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Wolf-Ernst Reif (27.06.1945-11.06.2009)

Wolf, as he was called by many colleagues,
was born in Heidenheim an der Brenz, 30 km
north of Ulm, insouthern Germany. His parents
were both scientists from the university town of
Jena, and he was the oldest of three children.
Wolf was born under difficult conditions, at the
end of a string of carts of immigrants from east-
central Germany to the south. As the US Army
withdrew from Thuringia, they had to leave in-
frastructure behind but took around 2000 Ger-
man academics with them — mostly rocket sci-
entists, physicists, and chemists — and among
them were Wolf’s parents. This move to secure
part of the German intelligence was coined “we
take the brain” by the Americans. In the case of
the Reif family, they took an unborn scientist
with them they still could not know about.

Wolf was born with a spina bifida, which
caused an increasing paralysis during all of his
life. But health did not keep him away from
choosing his profession very early: when three
years old, he already loved to collect stones
(“Stoinale”). By the age of eight, he was fascinated by the Swabian Alb and its formation on the
ground of a tropical sea, and reported that in his imagination he could “hear the waves at the Ju-
rassic coast”. Collecting fossils and reading books became his favoured hobbies, and by seventeen
he had written a scientific paper which was granted the Horlein Prize by the Verband Deutscher
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Biologen (Association of German Biologists). Thus, he had become a palacontologist even before
he entered university, and his first specialization was in Upper Jurassic sponges.

In 1965, Wolfwent to Tiibingen, then one of the best places to study palacontology and geology
in Europe. Before his training in geology started, he absolved a one-year college devoted to interdis-
ciplinary topics (Leibniz-Kolleg). This proved befitting for his general attitude towards science, and
in a sense foreshadowed what there was to come. During that time, he wrote an essay on the history
of Czechoslovakia and worked on the early ontogeny of salamanders. He was a voracious reader of
many kinds of books, a habit he fortunately did not give up even in his last months. His interests
ranged from geology, biology, and physics to logic, philosophy, architecture, and art.

At Tiibingen, Wolf became a student of Adolf Seilacher, with whom he shared broad in-
terests in evolution, palaeontology, and geology (fossils’ deposit). This appears only logical, as
both supervisor and student took unconventional paths and faced problems avoided or neglect-
ed by others. The topic Wolf chose for his diploma thesis (then a degree roughly comparable
to a master) was the origin of the famous Triassic bonebeds. This project includes aspects of
vertebrate palaeontology, palaeoecology, taphonomy, and sedimentology, again highlighting
his interdisciplinary interests.

In his doctoral thesis, Wolf focussed on sharks, a topic that should form his centre of research
for years to come. He developed a diverse set of research questions on the evolutionary biology
of these fishes: how do shark scales and teeth form and how are they repaired (embryology), how
do they differ (systematics), what is their fossil record (palacontology), what is their impact on the
swimming ability of sharks (functional morphology), and how did they evolve (evolutionary
biology). In all named fields, Wolf was to make substantial, often ground-breaking contributions.
In 1973 he finished his dissertation on shark tooth morphology and ultrastructure. The next step
was to study on the role of shark scales for swimming, and in 1975—76 he spent a year in Hawaii
with his family to focus on this project. This was a very active period, in which he travelled around
the world and cooperated with many colleagues, among them functional biologists, physicists,
and architects such as Otto Frei. In Tiibingen, Wolf was further intimately involved in research
programmes (SFBs) on palaecoecology, geology, and constructional morphology. During that
time, he took part several times in the famous Dahlem Conferences, interdisciplinary workshops
to which only very few German palaeontologists were invited.

In 1982, Wolf finished his Habilitation, in which he developed the sophisticated Odontode
Regulation Theory. This theory explains the origin and evolution of scales and teeth in jaws of
vertebrates by means of a morphogenetic model. By 1984, he was appointed a 4-year professor-
ship (C2) at Tiibingen. The functional morphology of shark scales led him to consider general
aspects of hydrodynamics, and for his contribution to the field of bionics he was granted the
Ernst Mach Award in 1986. Finally, in 1988, he became an assistant professor (C3) for con-
structional morphology, funded by the Stifterverband der Deutschen Wissenschaft explicitly in
honour of his outstanding contributions.

In concert with Frank Westphal, Wolf made vertebrate palacontology a hot spot at Tiibingen.
In the 1970s—1990s, the place attracted many students, postdocs, Humboldt and Royal Society
Fellows, and visiting professors from around the world. Characteristically, Wolf regarded his pro-
fessorship essentially as a research position — a decision from which his students profited sub-
stantially. He held that proper science requires a lot of time to think, and it needs the freedom to
read and think in any direction. Apart from research, he devoted much time and effort to editing,
such as for Neues Jahrbuch and Paldontologische Zeitschrift. Naturally, Wolf also had to teach and
administer, but after his early retirement in 1996 he was finally freed from such dependencies. In
2008, he became an honorary member of the German Palaeontological Society.
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Wolf’s analysis of major theories was focused on many topics in geology and biology, but
the centre of gravity clearly lay on evolution. This is exemplified by his vast library, which he
partly acquired by writing so many thoughtful book reviews — sometimes more than a hun-
dred per year! Among the eminent biologists, Lamarck, Darwin, Wallace, Haeckel, Abel, Weis-
mann, Zimmermann, Mayr, Goldschmidt, Hennig, and Gould form just a few of the many
foci Wolf chose during his career, and often he returned to earlier interests after many years of
further thinking. The work of Charles Darwin, particularly On the Origin, was perhaps the most
often revisited, since multi-facetted theme for him. Wolf’s respect for Darwin was immense and
apparently ever growing, but this did not keep him away from “dissecting” each of Darwin’s
sentences in his usual way.

The implications of Otto H. Schindewolf’s work, Wolf’s academic grandfather, also
formed a topic that attracted him repeatedly. Schindewolf was a professor at Tiibingen from
1948—1964, a successful director and scientist widely known for his integrity. His research was
focused at the stratigraphy, systematics, and evolution of ammonoids and corals, but like Wolf
Reif he was deeply interested in theoretical issues. Yet both his primarily geological background
and the strong German tradition in seeing evolution as subject to internal forces — Goethe’s
shadow was long — led him to hold very different views from that of the Modern Evolution-
ary Synthesis. In more than one sense, Schindewolf formed the opposite pole to Darwin: here
the gradualistic, stochastic, unpredictable course of evolution (Darwin), there the saltational,
lawful, and historicist path of typostrophes (Schindewolf). This whole story was not only a
matter of arguments, but also about tradition and cultural heritage, as Schindewolf traced back
his ideas not only to those of von Baer and Haeckel, but also to Spengler! For most German-
speaking palacontologists, evolution was seen through the eyes of a stratigrapher, and if at all,
the German biologists were consulted rather than Darwin. Wolf Reif broke with this tradi-
tion in that he took the position of Darwin without compromises, albeit acknowledging the
logic and internal consistency of Schindewolf’s Typostrophe Theory. His thorough analysis
of these issues led him to expand on typology, a pre-Darwinian concept that had once formed
the foundation of morphology, but also caused many problems for biology and palacontology.
A few colleagues mistook Wolf’s rigorous analysis of Schindewolf’s typology as a critique of the
person, but this is clearly a profound misunderstanding.

Wolf passed away on Thursday, June 11, 2009.

Rainer Schoch, Uwe Hofifeld, and Georg S. Levit

Bonbd-3pHcr Paind (27.06.1945-11.06.2009)1

Bousb(d, kak ero 3Bajau MHOTME KOJUIETM, poAWiIcs Ha fore ['epmaHuM B TpyaHOE Bpe-
M3, korga apmus CILA, nokuaas TopuHruto, 3adpajia ¢ co00il MHOTUX HEMELIKMX YYEHBIX,
B TOM uuciie 1 poauteseit Paiida. Byaymiuii 300J10T MosiBUIICS Ha CBET B 0003¢ OeXXeHIIeB, OH
ponuJics ¢ Hapyienuem LITHC, koTopoe mpuBesio K nporpeccupyloiiemMy napaindy. OqHako
Oosie3Hb He roMemnana Paiidy yBiaeubcs HayKaMu, B YaCTHOCTH TeOJIOTHEl U TaJIe€OHTOJIO-
IYeil, MPUBJIEKABLUIMMU €ro ¢ paHHero aerctsa. B 1965 r. oH moctynuia B TIOOMHIeHCKUI
YHUBEPCUTET, CJIABUBIIUICI CBOMMU KypcaMu IaJ€OHTOJIOTMU U Te0JIOrMU Ha Bcio EBpo-
ny. 3aech Bonb®d ctan yueHukom Anonbda 3aitnaxepa, ¢ KOTOPbIM OH pa3ieisil B3IJIsIAbl Ha

! CocraBjieHre aHHOTallMU Ha pycckoM si3bike — H.E. beperoii.
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3BOJIIOLIMIO U TajeoHToNoruio. Ero aumioMHast paboTa oxBaThbiBaja pa3Hble AUCHUILIAHbI:
Majae03KoJ0ruIo, TapoHOMUIO, cenuMeHTooruIo U np. Kanaunarckyio aucceprauuio Paiid
MOCBSATWI U3y4YeHUIo akyJl. B 1973 r. oH 3aBepuiui cBoii Tpya 0 MOp(oJIOruu 1 yIbTPacTpyK-
Type aKynbero 3yba. ITocyie 3Toro oH mpoBesl HECKOJBKO JieT Ha ['aBaiisix, rae MpoaoKu
HCCJIeIOBaHMSI B 9TOM 00J1acTH.

B 1982 r. Bonbh-BpHcT Paiid nmoayyun 10KTOPCKyIo cTeleHb 32 CO3AaHUe TEOPUH, 00b-
SICHSIIOLIEH ITPOMCXOXICHNE W SBOJIIOIMIO YelTyr U 3y00B ITO3BOHOYHBIX Ha IIPUMEPE MOP-
(horeHeTuuecKoii Monenu, mocie yero B 1984 r. oH nosryuust Mecto npodeccopa B TroOMHreHe
Ha 4 roga. CoBmectHO ¢ Ppankom BectdaneM oH MpuBjIeK MHTEPEC K IMaJICOHTOJIOTUH T10-
3BOHOYHBIX. KpoMe Hay4HOi1 paboThl 3aHMMAJICS IIPEIToaBaHueM, OJTHAKO I10C/Ie BbIXOa Ha
neHcuto B 1996 r. 6bU1 0CBOOOXICH OT 3TOi 00s13aHHOCTU. B cBoux Tpynax Paiic obparuancs
K paboTaM BBIIAIOIIMXCS YYEHBIX, TakuX Kak Jlamapk, lapBuH, Younec, ['ekkens, BaiicmaH,
Lummepman, Maiip, lNonpmmunr, I'yia, u koHeyHo, [unnedonbd. B 2008 r. oH cTan no-
YeTHBIM YJeHOM HeMelkoro najeoHToJI0rM4ecKoro ooIecTna.

Bonbd-OpHcer Paiid yuien us xxusuu 11 urons 2009 r.
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