Christian Konrad Sprengel (1750 – 1816)

C

hristian Konrad Sprengel, born in Brandenburg,
Germany, on 22 September 1750, was the
youngest child of Ernst Victor Sprengel, archdeacon
of Saintt Gotthard-Gemeinde, and his second wife
Dorothea Gnadenreich Schaeffer, and the fifteenth
child of his father's two marriages. Growing up in a
Christian family with an inclination for natural
sciences, Christian Konrad, like his brothers, was
destined for a career in the church. In 1770 he
entered Halle University to study theology, and four
years later he was teaching in Berlin at the
Friedriche-Waisenhaus (orphanage) and at the Royal
Ecole Militaire. In 1780 he was appointed rector of
the Groβe Schule (Lutheran public school) at
Spandau where he taught languages, science and
religion, but endless conflict with the students, their
parents and his supervisors made him physically,
mentally and spiritually exhausted.

In 1782 his physician Dr Ernst Ludwig Heim
(1747–1834), who was also a mycologist, advised
him to seek relaxation and recovery in the study of
nature, and gave Sprengel and the young Alexander
von Humboldt instruction in botany. The therapy
worked! Sprengel took school less seriously; he
resigned from giving private lessons, wandered the
Spandau environs and made botanical discoveries
which, in 1787, were published by Humboldt's
mentor Carl Ludwig Willdenow in his Florae
Berolinensis Prodromus.
In the summer of 1787 Sprengel began observing
the pollination of geranium flowers, and for the next
six years he devoted himself to examining and
recording the relationships between flower
structure, insect visits and pollination mechanisms.
This culminated in 1793 with the publication of his
great work, which translates to "Revelation of the
secret of nature in the construction and fertilisation
of the flower". Printed in double-column format,
with 25 copperplates crowded with over a
thousand drawings of floral parts representing 641
species, it was a milestone on the road to
understanding the biology of flowers. Sprengel was
disappointed with the book's reception, but it
became more widely known later through the
works of Charles Darwin.
At that time theologians regarded teaching as a
preliminary to better-paid pastoral work. However,
in September 1794, after fourteen years at the
Groβe Schule, Sprengel took early retirement and
moved to Berlin where he gave private lessons in
botany and classical languages and organised study
tours on Sundays. He had time to concentrate on his
own botanical studies, and even learned English. In
1799 he and his nephew Kurt Sprengel were elected
members of the Regensburgische Botanische
Gesellschaft, the oldest botanical association still in
existence. Sprengel's small book on the usefulness
of bees for the pollination of fruit trees was
published in 1811, and a work on philology in 1815.
Christian Konrad Sprengel did not marry, and he
died in relative obscurity – but not in poverty – in
Berlin on 7 April 1816, aged 65.

Sprengelia incarnata
Sprengelia is a small genus of four species, all endemic to
eastern Australia. Sprengelia incarnata (Latin incarnus
'flesh-coloured', referring to the flowers) is a shrub up to
2 metres tall with erect twigs covered in spirals of small
twisted pointed leaves, sheathing at the base. Pinkish
star-shaped flowers occur in clusters from the ends of the
branches in spring and summer, and the dry fruit capsules
in autumn. First found in New Zealand in 1967 during a
YMCA adventure camp, it is known from a few sites in
southern Fiordland, in semi-open bog, tussock grassland
and scrub, and is deemed indigenous. It is also found in
Tasmania, South Australia, Victoria and New South Wales.

A small monument designed after the frontispiece
of his fundamental work can be seen today in the
Berlin Botanical Gardens. He is also honoured in
Sprengelia, a small plant genus of the southern
heath family Epacridaceae, named in 1794 by the
English botanist James Edward Smith, founding
member and first president of the Linnean Society
of London.
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