
arbeitsberichte         19

A N EW CONT E XT FOR DE LV ING INTO 
T H E DE EP PAST
J U LIA A.  CLA R K E

Julia A. Clarke is Professor in Vertebrate Paleontology in the Department of Earth and 
Planetary Sciences at The University of Texas at Austin, where she holds the Jackson 
Chair in Geobiology. She has published over 140 papers including 15 in the journals 
Nature and Science. She is interested in how new structures and functions arise in deep 
time with a focus on the evolution of dinosaurs including birds. She has an international 
field program in paleontology (e.g. in Antarctica, South America, Asia) and has led highly 
interdisciplinary collaborative teams integrating data on living animals to ask new ques-
tions of the fossil record. Her research has been funded by the National Science Founda-
tion, the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation, the Humboldt Foundation, The National 
Geographic Society, the Explorers Club, AAAS, and the Howard Hughes Medical Insti-
tute and has been covered by NPR’s Science Friday, The New York Times, The Washington 
Post, National Geographic Magazine, the PBS science series NOVA, and other outlets. She 
is an elected Fellow of the Royal Society of Biology, American Ornithological Society, and 
the Anatomical Society. She received her degrees from Brown University (BA) and Yale 
University (PhD). –  Address: Department of Earth and Planetary Sciences, Jackson 
School of Geosciences, The University of Texas at Austin, 2275 Speedway Stop C9000, 
Austin, TX 78712–1722, USA. E-mail: Julia_Clarke@jsg.utexas.edu.

I started my Wiko stay in late August for the intensive German course. Taking advantage 
of the opportunity to learn German during my year stay was something I was really look-
ing forward to. I  am glad I  did the course and thank Giancarlo, Eva, and my course-
mates. But I took the four-hour per day course, then did the homework from the course, 
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then had meetings with my lab group or other collaborators in the afternoon and evening. 
Keeping up was a bit of a struggle. My class was the wonderful “false beginners” with 
Mariana, Tolik, Basile, and me. I relished the opportunity to get to know this group and 
the other course-takers before the start of the program.

In September, the program began. While kicking off my project, excitedly getting key 
help from the library on sources I had longed to find, I was also working intensively to 
contribute to two manuscripts on the evolution of mammal coloration for publication 
(1–2). The research for (1) started nearly 10 years ago. We needed to do final analyses and 
figures and edit the written text. Next, I needed to focus on two projects on pterosaur 
color (3, in preparation); these needed more extensive work. Unfortunately, I had a con-
ference (GSA Connects), which I had to attend to run a program and to chair sessions 
related to a new grant (see below) almost as soon as the stay started. I got COVID at this 
conference, and it was a struggle.

By early October, I had settled into a routine. I  could read, write, and work on my 
project or other papers in the mornings and have meetings (to keep my lab going) in the 
afternoons. This worked pretty well. I was approached by an editor who had seen the 
description of my Wiko project and asked if I was thinking about a book. The several 
conversations I had with them over the year were very helpful. November was noteworthy 
because the chef finally arrived. The weather turned, and the lake was visible through the 
trees. Sometime in the winter, a dead body was found in the snow near the main villa; it 
was said that it was discovered because several foxes were acting strangely.

I made progress on my project. Edits on three other joint projects enabled them to be 
submitted (4–6). I also met with my former student Hans Bilger, who lives in Berlin, to 
work on getting three other manuscripts submitted. At Wiko, everyone was out sick for 
some duration. It seemed we shared our germs freely and efficiently at the mealtimes.

January was to be very short. My presentation was on February 7; there didn’t seem to 
be nearly enough time to complete what I wanted to by that date. I undertook a long-
planned trip to South Korea in late February to go in the field and work with collabora-
tors. On my return, my experience of Wiko also really started to shift.

Around this time, I  had to start having emergency meetings with co-investigators 
about the possible cancelation of our major National Science Foundation grant, one that 
had just been funded in August 2024 for five years. The focus of this grant was a complex, 
tiered program for mentors and scholars to increase access, retention, and support leader-
ship in geosciences for all groups historically underrepresented in this, the least diverse of 
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STEM disciplines. The information we received was changing weekly. Would we be can-
celed? Were other colleagues being canceled? We escaped the earliest rounds of cuts. 
Maybe it would be ok? We proceeded with paperwork required by NSF and, with most 
other science funding, our funding was cut off for about 10 days, halting payments to 
staff. On April 25 the grant was terminated as no longer aligned with NSF’s priorities. 
Was this legal? Now my time was even more impacted by emergency meetings about 
appeals, possible legal action, the fate of staff, student grants intended for fall, and pro-
gramming. While following the progression of bills affecting my position and all other 
public university faculty in Texas, it was still a pleasure to work with my former student 
Hector Garza on completing a joint project (7). This was a small light. He graduated with 
his PhD while I was out of the country.

Since February, concerns about the fate of science, higher education, and more broadly 
democracy in the US felt existential. I  can imagine what Wiko colleagues directly 
impacted by war were feeling. This too was often a topic of conversation at meals. How to 
celebrate scholarship and discovery in a time of global crisis? I  found myself reflecting 
more on the purpose of research and higher education in these times than on my original 
project. Indeed, focusing on my book project was difficult. I felt I needed to focus on ac-
tion, and, in my scholarship, I needed to focus on activities that would directly relate to 
persisting in my career. In science, unfortunately, creative book projects are largely luxu-
ries not rewarded in our system. Thus, in May and June, I prioritized meeting with Euro-
pean collaborators and colleagues to lay possible foundations for projects. I also accepted 
an invitation for a trip to New Zealand as a distinguished speaker. This trip also allowed 
me to reconnect with colleagues and further explore new projects that could be developed 
moving forward. Wiko colleagues generously shared information on proposal prepara-
tion and scoping for ERC grants.

It has been a strange, and in many ways, uncomfortable year, but the green and lakes 
and new friendships with many fellow Fellows have been bright lights in this time. A sin-
cere thank you to Wiko staff and colleagues for an invaluable stay affording me the free-
dom (not to be taken lightly) to pivot but still explore and discover.
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