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Crocodiles in Greenland and Hippos in London: A Fossil-Fueled 
Tour of Past and Future Climates 

Earth’s climate is driven by the interaction of solar 
energy with land, sky, and oceans. While this has always 
been the case, shifting positions of continents and the ever-
changing chemistry and currents of oceans and air have 
created a world with a complex history. Most of Earth 
history has occurred during greenhouse conditions when 
there were no polar ice caps. Less common were icehouse 
conditions when there were polar ice caps that waxed and 
waned between glacial and interglacial periods. This 
history is written in stone and told by fossils. Fossil plants 
from 50 million years ago show that the polar regions were 

ice free and densely forested and that tropical rainforests 
reached middle latitudes. The talk will take you from the 
Amazon Basin to the High Arctic and into Deep Time as 
he explains our planet’s history by visiting fossil sites on 
different continents and using them to reconstruct lost 
worlds, extinct biomes, and ancient climates. Recent 
advances in geochronology allow the fossil record to be 
dated with increasing precision, thus providing some 
context for understanding climate change and global 
warming in the present and future. 
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Professional Interests: 

Kirk Johnson studies fossil plants, terrestrial stratigraphy, 
geochronology and dinosaur extinction and works in a 
museum environment where good science and public 
communication of science are equally valued. He has 
published many popular and scientific articles on 
topics ranging from fossil plants and modern 
rainforests to the ecology of whales and walruses. He 
is best known for his research on fossil plants that is 
widely accepted as some of the most convincing 
support for the theory that an asteroid impact caused 
the extinction of the dinosaurs. Since 1997, he has 
supervised the Denver Basin Project, a 
multidisciplinary NSF-funded effort to understand and 

interpret the paleontology, geology, and hydrology of 
the rocks beneath Denver. This work has led to the 
discovery and analysis of a 64 million-year-old 
tropical rainforest in Colorado. His research has also 
taken him to Alaska’s Bering Sea, the Brazilian 
Amazon, the Canadian High Arctic, the rainforests of 
New Zealand, the Gobi desert, India, China, Patagonia, 
and the American West. 

He is presently working on research projects in Patagonia, 
Manchuria, Wyoming, and Denver. Between 1990 and 
1995, he led a team that planned, and built the 
Museum’s award-winning exhibition Prehistoric 
Journey and he continues to design museum exhibits 
and other media to popularize Earth Sciences. Kirk 
loves to work with closely with artists to create 
accurate paintings, murals, and dioramas of prehistoric 
landscapes. The Ancient Denvers series of 14 images 
can be seen at the Denver Museum of Nature & 
Science and the Ancient Colorado series of ten 
paintings can be seen in the Colorado Convention 
Center. He is now involved in the initial stages of 
designing a new Hall of the Earth at the Denver 
Museum of Nature & Science. 

Links: 

Ancient Denvers  
http://www.dmns.org/main/minisites/ancientDenvers/ 
index.html 

Ancient Colorado  
http://www.dmns.org/main/en/General/Exhibitions/ 
content/ancientColorado.htm 

 


