Jean Feldmann (1905 – 1978)

T

he French phycologist Jean Feldmann was born
on 25 June 1905 in Paris, and grew up there.
After studying natural sciences and pharmacy, and
gaining his diploma in the latter, he became more
attracted to botany and the plants of the various
regions of France. However, several visits to
Brittany and a stay at the Rostoff marine laboratory
in 1925 drew him to a career in phycology – the
study of seaweeds and other algae. In 1933 he was
appointed assistant in the faculty of sciences at the
University of Algiers, and encouraged by the
eminent phycologist Camille François Sauvageau
(1861–1936) he completed a doctoral thesis in
1937, dealing with the algal flora and marine
ecology of the coast of the Albères (eastern
Pyrenees). He also visited the oceanic observatory
at Banyuls, becoming knowledgeable about the
seaweeds of the western Mediterranean, and on a
visit to the West Indies learned about tropical
marine botany. In 1938 he married his assistant and
colleague Geneviève Mazoyer (1910–1994) and
during ensuing years they worked together on
many aspects of their scientific work.

As well as his tireless work on seaweeds, he studied
Algerian fungi, mosses, freshwater algae and
flowering plants, continuing his research after his
official retirement in October 1976. He died
suddenly on 18 September 1978.
Little is known about Jean Feldmann's family
backgound or personal life. Perhaps he wanted it
that way. The extent to which he was affected
by anti-Semitism after the French surrender to
Germany on 22 June 1940 is also unknown. The
armistice agreement divided France into two parts:
the northern two-thirds of the country (which
included Paris) came under German control, while
the southern part of the country, with Vichy as its
administrative centre, became the unoccupied zone
known as "Vichy France". Almost simultaneously
both passed legislation stripping Jews of their
liberty, their livelihoods, their property and their
dignity. In the Paris region one night in 1942 more
than 13,000 French Jews, including several with the
surname Feldmann, were rounded up and sent to
their deaths at Auschwitz. The Jews in Algeria, then
technically part of France, also lost their rights and
were subjected to severe restrictions, but were
spared the fate of their brethren in Europe when
the tide of the war changed at El Alamein in
November 1942. It was several more months,
however, before they were reinstated as citizens of
France. Somehow Jean Feldman not only survived
the Holocaust but also continued his career to
become a phycologist of international renown. The
Feldmann Fund launched in 1976 strives to help
phycologists in countries where political unrest and
economic conditions make it difficult for them to
join the International Phycological Society.

Promoted to lecturer and professor in 1945,
Feldmann stayed in Algeria for a further four years
before returning to France with his wife in 1949. He
continued his career at what became the Universitè
Pierre and Marie Curie, initially as conference
manager and later professor. The provision of a
large laboratory in the 1960s enabled him to study
further the phycology of France. Feldmann was
instrumental in the establishment of the Société
Phycologique de France in 1955 and a few years
later he became first president of the International
Phycological Society.

Feldmannia indica
Feldmannia (honouring 20th century French
phycologist Jean Feldmann) was recognised In
1939 as a distinct genus of filamentous brown
seaweeds. Little studied and poorly known in
New Zealand, all species require microspic
study to confirm their identity. Feldmannia
indica ( 'India' or 'of southeast Asia') is small,
golden-brown and soft, up to 3 cm high, with
delicate filaments of rectangular cells, the
holdfast of simple rhizoids along the prostrate
filaments. Widespread but inconspicuous in
warm seas, it grows on rocks, other algae or (as
in the photo) on injured coral, and has been
found growing on limpet shells at Denham Bay
in the Kermadec Islands .
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