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botanist and microbiologist
Karl-Heinz Schleifer

had read about Darwin when he was twelve years old and
mentioned it to a catholic priest. The priest punished him
with two strikes on his hands with a rod. This memorable
-

tria and escaped by bicycle to the Western Front to avoid
then, he was eager to study biology but in the post-war conremove rubble from the ruins. There were no scholarships

Figure 1. Otto Kandler in 1976.

particular, the presence or absence of cell walls in bacteria

in botany and, in order to study metabolism and the effect
of auxin, he started to grow plant tissue cultures, at that

her doctorate with great success, and soon became his wife
and mother of three daughters. The two of them published

already at that time - he showed some interest in bacteria. In
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evidence of photophosphorylation using Chlorella cells
time, radioactively labeled compounds were not available

blue skies and the pleasant ambient temperature were ideal
published two important papers on the formation of sugars
group studied the biosynthesis and physiological function of
- Figure 2. Otto and Gertraud Kandler during the conferral ceremony of the honorary doctorate at the Technical
University of Munich (1985).

however, was that the only time to meet him and discuss
had been publically discredited and even personally insulted
backs had already occurred in former times. Therefore, he

-

Spiegel

Professional career
with the poor laboratory conditions at the university and was
-

tional Research Center of Biotechnology in Braunschweig.
-

Systematic and Applied Microbiology and served for a long time on the editorial board of
ally a brave decision since he had no inkling of dairy microbiology but soon he developed an interest in applied microbiology and biotechnology that he maintained throughout
his career.
-

and simultaneously maintained his position as director of
the Bacteriological Institute in Freising. It was convenient
for me since I was living in Freising and did not have to take

[2005: Bayerischer Verdienstorden]

-
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is tightly connected to his homeland and the following quoExtra Bavariam nulla
vita est, et si est vita, non est ita
Bavaria, and if yes, not this one). [Esting, Schlossmauer, Lüftlmalerei um 1920]

gist. Therefore, he taught, not only general botany and plant
physiology, but also ecology, food microbiology and bactetopics range from plant tissue cultures, plant physiology,
photosynthesis, plant oligosaccharides, bacterial cell walls,
physiology of bacteria, applied microbiology to “Waldster-

Figure 3.

be mentioned that about two thirds of his publications deal
-

-

- studies on the metabolism of nucleic acid and respiration
of Proteus vulgaris and pleuropneumonia-like organisms
of Caulobacter

The chemical composition of bacterial
cell walls

-

Leuconostoc citrovorum.
was also interested in the carbohydrate metabolism of lactic

in Nature on the cell-wall composition of Proteus vulgaris Taxonomy of bacteria
of penicillin and cycloserine on the biosynthesis of bacterial

of the cell walls of bacteria may be used for the differen-

a simple method for the determination of the primary strucof the currently known peptidoglycan types were described

-

also studied the exogeneous and endogenous effects on the

peptidoglycan in Methanosarcina barkeri. This was the be-

-

Bacterial physiology
the bacterial cell wall is a valuable chemotaxonomic marker
types and their taxonomic implication were described in a
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ture importance of archaebacterial research. Based on his
way, this review is a citation classic and one of the most
Methanosarcina barkeri
phylogenetic relationship of the genera Thermus and Deino- a unique component of the bacterial cell wall. During this
coccus
had planned a joint research project on the cell-wall compoApplied microbiology and biotechnology
Wolfe arrived reporting from Carl Woese’s exciting results
on the unique phylogenetic position of methanogenic bac-

at several occasions and which are characteristic of his attitude. “Where observation is concerned, chance favors and mentioned that methanogens and halophiles may be
only the prepared mind” and “there are no such things as “ancient relics” that have branched off from the bulk of the
applied sciences, only applications of science”. Therefore,
- asked Wolfe to send him lyophilized cells of methanogens
ings. During his tenure as director of the Bacteriological
Freising-Weihenstephan he focused on dairy microbiology.
and learned about his results of the comparative cataloguing
was deeply impressed. When he returned from the United

Lactobacillus acidophilus as starter culture for dairy prod- was convinced that research on Archaebacteria had a great
l
d
search organization to support special research projects for
this group of organisms. This was the beginning of a success
name a few.
-

ing was quite poor, this kind of research expanded quickly in
-

from sewage and other waste. For instance, he investigated
-

important impulse for further research on archaebacteria in
the meetings. Woese was met with fanfare and a brass band

The founder of archaebacterial research
in Germany

published as special issues of Systematic and Applied Microbiology

In my opinion, the launching of archaebacterial research in
144

be even more famous as the world capital for archaebacterial research than for its beer” and “a bit of my heart still
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domains of life had its own progenitor cell which originated
-

Résumé

known, highly respected scientist and one of the most outenthusiasm for research on a wide variety of different topics,
both in microbiology and plant physiology. In microbiology, he is particularly well known for his work on bacterial
and archaeal cell walls and their implication on taxonomy

Figure 4. Carl Woese, Ralph Wolfe and Otto Kandler
(from left to right) relaxing after a hike in the Bavarian
alps (1981).

the importance of cell-wall composition for the differentiation of Bacteria from Archaea and initiated the successful
funding of research on Archaea
and Carl Woese. Woese called it a “complementary rela- was also interested in the physiology and biochemistry of
several groups of bacteria, especially lactic acid bacteria as
- well as food microbiology and biotechnology such as the
optimization of biogas production under mesophilic and
cal structure of the unique pseudomurein was elucidated
with his enthusiasm for research. Therefore, it is not surprising that many of his former students and co-workers

To further improve the collaboration with the Urbana group,

astic about science as her husband, and their three beloved
- daughters. Despite his numerous activities he always had an
ductive year as a postdoc. Upon his return from Urbana, open ear for his family.
- thoroughness, and pride in accomplishment governed his

had exceptionally high standards of performance and his
sistent mutual discussion about the relationship among
the Archaebacteria, Eubacteria and Eucarya. In particular,
- not often that one has the opportunity to share the joy of experiences of science with someone who feels the same way.
to name them Archaea, Bacteria and Eucarya.
there was still no decision about what to call the taxonomic

his mark not only on science, but on all those who interacted
with him.

urkingdom or domain. Finally, they agreed on the term do- Acknowledgements
dler was also very interested in the early evolution of life
and in one of his last papers he rejected the existence of a
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