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Carl B. Rexroad:

Reminiscence of a Long Career in Conodont Biostratigraphy
and a Bibliography of his Published Works

By John C. Steinmetz

ABSTRACT

Born and educated in the Midwest, Carl Buckner Rexroad, Ph.D., (1925-2016) devoted his more
than 60 year career investigating Paleozoic conodonts, their taxonomy, and their biostratigraphy.
Initially affiliated with the Illinois State Geological Survey, he published his first abstract in 1955
on conodonts from the type Chester (upper Mississippian) in Illinois, followed a year later with a
paper on that subject. He subsequently joined the Indiana Geological Survey, Indiana University,
as a paleontologist and stratigrapher in 1961 and remained there for the next 54 years. During that
time he collaborated with many other specialists and paleontologists from around the world, refining
high-resolution interregional and intercontinental correlations of Paleozoic strata. As a teacher and
mentor, he supervised university students, often co-authoring papers with them. Many students went
on to successful careers themselves as conodont researchers.

Rexroad’s legacy in Midwestern biostratigraphy, stratigraphy, and general geology is documented in
the nearly 200 papers and abstracts he published, his last being shortly before his death in 2016.
He leaves behind a unique reference collection for Silurian biostratigraphy in eastern North America,

documenting the care, diligence, and skill that defined his long career.

In a career spanning more than 60 years, Carl Buckner
Rexroad, Ph.D., recently published his latest paper on
the biostratigraphy of conodonts (Brown, Rexroad, and
Zimmerman, 2016). Since the summer of 2015, when he
closed his office and laboratory at the Indiana Geolog-
ical Survey—his intellectual home for over five decades—
he continued to correspond and work from his home in
Bloomington. He died at the age of 91 on October 27,2016.

Beginning with an oral presentation on Chesterian Stage
(upper Mississippian) conodonts in Illinois at the 1956
30th annual meeting of the Society of Economic Paleon-
tologists and Mineralogists in Chicago, Rexroad focused
his entire career on these enigmatic and indispensable
Paleozoic microfossils.

Carl was born in Columbus, Ohio, on April 2, 1925, and
received his elementary school education in Columbia,
Missouri. Following Army service in the Philippines
during World War II, he was educated at Denison
University in Ohio, the University of Missouri-Columbia
(B.A. and M.S.), and the University of lowa (Ph.D.). He
devoted his career largely to the study of Midwestern
conodonts, their taxonomy, and their biostratigraphy.
His early career (1950-1961) was spent at Louisiana

Tech University, Texas Technological University, and the
University of Houston, but during the summer he worked
as a research assistant at the Illinois State Geological
Survey. In 1961, he joined the Indiana Geological Survey
as a paleontologist and stratigrapher, where he remained
for the next 54 years. He was also a part-time professor
in the neighboring Department of Geological Sciences at
Indiana University in Bloomington.

The body of Rexroad’s published work spans all aspects
of the paleontology of conodonts: biostratigraphy, paleo-
ecology, biogeography, taxonomy, and systematics.
Together with co-workers, who included other conodont
specialists and paleontologists from around the world (for
example, Anita G. Harris, Christopher R. Barnes, Lewis
M. Brown, Charles W. Collinson, Alan S. Horowitz, Glen
K. Merrill, Robert S. Nicoll, Alan J. Scott, and Thomas L.
Thompson), they discovered much of what is now known
about faunal associations in conodont biofacies, provin-
cialism, and phylogenetic lineages, which largely bene-
fited high-resolution interregional and intercontinental
correlations of Paleozoic strata.

The primary reference conodont collection for Silurian
biostratigraphy in castern North America was assembled
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by Rexroad. After three decades of compilation (1960s
to 1980s), it remains the largest and most comprehen-
sive collection of Silurian conodonts in the United States.
As such, it is the foundation for all chronostratigraphic
studies involving Silurian carbonates (notorious for their
low yields of conodonts). The excellence of Rexroad’s
collection in terms of recovered individual specimens,
diversity, and geographic coverage is a demonstration of
the care, diligence, and skill that defined his career.

In totality, Rexroad’s body of scholarly literature
numbers 124 papers and 73 abstracts (see p. 20 for his
complete bibliography). He sampled cores or geologic
exposures in more than 125 counties in 6 states: Indiana
and the neighboring states of Illinois, Iowa, Kentucky,
Missouri, and Ohio (fig. 1). The Paleozoic stratigraphic
column of Indiana (fig. 2) shows the ages of the sections
that he studied. The 44 publications documented in
these studies, listing the counties and ages of the strata
studied, are shown in Table 1. Also included in Table 1
are those publications in which new taxa were established

by Rexroad (Table 2).

During his numerous investigations, Carl and colleagues
recognized and named 11 new genera and 74 new
species of conodonts (Table 2). Fellow colleagues in
conodont paleontology have honored Carl by naming
three conodont taxa after him: the early Silurian genus
Rexroadus by Zhang and Barnes (2002), the Mississip-
pian-Pennsylvanian species Spathognathodus rexroadi by
Webster (1969), and the subspecies Neoprioniodus erectus
rexroadi by Elias (1966).

Carl was an internationally recognized authority on
conodonts. Not only did he present his findings at
numerous domestic conferences, but he gave papers
in Australia, Canada, China, England, Germany, and
Sweden, and attended field trips and conferred with
colleagues in Austria, Belgium, Holland, and Spain, in
addition to the first six countries listed. Many of his inter-
national colleagues visited Carl in his office and labora-
tory in Indiana.

Carl was also active in many professional societies and
often organized and led field trips. Foremost among his
professional society activities was his involvement in the
Pander Society, an international organization founded
in 1967 for the promotion of conodont paleontology.
He was most proud to receive the Pander Medal in 1992,
after having served as Chief Panderer (newsletter editor)
from 1985 to 1990. In 1998, the Professional Geologists
of Indiana awarded Carl with its first Lifetime Achieve-
ment Award for his exemplary professionalism during
his career. At Carl’s retirement reception in June 2003,

he was delightfully surprised to receive “The Sagamore of
the Wabash,” Indiana’s highest honor, bestowed by then
Governor Frank O’Bannon. Other societies in which
Carl was active included the American Association of
Petroleum Geologists, Geological Society of America,
Indiana Academy of Science, Society of Economic Pale-
ontologists and Mineralogists, and the International
Union of Geological Sciences.

As a teacher and mentor, Rexroad provided supervision
for the following aspiring scientists (many with whom he
later co-authored papers): Undergraduate research proj-
ects David Dick, Julia Gordon, Scott Lyford, Robert
Nicoll, Penny Padgett-Alano, and Kathleen Rohleder;
theses for master’s degrees Robert Burton, Charles
Clarke, Mary Jarrell, Richard Liebe, Robert Nicoll, Jan
Wade, and Arthur Waterman; dissertations for the
doctoral degree Mira Kirka, Sandy McCraken, Glen
Merrill, Robert Nicoll, and William Orr; and post-
doctoral fellows Lewis Brown, Jong Deick Lee, and
Charles Pollock. Carl was most appreciative of his years
at “Mizzou,” and he established the Carl B. Rexroad
Geological Sciences Endowment Fund at the Univer-
sity of Missouri, Columbia, to support the study of
paleontology, “soft rock” geology, and to promote profes-
sional development among undergraduates, graduate
students, and the faculty.

Carl Rexroad has provided an enduring legacy in
Midwestern biostratigraphy. The care with which he
collected and documented his samples serves as a model
for any geoscientist, whatever the discipline. The body of
literature that he and his colleagues produced has lasting
value for the rigor with which they recorded their inves-
tigations—from the concise recording of location and
detailed stratigraphic field descriptions of the sections
examined, to the presentation of the data and careful
attention to the illustrative plates and figures, to the
documentation of the archival disposition of the speci-
mens, and to the scientific conclusions reached by all the
presented data. Future generations of geoscientists will
benefit from the remarkable quality of the science and
the discoverability of the original materials for their own
examination and comparative studies.
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Figure 2. Stratigraphic column of Indiana showing the Paleozoic formations and members that were studied by Rexroad.
The vertical bars to the right of the columns refer to the samples listed in the final column of Table 1.
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Figure 3. Photographs of Carl B. Rexroad: A. About 1961, shortly after he began working at the Indiana Geological
Survey; B. Working at the microscope; C. In his office, 2002; and D. In the lab, 2002. The buckets contain rocks soak-
ing in a digesting fluid that releases conodonts from the rock.
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