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On 27 November 2008 Dr WA (Willem) van Heel passed away 
in his sleep. In 1956 he entered the Rijksherbarium (later the 
Leiden University branch of the National Herbarium of the 
Netherlands, now section NHN of the Netherlands Centre for 
Biodiversity Naturalis) as Teaching Assistant. First he assisted in 
teaching plant systematics to undergraduate students. In 1958 
he was appointed by HJ Lam to study androecium morphol-
ogy in the Malvales, as a result of which he obtained his PhD 
in 1966. In the ‘laudatio’ at the ceremony CGGJ van Steenis 
praised his tenacity in exhausting the subject, his meticulous 
preparation work and the beautiful morphological reconstruc-
tions and drawings in the thesis. Thereafter he worked in sev-
eral other plant groups, often in collaboration with colleague 
morphologists (pollen, wood) and taxonomists. 

As soon as the scanning electron microscope became available 
as a research tool, he greedily made use of its full potential, 
extending his renowned preparation technique to complete 
series of early developmental stages of flowers. Impressive and 
convincing ontogenetic series of 3D photos were the ‘tangible’ 
result. Especially his publications on the development of car-
pels (Van Heel 1981, 1983, 1984) and on the development of 

septal nectaries (Van Heel 1988) are timeless and still regularly 
cited. His complete bibliography below demonstrates the wide 
taxonomic scope of his work. Whenever pollen grains showed 
up, he included them in his observations. When I joined the 
Comparative Morphology group of the Rijksherbarium in 1985 
as pollen morphologist, Willem was one of the few in the institute 
with whom I could discuss pollen issues. This, and also our 
use of the same SEM facilities, laid the basis for a long-lasting 
friendship. His pioneer SEM work also attracted several visiting 
scientists to Leiden for floral developmental studies or to learn 
new SEM techniques. One of these visitors was our current 
director, Erik Smets, who established in Leuven a successful 
group with a major focus on floral ontogeny. 

In the light of his hobbies, photography and water colour 
painting, it will not surprise anyone that Willem did not rest 
until his ‘shots’ could withstand artistic as well as scientific 
scrutiny. Many of them eventually were exposed in art gal-
leries and exhibitions or were selected as de luxe postcards. 
The exposition ‘Bloem dichtbij’ (‘close to flowers’) in Galerie de 
Brasserie ‘Hortus Wintertuin’ at Leiden in 2005, where the most 
fascinating photos of flowers, ovaries, stamens, pollen, seeds 
and trichomes observed during his long career were shown, 
gave him much publicity and satisfaction. In an interview he 
remarked: “this is all sex”. 

In 1989 Willem accepted early retirement, together with his 
colleague PW Leenhouts, in order to create opportunities for 
some fresh blood in the staff of the institute (to which I owe 
my appointment). This did not mean that he left his office, the 
lab or the darkroom. As an honorary staff member he contin-
ued his research and although he spent many hours with his 
wife Ans in museums, exhibitions and the dunes, preferably 
on Wednesdays, he still was a frequent user of the scanning 
electron microscope. Besides, camping (not caravanning!) and 
birding remained favourite activities.

Everybody knew that by times he could grumble if things (or 
people) went wrong, but he seldom persisted in it. The only 
facts he could not stand were his deafness and his failing 
memory in the last years. From this period we remember him, 
accompanied by Ans, as a regular coffee-time-visitor with a list 
of things to do: getting literature, demineralised water, spirit for 
flower samples, questions about unknown plants (including 
ornamentals), and stories of remarkable flower structures. His 
last hot item was the flower of Aristolochia arborea mimicking 
a small mushroom (including the scent!) in its centre. We did 
not catch the message at once, but through a new version of 
his hobby, digital photography, he could immediately illustrate 
what it was all about: indeed a small white-stiped mushroom in 
a dark flower, standing there as a holy statue in a niche. I keep 
a box of golden SEM stubs with golden flower preparations 
by Willem as a token of his fascination by nature’s patterns 
and jokes.
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Publications by Dr Wilhelmus Albertus van Heel

compiled by CWJ Lut

1976
  –	 Can the vascular sympodia be considered as a series of dichotomies? 

Acta Agronomica Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 25: 489–490.
  –	 Distally-lobed integuments in Exochorda, Juglans, Leontice and Bongar-

dia. Phytomorphology 26: 1–4.

1977
  –	 Flowers and fruits in Flacourtiaceae. III. Some Oncobeae. Blumea 23: 

349–369.
  –	 On the morphology of the ovules in Salacca (Palmae). Blumea 23: 371– 

375.
  –	 The pattern of vascular bundles in the stamens of Nymphaea lotus L. 

and its bearing on stamen morphology. Blumea 23: 345–348.
  –	 Review. Corner EJH. The seeds of Dicotyledons. Flora Malesiana Bulletin 

30: 2859–2861.

1978
  –	 Morphology of the pistil in Malvaceae-Ureneae. Blumea 24: 123–137.
  –	 The importance of tropical botanic gardens for morphological and ana-

tomical research. In: Stone BC (ed), Roles and goals of tropical botanic 
gardens: 59–61. Universiti Malaya, Kuala Lumpur.

  –	 Review. Roth I. Fruits of Angiosperms. Acta Botanica Neerlandica 27: 
249–250. 

1979
  –	 Flowers and fruits in Flacourtiaceae. IV. Hydnocarpus spp., Kiggelaria 

africana L., Casaeria spp., Berberidopsis corallina Hook.f. Blumea 25: 
513–529.

  –	 Morphology at the Rijksherbarium. Blumea 25: 107–113.
  –	 (with Baas P, Geesink R, Muller J) The affinities of Plagiopteron suaveo-

lens Griff. (Plagiopteraceae). Grana 18: 69–89.

1981
  –	 A S.E.M.-investigation on the development of free carpels. Blumea 27: 

499–522.

1982
  –	 Note on the structure of developing seeds of Knema and Horsfieldia 

(Myristicaceae). Blumea 28: 53–60.

1983
  –	 The ascidiform early development of free carpels, a S.E.M.-investigation. 

Blumea 28: 231–270.

1984
  –	 Flowers and fruits in Flacourtiaceae. V. The seed anatomy and pollen 

morphology of Berberidopsis and Streptothamnus. Blumea 30: 31–37.
  –	 Variation in the development of ascidiform carpels, an S.E.M.-investiga-

tion. Blumea 29: 443–452.
  –	 Review. Hess D. Die Blüte. Acta Botanica Neerlandica 33: 382.

1985
  –	 Review. Johri BM (ed). Embryology of Angiosperms. Acta Botanica 

Neerlandica 34: 359–368. 

1986
  –	 A deviating female flower of Cercidiphyllum japonicum (Cercidiphylla-

ceae). Blumea 31: 273–276.
  –	 On the development of gynoecia with septal nectaries. Acta Botanica 

Neerlandica 35: 523. 

1987
  –	 Androecium development in Actinidia chinensis and A. melanandra (Ac-

tinidiaceae). Botanische Jahrbücher für Systematik, Pflanzengeschichte 
und Pflanzengeographie 109: 17–23.

  –	 Note on the morphology of the male inflorescences in Cercidiphyllum 
(Cercidiphyllaceae). Blumea 32: 303–309.

  –	 (with Breure CJ, Menendez T). The early development of inflorescences 
and flowers of the oil palm (Elaeis guineensis Jacq.) seen through the 
scanning electron microscope. Blumea 32: 67–78.

1988
  –	 (with Leins P, Erbar C). Note on the floral development of Thottea (Aris-

tolochiaceae). Blumea 33: 357–370. 
  –	 On the ascidiform development of carpels. In: Leins P, Tucker SC, Endress 

PK (eds), Aspects of floral development: 143–146. Cramer, Berlin.
  –	 On the development of some gynoecia with septal nectaries. Blumea 33: 

477–504.

1958
  –	 Additional investigations on Batis argillicola van Royen. Nova Guinea, 

new ser. 9: 1–7.
  –	 The pistil of Bertolomia marmorata Naud. (Melastomataceae). Blumea, 

Suppl. 4: 144–148.

1962
  –	 Miscellaneous teratological notes together with some general consider-

ations. I: Hyacinthus orientalis L., II: Hibicus rosa-sinensis L., III: Pisum 
sativum L. Proceedings of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen, ser. C 65: 392–406.

1963
  –	 Review. Pankow H. Histogenetische Studien an den Blüten einiger 

Phanerogamen. Acta Botanica Neerlandica 12: 359–360.

1966
  –	 Morphology of the androecium in Malvales. Blumea 13: 177–394. The-

sis.
  –	 Review. Meeuse ADJ. Fundamentals of phytomorphology. Blumea 14: 

355–356.
  –	 Review. Weberling F, Leenhouts PW. Systematisch-morphologische 

Studien an Terebinthales-Familien. Blumea 14: 356.

1967
  –	 Anatomical and ontogenetic investigations on the morphology of the flow-

ers and the fruit of Scyphostegia borneensis Stapf (Scyphostegiaceae). 
Blumea 15: 107–125.

1969
  –	 (with Heinsbroek PG) Note on the bearing of the pattern of vascular 

bundles on the morphology of the stamens of Victoria amazonica  
(Poepp.) Sowerby. Proceedings of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie 
van Wetenschappen, ser. C 72: 431–444.

  –	 The synangial nature of pollen sacs on the strength of ‘congenital fusion’ 
and ‘conservation of the vascular bundle system’, w. sp. ref. to some 
Malvales. I. Proceedings of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen, ser. C 72: 172–192.

  –	 The synangial nature of pollen sacs on the strength of ‘congenital fusion’ 
and ‘conservation of the vascular bundle system’, w. sp. ref. to some 
Malvales. II. Proceedings of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen, ser. C 72: 193–206.

1970
  –	 Distally lobed integuments in some Angiosperm ovules. Blumea 18: 67– 

70.
  –	 Some unusual tropical labyrinth seeds. Proceedings of the Koninklijke 

Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen, ser. C 73: 298–301.

1971
  –	 New thinking in plant morphology. Berita Biologi 1: 12–18.
  –	 Note on some more tropical labyrinth-seeds. Blumea 19: 109–111.
  –	 The distally lobed inner integument of Hernandia peltata Meissn. in DC. 

(Hernandiaceae). Blumea 19: 147–148.
  –	 The labyrinth seed of Hernandia peltata Meissn. in DC. Proceedings of 

the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen, ser. C 74: 
46–51.

1972
  –	 (with Bouman F) Note on the early development of the integument in some 

Juglandaceae, together with some general questions on the structure of 
Angiosperm ovules. Blumea 20: 155–159.

  –	 The taxonomic position of Papuodendron C.T.White as elucidated by 
anatomical characters. Reinwardtia 8: 319–321.

1973
  –	 Flowers and fruits in Flacourtiaceae. I. Scaphocalyx spathacea Ridl. 

Blumea 21: 259–279.

1974
  –	 On dichotomy, with special reference to the funicles of the ovules of 

Adansonia. Proceedings of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van 
Wetenschappen, ser. C 77: 321–337.

  –	 Flowers and fruits in Flacourtiaceae. II. The seeds of Pangium edule 
Reinw. Blumea 22: 15–19.
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1990
  –	 Review. Weberling F. Morphology of flowers and inflorescences. Acta 

Botanica Neerlandica 39: 326.
  –	 Review. Troll W, Weberling F. Infloreszenzuntersuchungen an monotelen 

Familien. Acta Botanica Neerlandica 39: 327.

1992
  –	 Floral morphology of Stemonaceae and Pentastemonaceae. Blumea 36: 

481–499.

1993
  –	 Floral ontogeny of Archidendron lucyi (Mimosaceae), with remarks on 

Amherstia nobilis (Caesalpiniaceae). Botanische Jahrbücher für Syste
matik, Pflanzengeschichte und Pflanzengeographie 114: 551–560.

1995
  –	 Morphology of the gynoecium of Kitaibelia vitifolia Willd. and Malope 

trifida L. (Malvaceae-Malopeae). Botanische Jahrbücher für Systematik, 
Pflanzengeschichte und Pflanzengeographie 117: 485–493.

1996
  –	 (with van der Ham RWJM) Review. Endress PK, Friis EM (eds). Early 

evolution of flowers. Blumea 41: 470.

1999
  –	 Some developmental aspects and pollination of the male flowers. In: 

Wilde WJJO de, Duyfjes BEE, Bayabusua, a new genus of Cucurbitaceae. 
Sandakania 13: 1–16.


