
Arthur Johnson Eames

October 10, 1881 — February 13, 1969

The death of Arthur Johnson Earnes, professor of botany, emeritus, ended an era. Eames, Edmund W. Sinnott of 

Yale, and Irving W. Bailey of Harvard were youthful contemporaries at Harvard. All three subsequently exerted 

a major influence on American botany. All three were elected president of the Botanical Society of America. All 

have passed away recently. Eames was also the last of a group in morphology, cytology, physiology, and taxonomy 

which brought world-wide renown to botany in the College of Agriculture and Cornell University.

Eames was born in Framingham, Massachusetts, October 10, 1881. His three degrees, A.B., A.M., and Ph.D., were 

earned at Harvard University. During the academic year 1910-11 he and E. W. Sinnott held Sheldon Travelling 

Fellowships from Harvard, and they traveled around the world together spending time especially in Australia 

and New Zealand. This experience contributed much to the direction of their future research, particularly as it 

involved the morphology and evolution of gymnosperms and primitiveness among angiosperms.

Eames came to Cornell in 1912 when the Department of Botany was still in the College of Arts and Sciences. A 

year later he became part of the staff in a newly organized Department of Botany in the College of Agriculture. By 

1914 he was made assistant professor, and in 1920 he became professor. He retired in 1949 after thirty-seven years 

of service and was granted the title professor emeritus. Twelve years later, in 1961, at a party honoring his eightieth 

birthday, it was possible to say, “His service to Cornell did not stop at retirement, he is still serving the College 

after what are now forty-nine years of activity.” This was true, literally, because he had continued advising graduate 

students unofficially, carrying on research, and compiling his notes for a projected text on the morphology of 

gymnosperms.

One can divide Dr. Eames’s career into six eras chosen partly because of the impact of each on the botanical 

world and partly because they demonstrate a versatile man always striving toward a goal, always building on his 

preceding experience, always meeting a challenge:

1. The anatomy-taxonomy era. At the outset of his career he was asked to teach plant anatomy. The available 

textbooks written in English were mostly highly inaccurate accounts by teachers in schools of pharmacy. They 

dealt with bits and pieces of plants rather than with organized wholes. Along with his first doctoral student, L. H. 

MacDaniels, and others, he sectioned and studied vigorously a wide range of plant materials. In 1925 Eames and 
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MacDaniels produced the first edition of Plant Anatomy which rapidly became the major textbook of anatomy in 

North America. A revised edition appeared in 1947 and an Asiatic edition is now available.

In 1926 The Flora of the Cayuga Lake Basin by K. M. Wiegand and A. J. Eames appeared. Although the two 

authors wrote the monograph, all of the members of the Department of Botany had participated in the drive 

for completeness of coverage. The flora was long regarded as a model of its kind after which many others were 

patterned.

2. The carpel era. Evidence of Eames’s interest in the structure of the flower appeared publicly with the presentation 

of his general paper on the morphology of the flower at the Fourth International Botanical Congress in Ithaca, 

New York, in 1926. It was followed by another on the complex carpels of Cruciferae in collaboration with C. L. 

Wilson. At the Fifth International Congress (1930) he again talked on the flower, this time stressing the carpel. 

One year later his most influential paper appeared. It was entitled “The Vascular Anatomy of the Flower with 

Refutation of the Theory of Carpel Polymorphism.” These contributions and the continued productivity of a long 

series of graduate students made Cornell and Eames synonymous with floral morphology and the classical theory 

of the carpel.

3. The first morphology era. These were the years during the completion of Morphology of Vascular Plants: The Lower 

Groups, which appeared in 1936. The outstanding characteristic of this book was the superbly clear and succinct 

“Discussions” and “Summaries” that transformed the essential descriptions into a text that was truly comparative 

and evolutionary morphology. Students during these years were caught up in the drama of interpretation and 

captivated by the health of data from which to draw conclusions. If ever teaching was stimulated by the research of 

the teacher, this was surely the era. Like the earlier anatomy, his book enjoyed a world-wide reputation.

4. The growth regulator era. During and after World War II, Eames worked intensively on the anatomical effects 

of 2, 4-D on plants. He had been impressed by the inaccuracies in the anatomical descriptions in early work on 

the effect of its application as a weed killer. With his characteristic energy and thoroughness he conducted a 

long series of experiments and analyses which demonstrated that phloem was the tissue affected by the chemical 

treatments. throughout much of this period he served as consultant for the United States Army Chemical Corps 

(Camp Derrick, 1947-52).

5. The second morphology era culminated in another text The Morphology of Angiosperms, which appeared in 

1961, just before his eightieth birthday.
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6. A third morphology era commenced immediately as Dr. Eames, now eighty, began to pull together his many 

notes and research achievements for a proposed morphology of gymnosperms. Unfortunately ill health prevented 

its completion. Many of his peers had expected this gymnosperm volume to be the most authoritative one available. 

This era is important to the present account as recognition of a man who was never without a major project, a man 

always alive to the demands of his subject.

Dr. Eames received the honors that go with work of the magnitude of his. The Botanical Society of America made 

him secretary from 1927-31, vice president in 1932, and president in 1938. At its fiftieth anniversary banquet in 

1956, a number of distinguished botanists were awarded the newly created Certificate of Merit. Dr. Eames was 

among these first recipients. He was American editor for the British Journal Annals of Botany 1927-47; president 

of the Section of Morphology of the Seventh International Botanical Congress in Stockholm in 1950; a member 

of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences; and in 1956 the University of Glascow, an institution with a long 

tradition of leadership in plant morphology, granted him an honorary LL.D. degree.

Throughout his career Dr. Eames maintained constant contact with undergraduate and graduate students through 

his courses in anatomy and morphology. Forty-seven graduates took advanced degrees under him. For countless 

others he served as minor adviser.

Dr. Eames enjoyed puzzles. This was reflected in the questioning attitude which he brought to teaching. Rather than 

dry descriptions, morphology appeared as a series of problems. This approach led his students to adopt specific 

methods of solving morphological enigmas. The methods proved to be applicable to disparate groups of plants. 

Thus many of his students came to realize that methods and approaches replaced the necessity of formal courses 

in every group of plants, a realization that was reached without Eames ever having been forced to enunciate it.

A group of former graduate students headed by Professor Emeritus L. H. MacDaniels has formed a committee 

to honor Dr. Eames by purchasing a tract of land in the Ithaca-Freeville area. The tract, to be held by Cornell as 

a nature preserve, will include an orchid bog and many of the species of the local flora which were so close to his 

heart.

Dr. Eames is survived by his wife, Rita Ballard Eames, whose deep insight into morphological problems enabled 

her to make an invaluable contribution to his morphology books. She was the artist who contributed the drawings. 

Her understanding and her constant encouragement were a vital sustaining force in his career. They had one son, 

David.

George C. Kent, Lawrence H. MacDaniels, Harlan P. Banks
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