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In memory of Siegfried Huneck
9 September 1928 – 9 October 2011

Siegfried Huneck was born on September 9th, 1928 the first son of the “Heilpraktiker” (natural 
health professional) Emil Huneck and his wife Frieda, in the small settlement of Floh in the 
Thuringian Forest region (Thuringia, Germany), where he attended primary school. In 1939 he 
progressed to the “Staatliche Oberschule” (grammar school) for boys in Schmalkalden, where 
he completed his studies in 1947, due to a two years delay because of the war.
Following the post-war political changes he found himself in the German Democratic 
Republic. The State strategy at that time was to encourage children of labourers and farmers to 
undertake higher education, rather than children from employees and professionals. As the son 
of a “Heilpraktiker”, Siegfried fell into the latter category, and after several refusals was only 
allowed to undertake  a one-year course  for chemical-technical assistants at the Institute for 
Technical Chemistry of the University in Jena. Following this he was employed for 6 months 
in road construction in the neighbouring settlement of Seligenthal, but it probably helped 
him avoid forced employment in the uranium mines of the Erzgebirge (Ore Mountains). In 
1950 he found employment as a laboratory worker in the RFT broadcasting station in Erfurt, 
where his main responsibility was metal analyses. One year later he returned to Jena and ac-
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cepted a job as a scientific-chemical assistant in 
the VEB (VEB = Volkseigener Betrieb, people-
owned factory) Jenapharm. At first he worked in 
Vitamin D2 production, but later in the steroid 
research section.
In 1951 Siegfried again applied for admission 
to study chemistry at the University in Jena. 
However, the „sozialistische Planwirtschaft“ 
(socialist planned economy) also covered edu-
cation. And as it happened, the country did not 
need chemists at that time so no chemistry stu-
dents were admitted to the university. As teach-
ers, geographers and mathematicians were re-
quired Siegfried enrolled in mathematics, in the 
hope that he could soon  transfer to his desired 
chemistry soon. This opportunity came one year 
later, and after sitting an „Umschreibeprüfung“ 
he registered for chemistry in 1952. Evidently 
the economic planners had discovered a need 
for chemists in the country, since they admitted 
200 students, only 80 of whom finally graduated. 
In June 1957 Siegfried qualified for a “Diplom-
Chemiker” degree, having passed all examina-
tions and submitted a thesis (“Diplomarbeit”) 

entitled „Über die Oleanolsäure und einige ihrer Derivate“ (“On oleanolic acid and some of 
its derivates”).
Fortunately he immediately found employment as a scientific assistant at the Institute for 
Organic Chemistry and Biochemistry at the Friedrich-Schiller-University in Jena and was able 
to continue his investigations on triterpenes without interruption. By December 1959 he very 
successfully defended (magna cum laude) his PhD dissertation entitled „Über Aminosäuren 
von pentazyklischen Triterpenen“ (“On amino acids of pentacyclic triterpenes”).
In the autumn of 1960 he married Ruth Göhler in the Friedenskirche in Jena, having first met 
her at a dance in 1955 – the beginning of a very happy and life-long association. 
His intense interest in the chemistry of natural products was little appreciated or supported in 
Jena and in 1961 he left for a position as senior assistant at the Institute for Plant Chemistry 
of the Technical University Dresden in Tharandt, where he was promised a lecturership. It 
took considerable effort to reactivate the desolate and antiquated laboratories. In the follow-
ing years he worked on the theme „Über photo- und stereochemische Untersuchungen an 
pentacyclischen Triterpenen“ (“On photo- and stereochemical investigations of pentacyclic 
triterpenes”) for his habilitation degree. In November 1964 he was awarded the degree of „Dr. 
rer. nat. habil.” after a lecture on „Chemotaxonomie, ein Grenzgebiet zwischen Chemie und 
Botanik“ (“Chemotaxonomy, a borderland between chemistry and botany”) at the Technical 
University of Dresden.
In 1964 his first son Reinhard was born in Dresden and his second son, Rolf followed in 1967, 
in Freital. 

Siegfried Huneck in his laboratory. Photo: privat.
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Meanwhile the construction of the Berlin Wall and the suppression of the “Prague spring” led to 
more stringent selection of senior staff of the universities. Only members of the “Sozialistische 
Einheitspartei Deutschlands” (SED, socialist unity party of Germany) were appointed as lec-
turers or professors. Siegfried could not in good conscience join a party he despised, and this 
hindered his promotion and future.  In 1969 he left Tharandt und accepted a position as scien-
tific associate at the Institute for Biochemistry of Plants (Institut für Biochemie der Pflanzen, 
IBP) of the Academy of Sciences of the GDR in Halle/Saale, where he remained until his 
retirement.

The new position enabled him to continue his research on the natural product chemistry of 
liver worts, lichens and phanerogams, which he began in Jena and Tharandt. He succeeded 
in the isolation, structural elucidation and synthesis of many new compounds. However, this 
institute also lacked modern equipment, particularly for an „Einzelkämpfer“ like Siegfried, 
who could not expect the institute to fund the purchase of expensive equipment for him. Only 
the continuing and kind support of good friends and colleagues in the western world, like Prof. 
Dr. J.D. Conolly and Prof. Dr. K.H. Overton of the Chemistry Department at the University 
of Glasgow and Prof. Dr. G. Snatzke of the Structural Chemistry section at the University 
of Bochum, as well as numerous other friends and colleagues, enabled him to overcome the 
various difficulties and deficiencies and led to a fruitful cooperation. This also included moral 
support during difficult political times.

Unfortunately, Siegfried was unable to join the “Reisekader”, people who were allowed to at-
tend scientific meetings in the capitalist world. Nevertheless, his superiors, were happy for him 
to publish the results of his research, a very usual procedure in the GDR.

Agreements with the Academies of Sciences 
of Mongolia and North Korea enabled the 
travel-loving Siegfried to visit and explore 
these Asiatic countries. Three expeditions un-
der his leadership were made to Mongolia in 
1978, 1983 and 1988. His main goal was to col-
lect selected plants for chemical analyses, but 
Siegfried also made significant lichen collec-
tions. He also made three trips to North Korea, 
in 1982, 1986 and 1988.

After the collapse of the GDR in 1989, 
Siegfried was able to visit the western world 
for the first time, to accept invitations from 
friends and colleagues, to present his research 
results himself at international meetings, and to 
participate in excursions. In 1991 he visited the 
Department of Chemistry of the University of 
Glasgow (Scotland) and lectured in Switzerland 
(Neuchatel, Bern and Freiburg) on „Chemie der 
Flechten- und Moosinhaltsstoffe“ (“Chemistry 
of lichen and bryophyte constituents”). In 
March 1992 he participated in a botanical ex-
cursion to La Palma (Canary Islands) organized 
by Prof. Benno Feige and his research group.

Siegfried Huneck 1994 on a dump of a copper-shale 
mine near Hettstedt. Photo: privat.
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After the reunification of the two 
Germanies, the Academy of Sciences of 
the GDR was disestablished and in 1992 
Siegfried’s institute, the IBP, became an 
independent institute renamed „Institut 
für Pflanzenbiochemie“ (presently the 
Leibniz-Institute for Biochemistry) but 
his position as a scientific associate was 
maintained. Finally, he was able to work 
without any of the previous restrictions. 
In 1993 he continued to travel with a re-
search stay in Switzerland. Highlights were 
a travel to Japan including participation in 
the VI. International Botanical Congress 
in Yokohama and a research visit to the 
Department of Chemistry of the Australian 
National University in Canberra (Australia). 
In September 1993 he reached age 65 and 
at the end of the year went into mandatory 
retirement. Unfortunately he had to give up 
his laboratory and clear all space which he 
occupied in the institute, although it was 
evident that he was eager to continue his 
research. This was a very disappointing ex-
perience for him.

His many publications that appeared after 
1993 confirmed that Siegfried did not abandon his scientific work. Despite having no labora-
tory facilities, he continued his investigations wherever possible. Dr Jürgen Schmidt, a for-
mer colleague at the IBP, continued some of his experiments and the results were published 
jointly. Although he found having no laboratory particularly difficult, he declined invitations 
to work in other institutes (such as that from Prof. B. Feige in Essen) in order to remain with 
his family. After many years in a desolate “Plattenbau” (industrially produced high-rise build-
ing) in Halle-Neustadt, the Hunecks moved into a nice, new apartment in the countryside at 
Langenbogen (Saalekreis) in early 1995 where they also found a wonderful garden in an aban-
doned vineyard/sandstone quarry to nurture.

Here Siegfried remained in contact with his many colleagues worldwide. He conscientiously 
kept abreast and collected the literature on lichenological themes that were of interest to him, 
as well as floras and books on plant identification of countries he liked to visit. Particularly 
during the winter months he was a welcome guest at the meetings of the cryptogam study 
group at the Martin-Luther University Halle-Wittenberg.

Long before his retirement he spent much of his spare time, particularly at weekends, under-
taking excursions in the surroundings of Halle. One of his favourites were the refuse (slag) 
heaps of the copper-shale mines in the Mansfelder Hügelland area. In addition to many com-
mon lichens, these harbour some special species dependent on the heavy metal content, some 
limited to just a few sites. His wife Ruth often joined him, but was not so happy when the 
loose rocks of the refuse heaps were slippery from rain. Many visiting colleagues joined him 

Ruth & Siegfried Huneck 1993 in the Unstruttal. Photo: 
privat.
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on such excursions, including Isao Yoshimura, Jack Elix and Harrie Sipman to name just a 
few, and helped with identifications. In this way he collected a large range of material over 30 
years. The results were published in a richly illustrated special issue of the Mitteilungen zur 
floristischen Kartierung Sachsen-Anhalt (Huneck 2006). One very rare lichen he found on 
a heap south of Hettstedt, was an undescribed species of Caloplaca. It was collected almost 
simultaneously by J. Etayo in Spain, and described in 2007 as Caloplaca epigaea Søchting, 
Huneck & Etayo. Even now it is known only from this one site in Germany, and is included in 
the new edition of the Red List of lichens of Germany under category 1.

His final publication, „10.000 Kilometer unterwegs im Herzen Asiens – Expeditionsbericht aus 
der Mongolei“ (10,000 km underway in the heart of Asia – Expedition report from Mongolia), 
is a 122 page account of his expeditions to Mongolia. It was prepared in cooperation with 
H.-D. Knapp and published in the autumn of 2010 by Weissdorn-Verlag. A complete list of his 
publications is presented below in appendix 2.

Although Siegfried was a laboratory chemist by profession, he loved nature, observing the flora 
and fauna, and collecting specimens. From his youth he established a herbarium with a strong 
representation of lichens. When this grew too large for his home and he retired from the Institut 
für Biochemie der Pflanzen, his lichen collections was transferred to the Botanical Museum 
in Berlin-Dahlem (B), together with his many reprints and books. They contain many very 
interesting collections from the Harz Mountains in 1960, made before air pollution had elimi-
nated most lichens, and the rich material from the copper mine refuse heaps of the Mansfeld 
basin. Collections from further afield were made during his travels to Mongolia, Russia and 
North Korea and have been cited in his publications on the lichens from these countries. Prof. 
Gerhard Follmann in particular, sent him many interesting lichen species for chemical analy-
sis, pioneer work at a time before standard chromatographic methods were available for ready 
chemical analysis. For the most part, the results were published in the series “Mitteilungen 
über Flechteninhaltsstoffe”. Due to the political situation at that time, the samples could not be 
returned and Siegfried kept them in his herbarium. Another important component are the many 
samples of lichen substances. In total, B houses approximately 1500 samples of such lichen 
substances and their derivates. A considerable part of the Huneck herbarium is now databased 
and available on the website http://www.bgbm.org/scripts/ASP/lichcol/query.asp.

His bryophyte collections (950 specimens, mainly liverworts together with a few musci) 
and some Selaginella species were transferred to the Haussknecht Herbarium in Jena (JE). 
They originate mainly from North Korea and Mongolia, together with a few specimens 
from Bulgaria, Austria, Switzerland, Sweden and Central Germany (Harz Mountains and 
Thuringian Forest). 

Finally, Siegfried owned 10 patents, including procedures for the production of “Fasertonerde” 
(activated aluminium oxide). Nine patents were made in cooperation with other scientists and 
concern chemical means for influencing the growth and development of plants and for the 
production of pure chemical substances for selected applications.

In 1996, at the third IAL Congress in Salzburg, Siegfried Huneck received the Acharius Medal 
for „Outstanding Contributions to Lichenology“, presented by the International Association 
for Lichenology. The Japanese Society for Lichenology made him an honorary member. 
All in all three new species have been dedicated to Siegfried Huneck: Opegrapha huneckii 
Follmann & Klement 1970, Geastrum huneckii Dörfelt 1981 and Pertusaria huneckiana Feige 
& Lumbsch 1993.
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His final years were difficult. His wife Ruth, who had accompanied him for so many years and 
who was the soul of the family, was struck by leukaemia and died in August 2009. Thereafter 
he lost interest in life. After several weeks in the hospital, he died on 9 September 2011.

Additional biographical information can be found in the references listed in appendix 1, sourc-
es consulted in the preparation of the above text.

All his friends and colleagues will remember him as a very friendly, honourable man and 
remarkable scientist.
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Anonymous 1993. Curriculum Vitae - Siegfried Huneck. pp. V-VI in: Feige, G. B. & Lumbsch, H. T., Phytochemistry 

and Chemotaxonomy of Lichenized Ascomycetes – A Festschrift in honour of Siefgfried Huneck. – Bibliotheca 
Lichenologica 53. J. Cramer, Berlin/Stuttgart. 288 pp.
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Appendix 2. List of 412 publications authored or coauthored by Siegfried Huneck.

The list is compiled from a hand-written list numbered 1–408, prepared by Siegfried himself, 
a published list in the Aktuelle Lichenologische Mitteilungen 5 (1994) and extracts from the 
Recent Literature website and the private database of the second author. It contains 412 items, 
of which 249 concern lichenology.
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Huneck, S. 1961. Notiz über das epi-Zeorin. – Chemische Berichte 94: 1151–1153.
Huneck, S. 1961. Zur Kenntnis des Homoolestranols. – Die Naturwissenschaften 48: 73.
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Huneck, S. 1962. Über die Inhaltsstoffe von Lecidea tumida Massalongo (L. sorediza Nyl.). – Die Naturwissenschaften 

49: 374 –375.
Huneck, S. 1962. Über das Vorkommen von Gyrophorsäure in Acarospora fuscata (Nyl.) Arnold. – Die 

Naturwissenschaften 49: 396.
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Lehn, J.-M. & Huneck, S. 1963. Stereochimie de la zeorine. – Bulletin de la Societé Chimique de France 1963: 676.
Huneck, S. 1964. Über das Vorkommen von Norstictsäure in Lecidea pantherina (Ach.) Th. Fr. – Die 
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diazo-18αH-oleanan und dessen photochemische und thermische Umwandlung in A-Nor-Verbindungen. – 
Chemische Berichte 98: 1837.
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in A-Nor-Verbindungen. – Chemische Berichte 98: 2284.

Huneck, S. 1965. Photochemische Umsetzungen. IV. Triterpene. XII. Die Darstellung von 19β,28-Epoxy-1-oxo-2-
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98: 2291.
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19β,28-Epoxy-1-oxo-18αH-oleanan. – Chemische Berichte 98: 2837–2843.

Huneck, S. 1965. Photochemische Umsetzungen. III. Triterpene. XV. Die Darstellung und Forster-Reaktion von 
19β,28-Epoxy-3-oxo-2-anti-oximino-1α-cyan-18αH-oleanan sowie die Bromierung von 19β,28-Epoxy-3-oxo-
1α-cyan-18αH-oleanan. – Chemische Berichte 98: 3204 –3209.

Huneck, S. 1965. Über das Vorkommen von Gyrophorsäure in Lecidea tenebrosa Flot. – Die Naturwissenschaften 52: 477.
Huneck, S. 1965. Über Flechteninhaltsstoffe, XVII. Konstitution der Planasäure, eines neuen Depsides aus Lecidea 

plana (Lahm ex Koerb.) Nylander. – Zeitschrift für Naturforschung 20B: 1119 –1122.
Huneck, S. 1965. XXI. Mitteilung über Flechteninhaltsstoffe. Über die Inhaltsstoffe von Lecidea lithophila (Ach.) 

Ach. emend. Th. Fr., Lecidea macrocarpa (DC.) Steud. und Lecidea fuscoatra (L.) Ach. – Zeitschrift für 
Naturforschung 20B: 1137–1138.
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Huneck, S. & Follmann, G. 1965. Acerca de la composition quimica de los liquenes chilenos VI. La presencia de 
tumidulina en Ramalina peruviana Ach. – Boletin de la Universidad de Chile 7: 56 –57.
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