












One special aspect of 

planktonic stratigraphy held 

his attention for decades, 

namely, the abrupt and 

wholesale extinction of whole 

groups of planktonic organ,.­

isms at the end of the 

Mesozoic. He had himself 

documented, with Martini, 

the near,.-wholesale global 

extinction of 

coccolithophorids at that time. 

Drawing on his experiences 

with the consequences of 

deep weathering on soils and 

combining these with his 

knowledge of the nutrient 

Aboard R/V Horizon in the equatorial Pacific, 1952. Bramlette is 
looking in the sediment core for evidences about the geologic past. With 
him is Roger Revelle. SIO Archives. 

requirements for the phytoplankton, he advanced an hypothesis for the mass extinctions that 

caIled for a time of unusual global tectonic stability and low relief accompanied by intense 

weathering that bled the continental soils of the nutrients that ultimately feed the oceanic 

plankton. 

Bramlette did not live to see the revolution in thinking about the Cretaceous­

Tertiary boundary that attended the discovery of abnormal concentrations of iridium in 

boundary clays, now widely accepted as evidence for the coIlision of a cosmic bolide with 

Earth, a coIlision that raised dust that blocked the sun and led to a coIlapse of food chains. 

Bramlette's weathering hypothesis was laid aside. Bram was also too late to be able to absorb 

all the implications of plate tectonics and seafloor spreading, and remained a bit skeptical in 

his last years that the ocean basins were so young and of such orderly age fabric as the 

theory would have him believe. But he did this not as a die,.-hard, but because he was not yet 

convinced by the proffered evidence, and could cogently argue alternative hypotheses. 

As his reputation as a biostratigrapher grew, he was asked to contribute to the 

workings of the International Commission on Stratigraphic Nomenclature. This commission 

was organized to bring some logic and consistency to the confusing tangle of schemes that 

geologists were using in organizing the strata they work with. Practices were radicaIIy 

different from country to country, and even within countries. These differences befogged 

clear communication of ideas and facts. The problem was not trivial, because the ambiguous 

and self,.-contradictory language used by stratigraphers muddied fundamental concepts Near,.­

anarchy prevailed. At the very base of stratigraphic nomenclature, in a sense as basic as the 

Linnean system in biology or the basic entities of physics, such as waves and particles, is the 

need to keep distinct the several basic types of stratigraphic units: 1) «Rock" or lithologic 

units: the three,.-dimensional belts of stratified rock defined by the type of rock of which they 

are composed, like the Navajo sandstone; 2) «time" or purely chronostratigraphic units: 

divisions of the geologic time scale, like the Devonian Period, and associated with a type 

locality by an actual succession of strata; and 3) «rock,.-time" units, consisting of strata depos,.-
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ited during a certain episode of geologic time, like the Devonian system, and finally closely 

related to 3), 4) Biostratigraphic units, comprising strata deposited during the duration, either 

local or global, of a species or of a certain biota. Although these basic notions seem transpar .... 

ently simple, unimaginable confusion and misuse reigned during the first half of the 20th 

century. Bram, called on by his former protege in the Gulf Oil Company, Hollis Hedberg, 

president of the ICSN Commission, contributed many letters to the commission and helped 

guide them to the present Code, now almost universally accepted and used. 

Bramlette did not take much to formal classroom lecturing, preferring the small, 

seminar .... laboratory format. Even here, as his former students will attest, the emphasis in 

seminars was on presentation and discussion by the students of assigned topics. Bram would 

sit alert but nearly silent at the head of the table, chain smoking. Students learned to read the 

smoke signals: when he puffed a lot of smoke, and especially if he started shuffling his shoes, 

you were going off the track. Then he would intervene in a kindly and helpful tone to get 

things moving in a more productive direction. In seminars, he wanted logical and critical 

thinking; in the laboratory, he wanted close observation and attention to crucial detaiL 

In fact, the hallmark of Bramlette's scientific style was his attention to significant 

detaiL C"A seeing eye": Roger Revelle) Bram was a superb microscopist, accused by his 
students of having ten .... power eyes, whereas in reality, of course, he noticed what others 
overlooked. He preferred, rather, to be thought of as a field geologist, for it was there, in the 

field at the outcrop, where he believed hypotheses must finally be tested. His published 

reports show his exceptional talents for field mapping and observation, and those who were 

fortunate enough to have been in the field with him were awed by his uncanny talent for 

spotting just the layer that contained the perfectly preserved fossils or the revealing sedimen .... 

tary structures. The clarity of his published papers reflect his habit of constantly reviewing 

and correcting while he was writing. This habit extended even to the writing of labels for 

specimens: the teaching collection of sedimentary rocks at Scripps contains many rocks 

collected by Bram, and most of their labels contain cross/outs and revisions in his hand. The 

distinguishing feature of his character was his absolute integrity. He was unswervingly 
faithful to a demanding code of professional and scholarly conduct, a code which he lived 

but about which he was never preachy. 

Bramlette's honors included election to the National Academy of Sciences (1954), 

and the award of the Academy's Thompson Medal (1964), the Distinguished Service 

Medal of the Department of the Interior (1963), and the Honorary degree of Doctor of 

Laws from the University of California, Los Angeles (1965) He himself considered the 

greatest honor was the enduring friendship of other geologists whom he respected. 
In 1931, he married Valerie Jourdan, who died in 1962. She was his perfect 

complement in life, and her death marked him deeply. Their only child, Emily Assami, lives 
in Damascus, Syria. Bram died on March 30, 1977, after a long, cruel fight against emphy .... 

serna. 
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