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Obituary 
PROF. DAVIDSON BLACK, F.R.S. 

T HE untimely death of Prof. Davidson Black, 
which occurred on March 15 at the age of 

forty-nine years, deprives the Cenozoic Laboratory 
of Peking of its honorary director, who had unique 
qualifications of knowledge, temperament and 
technical training to make him the ideal man for 
such a position. Not only had he in high degree 
the competence and personal qualities for the 
work, but he also had the enterprise and courage 
boldly to pursue the adventurous policy which has 
met with such conspicuous success. When he 
entered the University of Toronto, Prof. A. B. 
Macallum recommended him before entering the 
Faculty of Medicine to acquire some general train
ing. Acting on this suggestion, Davidson Black 
studied anthropology and took an arts degree. 
After qualifying in medicine he became instructor 
in anatomy in the Medical School of the Western 
Reserve University at Cleveland, Ohio. At the 
end of 1913 he was made assistant professor of 
anatomy under Prof. Wingate Todd, and after his 
marriage he came to England and worked at 
comparative neurology in my department in the 
University of Manchester. 

At that time I was working on the reconstruction 
of the Piltdown skull and the study of the endo
cranial cast obtained from it, and for purpose of 
comparison had collected casts of all the known 
fossil human skulls. This work aroused a much 
greater interest in Dr. Davidson Black than the 
brains of the Dipnoi in which I was trying to 
engage his interest, and he at once made himself 
familiar with all of the material I had collected, 
and informed me that that was the kind of work 
to which he was determined to devote his life. 
He at once set to work to train himself for such 
a career, acquiring the t echnical experience and 
studying the geological literature which was 
essential for the field work he contemplated. His 
attention was arrested by the writings of a fellow 
Canadian, Dr. William D. Matthew, at that time 
a member of the staff of the American Museum of 
Natural History in New York. In particular he 
was fascinated by the work entitled "Climate and 
Evolution" which was published in the Annals of 
the New York Arodemy of Science,s, and this gave 
Davidson Black the complete conviction that 
China was the place where primitive man was 
likely to be discovered. Hence in 1916 when, after 
his military service, he was offered the position of 
professor of neurology in the Peking Union Medical 
College, he at once accepted the offer under the 
conviction that it coincided with the ideas he had 
formed as to his career. 

In Peking, Davidson Black found a group of very 
agreeable colleagues with whom he entered into 
relationships of close friendship, in particular with 
Dr. A. W. Grabau, the professor of palreontology 
in the National University of Peking, who was 
destined later on to suggest the name Sinanthropu.s 

pekinensis which Davidson Black adopted for his 
great discovery. To the group of young geologists 
in Peking, Grabau was the guide and friend. His 
delightful dinner parties served the purpose of 
keeping this group au courant with progress of 
geological knowledge, and also gave them per
spective and a wide outlook upon the subject. In 
the course of the conversations which took place 
at these dinner parties, Davidson Black learned of 
the observation made by Prof. Schlosser in 1903 
of the discovery near Peking of an intriguing tooth 
which might be that of a primitive man. This 
served still more to deepen his conviction that 
Peking was the promised land of his ambition. 

When, in 1926, Dr. Gunnar Anderson announced 
that the expedition working under his direction 
had found an early Pleistocene tooth, a discussion 
arose as to whether or not it was human. Its 
finder was indignant that the newspapers referred 
to it as the "Peking Man". Dr. Davidson Black 
did not hesitate. He regarded it as a definite con
firmation of the hopes aroused by the writings of 
Matthew and Schlosser as to the early man he had 
gone to China to discover. In 1927 he published 
(in Palreontologia Sinica) a detailed description of 
the tooth which Dr. Bohlin had found, and on the 
basis of the evidence he cited he founded the new 
genus and species for which, on the suggestion of 
Prof. Grabau, he applied the name Sinanthropu.s 
pekinensis. 

The severe criticism to which Davidson Black 
was exposed had no other effect upon him than 
to make him redouble his efforts to establish the 
proof of the claim he had put forward, and to 
intensify the search for fresh material. He had a 
little brass case made to contain this tooth which 
he attached to his watch chain, and he made a 
tour of the world trying to enlist the support of 
the palreontologists of Europe and America for 
the new genus he had created on the evidence of 
the tooth. The excavations which were carried on 
at Chou Kou Tien under his direction resulted in 
1928 in the discovery by Dr. Birger Bohlin, work
ing in conjunction with the Chinese geologists 
Dr. C. C. Young and Mr. W. C. Pei, of fragments 
of two jaws in association with pieces of brain 
cases, and the evidence confirmed the validity of 
the genus founded on the basis of the tooth in 1927. 

The importance of the work accomplished during 
the two years covered by the first appropriation 
of the Rockefeller Foundation led in 1929 to the 
renewal of the grant and the creation of a special 
department, the Cenozoic Research Laboratory of 
the Geological Survey of China, under the honorary 
directorship of Prof. Davidson Black. This signi
ficant action was due in large measure to the 
support of Mr. Roger Greene, the executive head 
of the Peking Union Medical College, of which Dr. 
Black was professor of anatomy. The work of 
developing thea& fossils was carried out by David
son Black himself with superb technical skill. Not 
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only did he clean the fossils and photograph them 
himself, but also he made the excellent casts which 
have enabled workers in Europe, who could not 
see the fossils themselves, to form a very exact 
idea of their nature. The attainment of these 
successful results implied a very happy spirit of 
friendship in the team of workers who undertook 
the various tasks, and called for all the unselfish
ness and spirit of conciliation which were so con
spicuous in Dr. Davidson Black, and without 
which the spirit of harmonious co-operation would 
have been impossible. He was always very jealous 
of the honour of his collaborators, especially of the 
Chinese geologists. When, in 1929, the Geological 
Society of China created the Grabau Gold Medal 
to be awarded for distinguished work, and recom
mended him for the first award, he protested that 
it should go to Dr. Grabau's pupil Pei, who had 
made the great discoveries. Greatly as he appre
ciated the distinction, which was made doubly 
attractive by being associated with his old friend 
and master Grabau, he felt very strongly that the 
leader of the field work who had found the fossils 
would be the more appropriate recipient. The 
Society, however, wisely thought better, and solved 
the difficulty by awarding another gold medal to 
Mr. Pei. This incident, however, was typical of his 
attitude towards all his Chinese colleagues, and 
explains a great deal of the conspicuous success of 
the Cenozoic Laboratory. 

Dr. Davidson Black's genius for friendship really 
lies at the back of the great work he has been 
carrying on. He was a man of charming personality, 
of great generosity and modesty. He was as enter
prising and resourceful in superintending a 
children's party as he was in directing the ex
cavations at Chou Kou Tien. It was a source of 
intense satisfaction to him when he was invited 
by the Royal Society to deliver the Croonian 
Lecture in 1932. It was not so much any pride in 
receiving this high distinction, as the opportunity 
it gave him to describe the work in Peking in his 
own restrained and careful way, and particularly 
the opportunity it offered of making adequate 
acknowledgment of the help he had received from 
others, in particular his colleagues in Peking ; and 
when in the following year he was elected to the 
fellowship of the Royal Society, he received this 
distinction with the same modesty. These genial 
qualities earned him the friendship of a wide circle 
of people of all nationalities in Peking, who are 
now mourning their great loss. 

Prof. Davidson Black's methods of work were 
peculiar in many respects. All his serious work 
was done at night-time for the sake of the quiet 
and the freedom from disturbance which it brought. 
He was fortunate in having the complete confidence 
and support of the Rockefeller Foundation of New 
York, which fully realised its great good fortune in 
having in its service so conspicuously competent 
a man. With its backing, Davidson Black was 
looking forward to a long life-time of investigation. 
On his way to England two years ago to deliver 
his Croonian lecture, he made an extended recon-

naissance in India, Persia, Western Asia and 
Egypt to discover likely sites on which to carry 
out excavations for fossils of men and apes ; and 
for several years he has lived in the hope of ex
ploring the Sinkiang Province of Chinese Turkestan, 
in the conviction that he would there find fossil 
apes more nearly akin to man than anything that 
is yet known. In fact his life was devoted to the 
study of Central Asia, in the hope that the geo
graphical knowledge he acquired would prove of 
use to him for realising his hopes. He always 
kept by his bedside the lives of Genghis Khan and 
Tamerlane written a few years ago by Harold 
Lamb. By saturating himself with these works he 
felt he was becoming acquainted with the part of 
the world in which his chief hopes were centred. 

In taking farewell of Davidson Black one regrets 
not only the loss of a friend of particular charm and 
generosity, but also the cutting short of the 
brilliant work in which he was engaged, and which 
there is no one else competent to complete. 

G. ELLIOT SMITH. 

PRoF. D. M. Y. SOMMERVILLE 
DUNCAN McLAREN YOUNG SOMMERVILLE was 

born in 1879 in Rajputana, and died on Jan
uary 31, 1934, in New Zealand. After receiving 
an early education at Perth Academy he went to the 
University of St. Andrews, where his mathematical 
and scientific ability soon became apparent. In 
1905 he was appointed lecturer in the Mathematics 
Department at St. Andrews, a post which he filled 
until 1915, when he became professor of pure 
and applied mathematics in Victoria University 
College, Wellington, New Zealand. 

While Sommerville was essentially a geometer 
he had considerable interests in other sciences ; 
and it is noteworthy that the classes which he 
chose to attend in his fourth year of study at St. 
Andrews had been in anatomy and chemistry. 
Crystallography in particular appealed to him; 
and doubtless these possible outlets influenced his 
geometrical concepts and led Sommerville to 
ponder over space-filling figures, and gave an early 
impetus to thoughts in a field which he made 
peculiarly his own. Beneath his outward shyness 
considerable talents lay concealed: his intellectual 
grasp of geometry was balanced by a deftness in 
making models, and on the resthetic side by an 
undoubted talent with the brush. In the course of 
years he produced a pleasing collection of water 
colour sketches of New Zealand scenery. 

Sommerville's mathematical work falls naturally 
into two parts : that of the teacher and that of 
the original investigator. His textbooks, which 
have appeared at regular intervals, are a valuable 
link between the old and the new era in the 
teaching of geometry at college. They are the 
"Elements of Non-Euclidean Geometry" (1914), 
"Analytical Conics" (1924), "Introduction to the 
Geometry of n Dimensions" (1929), and the 
recent "Three Dimensional Geometry" (1934), the 
appearance of which he did not live to see. All 
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