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About Brian and Cathy Skinner 

  
From the 1960s through 2019, 
the Skinners were fixtures at 
Yale — not just in the 
Department of Geology & 
Geophysics, now Earth & 
Planetary Sciences (EPS), but 
throughout the University. 
Separately and together, they 
approached life with great 
energy, seizing all moments to 
learn, share and teach.  

South Australia-born Brian was 
one of the world’s leading 
experts in crystallography and 
geochemistry of metallic ores, 
economic geology, resource 
management and sustainability. 
He was the Eugene Higgins 
Professor of Geology, President 
of the Geological Society of 
America (1986), editor of 
Economic Geology, and author 
of numerous textbooks for 
undergraduate geological study 
used globally.  

Cathy, a native New Yorker, 
straddled the geology and medical departments, her strong interest in crystallography 
making her a pioneer in the important intersection of geology and health. She was the 
first full-term female Head of Jonathan Edwards College and the first female President of 
the CT Academy of Arts & Sciences, and she authored numerous publications. The 
Skinners’ combined passions inspired many, with their students now occupying 
distinguished roles in academia, private companies and government sectors throughout 
the globe. 
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2023 Skinner Postdoctoral Fellowship Recipient: Jonathan Toma 
Jonathan Toma earned a B.Sc. in Geology from the 
University of Saskatchewan (2016) and an M.Sc. 
(2019) and Ph.D. (2023) in Geology from the University 
of Alberta. Jonathan's doctoral work involved 
developing graphite into a robust geologic 
chronometer, exploring its applications in mountain 
belts and subduction zone settings.  Advised by 
Professor Alan Rooney at Yale, Jonathan’s 
postdoctoral research under the Skinner Fellowship 
involves methodological advances in isotope 

geochemistry and their applications to mineral-isotopic systems and tectonics.  In 
Jonathan’s words: “One fascinating aspect of Earth’s history is the recurrence of events 
and patterns triggered by planetary tipping points. For example, the onset of plate 
tectonics led to the repeated reorganization of continents, while the rise in atmospheric 
oxygen two billion years ago reshaped global element cycling in ways that persist today. 
While each geologic event has its nuances, broader planetary patterns remain consistent. 
As one of Earth’s timekeepers, my research uncovers the intricacies of these events and 
the patterns that recur across space and time.” 

Jonathan’s research at Yale explores how ancient Earth processes created many of the 
minerals and metals that power modern technology.  His work focuses on resources such 
as nickel, zinc, copper, cobalt, and graphite, which are essential for batteries, electronics, 
and other modern devices.  By studying ancient rocks in Finland and elsewhere, he 
investigates how large-scale geologic events - including volcanic activity, shifting 
continents, and mountain formation - created valuable mineral deposits throughout 
Earth’s history.  One example is the Alabama Graphite Belt, where nearly 20 million metric 
tons of graphite formed during continental 
collisions associated with the assembly of the 
supercontinent Pangea.  By studying when 
this graphite formed within the ancient 
mountain belt, Jonathan has reconstructed 
how these geologic events produced large 
graphite deposits, providing important 
insights into similar deposits found elsewhere 
in the world.  

In 2027, Jonathan will be joining the University of Manitoba as an Assistant Professor in 
Geochronology. 
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2025 Skinner Postdoctoral Fellowship Recipient: Alec Brenner 

Alec Brenner was an undergraduate student at 
Caltech (BA 2017) where geology nabbed his early 
rock- and fossil-hounding spirit.  He went on to 
Harvard (PhD 2024), advised by Professor Roger 
Fu, and focused on the paleomagnetic record held 
by Earth’s oldest well-preserved rocks (3.5-3.2 billion 
years), in the Pilbara region of Western Australia.  
These studies, which continue at Yale under the 
supervision of Professor David Evans, shed light on 
the geometry and behavior of early Earth’s magnetic 
field, the rates and styles of early plate tectonics, and 
the distribution of Archean climate zones and Hadley 
circulation. 

  
Recently, during his Australian field work, Alec has had the great fortune to stumble into 
several previously unknown deposits related to asteroid impacts. These include a new 
impact crater and several deposits associated with very ancient, very massive impacts, 
larger than the one that ended the dinosaurs in Earth’s much more recent history.   
  
Key to this work is finding rocks that have preserved ancient magnetic signals; however, 
all of Earth’s oldest rocks have experienced alteration over the last few billion years, which 
can re-magnetize them.  To address this, Alec uses cutting-
edge magnetic microscopy techniques to unravel the 
complexity of magnetizations in altered rocks.  He has shown 
that hydrothermal systems – which alter rocks by bathing 
them in heated fluids – are excellent at producing new 
magnetizations that can subsequently survive for billions of 
years.  To better understand what makes these hydrothermal 
systems such good magnetic recorders, he has visited the 
Kuroko volcanogenic massive sulfide (VMS) district in 
Japan, a pristinely preserved hydrothermal system.  This 
work all adds to a growing literature establishing 
hydrothermal systems as valuable deposits, both of mineral 
resources and of the deep-time geological archive. 
  
In July 2026, Alec joined the faculty of Scripps Institution of Oceanography (University of 
California, San Diego).  
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2026 Skinner Postdoctoral Fellowship Recipient: Bowen Fan 
Bowen Fan received his B.S. in Physics from 
Peking University in 2019. He then went on to 
the University of Chicago, where he completed 
his Ph.D. in Geophysical Sciences in 2026 under 
the supervision of Professor Edwin Kite. His 
doctoral work focused on planetary climates 
near the edge of habitability, including early 
Mars, hot rocky exoplanets, and the physical 
limits of stable climates beyond Earth. 
  
At Yale, Bowen’s research focuses especially on 
Titan, Saturn’s largest moon. Titan is one of the 

most Earth-like worlds in the outer solar system in the sense that it has a thick 
atmosphere, active weather, lakes and seas at its surface, and a methane-based 
“hydrological” cycle that resembles Earth’s water cycle in striking but unfamiliar ways. 
Instead of water evaporating, condensing, raining, and flowing across the surface, Titan’s 
cold climate allows methane and ethane to play many of these roles. 
 
Bowen studies Titan using both simple climate models and three-dimensional numerical 
simulations, including the Titan Atmospheric Model (TAM). This combination allows him 
to ask broad physical questions while also testing them in a more realistic planetary 
atmosphere. One part of his work examines Titan’s methane cycle and surface-
atmosphere exchange. His modeling suggests that surface evaporation does more than 
move methane around the planet: it can cool Titan’s global climate and reduce the 
atmospheric lapse rate, changing how temperature varies with height. 
 
Another major focus of Bowen’s work is Titan’s organic haze, the 
orange-brown atmospheric particles produced by sunlight-driven 
chemistry high in the atmosphere. His research suggests that this 
haze exerts a dominant “anti-greenhouse” effect on Titan’s global 
energy balance by blocking sunlight before it reaches the surface. As 
haze production has likely decreased over solar-system history, Titan 
may have experienced long-term global warming, even though it 
remains extremely cold by Earth standards.  
 
Bowen’s recent three-dimensional simulations have also revealed an unexpected role for 
Titan’s stratosphere. From an Earth-centered perspective, one might expect the lower 
atmosphere and weather systems to dominate planetary heat transport. On Titan, 
however, the stratosphere itself can act as a major pathway for moving energy from the 
equator toward the poles. This result highlights Titan as both a fascinating world in its 
own right and a natural laboratory for discovering forms of climate behavior that are 
difficult to anticipate from Earth alone. 

BJ & HCW SKINNER FELLOWSHIP FUND NEWSLETTER 

Saturn’s largest moon, Titan, 
and its haze, image by NASA 
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Skinner Postdoctoral Fellowship Recipient Search 

The Department of Earth & Planetary Sciences at Yale University (http://earth.yale.edu) 
announces a competition annually for the Brian J. and H. Catherine W. Skinner 
Postdoctoral Fellowship. The department welcomes applicants from all fields with 
research interests across the full range of disciplines within Earth and planetary sciences, 
including studies of geophysics, planetary sciences, tectonics, oceans, atmosphere, 
climate dynamics, geochemistry, paleoclimatology, paleontology, geobiology, and the 
evolution of life.  

The Postdoctoral Associate position is awarded for one year, subject to renewal for a 
maximum of two years, providing a monetary stipend and research funds plus health-care 
benefits and limited funds for relocation expenses. Applicants are asked to contact a 
sponsor in the Department to discuss potential research projects and to arrange for an 
endorsement letter from the faculty sponsor.  

Applicants are required to submit a cover letter, a curriculum vitae with a full list of 
publications, and a short two- or three-page statement of research interests and proposed 
research, including potential broader impacts. Broader impacts may include, for example, 
public education and outreach activities and other positive societal benefits. Applicants 
are asked to arrange for three confidential letters of reference and a letter from a 
sponsoring faculty member. Candidates should have a recent PhD, either within three 
years of the time of application, or be a newly conferred doctoral degree graduate, and 
proof of degree completion is required prior to being awarded the fellowship. Questions 
regarding the application process can be addressed to the Department Chair’s Assistant 
at eps-chair@yale.edu.  

Open calls for candidates to apply to the fellowship are announced in late fall, and 
successful candidates are expected to begin their program at Yale the following summer. 
Information about the next round of applications will be made available at 
https://earth.yale.edu/opportunities-0.  
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Donations to the Skinner Postdoctoral Fellowship Fund   

Thank you for considering support for the Skinner Postdoctoral Fellowship Fund.  Your 
contributions make a world of difference in the lives of early career scholars in EPS.  The 
purpose of the fund is to continue financial support for the Skinner fellowships in the 
Department of Earth & Planetary Sciences.  

Online Donation 

Please click this link: Donation · Yale University · GiveCampus (Link is external) and follow 
the instructions directly below: 

1. Choose your gift amount and gift frequency. 
2. Under Designation * start typing the name of the fund you wish to contribute below 

(i.e. “Skinner”). The fields will start to automatically populate. 
3. Select the name of the fund you wish to contribute. 
4. Continue filling in the form to complete the process. 
5. If you have any questions about supporting Earth and Planetary Sciences, please 

contact the Chair of the Department, Maureen Long at maureen.long@yale.edu.   

You can also visit the following websites for more donation information: 

https://earth.yale.edu/donate  

https://givetoday.yale.edu/campaigns/67174/donations/new 

 

Donate by Mail 

To mail your donation, make checks payable to Yale University (with GE101114 Skinner 
Postdoctoral Fellowship Fund on the memo line) and send to: 

Yale University 
Office of Development Contribution Processing 
PO Box 2038 
New Haven, CT 06521-2038 

 

BJ & HCW SKINNER FELLOWSHIP FUND NEWSLETTER 

https://givetoday.yale.edu/campaigns/67174/donations/new
https://givetoday.yale.edu/campaigns/67174/donations/new
mailto:maureen.long@yale.edu
https://earth.yale.edu/donate
https://givetoday.yale.edu/campaigns/67174/donations/new



