
No. VIII.—Obituary Notices : Ethel D. Currie, James Gordon 

ETHEL D . CURRIE, D . S C , P h . D . , F . R . S . E . , F . G . S . , F . M . A . — 
E t h e l Dobbie Currie (1899-1963) dedicated her life to Geology, 
achieving high eminence bo th in adminis t ra t ion and in research. 
She ma tched her concern for the well-being of her science with 
an a l t ru ism and an integri ty t h a t allowed her to give uns t in ted ly 
t h e greates t personal assistance to fellow geologists old and 
young, in furtherance of their work and in t he use of t h e 
collections submi t t ed to her care. 

H e r whole professional career was spent in t h e Univers i ty of 
Glasgow. She gradua ted under Professor J . W . Gregory in 1920, 
a n d after a shor t period as Demons t ra tor in his d e p a r t m e n t was 
appoin ted Assis tant Curator of the geological collections in t h e 
Hun te r i an Museum. There she had the onerous tasks of bringing 
into order and cataloguing t he minerals, rocks, and fossils t h a t , 
some going back to William H u n t e r ' s day , were t h e riches of 
near ly two hundred years ' accumulat ion, and t h a t were rapid ly 
increasing in number as generations of s tudents and researchers 
came a n d went . This office work, laborious and never-ending, 
was in i ts na tu re less well known to t h e public t h a n i t deserved 
to be; a n d visitors to t h e Museum were be t t e r acqua in ted wi th 
her th rough t h e m a n y exhibits she prepared to i l lustrate var ious 
aspects of Geology, notably the instruct ional show-cases in 
petrology, mineralogy, and palaeontology, a n d in t h e illustra­
t ion of evolut ionary lines. In her la ter years , wi th t h e exper t 
technical he lp of Mr. F . Munro, she took a special in teres t in 
the morphology and relations of fossil ve r t eb ra t e s : t h e exhibi ts 
she prepared , i l lustrated b y exquisitely constructed models in 
supplement to ac tual fossils, are unique of thei r k ind a n d are 
a witness to t h e meticulous accuracy and t h e exhaus t ive 
thoroughness of her work. She used the exhibits t o effect in 
teaching and exposition t h a t were not t he least of her contr ibu­
t ions as a member to t h e Universi ty . Her aid was also enlisted 
on innumerab le occasions in providing information for a whole 
hos t of visitors to t h e Museum, whom she was quickly con­
cerned to make welcome. He r long and devoted service was 
recognised b y t h e Universi ty when she was promoted t o t h e 
grade of Senior Lecturer in i960. She retired in 1962. 

H e r interests in research were palaeontological. I n her early 
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days she described, as oppor tun i ty offered, collections of fossils 
t h a t came to t h e Museum. These included number s of sea-
urchins from overseas, and she became an au tho r i ty on Mesozoic 
a n d Ter t i a ry echinoids especially of Africa a n d southern Asia, 
publ ishing descriptions of faunas from Cyprus , Somali land, 
E th iop ia , Kenya , Persia, Samaria , and B u r m a . She also 
described xiphosurs from Lesmahagow, Mesozoic corals from 
Somali land, a n d even collections of rock specimens from t h e 
Silurian. Some of this work appeared in t h e first volumes of 
Monographs of t he Hun te r i an Museum, a series she helped 
Professor Gregory to establish. 

L a t e r she extended her interests beyond morphology a n d t h e 
descriptions a n d recording of genera and species; and in a 
sequence of papers on Promicroceras and o ther Jurass ic 
ammoni t e s she i l lustrated morphogeny in cephalopods as a 
process revealing t he effects of differential growth ra tes a n d of 
ontogenet ic a l lometry . H e r discernment and her t echnique en­
abled her t o m a k e notable advances in palaeontological t heo ry 
t h a t in the i r t u r n were to serve her in good s tead when she 
began a comprehensive description of t he Scott ish Carboniferous 
goniat i tes . This work, which tu rned out to be her m a g n u m 
opus, h a d i ts germs in an analysis of t h e fauna of Skipsey 's 
Marine B a n d :— a first thorough s t u d y of a n y Scot t ish U p p e r 
Carboniferous mixed fauna, published b y t h e Society in 1937. 
I t expanded in to a detailed account of every known species 
and va r ie ty — almost every informative specimen — of Scott ish 
gonia t i te . T h e formidable t a sk was highly rewarding, for i t 
resulted n o t only in an i l luminating monograph on fossil t ypes 
b u t also in a version of Carboniferous s t r a t ig raphy of major 
i m p o r t a n c e : Dr . Currie for t h e first t ime no t only gave precision 
t o t h e zonal sequence of t he s t ra ta , b u t demons t ra ted t h e grea t 
g a p in t h e N a m u r i a n series, delineated Lower from U p p e r 
Carboniferous, a n d proved t h a t t he rocks of t h e Calciferous 
Sands tone g roup in all the i r goniati t ic horizons belong t o t h e 
Vis6an s tage . She finally rounded off her work on goniat i tes b y 
discussing, in her President ial Address t o t h e Society, ecology 
and hab i t s as revealed in different shapes of shell. 

Dr . Curr ie sustained t h e Society with her suppor t for m a n y 
years ; a n d a l though she was modest to t h e point of diffidence 
he r wor th was recognised in he r repeated election t o t h e Council . 
H e r choice as Vice-President was in na tu ra l sequence, a n d in 
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1952 she became t h e first woman Pres ident in t h e hundred years 
of t h e Society 's his tory. T h e Roya l Society of Ed inbu rgh be­
s towed upon her a similar distinction when she became in 1949 
one of t h e first th ree women ever admi t t ed t o t h e Fel lowship — 
a n d i t also recognised her high abil i ty and t h e ou t s tand ing 
qua l i ty of her work when i t awarded her t h e Neill Pr ize in 1945. 

T . N . G . 

JAMES G O R D O N . — J a m e s Gordon was born in Glasgow on 6th 
April , 1886, a n d lived in t he c i ty unt i l his dea th on 18th May, 
1962. A b o u t 1931 h e joined his father-in-law's business in High 
St ree t a n d la te r became a member of t h e Incorpora t ion of 
Fleshers , a n d the reby a Burgess of t he Ci ty of Glasgow. His 
in teres t in t h e c i ty led h im to join t h e Old Glasgow Club, and 
t o follow closely t h e changes recorded in the i r Transac t ions . 
H e also became a member of t h e Andersonian N a t u r a l His tory 
a n d Microscopical Society (now the Andersonian Natura l i s t s ) , 
a n d th i s aroused his interest in geology. H e a t t ended Dr . 
Tyrre l l ' s evening classes for m a n y years a n d eventual ly joined 
our Society in 1951. 

J a m e s Gordon ac ted as joint audi tor for t h e Society for 
several years a n d was a familiar figure a t lectures and on 
excursions, from which h e was seldom absent . His presence a n d 
his enthusias t ic suppor t for t h e Society will be m u c h missed b y 
his fellow-members. 

A . F . 
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       Ethel Dobbie Currie  

 

The above obituary was published in Transactions of the Geological Society of 

Glasgow, Vol. 25 (1963), pages 98-100. 

 

 


