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EVOLUTION OF DNA METHYLATION PATTERNS 
It has been known for some time that the extensive genomic DNA 
methylation seen in vertebrates is exceptional (Bird et al., 1979; 
Bird and Taggart, 1980). Methylation of invertebrate genomes is 
confined to a small fraction of the genome, and in some cases 
(e.g. Drosophila melanogaster and Caenorhabditis elegans) may 
be absent altogether. Although the data are incomplete, there is 
reason to believe that methylated DNA in invertebrates comprises 
transposable elements and other potentially damaging DNA 
sequences that have been detected and silenced by a 
mechanism involving methylation. No methylated gene has yet 
been reliably reported in an invertebrate, and the primary function 
of DNA methylation in these organisms may be to protect the 
genome by neutralising disruptive elements. In vertebrates, on 
the other hand, the genome as a whole is heavily methylated, 
and most genes are methylated to some extent. The transiti
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