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Stefan Vogel (1925 – 2015)
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stefan Vogel, aged 90, passed away on 5 november 2015 
in his home in Maria enzersdorf in austria. He was a 
world authority in floral ecology, the discoverer of two 
new classes of pollinator rewards, floral perfumes and 
fatty oils, and a researcher who put forward new interpre-
tations for the evolution of special flower syndromes. For 
three years, sV was full professor (c 4) at the Institute 
for systematic Botany and Plant Geography of the Freie 
Universität Berlin, a period stressed in this short obituary. 
For a more complete evaluation of his life and work, in 
particular his many more years at Vienna University, see 
other obituaries (Weber & Pfosser 2015; Weber 2016).

Born in Dresden in Germany on 4 april 1925 as the 
last child of Dr jur. Wilhelm Vogel and his wife  Marianne, 
née Hauptmann sV developed an early interest in bota-
ny and started to prepare plant illustrations at the age of 
seven. He passed his Abitur at the Humanistisches Gym-
nasium Vitzthum in Dresden in 1944 and was immedi-
ately enlisted by the Wehrmacht for service in occupied 
Poland. soon declared unfit, sV was allowed to return to 
Dresden to work as technical draughtsman in an arma-
ment factory, where he survived the air raid on his home 
city in February 1945. after the armistice, sV tried to 
get enrolled at Halle University, but was first rejected. 
However, Hermann Meusel, then professor of botany and 
directory of the botanic garden of Halle University, per-
mitted him to secretly attend lectures and courses, be-
fore he was formally permitted to begin his studies. In 
addition, Meusel encouraged sV to continue producing 
watercolours and to identify plants from the botanic gar-
den. In 1947, two years before the foundation of the Ger-
man Democratic republic and the Federal republic of 
Germany, sV moved to Mainz University reactivated by 
the French authorities, which meant changing from the 
soviet to the French zone of Germany, where working 
and living conditions were more favourable. In 1949 sV 
received his Doctor rerum naturalium degree from Mainz 
University having submitted a self-conceived doctoral 
thesis “Farbwechsel and Zeichnungsmuster bei Blüten” 

(colour change and drawing patterns in flowers). this 
was published in the following year in a city that was to 
become important for him only much later – Vienna.

However, the formative event of sV’s life was his 
subsequent one-year stay in south africa with his fel-
low student klaus stopp from Dresden. effectively this 
meant studying flower ecology along a ten-thousand-mile 
trek, documenting the findings in plant illustrations very 
true to nature and collecting plants for the botanic gar-
den of Mainz University. although the concept of floral 
syndromes was not new, having already been put forward 
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Fig. 1. stefan Vogel, aged c. 50. – Photograph: sibylle Vogel.
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by Federico Delpino in Florence many years before, sV 
applied it for the first time and with rigour to the highly 
diverse flora of southern africa. the wealth of observa-
tions collected in the field led in 1958 to sV’s Habilita-
tion at Mainz University with a substantial paper entitled 
“Organographie der Blüten kapländischer Ophrydeen 
mit Bemerkungen zum koadatationsproblem” (Organo-
graphy of flowers of Ophrydeae from the cape province 
with notes on the coadaptation problem). this work sub-
sequently appeared in the publications of the academy 
of science and literature in Mainz, of which sV became 
a corresponding member in 1975. nine years before his 
election to the academy he had become civil servant; 
three years before the election he had been appointed 
abteilungsleiter for the field of ecology at the Institute for 
General Botany of Mainz University.

always a dedicated field worker, sV left Mainz in 
1955 together with H. sturm for another expedition, this 
time to south america, which was to last for fourteen 
months and resulted in the detection of the new catego-

ry of “perfume flowers”, a phenomenon now known in 
many angiosperms. During this and his later expeditions 
sV maintained his habit of preparing very accurate plant 
illustrations, e.g. of the orchid Disperis saxicola schltr. 
(Fig. 2), a native of Madagascar. His inclination to bo-
tanical illustration is reflected by his part-time teaching 
activity for this subject at the Werkkunstschule in Wies-
baden, just across the river rhine from Mainz, which 
he pursued from 1949 until his move to Berlin. several 
more expeditions were to follow, mainly to central and 
south america, in particular Brazil, but also to togo, 
cameroon, Malaysia and Borneo. altogether sV spent 
more than five years overseas bringing home a rich har-
vest of observations leading to a long list publications on 
bat pollination, first observed using a candle and flash-
bulbs, fungus-gnat flowers, scent-producing structures, 
floral kettle traps, flickering bodies and several other 
fields.

In 1963, 1970 and 1972 sV had been invited by the 
Freie Universität Berlin (FUB) to give guest lectures on 

Fig. 2. Disperis saxicola schltr. – Plant illustration by s. Vogel.
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his research in flower ecology. In 1973 he received the 
offer for a full professorship (B. rehse, pers. comm., 
2016), which he accepted. according to the lecture time-
table, sV (Fig. 1) started lecturing at FUB in summer 
term 1974 and continued until winter term 1976 – 1977. 
three times he gave the then famous Hauptvorlesung 
“Introduction to systematic botany and plant geogra-
phy”, contributed to the lecture series “Phyla of the plant 
kingdom” and organized a Blockpraktikum, another 
FUB speciality, in flower ecology. For two terms sV was 
acting director of the Institute for systematic Botany and 
Plant Geography, for two more terms deputy acting di-
rector. He was on particularly friendly terms with theo 
eckardt, then the other full professor (c 4) at the insti-
tute and, additionally, also director of the Botanic Gar-
den and Botanical Museum Berlin-Dahlem (BGBM), 
then an institution independent from FUB. the present 
author recalls musical evenings in eckardt’s home in 
ehrenbergstraße attended by sV. During his three years 
in Berlin (West), sV published among others on oil-col-
lecting bees and the striking night-flowering Narcissus 
viridiflorus schousb., a native of spain and Morocco. In 
addition, he became for a short while an informal mem-
ber of the BGBM community occasionally meeting over 
tea in eckardt’s office.

though enjoying excellent conditions for his research 
work, sV was not happy in Berlin (West), then consisting 
of the three western sectors of the city surrounded by the 
infamous Wall. as so often, disharmonies at the institute 
also played a role. Unsurprisingly he therefore accepted in 
1976 a call to take over a full professorship at Vienna Uni-
versity, which went together with austrian citizenship, 
though he remained at the same time a German citizen. 
the present author remembers to what degree sV was im-
pressed by the much more diverse flora of the surround-
ings of Vienna with its numerous Pannonian and alpine 
elements and how he enjoyed being able to study them 
next to his home in Mödling on the southern fringe of the 
city. However, in his dealings with the Federal Ministry 
for science and research sV was less successful, not tak-
ing sufficiently into account the labyrinthine nature of Vi-
enna bureaucracy. Feeling slighted by non-response to his 
requests, sV decided – after considerable hesitation – to 
follow an offer for the full professorship of Mainz Univer-
sity, a position that was combined with the directorship 
of the botanic garden. It meant taking over the chair of 
his former doctorial supervisor Wilhelm troll, and so in 
1981 sV moved from austria back to his native Germany. 
Interrupted only by a Walker ames guest professorship in 
seattle, sV remained in Mainz until retirement.

Freed from his numerous academic commitments at 
Mainz University in 1990, including the arduous job of 
acting as referee for the Deutsche Forschungsgemein-
schaft (DFG, German research council) for five years, 
sV, aged 65, took the rather unexpected decision to move 
back to Vienna, where his three children had stayed be-
hind. He bought himself a home in Maria enzersdorf 

near Mödling and again commuted regularly to Vienna, 
where rennweg 14, the traditional address of the Botani-
cal Institute, then already renamed Department of Botany 
and Biodiversity research, became his permanent base. 
Very appropriately sV was appointed honorary professor 
of Vienna University in 1994.

With no official obligations, sV continued to work 
hard and was fortunate enough to be able to continue for 
very long. even in his last decade, i.e. beginning with his 
eightieth birthday, he produced substantial papers on a 
wide spectrum of topics ranging from philosophy of sci-
ence, ant-flower interactions and floral ecology. they in-
cluded a short paper entitled “a floral biologist’s past fifty 
years: some thoughts and experiences” which appeared 
in Taxon; excellent reading and at the same time a loving 
tribute and appreciation of the role of his wife Ilse Vogel, 
née schnabel, in his life and work. no attempt is made 
here to list all of sV’s functions as co-editor of scientific 
journals, e.g. of Beiträge zur Biologie der Pflanzen, and 
member of the editorial board, e.g. of Flora, which he ful-
filled for very many years. sV was happy to see in 2012 
his seminal work on flower syndromes of 1954 published 
in an english translation and in 2015 to read the proofs 
of his very last paper “Vertebrate pollination in Composi-
tae: floral syndromes and field observations”, which ap-
peared posthumously in Stapfia. this very volume, i.e. 
Stapfia 103, has a very appropriate cover – it shows one 
of sV’s study objects: a flowering head of Dendroseris 
litoralis skottsb., an endemic of the Juan Fernández Is-
lands, producing copious amounts of nectar, visited by 
the hummingbird Sephanoides fernandensis (P. P. king 
1831). In a sense, sV’s only posthumous paper is typical 
for his entire oeuvre – it is the summary of about 40 years 
of observation containing carefully selected, convincing 
illustrations, i.e. photographs taken by him and others in 
the field, reproductions from the literature as well as line 
drawings by his own hand.

In this age of impact factors, “managers of science 
and/or scientists” and big egos measured almost exclu-
sively on the basis of research money attracted and not on 
achievements in science, sV was a man of a quite differ-
ent calibre – modest, reserved, very correct, sometimes 
almost shy, but at the same time a hard-working, dedi-
cated and highly competent person with limited interests 
outside botany. at the same time he was never distracted 
by short-lived scientific fashions and always disliked 
standing in the spotlight. It has rightly been said that 
“he loved to work, write and draw alone” (Weber 2016). 
Guided by unusually perceptive and observational skills, 
sV simply loved working in the field and publishing the 
results in often very substantial contributions. It is the 
sum total of his field studies that made him such a highly 
respected representative of his discipline, well known to 
botanists and zoologists alike, although many will regret 
that he did not synthesize his vast knowledge and experi-
ence into a text- or handbook on floral ecology. W. Bar-
thlott (Bonn), who had known sV since 1974 when they 
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were both professors at FUB, told the present author that 
“every conversation with him [sV] with his encyclopae-
dic knowledge and phenomenal memory was surprising 
and profitable. starting from 1990 our dialogue was in-
tensified since we were both members of the academy 
of science and literature in Mainz: during each session 
we exchanged pergamine envelopes with slides in order 
to inform each other about our new findings in the fields 
of common interest. … In sV I have lost one of my most 
important mentors” (W. Barthlott, pers. comm., 2015). 
to this statement many, not only floral ecologists, will 
concur. When the present author by chance met sV in his 
penultimate year at the rennweg train station in Vienna, 
he had not changed at all – a kind, polite man, very much 
to the point, not complaining about old age and as always 
interested in developments in the focal point of his life – 
botany. this is how I shall remember him.

Lists of publications by Stefan Vogel

see Weber & sonntag (2006) and Weber (2016).
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