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JARAINE KOMLODI MAGDA IS SEVENTY-YEARS OLD

G. FEKETE

We, botanists and ecologists would like to offer our warm and respect-
ful congratulations to Jarainé Koml6di Magda on her anniversary. She was
born on 23 February in Battonya. She was a student at Ranolder Teachers’
Training College, where her interest in plants was first kindled by her biol-
ogy teacher, who improved and refined her knowledge of botany. She was
raised in difficult circumstances. Her family suffered from economic hard-
ships due to her father’s long and serious illness. Her energetic, clever and
remarkably clear-headed mother had to take on the role of breadwinner
and head of the family.
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Jarainé Komlédi Magda enrolled at PAzmény Péter University of Sci-
ence of Budapest in 1949, where she studied biology and chemistry. Al-
though she was also fascinated by chemistry, she decided on botany.
Andreanszky Gébor played a significant role in this decision, who was a
professor of botany, excellent at phytogeography and internationally ac-
claimed in the field of paleobotany. He was a charismatic scholar devoted
to his profession, whose love of his subject may have been more striking
than other professors’. He had a decisive influence not only on her career,
but on her way of thinking as well. He taught her all the nuts and bolts of
research. He showed her all the beauty and usefulness of scientific research
and of botany. As Jarainé Koml6édi Magda recalls, “Whenever he found
something interesting or unusual in the course of his research or expedi-
tions, he came up with a host of floristic, phytocoenological and ecological
arguments to investigate it. He supported his findings with all plausible
theses of geography, geology and climatology. He was content with his
own claims only if there were various arguments giving a firm grounding
to his theories. His whole life, his career as a teacher and researcher were an
example of professional as well as human integrity.”

Looking back at Jarainé Komlédi Magda’s life-work of 45 years, her
way of thinking, working methods and scientific concepts, it is apparent
that she followed Andrednszky’s example. This example shows in her arti-
cles and her personal relationships alike. She was undoubtedly also influ-
enced by So6 Rezs6. By that time, however, her personality was almost
completely formed.

She was respected for her expertise already during her studies at uni-
versity. Her great knowledge of taxonomy gained her distinction among
the other students. In 1951, during the third year of her university studies,
the training of biologists was introduced at the University of Science of Bu-
dapest, by that time named after E6tvos Lorand. Not surprisingly, she was
one of the first students accepted. She was given a degree in botany in 1954,
but she was not content with it: the very next year she received a diploma
as a secondary school teacher of biology and chemistry. She graduated as a
researcher as well as a teacher and made ample use of both. However, her
fate did not lead her to a secondary school. Her alma mater called her: she
was invited by Prof. So6 Rezs6 to teach at the Department of Phyto-
taxonomy and Phytogeography. She spent 38 years there, teaching genera-
tions of to-be teachers of biology.

She began her career as a phytocoenologist. Right at the beginning she
made significant floristic discoveries. Certain species found in the Dan-
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ube-Tisza Interfluve (such as Dryopteris austriaca, Galeobdolon luteum, etc.)
pointed to the fact that there used to be stronger montane effects in that re-
gion of the Great Hungarian Plain. Her interest was roused by the
well-developed fen plant communities characteristic of the area. The best
descriptions to date of the vegetation of the Ocsa-Dabas moorlands were
constructed at that time, at the end of the 1950s. Even today, they are re-
markably modern, with a dynamic aspect, with an outlook on landscape
history. To mention an example, she evaluated the effects of the amount of
rainfall based on the precipitation regime not on average values. She was
also interested in the dynamic relationships of vegetation units; she pro-
posed one of the first succession schemes. Her vegetation descriptions are
still used as references in vegetation and landscape historical studies, but
are also used for practical purposes, such as in nature conservation or in
the wetland program. They prove clearly that reliable vegetation descrip-
tions do not become obsolete. She also described a new fen plant commu-
nity, giving early proof that the transformation of the area was due to dry-
ing out. She established a life-long friendship with the vegetation of fens.
This is documented, among others, in her study of the vegetation of Lake
Baléta, written together with Borhidi Attila, or in the research she con-
ducted in the Hansag region. Her early research of fens determined the di-
rection of her later work. She was also attracted by the North Hungarian
Mountain Range. She is the author of one of the first studies investigating
the vegetation of the Gerecse Mountains. Although she later gave up the
study of plant communities, her familiarity with coenology acquired in the
1950s and early 1960s gave her firm grounding for the reconstruction of
vegetation and vegetation movements in palinology.

Her achievements in taxonomy mainly belong to the field of pollen
morphology. This is how her work was linked to Borhidi Attila’s system-
atic research of flowering plants. The result of this co-operation was the
discovery of two new genera: Acunaeanthus and Javorkaea. She also studied
the morphology of moss spores. Her research on the Encalypta genus
shows that the genus, which had earlier been considered uniform, consists
of three types, which are easily distinguishable based on the morphology
of their spores. Her work on the morphology of moss spores culminated in
a book written together with Boros Adam (two more researchers contrib-
uted to the second edition). Plant families widespread throughout Europe
or circumboreal ones were chosen for the study. This research is also re-
lated to her paleobotanic work, as she came to realise that for an attempt to
reconstruct paleoecological conditions, various independent approaches
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are needed. She included mosses in the study, since these organisms are in-
dicative of specific habitats.

Nevertheless, her most significant work was done in the field of classi-
cal palinology. At the beginning, she had to construct her own set of
palinological implements, which included establishing a large collection of
recent pollen types. She published a series of studies and synopses on the
vegetation history of the Great Hungarian Plain. She greatly extended the
period under examination to include the glacial and interstadial phases.
She introduced several methodological innovations. In 1974 she developed
a highly original technique in collaboration with Prof. ]. Rowley in Stock-
holm. The essence of the new method is to examine one single pollen grain
with reflected light microscope, transmission microscope and electron mi-
croscope as well. It is an effective and reliable method which is employed
especially in the fine structural analysis of pollen, but it may be used in any
field of palinology. Collaborating with the mathematician Fischer Janos,
she was the first to employ mathematical statistical methods to analyse fos-
silised pollen mixtures in order to distinguish between taxa having very
similar pollen, which are therefore difficult to identify. This method led to
the first identification of the pollen of Picea omorica in the Pleistocene in
Hungary. She introduced the study of the fossilised pollen of herbaceous
plants, which enabled far more detailed analyses of pollen spectra, from
the point of view of both climatic and vegetation history. This made it pos-
sible to identify certain climate indicators. She was the first one to identify
the pollen of aquatic plants in Quaternary layers. She proved that contrary
to public belief, aquatic plants are important climate indicators, since they
react to any improvements of the climate more rapidly than terrestrial
plants do. She identified the pollen of several aquatic plants in Hungary.
All these innovations contributed to our present knowledge of the climate
and vegetation history of the country in the Quaternary period, which is
far more differentiated than before. Her work was aided by modern,
high-quality “full pollen diagrams”, also suitable for statistical analysis,
which contained evaluations based on the pollen of trees as well as of 20
families, 27 genera and 37 species of grasses. She contributed to the picture
we have today of the cold loess steppe vegetation of the late glacial periods,
as well as the warm steppe of the boreal phase, by identifying for the first
time the pollen of Ephedra, Armeria, Helianthemum, Sanguisorba, Selaginella,
Pleurospermum and other species. She was the first to find data proving the
presence of Holocene forest-steppes in the preboreal and boreal periods.
She demonstrated that in the preboreal birch forest-steppes of the Great
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Hungarian Plain there were broad-leaved trees as well, such as lime, oak,
elm and maple. Also, she was the one to point out the changes in the vege-
tation of the grasslands of forest-steppes, compared to the late glacial pe-
riod. Artemisia, Chenopodiaceae and other heliphyton late glacial elements
became very rare or disappeared altogether. Meanwhile, grasslands rich in
Gramineae become dominant, forming a transitional stage towards warm
continental steppes. In the early boreal era Eastern type steppe woodlands,
rich in Scotch pine, were probably dominant, which were replaced in the
second half of the boreal period by mixed oak steppe woodlands. We are
indebted to Jarainé Komlédi Magda for the identification of the Hedera,
Vitis, Viscum, Ilex species that were crucial in determining the climatic opti-
mum of the Atlantic phase. Among these, the identification of Vitis in the
Atlantic phase was a new result in Europe as well, since up to then it had
only been found to the south of Hungary, in Italy.

Owing to the broad range of her knowledge, she was frequently asked
to collaborate with archaeologists, geologists and geographers. This is how
she undertook the palinological analysis of Tata and Vértessz6l6s, two
world-famous Hungarian palaeoanthropic sites. We were glad to note that
by the 1990s she had formed a strong and intimate working relationship
with Zélyomi Bélint, one of the great Hungarian doyens of palinology,
which lasted until his death in 1997. She established more and more
co-operations to ensure the reliability of her results, the spatial and chrono-
logical accuracy of her data. There have been few synbiologists who
formed co-operations as widely and consistently as she did. She published
a series of studies with co-authors she chose expediently, including ecolo-
gists, taxonomists, mathematical statisticians, meteorologists, geologists,
stratigraphists, historians, palaeontologists.

Public recognition was not slow to come: as early as the 1960s and 70s
she became a member of the Quaternary Stratigraphic Committee of the
INQUA, and also of the Holocene and Eurosiberian subcommittees. Also,
she was a member of the Paleontological Committee of the Hungarian
Academy of Science until 1996, and of the Hungarian National Committee
of the INQUA. She is the Hungarian contributor of a programme of the Eu-
ropean Science Foundation, entitled “European Paleoclimate and Man
Since the Last Interglacial”.

With the increasing prominence of environmental protection, there
was more and more urgent demand for regular aeropalinological research
in Hungary, in order to measure the biological pollution of the air. That is,
the qualitative and quantitative investigation of harmful pollen and spores
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in the environment became necessary, to prevent illnesses or reduce the
number of their occurrences. The conditions for such research were only
given from 1989 on: that was the year when an instrument of internation-
ally accepted quality was obtained. She introduced aeropalinology to
Hungary in collaboration with Juhasz Mikloés, who was working at J6zsef
Attila University in Szeged. It is ten years since they joined the European
palinological network. The results of these studies gave detailed data of re-
cent pollen precipitation, which had so far been missing from palinological
research of the Quaternary period. This lends support to more reliable
palaeopalinological assessment of pollen-analytical results, and to a more
realistic evaluation of climate and vegetation history. Information on
aeroallergens floating in the air has been vital in the field of medicine. They
demonstrated that there are three pollen seasons in Hungary: a spring sea-
son, which is characterised mainly by the pollen of amentaceous trees; an
extended summer season, lasting from the beginning of May until August,
mostly caused by the pollen of grasses, and a late summer — early autumn
season, mainly as a result of weed pollen. They also identified what the
most important allergenic types of pollen are in Hungary (Poaceae, Artemi-
sia and Ambrosia). With the qualitative and quantitative analysis of the fun-
gus spore and conidium content of the air, conducted in Hungary for the
first time, they identified the four most important allergenic fungus spores
(these are Cladosporium, Alternaria, Leptosphaeria and Epicoccum). Through a
comparison of aeropalinological and meteorological data, the effect of me-
teorological conditions on the pollen content of the air was demonstrated
for the first time in Hungary. Also, the first full Hungarian calendar of pol-
len and fungus spores was compiled. Side by side with observations of cli-
nicians, they conducted comparative studies of the most important aller-
genic kinds of pollen and illness symptoms, which contributed to the pre-
vention of allergic illnesses. Needless to say, the range of Jarainé Komlodi
Magda’s co-operations was further widened: she worked together with
physicians specialising in allergology, pulmonological and clinical immu-
nology. The international recognition of her work is demonstrated by vari-
ous appointments, for example, she was elected to be a member of the com-
mittee of The International Association for Aerobiology.

In 1992 she undertook a new challenge. Relying on her great experi-
ence, she applied for the position of Director of the Department of Botany
of the Hungarian Natural History Museum. During the 7 years she spent
there, she proved to be a determined and innovative leader. This was the
period when the system of funds started flourishing. Partly due to her own
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great renown, she received funding both under her own name and that of
the Department of Botany, for the material benefit of the department. Sev-
eral researchers obtained their academic degrees during that time, thanks
to her inspiration. These years were characterised by openness: the public
relations of the Department of Botany widened perceptibly. This was shown
by a host of professional programmes and social events. Although she had
not worked with a collection before, she respected the great “investment”
of her predecessors and of famous collectors. She strove with devotion for
the further development of the national collection, and for the extension of
modern means of storage.

The bibliography of Jarainé Komlédi Magda’s work bears witness to a
highly impressive oeuvre. Its main stations were 1954, the year of her grad-
uation from university, 1958, when she obtained her university doctorate,
and 1967, when she was awarded a candidate’s degree. However, she had
to wait for nearly 30 years for the title of Habilitated Doctor and for that of
Academic Doctor. This delay was highly unfair, even though she had long
beenregarded as an Academic Doctor by her colleagues and friends. It was
mentioned at the defence of her doctoral dissertation that the work she pre-
sented would have been enough for at least two theses.

How has she been capable of such outstanding results? She is known
to be amiable but strict at the same time, as an instructor, as a researcher
and in her private life alike. She has been strict in judging others” perfor-
mance, but most of all, she has been strict with herself. In order to reach
these exceptional results, she has always kept to a tight schedule. That is
how she has managed to find time for her family, science, teaching, and
even for social life and arts.

In these days the gap is increasing between professional researchers
and the nature-loving general public. As Juhdsz-Nagy Pal aptly remarks in
one of his studies, the great majority of “experts” or specialists either do
not even notice or are bewildered by the emerging renaissance of popular
botany, hiking, amateur gardening, and the admiration of plant beauty for
its own sake, that is, the popularity of scientia amabilis. Its numerous admir-
ers, quite naturally, care nothing about the specialists” lack of understand-
ing. Jarainé Komlodi Magda is definitely one of those who have done the
most to bridge this gap. She has always been able to find time to talk about
her knowledge and experience, and about the joy botany can give us. This
holds for botanical curiosities, the adventures of her journeys, or even ac-
counts of research methods for the general public. She has a special talent
for the poetic description of phenomena; for example, the way she writes
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about the rain of pollen whirling about like finely powdered sulphur,
shrouding water, rocks and leaves alike. Reading such descriptions one is
not surprised that she became a pollen analyst: it is easy to see that the mar-
vellous variety of form of the microscopic world is almost a compelling
force for research. She knows that interesting curiosities evoke the desire to
know, as it happened in her case. She is a natural blend of a researcher and
populariser of science; since the driving force of both activities is curiosity,
the admiration of nature and the urge to pass on what you know.

On her anniversary we wish that her dreams may come true. May she
carry out the remaining syntheses needed, for example, vegetation histori-
cal reconstructions, with the involvement of the greatest range of related
sciences. As there is no one who could compete with her capacity to give a
comprehensive view of science. May she write many more beautiful and
useful books of the wonders of nature. In order to do so, we wish her some
more round anniversaries and the best of health.
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