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Jennifer McElwain, newly appointed to Trinity’s Chair of Botany 
(1711), makes the case for the importance of her discipline 
through her own research. She uses both fossils and historic 
plant specimen to demonstrate consequences of climate 
change. “I’ve been involved in climate change my whole career 
- each study I’ve done in the geological record has revealed 
more information about potential thresholds or boundaries 
at which you see major biological consequences.” 

Her interest in botany started in her teens – “when 
all my friends had posters of Wham and Eurythmics on their 
walls, I had posters of mushrooms and the trees of Ireland!” – 
and it was while studying in Trinity as an undergraduate in the 
early 1990s that she developed her interest in paleo-botany 
[working with plant fossils]. “I was very lucky as a student. 
There were two members of the Department here - Fraser 
Mitchell who had expertise in paleo-ecology and Mike Jones, 
who had expertise in physiology - and they offered a disser-
tation project which involved looking at stomata on sub-fossil 
leaves to reconstruct the CO2 concentration in the atmosphere 
around 9000 years ago in the Holocene. It was novel and kind 
of risky and very few others were doing research in this area 
at the time. I published from my undergraduate dissertation, 
which is quite rare, and went on to do a PhD in Royal Holloway 
University of London.”

Working with the archives of the Natural History 
museum in London and Kew as part of her PhD was inspiring 

and her research could not have been more relevant: “The big 
question we’re always asking with climate change is: if you 
double CO2, how much does the temperature rise by? The 
range in estimates is huge between 1 and 4 degrees – but it 
turns out that paleo-botany allows for much more accurate 
modelling of how the CO2 concentration in the atmosphere 
affects the global temperature.”

Her research came to international prominence 
through an article in Science in 1999. “After my PhD, I went to 
Sheffield as a post-doc. There I focussed on a mass extinction 
200 million years ago. I wanted to know what happened in the 
plant world - did flora suffer the same levels of extinction as 
observed in the animal record? I used my method of estimating 
CO2 and global temperature and it turned out that the peak 
CO2 level coincided with the mass extinction. That was a big 
deal - that a major biological catastrophe in Earth history 
was forced by environmental change has huge implications 
for what might happen in the future.”

On the strength of her research, she landed “a dream 
job” as curator in the Field Museum in Chicago – “it’s one of the 
largest natural history museums in the world and I was curating 
its fossil plant collection, with an agenda to drive research.  
I also taught in the University of Chicago and Northwestern 
University.”

After seven years in Chicago, Ireland was calling.  
“I wanted to return for family reasons and I was lucky because 
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≥ “Botany is an old-fashioned word but a modern 
discipline. Maybe it’s time to redefine what we think 
botany is because it couldn’t be more important  
today - greening of cities, global food supplies,  
climate change – all this is botany.”
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there was significant funding in Ireland. I was able to avail of 
the Marie Curie Excellence Programme to bring scientists back 
to Europe. I got a job in UCD and applied for a Marie Curie grant 
and that brought multimillion euros in funding to undertake a 
large multidisciplinary research project.”  

She spent just over a decade at UCD before her 
appointment to the chair in Trinity, which she took up a year 
ago. It felt, she says, “like coming home. This is where I started 
my career. Two of the lecturers I remember are still here – John 
Parnell and Fraser Mitchell, who started me on the path of 
paleo-botany all those years ago.” 

She brought a large research project, together with a 
team of researchers, with her from UCD: “It’s an SFI-funded project 
with collaborators in the UK, Australia and Open University. We’re 
looking at a remarkable archive of leaves in the Smithsonian in 
Washington, gathered fifty years ago by a paleo-botanist. We’re 
asking how plants have responded to climate change in this 
really small timeframe - we’re seeing big changes and we’re 
working with climate modellers on the implications.” 

Her goals now are to continue to drive research, 
education and public awareness.

As regards research, she is looking forward to pub-
lishing the SFI project, targeting funding for further research, 
and deepening interdisciplinarity: “I’ve always worked with other 
disciplines in the natural sciences and with atmospheric phys-
icists and engineers and I look forward to doing more of this in 
Trinity. There’s a real drive here towards interdisciplinarity and 
finding connections, and E3 is going to be a huge opportunity.”

She is very impressed by students in Trinity: “There 
are plenty of individuals and eccentrics, which I think is brilliant 

because we’re not doing factory learning; there’s acceptance 
of mad scientists at all levels. And just like in my time, under-
grads have a sense of belonging, of being part of a discipline 
that they are central to. I think that’s because Trinity has held 
on to its traditions.” 

One area she would like to develop is summer intern-
ships: “Things are so competitive for students today and relevant 
summer experience has become a differentiator. I’d like that 
opportunity for all our students and not just the ones who can 
afford to work for free. We have graduates working in bio-tech, 
academia and all over, and I’d really like to create a network of 
companies where our students could intern, perhaps coupled 
with small endowments to pay them to work for a few months 
in the summer.” 

Aware of the importance of public advocacy, she is 
on the board of the Mary Robinson Foundation Climate Justice 
as well as the RIA Environment and Climate Committee. “I’m 
very much a natural scientist; I’ve huge amounts to learn in 
terms of working with policy experts.” 

When not researching, teaching and advocating, 
she likes to upcycle old furniture, restoring the wood – “I like 
working with my hands, that helps me to switch off”. This seems 
a sustainable activity and, indeed, she is naturally more aware 
than most of the importance of sustainability and minimising 
the carbon footprint: “I take the train into work, which is no 
hardship – 40 minutes from where I live in Wicklow, door to 
door – and my house, which we built five years ago, is sus-
tainable, very energy-efficient and geo-thermal. No gas or oil, 
and bills are minimal. It’s very comfortable – my final goal is 
for a green roof.” 
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