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David Meredith Seares Watson 
ranks as one of  the outstand­
ing vertebrate paleontologists 
o f  the 20th century. His stud­
ies have covered a wide range 
o f  vertebrates, touching upon 
all o f  the classes and concen­
trating on the lower tetrapods 
and their ancestry among the 
fishes. As new areas o f  study 
caught his interest, each be­
came the base o f  a line o f  re­
search which persisted through 
much o f  his career, so that his 
contributions form a series of 
parallel themes which carry 
through a period of about
50 years.

Professor Watson was the son o f  Dr. David and Mary (Seares) Watson. He was born 
in Manchester, England, on June 18, 1886. His early education was in a private school 
and then in the Manchester Grammar School until 1904. lie began his university 
training at Manchester University as a student in chemistry, but his interest rapidly 
turned to  paleontology when on vacation he chanced to discover a deposit o f  Carboni­
ferous p lant fossils. He began publication upon these materials early, while he was still 
a s tudent at Manchester University. Papers on ferns, Lepidodendron, and coal balls 
continued to  appear for several years and to dominate his earliest contributions.

In 1907 Watson received his B.Sc. with 1st Class Honors and in 1909, while he was 
a Demonstrator in Geology at Manchester, he was awarded his M.Sc. While searching 
for fossil plants during this period, he discovered a deposit o f  plesiosaur bones, and 
these turned his interest toward vertebrate paleontology which then became his main 
field o f  study. In 1909 he was appointed Lecturer at University College, London, and 
in 1921 he became the Jordell Professor o f  Zoology and Comparative Anatomy at that 
institution, a position which he held until his retirement in 1951. After retirement, 
he remained active until 1963, spending considerable time in the United States and 
broadening his work by studies o f  new materials in the museums in America.

While still concentrating on plant fossils during 1908 and 1909, Watson published 
his first works on vertebrates, one on a placoderm from the Old Red Sandstone, and 
another on Jurassic plesiosaurs. From then on, primitive fishes, amphibians, and rep­
tiles occupied the center o f  the stage. Two world wars interrupted  his work tem po­
rarily and took  him into quite unrelated areas. In 1916, Watson became a lieutenant in
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the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, and in 1918, a captain in the Royal Air Force, in 
research on airship and balloon fabrics! Again, in 1942 he was appointed Secretary in 
the Scientific Food Policy Subcommittee of  the Food Policy Committee o f  the War 
Cabinet. Earlier, in 1933, he had become a member o f  the Agricultural Research Com­
mittee, and during the years 1939-1940, he was Secretary o f  the Council. His full 
bibliography includes such papers as “Beef Cattle in Peace and War” (1943) and 
“Science and Government” (1942).

Professor Watson’s studies on vertebrate animals centered in three principal areas: 
(1) morphology and function, (2) systematics and phylogeny, and (3) mechanisms o f  
evolution. Like that o f  most paleontologists, his work had an opportunistic aspect, 
concentrating upon what chanced to be at hand or what his field studies had un­
earthed. Thus it was directed largely by the kinds o f  vertebrate fossils which occur in 
the British Isles and by those o f  the areas which he visited during his trips abroad. The 
studies of fishes and amphibians were inspired largely by British materials, but his 
work on primitive and mammal-like reptiles largely stemmed from interests developed 
in South Africa and North America.

The collections o f  Carboniferous fishes and amphibians of  the Hancock Museum 
in Newcastle kindled a persistent interest in the evolution of  early amphibians and 
started Watson on a search for the ancestors o f  tetrapods. With E. S. Goodrich in 
England and W. K. Gregory in the United States, he firmly established that the ances­
try o f  amphibians lay among the rhipidistian, crossopterygian fishes. Three major 
papers, in 1919, 1926, and 1929, were devoted to  the morphology and phylogeny o f  
Paleozoic and Mesozoic amphibians. These became classics upon which almost all later 
work on labyrinthodont and lepospondylous amphibians has been based. Two o f  his 
latest papers, in 1962 and 1963, were continuations o f  analyses o f  problems raised in 
this first series. In the meantime extending his interests to  modern amphibians, Watson 
published a searching analysis o f  the problems o f  the origin o f  the anuran amphibians.

Functional analysis of vertebrates is a recurrent theme in Watson’s work and in­
directly tempered all o f  his studies. His early interest in plesiosaurs led him to an inves­
tigation o f  the mechanics o f  locomotion o f  these large, paddle-swimming “sea m on­
sters.” Far afield, he delved into the flight mechanics o f  the extinct flying reptiles, 
the pterodactyls. In each o f  these areas, his work set a trend which has been developed 
by others more versed in physics and engineering. These efforts, in which extinct 
vertebrates were seen as dynamic living creatures rather than merely bones to be 
described, were accompanied by inquiries into the nature o f  the evolutionary pro­
cesses. Papers with titles such as “ A Discussion o f  the Present Status o f  the Theory o f  
Natural Selection” (1936), “ The Mechanisms of Evolution” (1949), and “ Is Macro­
evolution a Reality?” (1952) show his continuing interest in the theoretical aspect o f  
paleontology.

One o f  the major events that shaped Watson’s research was a trip to the richly fos- 
siliferous Permian-Triassic formations o f  the Karroo Desert o f  South Africa. This ven­
ture from 191 1 to 1912 stimulated a lasting interest in the therapsid reptiles and their 
relationships to  mammals. Along with Robert L. Broom and Frederick von Iluene, he 
traced the source o f  mammals to this group o f  “ mammal-like” reptiles and sought 
their more remote origins in the primitive pelycosaurian reptiles, best known from the
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United States. Papers on the cranial m orphology o f  members o f  the therapsids, in 
particular the cynodonts and dicynodonts, and the evolution o f  therapsids appeared 
throughout the rest o f  his career. Like m any students o f  this area, he was drawn to a 
study o f  the living egg-laying mammals, the m onotrem es, and he made important 
contributions to the understanding o f  the m orphology o f  the puzzling pair o f  living 
forms, the duck-billed platypus and echidna.

Interest in the Karroo fossils and the search for their ancestors carried Watson on 
the first o f  his m any trips to the United States in 1915. During this trip he visited the 
Permian redbeds o f  Texas, long famous for their fossil amphibians and reptiles, more 
primitive and earlier than those o f  the Karroo and broadly ancestral to  them. This 
American trip began a continuing series o f  studies o f  the roots o f  the reptiles and, with  
E. C. Case, S. W. Williston, and F. von Huene, Watson brought order and understanding 
to the early phase o f  reptilian radiations, establishing a classification which was long  
accepted. Even today, it maintains a strong influence on all phylogenetic studies o f  
these extinct animals. During the decade o f  the 1950s, during which Watson spent 
considerable time in the United States, work on the problems o f  early reptiles was 
renewed with classic studies on Bolosaurus and the classification o f  reptiles and studies 
o f  milleretids, primitive reptiles from Africa, seem ingly transitional betw een cotylo- 
saurs and lepidosaurians.

The Permian o f  Russia has held fascination for students o f  early reptiles since the 
earliest report o f  fossil remains from the Copper Sandstones in 1770. They have been 
obscured until recently by the curtain o f  the Russian language which few  westerners 
managed to master. Reptiles and amphibians (interm ediate betw een those o f  North  
America and South Africa) have com e from the Permian-Triassic deposits o f  the Soviet 
Union. Watson, more than m ost paleontologists, had an interest in the potentials o f  
these materials and the Russian publications on them . In 1931 he was appointed  
a foreign correspondent o f  the Academy o f  Sciences o f  the U .S.S.R . and in 1936 was 
made an Honorary Member o f  the State Soviet Paleontological Society. He visited the 
Soviet Union in 1945 and thereafter m aintained close associations with the Russian 
paleontologists. He aided in bringing inform ation on the Russian reptiles and amphi­
bians to the attention o f  the rest o f  the world, efforts that finally reached maturity in 
very recent decades.

Beginning in 1934, Watson made several trips to  the United States and received 
many honors from this country. In 1934 he was the James Arthur Lecturer o f  the 
American Museum o f  Natural History and in 1939 became an Honorary Member o f  
the National Academy o f  Sciences. In 1941 he received the Mary Clark Thompson 
Medal o f  the Academ y. In 1946 he became a Foreign Member o f  the Society o f  Verte­
brate Paleontology and in 1955 an Honorary Member o f  this organization. He became 
a correspondent o f  the Geological Society o f  America in 1950 and an Honorary Mem­
ber o f  the Academ y o f  Arts and Sciences in 1953. Similar honors came to  him from 
other countries, including France, Germany, South Africa, India, Sweden, Australia, 
and, o f  course, England.

After his retirement from  University College, London, in 1951 , Watson accepted an 
appointm ent as Alexander Agassiz Professor at Harvard University, Cambridge, Massa­
chusetts. There, working w ith Professor A. S. Romer, he entered one o f  the m ost
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productive periods o f  his career. He traveled widely in the United States during this 
time and was received with a mixture o f  awe and affection at universities and m u­
seums across the land. His work during this period and through the rest o f  the decade 
ranged widely over the area o f  fossil vertebrates, from the nature o f  the m ost primitive 
fishes through work on classification o f  the therapsids, and even to “ Africa and the 
Origin o f  Man” in 1949. His approaches to studies o f  American materials from a fresh 
point o f  view have influenced the later work o f  American paleontologists and are re­
flected in all o f  the studies that came from his hand during his late years.

Professor Watson brought prodigious energy, a great breadth o f  knowledge, and a 
phenom enal mem ory to the field o f  vertebrate paleontology. He enriched it by some 
140 publications, including books, monographs, and scientific reports. He worked  
within a solid framework o f  evolutionary theory (largely within a classical framework) 
m ostly before the advent o f  efforts to apply population genetics and ecological con­
cepts to the study o f  vertebrate evolution. The evolutionary questions he asked and 
the theoretical basis o f  his inquiries into the field o f  evolution have, o f  course, be­
com e som ewhat outm oded. Like the data and system atic analyses which he presented, 
however, they have served to establish a stable base within which the present day 
investigations find their roots.

Professor Watson retired in 1963 from active research when he felt that the great 
m emory upon which he had so long depended was beginning to fail. His work up to 
that time on fishes, amphibians, reptiles, the origin o f  mammals, and primitive mam­
mals stands today as a m onum ent to a great career spanning half a century. The annals 
o f  vertebrate paleontology have been immeasurably enriched by the work o f  this 
great scientist.

S E L E C T E D  B IB L IO G R A P H Y  O F  D .M .S . W A T SO N

1906 On a “fern” Synangium  from the Lower Coal Measures of Shore, Lancashire: Jour. Royal 
Micr. Soc., p. 1-3.

1908 On the Ulodendroid Scar: Manchester Mem., v. 52, p. 1-14.
------  Note on the occurrence of Coccosteus minor, Hugh Miller: Geol. Mag., v. 5, p. 431.
1909 A preliminary note on two genera of the Upper Liassic plesiosaurs: Manchester Mem., 

v. 54, p. 1-28.
------------------- Lim ulus woodwardi,  sp. nov. from the Lower Oolite of England: Geol. Mag.,v. 6, p. 14-16.
1910 Upper Liassic Reptilia. Part II. The Sauropterygia of the Whitby Museum: Manchester 

Mem., v. 54, 13 p.
1911 The skull of Diademodon,  with notes on those of some other cynodonts: Ann. Mag. Nat. 

Hist., ser. 8, v. 8, p. 293-330.
------  Note on some British Mesozoic crocodiles: Manchester Mem., v. 55, 13 p.
------  The skeleton of Eystrosaurus, Mesosuchus browni,  gen. et sp. nov., Eosuchus colletti,

gen. et. sp nov.: Records Albany Mus., v. 2, p. 287-299.
1912 The larger Coal Measures Amphibia: Manchester Mem., v. 57, p. 1-14.
1913 Further notes on the skull, brain, and organs of special sense of Diademodon : Ann. Mag.

Nat. Hist., ser. 8, v. 12, p. 217-228.
------  Batrachiderpeton lineatum ,  Hancock and Atthey, a Coal-Measure Steocephalian: Proc.

Zool. Soc. London, p. 949-962.



MEMORIAL TO DAVID MEREDITH SEARES WATSON 5

------  The Beaufort beds o f  th e  Karroo System  o f  South Africa: Geol. Mag., v. 10, p. 388-393 .
1914 The zones o f  th e  Beaufort Beds o f  the Karroo System in South Africa: Geol. Mag., v. 1, 

p. 203-208.
------- Notes on Varanosaurus acutirostris: Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist., ser. 8, v. 13, p. 297-310 .
------- Pleurosaurus and the homologies o f the bones o f  th e  tem poral region in the lizard’s skull:

Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist., ser. 8, v. 14, p. 84-95.
------  On the skull o f a pariasaurian reptile, and on  the relationships o f th a t ty p e: Proc. Zool.

Soc. London, p. 155-180.
------  Eunotosaurus africanus and the ancestry o f  the Chelonia: Proc. Zool. Soc. London,

p. 1021-1038.
------  (and Hankin, E. H.) On the flight o f  pterodactyls: A eronautical Jou r., v. 72 , 20 p.
1916 On the structure o f  th e  brain-case in certain lower Permian te trapods: Am. Mus. Nat. 

History Bull., v. 35, p. 611-636 .
------- The m onotrem e skull: A contribu tion  to  mammalian m orphogenesis: Royal Soc. London

Philos. Trans., v. 207, p. 311-374 .
1917 The evolution o f the te trapod  shoulder girdle and forelim b: Jour. A nat., v. 52, p . 1-63. 
------  A sketch classification o f  the pre-Jurassic te trapod  vertebrates: Proc. Zool. Soc. London,

p. 167-186.
1918 On Seymouria, the m ost primitive know n reptile: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, p. 267-301 .
1919 The structure, evolution and  origin o f th e  A m phib ia-T he “orders”  Rhachitom i and 

Stereospondyli: Royal Soc. London Philos. Trans., v. 209, p. 1-73.
1920 On the C ynodontia: Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist., ser. 9, v. 6, p. 506-524 .
1921 On the coelacanth fish: Ann. Mag. Nat. Hist., ser. 9, v. 8, p. 320-337.
------- The bases o f  classification o f th e  T heriodontia: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, p . 35-98 .
1923 (and Gill, E. L.) The structure o f certain Paleozoic Dipnoi: Linn. Soc. Jour. Zool., v. 35, 

p. 163-216.
1924 The elasm osaurid shoulder girdle and  fore lim b: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, p. 885-917 .
1925 The structure o f  certain palaeoniscoids, and the relationships o f th a t group w ith o ther 

bony fishes: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, p . 815-870.
1926 The evolution and  origin o f  the Amphibia: Royal Soc. London Philos. Trans., v. 214, 

p. 189-257.
1928 Paleontology and th e  evolution o f  man [Rom anes L ec tu re ]: O xford, C larendon Press, 28 p.
1929 The Carboniferous Am phibia o f  Scotland: Palaeontologia Hungarica, v. 1, p. 221-252 .
1931 On the skeleton o f a bauriam orph reptile: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, p. 1163-1205.
1934 The in terp retation  o f  arthrodires: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, p . 4 37 -464 .
1936 A discussion o f  the present state o f  the theory o f natural selection: Royal Soc. London 

Proc., v. 121, p. 43-73 .
1937 The acanthodian fishes: Royal Soc. London Philos. Trans., v. 228, p. 4 9 -14 6 .
1940 The origin o f frogs: Royal Soc. Edinburgh Trans., v. 59, p. 397-410 .
1942 On Permian and Triassic te trapods: Geol. Mag., v. 79, p. 81-116.
1943 Beef cattle in peace and war: Emp. Jour. Exp. Agric., v. 11, p . 191-228 .
1948 Dicynodon and  its allies: Proc. Zool. Soc. London, v. 118, p. 823-877.
1949 The evidence afforded by fossil vertebrates on the nature o f evolution, in Jepson, G. L., 

Mayr, E., and Simpson, G. G., eds., Genetics, paleontology and evolution: Princeton, N. J., 
Princeton Univ. Press, p . 45-63 .

------  The mechanism o f  evolution: Proc. Linn. Soc. London, v. 160, p. 75-84 .
------  Africa and the origin o f m an: Royal Inst. G t. Britain Proc., v. 34, p. 4 80-485 .
1951 Paleontology and m odern biology: New Haven, Yale Univ. Press, 216 p.
1952 Is m acroevolution a reality?: New York Acad. Sci. Trans., v. 14, p. 202-203.
1954 On Bolosaurus and the origin and classification o f reptiles: Bull. Mus. Comp. Zool.,

v. 111, p. 299-449.
------- A consideration o f  ostracoderm s: Royal Soc. London Philos. Trans., v. 238, p. 1-25.



6 THE GEOLOGICAL SOCIETY OE AMERICA

1955 The evolution o f  the mammalian ear: Evolution, v. 7, p. 159-177.
1956 The brachyopid labyrinthodonts: British Mus. Nat. History Bull., G eology: v. 2, p. 315-391. 
------  (and Romer, A. S.) A classification o f thcrapsid reptiles: Bull. Mus. Comp. Zool.,

v. 114, p. 35-89.
1957 On Milkrosaurus and the early history o f the sauropsid reptiles: Royal Soc. London 

Philos. Trans., v. 240, p. 325-400.
1960 The anom odont skeleton: Zool. Soc. London Trans., v. 29, p. 1 31-205.
1962 The evolution o f  the labyrinthodonts: Royal Soc. London Philos. Trans., v. 245, p. 219-265.
1963 On growth stages o f branchiosaurs: Palaeontology, v. 6, p. 540-553.




