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PREFACE

On December 30, 1908, thirty-four paleontologists met at Johns Hopkins University and signed a
document indicating their intent to form a professional society with the purpose of “the promotion of
the Science of Paleontology” (as stated in our first Constitution; Cleland, 1910, p. 77). One hundred
years later, we celebrate the birthday of a Society that has changed in many ways, yet remains vibrant
and strong.

Four years ago, in anticipation of this occasion, the Paleontological Society Incoming Council ap-
pointed Patricia Kelley and Richard Bambach as organizers of the Centennial Short Course. Although
anniversaries are typically times for looking backwards, we quickly decided on a different approach
for the Centennial Short Course. Certainly, history is important; after all, the past is the key to the
present (to invert a phrase), but rather than focusing on reviewing and celebrating our past achieve-
ments we have chosen to look toward the future. Thus our aim for this Centennial program has been
to look at a wide spectrum of large-scale research questions that are motivating the rising leaders in our
profession. In short, we wish to provide a picture of where the profession is headed, not concentrate
on where we have been.

Rather than recruit “the usual suspects” of established senior experts to pontificate, we asked
younger scholars of high repute to fill our program. We are all familiar with what the established
senior citizens of our profession find interesting, but we are not always aware of what is motivating
those who will be the senior leaders at the 125th anniversary of our society. We selected general areas
of study (e.g., evolution, paleoecology, geobiology), sought prominent workers in those areas who are
still in the early or middle stages of their careers, and let them designate their own specific topics for
discussion. They represent the research directions in which the profession is headed.

We asked those who accepted our invitation to (a) frame a large-scale question related to the gen-
eral topic that fit their research goals and (b) prepare their presentation to both discuss the significance
of the question and illustrate how we can address that question with some actual results from finished
or ongoing research. Thus we asked each contributor to touch on general theory and concepts, but
also to present specific, data-driven or concrete information. After all, research results are what bring
general questions to life. They are necessary to give perspective on where we are in fulfilling our
overarching research agendas.

We attempt to touch on the full spectrum of intellectual activity in the profession, with scholars
drawn from all the general subdisciplines of paleontology (micropaleontology, invertebrate paleontol-
ogy, vertebrate paleontology, paleobotany) who also represent a cross-section of research approaches
(from systematics to ichnology to biogeography). The contributions range across the geologic time
scale, from the Archean to the Recent, and we also worked for a demographic balance among the
participants (in terms of institutional pedigree, geographic region, gender, type of institution). We
recognize that our coverage of the discipline of paleontology is necessarily incomplete. (At one time
we thought of asking PS Council if we could have two weeks for this short course, rather than a day!)
Nevertheless, we are excited about the diverse group of contributors we have assembled, and the
range of topics they cover. No matter what your own specialty is, we believe you will learn something
interesting from the program about what paleontology is and can be. It is not a short course in the tra-
ditional sense; it is a short course on what is going on in the discipline as a whole.
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We hope to avoid the peculiar feeling of datedness common when one reads most anniversary
reviews. The Journal of Paleontology editors asked Raymond C. Moore to review “the general status
of paleontology near the three-fourths mark in the 20th century” (Moore et al., 1968, p. 1327), and he
recruited 48 colleagues to write brief essays on the developments in their specialty areas covering the
previous half century and looking ahead, too. It is curious now to look at that compilation (Moore et
al., 1968). Of the fifty brief essays, only two are conceptually based; the remainder are descriptive of
techniques and methods, discuss work done in particular geographic regions, or (thirty-seven of the
fifty) deal with particular taxonomic groups. Many of the authors were obvious senior leaders in the
profession at the time (including all the winners of the Paleontological Society Medal up to that time,
eleven who subsequently received the award, and numerous distinguished foreign scholars). How-
ever, very few of the younger scholars who were shaping the “paleobiology revolution” at that time
are represented. Although several of the essays make comments that accurately forecast the direction
the field moved in the coming years (those by Axelrod, Schindewolf, Newell, and Simpson are par-
ticularly forward looking), the overall impression is that this is the field as it had been, not the field
that was developing into modern paleontology. It will be interesting in the future to see how closely
today’s program connects to the developments in paleontology in our second century.

The program does begin with some history. The two “old fogeys” on the program (Kelley, Bam-
bach) give us some background on the development of the profession, and then a younger historian
of science with a personal connection to paleontology (Sepkoski) examines how the fossil record has
been regarded as a source of evolutionary data from Darwin’s time to the near present. The topical
paleontological presentations start with evolution in deep time (Allwood on Archaean stromatolites,
Love on molecular biomarkers, Xiao on Ediacaran events, and Peterson on possible connections be-
tween genetics and the nature of the Cambrian Explosion). Evolution remains on stage as Hunt con-
siders evolution within lineages, Boyce deals with the evolution of plant physiology from the leaf
record, and Motani follows the evolution of functional morphology in ichthyosaurs. Systematics and
phylogeny link up in the papers by Sumrall and Brochu. Large-scale patterns in the fossil record get
their due from Lockwood on the role of extinctions in the history of life, Stigall on relationships be-
tween paleobiogeography, paleoecology and macroevolution, and Peters on the role of macrostratig-
raphy in paleobiology. Aspects of paleoecology are dealt with by Tapanila on the direct evidence of
symbiosis using trace fossils, Bush on comparative paleoecology of fossil assemblages, and Wilf on
leaves as environmental recorders. Dietl ends the program by discussing innovative applications of
evolutionary and ecological principles to societal issues.

Our hope is that this wide-ranging suite of conceptual discussions will provide insight into the
direction in which paleontological thinking is developing as the Paleontological Society embarks on
its second century.
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