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Jochen Heinrichs in 2015

Dr. Jochen Heinrichs, full professor for Molecular Systemat-
ics of Lower Plants at the Ludwig-Maximilians-University 
of Munich, Germany, passed away on April 22, 2018, after 

10 months of battling an autoimmune disease. A commit-
ted scientist and warm-hearted, selfless person, Jochen was 
an internationally renowned bryologist, paleobryologist, 
and plant evolutionary biologist, whose premature death 
has been devastating to his family, friends, colleagues, and 
students.

Jochen was born in 1969 in Mönchengladbach-Rein-
dahlen, a city located in the Rhine-Ruhr metropolitan region 
of Germany, close to Düsseldorf. Although he later lived and 
pursued his scientific training and career in Lower Saxony 
and Bavaria, far away from his hometown, Jochen remained 
a proud advocate of his Rhenish heritage. Jochen’s interest 
in nature and natural sciences began early in life. He started 
bird photography during his senior school years and culti-
vated a wide variety of plants in the family garden, including 
native orchids. He also worked in a landscaping company 
where he began to develop a keen interest in botany and 
especially bryology.

Jochen received his academic training from the Heinrich-
Heine University in Düsseldorf (1989–1996) and earned a  
master’s degree in biology, with a thesis on Syntrichia 
(formerly Tortula). He then moved to the Georg-August 
University at Göttingen for graduate studies (1996–2002) 
and earned his doctoral title from that university in 2002 
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(under the supervision of S. Robbert Gradstein; thesis title: 
A taxonomic revision of Plagiochila sect. Hylacoetes, sect. 
Adiantoideae and sect. Fuscoluteae in the Neotropics with a 
preliminary subdivision of Neotropical Plagiochilaceae into 
nine lineages), as well as his venia legendi (Habilitation) in 
2007. He was appointed curator of the Göttingen University 
Herbarium (GOET) of the Albrecht-von-Haller Institute in 
2001 and since 2009 also served as a principal investigator 
of the Courant Research Centre “Geobiology” at Göttingen 
University. During his tenure as curator, Jochen not only 
reorganized the collection, but also initiated the establish-
ment of a digital herbarium, which he supervised until he 
left Göttingen for Munich in 2013 to assume the position of 
professor for Molecular Systematics of Lower Plants at the 
Ludwig-Maximilians-University.

Liverworts were one of Jochen’s great passions from day 
one of his career and, consequently, he devoted most of his 
time to collecting and studying these plants. He undertook 
far-reaching expeditions to collect his study objects, includ-
ing to Bolivia (1997, with Hermann Anton and Jochen Mül-
ler), Costa Rica (1999, again with Hermann Anton as well as 
IngoHolz), and Ecuador (2004, with Rosemary Wilson and 
Alfons Schäfer-Verwimp). Liverworts collected during these 
expeditions are kept in Jochen’s Bryophyta Exsiccata Gen-
eris Plagiochilae in 6 fascicles (300 numbers). Moreover, 
Jochen gathered an impressive private collection of bryo-
phytes (predominantly from Europe) as well as flowering 
plants that he, for the greater part, deposited in the herbaria 
of the University of Munich, M and MSB.

Jochen published more than 200 research articles (see 
Bibliography in Online Resource 1), which makes him one 
of the most prolific contemporary bryologists worldwide. 
His most influential contribution addresses the taxonomy of 
Plagiochila and provides new insights into this widespread 
but hitherto poorly known genus (e.g., Heinrichs et  al. 
1998a, b, 2000; Heinrichs 2002a, b). Other major contri-
butions to liverwort systematics and taxonomy focused on 
molecular phylogeny (e.g., Heinrichs et al. 2012a; Feldberg 
et al. 2010, 2016; Carter et al. 2016), classification of Lejeu-
neaceae (e.g., Wilson et al. 2004; Heinrichs et al. 2014a, b, 
c, d, 2015a, b; Bechteler et al. 2016a, b), cryptic speciation 
in bryophytes (e.g., Kreier et al. 2010; Heinrichs et al. 2011), 
and diversification patterns in leafy liverworts (e.g., Hein-
richs et al. 2013; Bechteler et al. 2016c). For the best paper 
published in The Bryologist in 2005, Jochen was awarded the 
Sullivant Award of the American Bryological and Licheno-
logical Society. However, characterizing Jochen solely as a 
liverwort bryologist does not do him justice. Rather, his sci-
entific interests were many and spanned a diverse spectrum 
of topics and organisms ranging from fungi to flowering 
plants such as Hieracium to the poorly known, but common 
moss genus Syntrichia. To study the latter, Jochen had to 

climb Eternit roofs for which he went to great lengths in 
villages along the hills of the Mosel valley.

By about 2008, Jochen became increasingly interested 
in, and fascinated by, fossil bryophytes, especially the copi-
ous record of these plants in amber, and in the possibility of 
incorporating fossil bryophytes as constraint into molecular-
clock analyses and biogeographic and trait change recon-
structions. He studied and revised numerous amber fossils 
of leafy liverworts and mosses (e.g., Heinrichs et al. 2015b, 
2016a, b, 2017a, b) and more recently also of ferns (e.g., 
Schneider et al. 2016; Regalado et al. 2016, 2017, 2018). 
Research on amber fossils evolved into a particular passion; 
private acquisitions and loans from museum and university 
collections, as well as from other private collectors, piled 
up in his laboratory, forming one of the most significant 
compilations worldwide of amber fossils of seedless land 
plants. One of Jochen’s mentors, Riclef Grolle (1934–2004), 
once stated “running the gauntlet of taxonomy in the vast 
abysses of geologic time is a particular challenge” (cited 
in Heinrichs et al. 2012b). Jochen not only embraced this 
challenge, but also expanded the task by placing the results 
from his research on amber-preserved fossils into a broader 
evolutionary context. His research on amber fossils resulted 
in more than 40 papers on liverworts and mosses, as well as 
ferns, fungi, and lichens (e.g., Hartl et al. 2015; Heinrichs 
et al. 2015b; Kaasalainen et al. 2015; Schneider et al. 2016). 
Many of these papers have opened new avenues of research 
and have set standards in the investigation of amber fossils 
and their incorporation in phylogenetics. For example, by 
combining molecular phylogenies with fossil evidence from 
amber, Jochen was able to demonstrate that certain extant 
species of seedless land plants date back to the Miocene, 
but not the Paleogene as had been suggested (e.g., Hein-
richs et al. 2015b, c). One of Jochen’s fellow bryologists, Jeff 
Duckett of Queen Mary University, London, Great Britain, 
recently commented (to M. Krings, email of May 5, 2018): 
“I knew Jochen best as a reviewer of many of his papers 
over many years. These were always a pleasure to read and 
without exception I recommended publication: at most I 
suggested just very minor changes. He was a superb tax-
onomist, probably stemming from his first-class knowledge 
of bryophytes in the field, and this was invariably reflected 
in his holistic appraisal of fossil liverworts.” One of the last 
manuscripts Jochen was working on is “A comprehensive 
assessment of the fossil record of liverworts in amber,” an 
invited contribution to the commemorative volume for the 
late Thomas N. Taylor (1937–2016). Although Jochen was 
unable to complete the manuscript in person, he oversaw 
the final stages of its production from his hospital bed and 
repeatedly expressed satisfaction with the outcome. Unfor-
tunately, Jochen did not live to see the published version of 
his paper (Heinrichs et al. 2018).
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Jochen was an inspired teacher, advisor, and mentor, who 
always found time for his students to discuss science or just 
for a cup of coffee and a chat. When and wherever assis-
tance was needed, Jochen was ready to help with words and 
deeds. Certainly, he had high expectations, but through his 
unselfishness and helpful demeanor he made it easy, often 
even enjoyable, for students to dive into the exciting world of 
science, expand their skills, and gain experience. Moreover, 
Jochen allowed his students to participate in publications 
very early in their careers. His generous approach regarding 
co-authorship made it possible for many to contribute to 
a variety of studies and learn about many topics and tech-
niques in plant science. Jochen will be remembered by all 
who had the privilege to interact with him for his desire to 
achieve the highest quality in research, education, and out-
reach, his devotion to the training of young plant biologists, 
and, last but not least, for his humorous style of lecturing 
and teaching.

Another important segment of Jochen’s remarkable career 
that deserves mention concerns his dedicated service to the 
scientific community. He served as an editorial board mem-
ber of several scientific journals, including Plant Systematics 
and Evolution (since 2009), Cryptogamie, Bryologie (since 
2002), Journal of Bryology (since 2013), and Nature Sci-
entific Reports (since 2014), and as Editor-in-Chief of the 
publication series Bryophytorum Bibliotheca (since 2005). 
As an editor and manuscript reviewer, “he [Jochen] had very 
sound judgment and was always courteous and considerate 
to authors even when their work had serious shortcomings” 
(Jeff Duckett, email to M. Krings of May 5, 2018). Jochen 

was also a member of the Committee for Bryophytes of the 
International Association for Plant Taxonomy (1999–2005) 
and an executive board member of the GeoBio-CenterLMU 
(since 2016). His commitment to the society of German-
speaking plant biologists is evident from his long-term 
service as vice-chairman of the Systematics sections of the 
German Botanical Society (since 2008). All these services 
to the community, Jochen conducted conscientiously, with 
enthusiasm, and with distinction. Unfortunately, and far too 
often in recent years, he put work and service before his own 
well-being and ignored signs of declining health.

Friends, colleagues, and students will keep Jochen in 
grateful remembrance. He was a person of many passions—
and he readily allowed others to join in. For example, he 
encouraged colleagues and students to visit local museums 
to explore the works of art, especially paintings. His love 
for, and profound knowledge of, the visual arts was also 
manifested in his exquisite private collection of German 
early twentieth-century prints and paintings. Jochen was 
particularly fond of (classic) modernism represented by 
Wassily Kandinsky, Franz Marc, and Lyonel Feininger. He 
was the proud owner of several drawings, woodcuts, litho-
graphic prints, and paintings by artists such as Joan Miró, 
Erich Heckel, Georges Braque, Max Ernst, Otto Moder-
sohn, and Salvador Dalí. However, Jochen was likewise 
interested in the works of less famous artists, and one of us 
had the pleasure to join Jochen and receive first-hand expert 
insights during a visit to the Tate Britain and the National 
Portrait Gallery in London a few years ago. The actual pur-
pose of this trip was not art, of course, but rather to attend 

In the field. Left: Ecuador 2004, Jochen in the Polylepis forest at the Papallacta Pass. Right: Murnauer Moos, Bavaria, 2013, Jochen during a 
field trip
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a bryological symposium at the Natural History Museum 
during which Jochen never failed until late to come up with 
“cunning plans” to address all the issues that mattered to 
him. Jochen’s ability to enliven even the most jejune meet-
ing with his cheerful Rhenish humor and fondness for the 
small pleasures of life will be sorely missed. Going into a 
restaurant in Munich, Jochen was asked by a colleague if he 
was a vegetarian to which came the immediate reply “Do I 
look like a vegetarian?”

We will miss Jochen as a mentor, colleague, and friend, 
and honor his legacy through the continuation of the work 
that he so loved.

Information on Electronic Supplementary Mate-
rial
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