary. Much the same is true for the southern bound-
ary of Fenneman’s Superior Upland, where an important
geologic boundary is effectively masked by a cover of
glacial drift that imparts a similar configuration to the
surface on both sides of the lithologic line.

Conversely, the Classes of Land-Surface Form maps
emphasize certain other distinctions that the Fenneman
and Powell maps do not. Examples may be seen in the
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CLASSES OF LAND-SURFACE FORM SCHEME OF CLASSIFICATION
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