
International Journal of Primatology, Vol. 19, No. 2, 1998

Obituary: Prudence Hero Napier (1916-1997)

Prue Napier (Fig. 1) died on June 6, 1997. She was one of Britain's
most eminent primatologists and the world's leading expert on the taxon-
omy of Primates. She was the widow of the founder of the field of
primatology, John Russell Napier, who died in 1987.

Prue was born in Liverpool in 1916, daughter of Sir Hugo Rutherford,
the Member of Parliament for Liverpool North. In 1936 she married John
Napier, recently graduated as a surgeon, who was developing a particular
interest in the hand. During the 1950s John Napier, now teaching at the
Royal Free Hospital School of Medicine, became convinced that human
functional anatomy could not be properly understood without a knowledge
of our closest animal relatives, the nonhuman primates, and was thus led
to found the Unit of Primatology in the medical school—the first center
in Great Britain devoted to the study of nonhuman primates.

Prue joined her husband in his work, at first in a support capacity,
but increasingly in her own right. The unbeatable combination of Prue's
knowledge and distillation of the literature, and John's analytical skills, re-
sulted in A Handbook of the Living Primates (1967), the first book of its
kind, and still regarded as the most authoritative source on nonhuman pri-
mates. In 1969 John and Prue together organized a Wenner-Gren
conference, whose proceedings they edited and published the following year
as Old World Monkeys. Following closely upon these two books, Prue pro-
duced, on her own, a delightful elementary-level paperback, Monkeys and
Apes (1970), and two somewhat higher-level works, Chimpanzees (1974) and
Lemurs, Lorises and Bushbabies (1977).

As a result of her work for these books, Prue became increasingly in-
terested in taxonomy, and in 1971 she began working part-time at the
British Museum (Natural History), now called the Natural History Mu-
seum, and started work on a Catalogue of Primates in the British Museum
(Natural History). She produced three volumes: Families Callitrichidae and
Cebidae (1976), Family Cercopithecidae, Subfamily Cercopithecinae (1981),
and Family Cercopithecidae, Subfamily Colobinae (1985). The series, which
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Fig. 1. Prudence Hero Napier.

came to incorporate specimens in other British collections as well as the
Museum, went from being simple catalogues to becoming increasingly de-
tailed and revisionary, incorporating cautious but insightful changes and
commentaries on primate taxonomy. From being an interested amateur,
having no formal training, Prue Napier came to be revered and consulted
by zoologists all over the world.

John and Prue Napier retired to live on the Isle of Mull, in the Inner
Hebrides, in 1982, but continued working in retirement. In 1985 they pub-
lished their last book, The Natural History of the Primates, which is still
used the world over as the most suitable textbook for university courses
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on primates and has gone through a number of editions. It remains un-
equaled in its coverage and in its successful combination of an extremely
simple approach with a rigorous style of analysis.

Prue and John were informal, sometimes formal, consultants to zoos
around the world, with a special concern for Twycross Zoo, in Leicester-
shire, which has a top-ranking collection of primates. John Napier was for
some years President of Twycross, and after his death in 1987 Prue suc-
ceeded him as President.

Prue is survived by two sons: Hugo, a television actor in the United
States, and Graeme, known as Gremlin, formerly a safari leader in Kenya
and more recently living with Prue on Mull. Her influence on two genera-
tions of British primatologists—those who knew her when she was working
with John at the medical school in the 1950s and 1960s and those who
worked with her at the museum in the 1970s—is incalculable.
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