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This article is the continuation of a planned series of contributions honoring paleontologists who have 
established much of the basic paleontological and stratigraphical framework of Alaska in the published re-
cord of geological studies of our State. The subject here is Edwin Kirk, USGS paleontologist and geologist 
who was responsible for much of our early understanding of the early Paleozoic (notable Silurian, but also 
including Ordovician, Devonian, and Mississippian) rocks and fauna. 

Edwin Kirk was born December 6, 1884 in Richland, South Dakota. He was the son of Nathan Allan Kirk 
and Caroline E. (Née Freeman) Kirk (see Fig. 1). Edwin and his wife Page Taylor were married June 26, 1913 
at her home “Lego” near Charlottesville, Virginia.  She was a descendant of Thomas Jefferson. Together they 
had a son (Edwin Roger Kirk) and a daughter (Mary Mann Kirk). Edwin Kirk died November 17, 1955 in his 
USGS office at the Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C.

The Smithsonian Archives office provides the following biographic information on the career history of 
Kirk:  “Edwin Kirk (1884-1955) was educated at Columbia University where he received his Ph.D. degree in 
1911. While at Columbia, Kirk was an Assistant to Amadeus W. Grabau, one of America’s foremost teach-
ers of geology and paleontology. In 1907, Kirk left Columbia to become an Assistant Paleontologist with the 
United States Geological Survey (USGS). In 1909, he was promoted to Junior Geologist, and subsequently 
held positions as Assistant Geologist, 1911-1913; Associate Geologist, 1913-1914; Paleontologist, 1914-
1920; Associate Geologist, 1921-1952; and Geologist, 1952-1954. In 1920, Kirk interrupted his service with 
the USGS to become a paleontologist with the Bolivia-Argentina Exploration Corporation. When Kirk joined 
the USGS he was an Assistant to Edward Oscar Ulrich, studying Ordovician and Silurian sediments of the 
Appalachians. Later, Kirk made field trips to the Rocky Mountains, the Great Basin, and southeastern Alaska. 
Kirk also had an avocational interest in the history of science.”

Passport photo of 
E. Kirk from 1920 
which notes that 
he stood at 5 ft. 
10 in., was of fair 
complexion, with 
light colored hair

Edwin Kirk 
(1884-1955)
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Kirk was honored in his lifetime by several invertebrate genera which were named in his honor, includ-
ing Kirkina Salmon, 1942 (Ordovician brachiopod from the Pogonip Limestone of Utah), Kirkidium Amsden, 
Boucot and Johnson, 1967 (Silurian brachiopod), and Kirkospira Rohr and Blodgett, 2003 (Silurian gastropod 
from Glacier Bay). His most cited Silurian work is that of Kirk and Amsden (1952), a monographic study of 
the Silurian brachiopod fauna of southeast Alaska. Subsquently, one of their richly diverse localities was re-
assigned an Early Devonian  (Pragian) age by Savage (1981). In addition to his Silurian Alaskan taxonomic 
papers, he also author other papers on Ordovician and Silurian of Alaska (Kirk, 1918a, b; 1929) and a paper 
on Devonian stringocephalid brachiopods from southeast Alaska and the Great Basin (Kirk, 1927c), and a 
new Carboniferous crinoid from southeast Alaska (Kirk, 1937a, b). His other significant publications include a 
paper on a Devonian bivalve from China (Kirk, 1927d), one on the Paleozoic stratigraphy of the Inyo Moun-
tains in California (Kirk, 1918), one on a Silurian gastropod from Nevada (Kirk, 1930), as well as numerous 
papers involving Paleozoic crinoids from outside of Alaska (not cited herein). An earlier published memorial 
article on Kirk was published in 1956 by G. Arthur Cooper (Cooper, 1956).

The Silurian fauna of the Alexander terrane of southeast Alaska is very similar faunally with the Farewell 
terrane of southwest and west-central Alaska and both here are suggested to belong to a new unnamed 
biogeographic province within the Uralian-Cordilleran Region of the North Silurian Realm (see fig. 2 therein).  
These close Silurian faunal ties of the Alexander terrane of southeast Alaska with those of the Urals and Si-
berian were earlier noted in Kirk and Amsden (1952), Blodgett (2013), Blodgett et al. (2002, 2010, 2013), and 
Rohr and Blodgett (2008). Close linkages are also suggested with the Eastern Klamaths of California and the 
Seward Peninsula although the data is still not robust for those latter areas.

Kirk conducted two intensive summers of field studies in Alaska during 1917 and 1918, his work was 
limited to the southeast part of the State, where he made large collections of invertebrate fossils which are 
deposited in the U.S. National Museum in Washington, D.C.  Some of his collections were made in Johnson 
Cove in Glacier Bay National Park (Fig. 2). Other areas of intensive study by Kirk included Chichagof Island, 
Prince of Wales Island, Heceta Island, and Kosciusko Island.

As noted earlier, Kirk passed away on November 17, 1955. Arthur J. Boucot, the Ph.D. advisor of two of 
the authors (Blodgett and Rohr) shared an office with Edwin Kirk in the early 1950’s. An interesting anecdotal 
story he related to us was the fact that Kirk lost a leg when he fell into a mine shaft doing geological work in 
Nevada in the 1920’s.  He subsequently used a prosthetic leg for the rest of life, and you could hear his “leg” 
creaking when he walked down the hallway in the Natural History Museum building where the USGS Branch 
of Paleontology was housed. Just before he passed away, they noted no one had heard his motion down the 
halfway so they eventually opened the door to find him deceased at his desk.

Figure 1. Gravestone of Edwin Kirk and his wife 
Page Kirk. The location of their burial is in the 
family graveyard at Monticello Graveyard, Albe-
marle County, Virginia.

Figure 2. Johnson Cove on northern Willoughby Island, 
Glacier Bay. Edwin Kirk collected many specimens from 
the Silurian Willoughby Limestone on Willoughby Island 
in 1917.
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PHOTOS OF FOSSIL GENERA ESTABLISHED IN THE SILURIAN OF SOUTHEAST ALASKA BY EDWIN KIRK
BROOKSINA KIRK, 1922 (SILURIAN BRACHIOPOD) HARPIDIUM KIRK, 1925 (SILURIAN BRACHIOPOD)

CYMBIDIUM KIRK, 1926 (SILURIAN BRACHIOPOD)

PYCINODESMA KIRK, 1927 (SILURIAN BIVALVE)
Figure 3. Brooksina alaskanesis Kirk, 1922, Siluirian age Heceta  
Limestone, Kosciusko Island, Southeast Alaska.

Figure 5. Cymbidium acutum Kirk, 1926. Heceta Limestone, Kosciusko 
Island, Southeast Alaska.

Figure 6.  Kirk’s (1927a) original illustration of Pycinodesma gigan-
teum. Views 1-5 are of the genotype (holotype) specimen. View 
6 is of another specimen questionably included in the species. All 
specimens from Willoughby Limestone, Glacier Bay..

Figure 4. Harpidium insignis Kirk, 1925. Silurian age Heceta Lime-
stone, Heceta Island and Kosciusko Island, Southeast Alaska. This 
is the type species of the genus. In addition, Kirk recognized two 
other species of this genus (H. rotundus and H. latus) from nearby 
strata in Southeast Alaska.

Figure 7. Pycinodesma giganteum (Kirk) bed at Johnson Cove, 
Willoughby Island, Glacier Bay, Southeast Alaska.  See Rohr et al., 
2023, for additional information on this genus.
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BATHMOPTERUS KIRK, 1928 (SILURIAN GASTROPOD)

PHOTOS OF FOSSIL TAXA ESTABLISHED IN THE PALEOZOIC OF ALASKA NAMED IN HONOR OF EDWIN KIRK

Figure10. Photo of the holotype of the Silurian 
gastropod Kirkospira glacialis Rohr and Blodgett, 
2003 from the Silurian age Willoughby Limestone. 
Specimen collected by E. Kirk from Willoughby Is-
land, Glacier Bay.

Figure 11.  Kirkidium alaskense (Kirk and Amsden), Heceta Limestone, Prince of Wales Is-
land. These illustrated specimens range from 8-12 cm in length. (from Blodgett, 2012. Fig. 1)

Figure 12. Bank-like accumulation of Kirkidium 
alaskanense (Kirk & Amsden), Heceta Lime-
stone, Prince of Wales Island, Southeast Alaska 
(from Blodgett, 2012, fig. 2).

Figure 8. Bathmopterus liratus Kirk, 1928 
from the Silurian age Willoughby Limestone, 
Willoughby Island, Glacier Bay, Southeast 
Alaska.
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