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Robert Matheson, for many years Professor of Entomology at Cornell, died December 14, 1958, in Princeton, New 

Jersey. A native of West River, Nova Scotia, he came to Cornell in 1902, obtained the degree of Bachelor of Science 

in agriculture in 1906, the M.S. in 1907, and the Ph.D. in 1911. After a brief tour as instructor in entomology at 

South Dakota State College, he served Cornell as assistant, instructor, and Assistant Professor in the teaching of 

biology during the period from 1909 to 1912. For a brief period during 1912 and 1913 he was Professor of Zoology 

and Entomology at Nova Scotia Agricultural College. He returned to Cornell in 1914 as Assistant Professor of 

Entomology, became Professor of Entomology in 1922, and served in this capacity until his retirement in 1949.

Although his research, teaching, and publications covered many divisions of the field of entomology, his principal 

interest was in the field of medical entomology. The many papers and books resulting from his research in this field 

have been used in classrooms around the world and have contributed significantly to human health and comfort. 

His stature in medical entomology was widely recognized by physicians and public health authorities, many of 

whom came to him for advice and assistance. His outstanding investigations on the biology of mosquitoes and 

their role as transmitters of the Plasmodia causing human malaria led to his appointment as a consultant to the 

Tennessee Valley Authority. The vast system of lakes created by damming the Tennessee River and its tributaries 

made an ideal habitat for mosquitoes, and large areas in Tennessee, Alabama, and Kentucky were threatened not 

only with the mosquito nuisance but with a serious increase in the incidence of malaria. Professor Matheson had 

a key role in organizing the research, and later the control work, that stopped mosquito breeding in the area and 

doubtless saved many lives that might have been taken by malaria.

Although his published works will provide an enduring monument, it is probable that Professor Matheson’s greatest 

contribution to the field of medical entomology was in the training of a long succession of graduate students, many 

of whom became distinguished leaders in medical entomology. He had a talent for selecting students of high 

potential and held them to an unusually strict discipline, not only in the major field but also in the broad aspects 

of biology. Several of his students served the Tennessee Valley Authority, and others served with distinction as 

malaria control officers in the Eastern Theater of Operations during World War II.

His Handbook of Mosquitoes of North America probably was the most widely used of his three textbooks. Since 

it provided means of identifying both larval and adult forms of all known mosquitoes in North America, and in 
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addition listed such biological information as was known, this little volume was equally useful to the teacher of 

medical entomology and to the control official. His Entomology for Introductory Courses, Laboratory Guide in 

Entomology for Introductory Courses, and Medical Entomology were highly regarded by the profession and widely 

adopted for classroom use.

Titles and contents of the nearly fifty scientific papers that Professor Matheson published show clearly both the 

breadth and the depth of his interests and abilities in the whole field of entomology. He monographed the North 

American species of the beetle family Haliplidae and wrote extensive papers on such subjects as plant lice injury 

to the foliage and fruit of the apple, the insects, fungi, and weeds injurious to farm crops, and the silk glands of 

Apanteles glomeratus.

Professor Matheson was a member of the American Association of Economic Entomologists, the Entomological 

Society of America, the Ontario Entomological Society, the Society of Parasitologists, and the Society of Tropical 

Medicine; he was a correspondent of the Philadelphia Academy of Natural Science and a corresponding member 

of the Sociedad Venezolana de Ciencia and the Academie Chilena de Ciencia.

An intellectual with strong convictions, and capable of forceful and convincing expression, Professor Matheson’s 

voice was heard in any company of which ne became a party. If slightly inclined toward pessimism in his appraisal 

of mankind, it must be admitted that in most respects he was right. His office door was always open to student and 

staff member alike. Those of us who knew him will always remember the fine counsel and friendly encouragement 

he gave us so often.

H. H. Schwardt, Henry Deitrich, B. V. Travis
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