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In Memoriam: Professor Thomas Cavalier-Smith FRS, FRSC
(1942–2021)

Prof. Thomas Cavalier-Smith in his laboratory in Oxford, 2013.

On March 19th, 2021, Prof. Thomas Cavalier-Smith,
a world-renowned and world-beloved evolutionary
biologist and protistologist, passed away at the
age of 78, after a long illness. Friends, colleagues
and students have lost an extraordinary person
and untiring researcher in the areas of evolution
and phylogeny of living organisms, one of the
best known specialists in the reconstruction of the
universal tree of life, and the origin of eukaryotic
cell. Cavalier-Smith is probably best known in the
biological world for his research on evolutionary

biology and introduction of new major groups of
eukaryotes, as well as re-defining older taxa in the
context of modern phylogeny: Chromista (1981),
Opisthokonta (1987), Opalozoa (1991), Apusozoa
(1997), Amoebozoa (1998), Rhizaria (2002), Excavata (2002), and many others.
Thomas Cavalier-Smith was born on the 21st of
October 1942, in London. In 1964, he graduated
from Cambridge University (UK) and received
his Bachelor of Arts degree. In 1967, he received
a Master of Arts degree from Cambridge and also
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graduated from London University with a Doctor
of Philosophy degree based on his thesis “Organelle
development in Chlamydomonas reinhardtii”. His
supervisor was a prominent physicist and biophysicist, Prof. Sir John Randall, best known for his radical
improvement of magnetron – a key component
of radars and microwave ovens. Randall’s team in
King’s College London worked on the structure of
DNA, and his deputy, Professor Maurice Wilkins,
shared the 1962 Nobel Prize for Physiology or Medicine with James Watson and Francis Crick for the
determination of the structure of DNA.
From 1967 to 1969, Cavalier-Smith was a guest
investigator at Rockefeller University. From 1969
to 1982, he served as a Lecturer of biophysics at
King’s College, University of London and then was
a Reader there until 1989. Later this year, he was
appointed Professor of Botany at the University of
British Columbia. In 1999, he joined the University
of Oxford and since 2000 was a Professor of Evolutionary Biology in the Department of Zoology.
Thomas Cavalier-Smith was recognized in
many ways. He was elected Fellow of the Linnean
Society of London in 1980, the Institute of Biology
in 1983, the Royal Society of Arts in 1987, the Canadian Institute for Advanced Research in 1988,
the Royal Society of Canada in 1997, and the Royal
Society of London in 1998. Cavalier-Smith won the
International Prize for Biology from the Emperor
of Japan in 2004. In 2007, he received the Linnean
Medal for Zoology and in the same year, the Frink
Medal of the Zoological Society of London. He
was an author or co-author of more than 230
publications, which were cited thousands of times
by the researchers from all over the world (18866
citations; h-index is 77 – according to Scopus database, March 2021). His most cited publications
were devoted to the development of the global-scale
system of eukaryotes: “Kingdom Protozoa and its
18 phyla” (Microbiological Reviews 1993, 57: 953–
994) and “A revised six-kingdom system of life”
(Biological Reviews 1998, 73: 203–266).
Tom always had an impressive range of interests
and activities. Travels, expeditions, conferences and
congresses were a significant part of his life. His
bright, informative, highly charged, and innovative
talks and lectures were always the highlight of
numerous conferences and congresses that he
visited. Encyclopedic knowledge, unbelievably fast
analytical mind and deep command of the details
of biological problems always made Tom one of the
central figures of any meeting, regardless of its topic
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and direction, and always gathered a lot of young
(as well as less young) researchers around him. The
line of scientists who wanted to talk to Tom at any
time – during the breakfast, lunch or coffee breaks
seemed endless. The luck to share a table with Tom
at the conference dinner always guaranteed most
interesting and informative discussions, lot of stories
on science and around science and unforgettable
impression and remembrances.
In course of his numerous travels, Tom visited
Russia several times. He visited the Institute of Biology of Inland Waters in Russia (Borok, Yaroslavl
district) supported by a Royal Society England –
FSU exchange award. During that visit he worked
on flagellates with A.P. Mylnikov and S.A. Karpov.
He participated in the 2nd International Symposium
on Biology of Free-Living Heterotrophic Flagellates
(14–20th August 1994, St. Petersburg, Russia) and in
the 5th European Congress of Protistology and 10th
European Conference on Ciliate Biology (23rd–27th
July 2007), which was also held in St. Petersburg,
Russia. After this symposium, Tom with his team
made a research trip to Lake Baikal, also funded
by the Royal Society, where they isolated many
new interesting species of protists, among them
glissomonadids and vampyrellids (Cercozoa).
Tom did a lot to encourage young scientists to
study evolutionary biology in its widest sense. He
loved to discuss with the students the questions,
aimed to stimulate their evolutionary thinking. He
always very seriously and deeply, in many details,
answered numerous questions from novice students,
he tried to inspire evolutionary thinking in everyone,
taught people to ask questions in the right way and
find a way to the possible solutions.
Tom gave his research students and younger
colleagues a great deal of freedom, encouraging
them to follow their own inclinations rather than
telling them what to do and how. He was always
very easy to approach by anyone interested in
research, regardless of their age or position. He
never dominated people, but always tried to inspire
and help them. He was very open and democratic
in scientific communication, but at the same time
was always ready to debate actively and consistently
with his scientific opponents. His friends recognized
his classical education in history and literature, his
ability to read and communicate in many foreign
languages. He was fond of bird watching. He cared
deeply about nature and its conservation. With his
wife, they planted more than 200 native trees and
bushes on the plot nearby their house in Cornwall.
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Thomas Cavalier-Smith is survived by his wife,
Ema E-Yung Chao, and his children: Jane, Neal
and Rose. Those who knew him personally will
remember him as an open-minded and sociable
person. His passing is a huge loss for his family,
his friends, and his colleagues in the scientific
community all over the world. Tom’s memory will
remain in our hearts and has a permanent place

in science – with his numerous research papers,
reviews, taxa names, evolutionary hypotheses and
ideas. Those of us who were lucky to work together
with Tom in his Oxford laboratory, to communicate
with him, to discuss various scientific problems, to
prepare joint papers and talks will remember those
times as some of the most productive, facilitating
and impressive periods of their lives.
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