Gunnar Bror Fritiof Degelius (1903 – 1993)

T

he Swedish botanist Gunnar Degelius was born
on 27 January 1903 in Uppsala, the home city of
Linneaus, and spent most of his childhood in the
smaller city of Mariestad near Lake Vänern. His
mother's family name was Degerholm and his father
Bror Nilsson was a pharmacist and amateur
botanist. Introduced to botany at a very young age,
Gunnar had a collection of vascular plants by the
age of six and his first lichen specimen when he was
twelve. Then the family moved to Göteborg, where
he was inspired by lichenologists Carl Stenholm
(1862–1839) and Adolf Hugo Magnusson (1885–
1954). Gunnar matriculated and published his first
scientific paper (on the lichen Arthonia spadicea) in
1923. In 1932 he changed his name from Nilsson to
Degelius and began further studies at the University
of Uppsala.

In 1955 Degelius returned to Göteborg to work at
the botanical garden and herbarium, and from 1962
until retirement in 1969, he lectured in systematic
botany at the former botanical institute. He was
appointed professor honoris causa in 1965 and
elected an honorary member of the British Lichen
Society in 1976. During his last thirty years he
shared a welcoming home in Göteborg with his
sister, brother-in-law and cherished library, and
from there, travelled widely in all continents
(except Antarctica), collecting his last lichen in
Estonia in 1991. By then his large lichen herbarium
numbered around 50,000 specimens. He named
material from many parts of the world, describing
124 new taxa, mainly at species level, and the genus
Cavernularia. Other authors described new lichens
based on his collections, and some were dedicated
to him, including the genus Degelia, co-authored in
1981 by New Zealand lichenologist David Galloway
and his friend and colleague Lars Arvidsson, to
accommodate three mainly southern hemisphere
taxa.

For many years he was one of a famous group of
lichenologists under the guidance of Professor
Gustav Einar Du Rietz (1895–1967). In his 1935
doctoral thesis on the oceanic element in the
Scandinavian lichen flora Degelius mentions the
New Zealand distributions in some of the taxa that
he treated, undoubtedly from Du Rietz's recently
collected New Zealand material. The next year
Degelius published his first paper on Collema, the
second part of which discussed, among other things,
species occurring in New Zealand. These were a
prelude to what became a life-long interest in the
genus for which he was later awarded the rarely
issued Linnean gold medal.

In 1992 Degelius was a foundation recipient of the
Acharius medal, an international award honouring
professional achievement and commemorating the
"father of lichenology" and last pupil of Linnaeus,
Erik Acharius (1757–1819). Gunnar Degelius, the
grand old man of modern lichenology, died aged 90
on 22 July 1993, after a lifetime devoted to lichens.
On the coffin, a fresh specimen of Degelia atlantica
from western Norway marked the end of his career.

Degelia gayana
Degelia is a genus of foliose lichens in the
family Pannariaceae, the 14 species mostly
occurring in the southern hemisphere, with
seven in Australia and three in New Zealand.
The type Degelia gayana was first described (as
Parmelia gayana) in 1849 by Camille Montagne
(1784-1866), honouring his countryman, French
botanist Jacques Etienne Gay (1786-1864).
Degelia gayana has cuneate, loosely attached
lobes, the upper surface pale to battleship grey;
the lower surface whitish to pale buff, covered
with distinctive white rhyzines. It is a lowland
species of humid, shaded habitats up to 900 m,
epiphytic on twigs and branches of shrubs, in
New Zealand, Tasmania, southern Australia,
Chile and Tristan de Cunha.
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