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IN MEMORIAL TO BIRGER BOHLIN

Born in 1898 in Uppsala, Sweden, the recent death in 1990 there of (Andérs) Birger Boh-
lin brought to its close the life of one of the great students of the fossil vertebrates of China.
Indeed, Bohlin was the last of a group of scientists, including the Swedes Johann Gunnar An-
dersson (1874—1960) and Carl Wiman (1867—1944) and the Austrian Otto Zdansky(1894—
1988), who pioneered the study of the vertebrate paleontology and geology of China during
the 1920s and 1930s.

Educated in Uppsala, as a student of Wiman’s, Bohlin completed a doctoral thesis in 1927
on the fossil giraffids of China, having studied specimens collected by Andersson and Zdan-
sky. That year, Zdansky announced the discovery of two hominid teeth at the Zhoukoudian
cave site near Beijing. Davidson Black (1884—1934), a Canadian anatomist teaching in Bei-
jing, used this discovery to secure funding fr)m the Rockefeller Foundation to carry out a
large excavation at Zhoukoudian with the hope of discovering additional hominid fossils. Bla-
<k needed a trained paleontologist to head this excavation, and after Zdansky’s refusal, Bohlin
was chosen, largely on the recommendation of Andersson.

Thus, in 1927 a 29-year-old Birger Bohlin arrived in China to spend the next two years
supervising the Zhoukoudian excavation. This work continued until the Rockefeller Founda-
tion funds were exhausted at the end of 1928. Fortunately, at that time, the renowned Swe-
dish explorer and geographer Sven Hedin (1865+1952) was commissioned by the Chinese
Railroad Authority to organize an expedition to Nei Mongol, Gansu and Xinjiang in order
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to improve communications with these farflung provinces. Bohlin signed on the expedition as
its paleontologist. He literally spent the years 1929—1933 travelling, mostly on foot, through
much of Nei Mongol, Gansu and Tsaidam co lecting fossil vertebrates. Certainly the most fa-
mous of Bohlin’s many discoveries were the late Oligocene mammal faunas at Taben Buluk in
western Gansu. However, Bohlin also made significant collections of Cretaceous reptiles and
Carboniferous plants. Of the monumental 54 quarto monographs published as the Reporss of
the Scientific Expeditions to the Northwestern Provinces of China under the Leadership of
Dr. Sven Hedin, Bohlin wrote 13 parts, including two massive monographs on the Taben Bu-
luk faunas, one on Cretaceous reptiles and one on Carboniferous plants. He also published se-
veral monographs on Chinese fossil vertebrates in the series Palacontologia Sinica, including
a 1926 volume based on his doctoral thesis, as well as a number of shorter articles on Chinese
vertebrate fossils,

Bohlin returned to Sweden in 1933, never to return to China. First, he held the post of
Lecturer in Paleontology at Uppsala University, but subsequently he taught biology at a high
school in Uppsala until his retirement. Most of his scientific research in Uppsala focused on
his collections from China, and in his later years Bohlin left behind the world of fossil ver-
tebrates to devote himself to the study of fossil plants.

I met Birger Bohlin in Uppsala in 1982 with Niall Mateer as we researched the Swedish
collections of vertebrate fossils from China. In a basement in the Geology Department of Up-
psala University, surrounded by and engrossed in the study of late Paleozoic plant fossils,
Bohlin was a sprightly and humorous man. He quickly produced a scrapbook of photographs
of his work in China, and charmed us with an cdotes about his experiences there. Near the
end of our visit, Bohlin asserted that he may h»ld the distinction of having walked more miles
in Central Asia than any living westerner. Certainly, not many westerners ever collected as
many vertebrate fossils in China as did Bohlin, the last of a great group of pioneers in the
study of Chinese vertebrate fossils. Much more about the life and writings of Birger Bohlin
can be found in volume 11 of the Bulletin of the Geological Instittions of the University of
Uppsala, published in 1985,

(Spencer G. Lucas)



