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PROLOGUE – ANCIENT ROOTS OF 
MARINE BIOLOGICAL RESEARCH

• Early sea voyages: Egyptians established sea trade routes as early as 2300 BC; 
Phoenician voyages c. 1200 BC.

• Hebrew scriptures – Psalm 104 (c. 1000BC): “the earth is full of thy riches. So is this 
great and wide sea, wherein are things creeping innumerable, both small and great beasts. 
There go the ships: there is that leviathan, whom thou hast made to play therein”.

• Aristotle, 384-322 BC (Father of marine biology?): made observations on marine life 
in Aegean Sea (described 24 species of crustaceans & annelid worms, 40 species of 
molluscs & echinoderms, 116 species of fish; recognized cetaceans (dolphins, whales, 
etc.) as mammals.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psalm_104
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristotle


IN THE BEGINNING….

• In 1866 the Royal Commission on the Sea Fisheries reported that fears of over-exploitation of the 
sea fisheries were unfounded and recommended removing existing laws regulating fishing grounds 
and closed seasons.

• However, the increase in the size and number of fishing vessels was causing widespread concern, and 
there were reports from all around the UK coasts about the scarcity of particular fish.

• This concern was expressed at the International Fisheries Exhibition in London in 1883 which was 
attended by many leading scientists of the day.

• Nevertheless Huxley,  (English biologist and anthropologist specialising in comparative anatomy and 
the first president of the Marine Biological Association (MBA)) in his opening address, stated that 
with existing methods of fishing it was inconceivable that the great sea fisheries could ever be 
exhausted.

• Lankester (Zoologist and founder of the MBA) argued “If man removes a large proportion of these 
fish from the areas which they inhabit, the natural balance is upset and chiefly in so far as the 
production of young fish is concerned.”

https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=uc1.e0000459560&view=1up&seq=4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Fisheries_Exhibition
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Henry_Huxley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ray_Lankester


THE MBA WAS CONCEIVED

• Lankester finished his presentation with an appeal for the formation of a society to foster the study 

of marine life.

• He envisaged that such a society would construct a laboratory close to the coast, with the building 

containing aquaria and apparatus for the circulation of seawater and, most importantly, laboratory 

accommodation for scientists. 

• The appeal was answered by a group of eminent scientists, who resolved to form a society and build 

a laboratory on the British coast.

• This Committee, formed at the International Fisheries Exhibition 1883, resolved to take action to 

establish a British Marine Laboratory. This led to the formation of the Marine Biological Association 

and building of the Laboratory in Plymouth.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Fisheries_Exhibition


THE MBA WAS BORN

The Marine Biological Association of the United Kingdom was formed at 
a meeting held in the rooms of the Royal Society in London on 31 March 
1884.

Ironically Professor Huxley had been 

persuaded to give his support and was elected 

as the first President of the Association, with 

Ray Lankester as Honorary Secretary.

Huxley Lankester

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_Henry_Huxley
https://www.mba.ac.uk/blog/sir-edwin-ray-lankester-frs-1847-1929


THE CONSTRUCTION OF 
THE LABORATORY

Read Heape’s description of the early laboratory

Walter Heape 1855 – 1929 British zoologist and embryologist.

In May 1885 Heape was appointed the Assistant Secretary for the 

Marine Biological Association. On 14 December 1885 the Association 

appointed him Resident Superintendent to oversee the construction 

of the marine laboratory at Plymouth and also to conduct surveys of 

the marine life near Plymouth. He carried out these duties until his 

resignation on 1 September 1887 due to disagreements with the 

Association's Secretary E. Ray Lankester.

https://www.mba.ac.uk/sites/default/files/page-attachments/Description_of_the_laboratory_of_the_Marine_Biological_Association_at_Plymouth_0.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Heape


1902

The western English Channel is a large 
ecosystem that has been studied by the 
MBA for over 100 years. The famous ‘E’          
(for 'English') and ‘L’ (for 'Local') 
Stations for sustained scientific sampling 
were set up by the MBA in 1902 when 
the MBA undertook the English share of 
the international investigations on behalf                                
of the UK.

https://www.mba.ac.uk/long-term-datasets


1928

E. J. Allen and H. W. Harvey publish their 
paper on the MBA Laboratory

The Laboratory of the Marine Biological 
Association, Plymouth

Allen was the fifth Director of the Marine Biological 
Association of the United Kingdom in Plymouth, serving from 
1894 to 1936.

Harvey joined the MBA in 1921 and worked here for half a 
century.

https://www.mba.ac.uk/sites/default/files/page-attachments/The_laboratory_of_The_Marine_Biological_Association_at_Plymouth.pdf


CONTINUOUS PLANKTON 
RECORDER SURVEY

Designed and built by                           

Sir Alister Hardy and established          

in 1931, the CPR Survey is the         

longest running, most geographically  

extensive marine ecological survey          

in the world.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alister_Hardy
https://www.mba.ac.uk/fellows/cpr-survey#b7


CULTURE COLLECTION

The main development of 

the Plymouth Culture 

Collection took place under 

Dr Mary Parke from the 

1940s onwards.

https://www.mba.ac.uk/facilities/culture-collection#b15
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mary_Parke


WORLD WAR II

During the Second World War the MBA 

became an unintended target, being 

adjacent to the Royal Citadel military 

base. The MBA was hit by incendiary 

bombs on the night of 20 March 1941. 

All research was put on hold and the 

aquarium was closed.



STANLEY WELLS KEMP
( 1 8 8 2 - 1945 ) , M A R I N E  Z O O L O G IS T  A N D  O C E A N O G R APHE R

“The extremely vivid account of the bombing written by Mr D. P. Wilson makes it very clear 
that Kemp left his home to the flames while he concentrated the efforts of the fire-fighting 
party on saving as much as possible of the laboratory buildings. What this sacrifice meant will 
be appreciated by those who know what the house contained in the way of antique furniture, 
oriental rugs, and the like, collected with discriminating taste by Dr and Mrs Kemp in the 
course of their travels. It was characteristic of the man that, after setting in train temporary 
repairs to render usable the surviving portions of the laboratory buildings, and almost before 
the ruins of his own house had ceased smouldering, Kemp was busy drawing up plans for the 
restoration and extension of the laboratory.”

From the obituary of Stanley Wells Kemp written by W T Calman.

https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/pdf/10.1098/rsbm.1947.0012


REMEMBERING 
WORLD WAR II

Prof Wilson accepts the overcoat 

belonging to Stanley Kemp (MBA 

Director 1936 - 1945) who lived on site 

at Citadel Hill in 1941 during the blitz. 

The MBA was hit by incendiary bombs on 

the night of 20 March and Kemp was on 

hand to put out the fire. His coat,

passed from Director to Director, bears 

the marks of molten lead that fell from 

the roof.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stanley_Wells_Kemp


HISTORY OF OUR 
RESEARCH VESSELS

The MBA’s Research Vessels (RVs) and 

their Crew have been an integral part     

of the long-term investigations carried 

out in the Western English Channel 

ecosystem, supporting a wide range of 

research at the MBA since 1896. Each    

of these historic RVs has a history of its 

own.

https://www.mba.ac.uk/rv-sepia#b53


ROYAL CHARTER

At a meeting of the Privy Council at the

Court at Buckingham Palace on the 15th May 

2013, Her Majesty the Queen approved the 

grant of a Royal Charter to the Marine 

Biological Association.

The Charter was granted in recognition of the 

MBA’s long and eminent history and its status 

within the field of marine biology.



OUR COAT 
OF ARMS



TODAY
1 8 0 0 +  M E M BE R S              6  C O N T I N E N T S             4 0 +  C O U N T R I E S

A global community united by marine biology, working together to 

promote marine biological research and raise the profile of the marine 

environment.



PROVIDING A UNIFIED, 
CLEAR, INDEPENDENT 

VOICE ON BEHALF OF THE 
MARINE BIOLOGICAL 

COMMUNITY– JOIN TODAY

Membership categories 

including: Student; 

Professional marine biologist 

(Mem.MBA) and MBA Fellow 

(FMBA).

https://www.mba.ac.uk/membership

