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Colin P. Groves (1942-2017) and his legacy

Colin Peter Groves was born in London, England, on
June 24, 1942. He received his Bachelor of Science from
University College London in 1963 and his Ph.D. from the
Royal Free Hospital School of Medicine in 1966. While
studying gorilla taxonomy under the supervision of John
Napier, he had the good fortune to meet Osman Hill, Sherry
Washburn, Louis Leakey and Wilfred Le Gros Clark, all of
them famous researchers in the field of Anthropology and
Primatology. Equally important to Colin, as he recalled in
Groves (2008), was his meeting with Guy, the lone male
silverback gorilla — then at London Zoo. After a series of
post-doctoral research and teaching appointments at Cam-
bridge University, he spent from 1974 the remainder of his
career at the Australian National University with his be-
loved wife Phyll Dance. Colin received many awards: he
was a Fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humani-
ties, an Honorary Life Member of the American Society
of Mammalogists, and in 2015 he received the Osman Hill
Medal of the Primate Society of Great Britain. In the same
year, Colin was the honoree of a volume entitled 7axonom-
ic Tapestries: The Threads of Evolutionary, Behavioural,
and Conservation Research (Behie & Oxenham, 2015). He
also served in the editorial board of several scientific jour-
nals, including Natural History Sciences. Atti della Societa
Italiana di Scienze Naturali e del Museo Civico di Storia
Naturale in Milano.

Colin was one of the world’s leading mammal taxono-
mists and biological anthropologists. He identified more
than 50 new species of mammals during his career — the
last was the Tapanuli Orangutan Pongo tapanuliensis from
Sumatra (Nater et al., 2017) — and he also re-evaluated
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some hundreds of species names which had fallen into sy-
nonymy or had been overlooked with the passage of time,
such as Grauer’s gorilla Gorilla beringei graueri (Groves,
1970) . He became well known for his revised classification
of Primates, and his studies on the variation and evolution
of living primates, described in detail in his book Primate
Taxonomy (Groves, 2001). Along with the Czech zoologist
Vratislav Mazak, he was the describer of a new species of
hominid, Homo ergaster (Groves & Mazak, 1975).

For decades, Colin worked closely with his friend Pe-
ter Grubb (1942-2006), whose contributions in mammalian
taxonomy and biogeography were encyclopedic and wide
ranging (Groves, 2006). Groves and Grubb conducted a
long-term program to revise all the ‘ungulates’ (Perissodac-
tyla and Artiodactyla): finally published in the influential
volume Ungulate Taxonomy (Groves & Grubb, 2011). In
the meantime, they published widely on many taxa. Their
revisions of two genera of megaherbivores stand tall. By
1999, they had revised the African elephants and demon-
strated why distinctive morphological differences justified
the full species status of Loxodonta cyclotis (Grubb et al.,
2000). This was several years before molecular evidence
consolidated their findings (Rohland et al., 2010) Colin,
with the help of Jan Robovsky and Prithiviraj Fernando,
also revised the rhinoceros genus Ceratotherium , elevating
the northern subspecies cottoni of the White rhinoceros (C.
simum) to species rank (Groves et al., 2010).

Colin once recalled a visit to the Natural History Mu-
seum in London with his father when he was five years
of age — and how this was an important milestone which
led to his interest in the natural world. Although he had



fascinating experiences in the field among mountain go-
rillas and the Tana River endemic primates, among others,
it was the major museum collections that opened up to
him a unique insight of mammalian evolution and diver-
sity. I emphasize this because the importance of museum
collections is often overlooked, especially in Western
Europe, while their value is immense, especially when
examined and re-interpreted by expert taxonomists like
Colin. His was a true mentor to all his students in Can-
berra and several others around the world. His generosity
and wide knowledge is well illustrated by these words of
a former student; “One of my favourite memories of Co-
lin was when I was hunting for some literature to assist
my research, and all I could find was a thesis in German.
I was showing it to Colin and lamenting that it was not
much use, but he looked at me surprised and asked ‘Do
you not speak German?’. I shook my head, to which Colin
promptly took out his reading glasses and started to trans-
late the work for me there and then on the spot. His talents
knew no bounds!”.

Colin Groves was an inspiration to modern mammalo-
gists, conservationists and evolutionary biologists because
his interests looked beyond the most ‘fashionable’ species
of the world, such as gorillas, rhinoceroses and tigers, to
some of the most poorly taxa of mammals — such as tragu-
lids, colobines and tarsiers (Groves, 2007; Groves, & Shek-
elle, 2010; Meijaard & Groves, 2004). Colin was incredibly
generous with his time and often helped non-native English
speaking scientists (even if he was not formally collaborat-
ing or an author on the papers) with their prose. Further, he
was not put off from contributing to obscure newsletters,
always aiming at advancing knowledge and conservation
awareness across multiple audiences. The importance of
Colin’s taxonomic research in relation to conservation, in-
cluding ex situ conservation, was immediately clear to me,
probably because of my early experiences with the large
number of mammalian species kept in zoological gardens.
This also made me aware of how some apparently well-es-
tablished mammal species may hide overlooked taxonomic
entities often in need of urgent protection. Over the past six
years, with like-minded colleagues, Colin and I collaborated
with the aim of increasing acceptance of the “Phylogenetic
Species Concept” among mammalogists (especially in Eu-
rope and Australia); moreover, we strived to demonstrate
that the ‘taxonomic inflation’ theory (which suggests nega-
tive conservation outcomes when former subspecies are
elevated to species rank) was in fact deleterious for biodi-
versity conservation (Cotterill et al., 2017, Gippoliti et al.,
2018). Although Colin’s health declined seriously during
the last few years, he maintained his exceptional productiv-
ity while continuing to help his friends, colleagues and new
contacts. Our ‘team’ had in the meantime grown in number
and was able to provide a synthesis on species concepts
and conservation (Groves ef al., 2017). Colin worked until
a few days before he died, on 30 November 2017. Now
I can only share the words of Jan Robovsky “Yes, Colin
[friendship] made our lives privileged and much better, I
think. As Colin was always encouraging us, one could lose
some portion of motivation now, but being obliged to fol-
low [Colin’s way], one should try to continue our mission
in accord with Colin’s legacy”.
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