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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Every day is the centenary of millions of people, but only few of these are
celebrated by more than some family members. Willi Hennig was born
in 1913, and this book is published in 2013 in his memory, to dignify his
contributions to science. Clearly, any layperson singled out at random
from an average gathering of people on any market square on this planet
will hardly know Willi Hennig’s name, let aside his scientific merits, other
than, e.g., Charles Darwin’s. The picture will, however, be completely dif-
ferent if students of the biological discipline of systematics are asked. Of
these, hardly any will not know at least Hennig’s name and one or two
terms he coined.

Willi Hennig has dramatically changed the scientific framework of bio-
logical systematics. The change was so fundamental, at least it has been
perceived as such by quite a number of scientists, that it has been regarded
a “scientific revolution”. Certainly, appearance and reputation of biologi-
cal systematics have improved over the past fifty years. The question if
Archaeopteryx was a member of the stem-group of the modern birds or
indeed one of their ancestors, is a serious topic in scientific discourse.
Modern authors can treat birds as “Reptilia” without becoming ridiculed.
Phrases like “the insects are probably sister-group of a certain subgroup
of Crustacea”, “the myriapods are probably paraphyletic”, or “the complex
eye is an apomorph groundplan character of the arthropods” are not taken
from an argot of a small circle of adepts. That this is so, is a consequence
of the work of Willi Hennig. He introduced a new method of phylogenetic
research, which he called ‘Phylogenetic Systematics’, and which is now in
widespread use under the label ‘Cladistics’.

Willi Hennig was an unpretentious museum entomologist (Fig. 2) who
anyway has shaped the way of reasoning far beyond the limits of insect
systematics. The dipterists’ community would definitely regard him a
luminary even if he had not initiated the development of biological sys-
tematics from an art or a handicraft towards a sience in the modern sense.
In comparison to his unquestioned merits as a scientific innovator, the
public picture of his person is remarkably vague. He was shy and cautious,
so he is generally recognised, but rather little is known beyond that about
his personality.
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Fig. 2. Willi Hennig in his office at the Deutsches Entomologisches Institut,
Berlin-Friedrichshagen, in 1960. Courtesy of SDEI, Miincheberg.

The student volunteers assisting at the 26th meeting of the Willi
Hennig Society at New Orleans, LA, USA in 2007 wore a badge showing
“Willi Hennig Superstar”. Likewise, James S. Farris wore a t-shirt showing
“Willi Hennig Superstar”, when James M. Carpenter took a photo of him
in February, 1988 (Hull 1988: 153). What makes a person a “superstar’?
How “superstar-like” was Willi Hennig? It is my aim in the present book
to trace Willi Hennig’s life, his professional career, his scientific work, as
detailed as possible. I tried to describe his curriculum vitae as exact as pos-
sible, but also to understand his feelings and to comprehend his decisions
in the light of the contemporary living conditions and his biographical
background. He made his way from a small Saxon village to the capital
of the German empire, and from there to head of a scientific department,
and posthumously to the pedestal of a “superstar”.

The present book cannot replace a textbook of Phylogenetic System-
atics—for those I refer to Ax (1984) and Wigele (2000), of which Eng-
lish translations exist; shorter and more recent German introductions are
Wiesemiiller et al. (2003), or Schmitt & Misof (2009). Recommended Eng-
lish readings may be Kitching et al. (1998) or Wiley & Lieberman (2o011)—
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the list could certainly be longer. Also, I do not claim to present a “history
of systematics” or even a “history of cladistics”. I refer the reader to Hull’s
chapters on that topic (1988, 1989), to James S. Farris’ special papers
(e.g. 1985, 2012), and to the recent treatise by Engel & Kristensen (2013). I
focus on Willi Hennig as a person and scientist.

Willi Hennig was no hero, he was a simple man—possibly a “nerd”
(Yoon 2009: 240). The more 1 came to know about his personality, the
more likeable I found him. And the more I learned about his scientific
work, the more I admired him. I would regret if these attitudes had blurred
my scientific sight. Should, however, the readers of this book finally share
my view on Willi Hennig’s personality and work, I would feel rewarded.

Greifswald, December 15, 2012 Michael Schmitt



