
E U G É N E W E G M A N N 1896-1982 

E u g é n e Wegmann , emer i tu s professor at 
Neuchå te l Univers i ty and an honora ry m e m -
ber of t h e Geological Society of F in land , died 
af ter a short i l lness on 7th J a n u a r y 1982 at 
Neuchå te l in Swi tzer land . He w a s 85 years 
old. 

Cäsar E u g e n W e g m a n n spent h is ch i ldhood 
and schooldays in S c h a f f h a u s e n , t h e t o w n 
in Ge rman- speak ing Switzer land w h e r e h e 
w a s b o r n on 18th Apri l 1896. Already as a 
schoolboy he s h o w e d a k e e n in teres t in ea r th 
sc iences and in 1915 h e enrol led as a s t uden t 
of geology at t h e small un ivers i ty of Neuchå -
tel in F rench- speak ing Swi tzer land. 

T h e only p rofessor at t h e Ins t i tu te of Geol-
ogy of t h e Univers i ty was Emile Argand, a 
r e m a r k a b l e m a n in m a n y ways. A l t h o u g h not 
at all fond of t each ing u n d e r g r a d u a t e s , he 
was an ex t remely inspi r ing lec turer for 
t hose capab le of fol lowing his t eaching , 
w h i c h moved only on the h ighes t scient if ic 
level, h is own. W e g m a n n m a d e swif t p rogress 

and b e c a m e A r g a n d ' s ass is tent , a u n i q u e 
oppor tuni ty to a young m a n of Wegmann 's 
abilities. H e saw h o w Argand p r o d u c e d h is 
f a m o u s »Carte t e c t o n i q u e de l 'Eurasie» a n d 
m a d e the a c q u a i n t a n c e of m a n y o the r leading 
geologists . At the s a m e t ime h e was at the 
cen t re of the hea ted d e b a t e t hen raging in 
Centra l E u r o p e on nappes , and Alpine s t ruc-
tu re s in general . W e g m a n n chose the sub jec t 
of his doc tora l d isser ta t ion f rom t h e same 
rugged P e n n i n e Alps whose s t ruc tu res are 
depic ted in A rg an d ' s classic m a p s and dia-
grams. His d isser ta t ion, »Zur Geologie der St. 
B e r n h a r d d e c k e im Val d*Herens (Wallis)», 
was f in ished in 1922. 

Having comple ted his pos tgradua te s tudies 
on pe t rog raphy at t h e univers i t ies of Zür ich 
and Grenob le and at t h e So rbonne , Wegmann 
left for Norway in spr ing 1924. He spen t th ree 
years the re app ly ing a lp ine tec ton ic m e t h o d s 
to the Caledonides . Af te r a shor t stay in Swe-
den, he c a m e to F in land in s u m m e r 1927 
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and s tayed in th is coun t ry unt i l the end of 
1931. 

At tha t t ime F in land was one of the leading 
count r ies in P r e c a m b r i a n geology, bu t very 
little was k n o w n here, as elsewhere, abou t the 
th ree -d imens iona l s t ruc tu re of t h e P r e c a m -
brian shield areas. T h e director of the Geo-
logical Survey, J . J . Sede rho lm, soon realised 
t h e po ten t ia l of W e g m a n n and his s t ruc tura l 
m e t h o d s for bed rock s tud ies a n d he, l ike 
m a n y o ther F inns , d id his u t m o s t to provide 
W e g m a n n wi th t h e bes t poss ib le work ing 
condi t ions . W e g m a n n e x t e n d e d his research 
over var ious pa r t s of F in land - f r o m t h e most 
outlying skerr ies in the south to the Arct ic 
Ocean in the nor th . H e w a s t h e first geologist 
in the who le world to apply m e t h o d s devel-
oped for research on Alp ine s t ruc tu res to 
P r e c a m b r i a n shield areas. He t a u g h t his 
m e t h o d s to F inn i sh geologists , t h e mos t 
en thus ias t i c of w h o m was t h e 65-year old 
Sede rho lm. In four years W e g m a n n p u b -
lished over a dozen art icles on t h e geology 
of F in land , P r e c a m b r i a n tec tonics in par t icu-
lar. 

At t h e beg inn ing of the 1930s t h e f a m o u s 
Arct ic explorer , L a u g e Koch, w a s mak ing 
p repa ra t ions for a big exped i t i on to eas te rn 
Green land . T h e exped i t ion was to last m a n y 
years and h e asked S e d e r h o l m if there w a s 
any chance of get t ing a highly qual i f ied Pre-
c a m b r i a n geologis t f r o m F in land to jo in 
t hem. S e d e r h o l m proposed Wegmann. Af te r 
leaving F in land W e g m a n n first w e n t to 
I n n s b r u c k , w h e r e he s tud ied u n d e r B r u n o 
Sander . He t hen spen t s o m e t ime in Belg ium 
and in s u m m e r 1932 h e left for Green land . 
W e g m a n n spen t t h e s u m m e r s of 1932-34 and 
t h e win te r of 1932-1933 work ing in eas te rn 
Green land . He t hen w e n t to sou the rn Green-
land, w h e r e he w o r k e d f rom 1936 unt i l t he 
ou tb reak of t h e Second World War. In bo th 
regions his p ioneer ing work laid a f i rm foun-
dat ion for f u t u r e invest igat ions . 

Argand died in S e p t e m b e r 1940, and Weg-
m a n n was invi ted back to Neuchå te l uni-
versi ty to succeed him as professor of geology 
and di rector of the Ins t i tu te of Geology. The 
univers i ty was small wi th no more t h a n a few 
h u n d r e d s t u d e n t s in all t h e facul t ies com-
bined . Even so, t h e ho lde r s of the chair of 
geology have had an epoch -mak ing in f luence 
on t h e course of geological research. One 
only has to r e m e m b e r Lou i s Agassiz, who , in 

t h e 1840s, was the first to p rove that large 
par t s of E u r o p e and Nor th Amer ica had been 
covered by glacial ice; H a n s Scha rd t , who , in 
t h e 1890s, i n t roduced the concep t s of nappes 
and gravity gliding tec tonics ; Emile Argand 
p e r h a p s the mos t bri l l iant Alp ine geologisi 
of all t imes ; and now, E u g é n e W e g m a n n 
w h o shook t h e geological wor ld wi th his bole 
and ingen ious ideas on grani tes and m i g m a 
ti tes. 

His n e w appo in tmen t , t he Second Worl< 
War and the pos t -war period wi th all its lim 
i ta t ions placed di f f icul t ies in his pa th tha 
were d i f fe ren t f r o m those h e had e n c o u r 
te red in the Alps, Nord ic count r ies and mos 
recent ly in the e x t r e m e condi t ions in Gree r 
land. N o w h e was respons ib le for t h e teach 
ing of practical ly all b r a n c h e s of geologj 
for all admin i s t ra t ive du t ies of the ins t i tu t 
and h e had to f ight unremi t t ing ly on behalf c 
his ins t i tu te for a sha re of t h e scarce f u n d 
of t h e smal l univers i ty . 

When the S e c o n d World War w a s ovei 
Wegmann did all h e could to help h i s friend: 
in ru ined E u r o p e and to re-establ ish contact : 
be tween geologis ts in var ious coun t r i es 
Dozens of y o u n g geologis ts f rom all over thf 
wor ld c a m e to h im to s tudy his m e t h o d s ol 
t ec ton ic and k inema t i c analysis . They usually 
s tayed a few m o n t h s b u t he a lways had t ime 
for t h e m and his n u m e r o u s f r i ends w h o vis-
ited h im in Neuchå te l . He was a long- t ime 
m e m b e r of the edi tor ia l board of »Geolo-
gische R u n d s c h a u » and »Science de la Terre». 
As if all t he se weren ' t enough , he s o m e h o w 
m a n a g e d to f ind t i m e and energy for his field 
work and o ther invest igat ions . 

In 1952 h e suf fered a severe hear t a t tack , 
and t h e s a m e m a n who used to c l imb thou-
sands of me t r e s u p and d o w n t h e Alps and 
t h e m o u n t a i n s of Green l and n o w h a d t rouble 
get t ing u p to the second floor of h is ins t i tu te . 
He was not daun ted , however , a n d he con-
t inued wi th his field observat ions . His mos t 
f a i th fu l c o m p a n i o n was his wife and , w i th 
a skill r emin i scen t of t h e rally dr ivers of to-
day, she d rove h im at a speed he obviously 
en joyed along t h e Swiss m o u n t a i n roads. 
Never the less , h e had to t r ans fe r t h e main 
ta rge ts of h is inves t iga t ions nea re r to his 
h o m e and t h e inst i tute . And so h e focused 
his in teres t on the in terac t ion of fo ld ing in t h e 
J u r a m o u n t a i n s and t h e faul t ing in the un-
der lying basemen t . 
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He res igned f r o m t h e p ro fessorsh ip of 
geology at N e u c h å t e l in 1964, b u t that w a s 
by no m e a n s the end of h i s scientif ic career. 
On the cont rary ; now he had t ime to travel, 
to lec ture and work in many E u r o p e a n and 
Afr ican countr ies , and in Nor th America , 
w h e r e he spent one year as regius professor 
in California. His heal th was not a lways too 
good bu t it did not h inde r his work . »Ich will 
noch e twas machen , bevor ich geozentr isch 
a b g e h e n muss», as he wro te in one of his 
letters. He con t i nued his co r r e spondence and 
fol lowed keenly t h e geological l i tera ture right 
u p to t h e last m o n t h s of his life. 

Wegmann pub l i shed a round 150 papers , 
t he first w h e n he was a young m a n of twenty-
six, t h e last w h e n he was over eighty. N u m -
bers of his p ioneer ing w o r k s a re f r equen t ly 
cited in the geological l i terature. To asses 
t h e s ignif icance of all tha t he wrote, his works 
would have to be looked at in the perspec t ive 
of such a long per iod, so m a n y b ranches of 
geology and t h e geological r esea rch of so 
m a n y coun t r i es that it wou ld be too big a 
t a sk for one man . 

His most we l l -known pape r is u n d o u b t e d l y 
»Zur D e u t u n g der Migmati te», w h i c h ap-
peared in »Geologische R u n d s c h a u » in 1935. 
While in the Alps do ing research for his doc-
toral disser ta t ion, W e g m a n n m a d e note of 
s t ruc tu res in g y p s u m a n d anhydr i t e depos i t s 
tha t bore a s t rong r e semblance to migmat i t es 
bu t wh ich were fo rmed comple te ly kine-
matical ly wi thou t the p resence of t h e l iquid 
phase . His in teres t in migmat i tes , wh ich 
was a roused by their great champion , Seder-
holm, and his own observa t ions on ice-po-
lished ou t c rops in t h e F inn i sh archipelago 
and in eas te rn Green land f a n n e d his revolu-
t ionary concep t s tha t k ind led the wor ld-wide 
cont roversy over the origin of grani tes and 
migmat i tes , and wh ich lasted over twen ty 
years. 

W e g m a n n had s tar ted his f ield w o r k in 
t h e P e n n i n e Alps. F r o m there h e had pro-
ceeded to older m o u n t a i n r anges and deepe r 
tec ton ic levels - f irst in N o r w a y and t hen 
in F in land and Green land . On his re tu rn to 
Switzer land, h e was widely expec t ed to app ly 
his concep t s on grani tes and migmat i t e s to 
t h e crystal l ine pa r t s of t h e Alps. U n d e r the 
new condi t ions , however , he focused his 
a t t en t ion on t h e u p p e r m o s t t ec ton ic level, t h e 
J u r a moun ta ins . His t h o r o u g h knowledge , 

based on h i s o w n observat ions , of tec tonic 
p h e n o m e n a tha t had t aken place at var ious 
d e p t h s in t h e ea r th ' s c rus t enabled h im to 
c o m p a r e and s tudy their m u t u a l re la t ions -
s tockwork tec tonics . 

Wegmann was excep t iona l in his ability to 
t h ink three-d imens ional ly . He evident ly saw 
t h e tec ton ic p h e n o m e n a as a c o n t i n u o u s 
process in space and t ime. It was qu i te a long 
t ime, he once said, be fo re he real ised that 
m a n y geologists, especial ly those work ing 
in low-lying areas, w e r e not capable of th ink-
ing in th is way. This h a d m a d e it diff icul t 
for t h e m to u n d e r s t a n d h i s work ing m e t h o d s 
and the resul ts he obta ined . Later he never 
ceased to e m p h a s i s e that t h ink ing in space 
is a sine qua non in all t ec ton ic s tud ies and 
he deve loped t each ing m e t h o d s for improv-
ing this ability in his s tuden ts . 

W e g m a n n w o r k e d , gave lec tures and fre-
q u e n t e d congresses in m a n y countr ies . He 
was a chee r fu l and gregar ious m a n and h e 
spoke m a n y languages . His m o t h e r t ongue 
was actual ly t h e S c h a f f h a u s e n Swis s -German 
dialect and in add i t ion to tha t he was f luen t in 
German , F rench , Engl ish , and Scand inav ian 
languages . He could also m a k e himsel f un-
ders tood in F inn i sh and Esk imo. Fo r th i s 
reason, coun t l e s s n u m b e r s of peop le got to 
k n o w s o m e face ts of this r emarkab l e man , 
par t icular ly h i s vivid sense of h u m o u r that 
was expressed j u s t as o f t en in well-aimed 
r e m a r k s as in h ighly skilled d rawings and 
in his love of pract ical jokes . 

H e was, however , j u s t as h a p p y a lone in the 
wi lderness as in the c o m p a n y of his fellows. 
He k n e w only one au thor i ty in his research 
- Na tu r e herself — a n d the re was no place 
too inaccess ib le to p r even t h im f r o m pin-
poin t ing targets critical to his s tudies . 

F r o m 1941 unt i l his d e a t h h e lived in Neu-
chåtel on F a u b o u r g de l 'Hopital . The grave 
and ex t r eme ly correc t and pol i te gen t l eman 
out walking wi th his dog, a magni f icen t Berner 
S e n n e n h u n d , was a famil iar evening sight 
along t h e lakes ide bou leva rds of Neuchåte l . 
Many were also the people who shared his 
and his wi fe ' s hospi tal i ty and sampled his 
profess ional k n o w l e d g e of wines - he himself 
used the word oinology — some t imes in the 
fo rm of ex t r eme ly rare v in tages and other 
specialit ies. 

W e g m a n n w a s a w a r d e d m a n y honors . He 
was m e m b e r of the A c a d e m i e s of Science in 
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Norway, Belg ium, F in land and Göt t ingen 
and an honora ry doctor of the univers i t ies 
of B e s a n f o n , C le rmont -Fer rand , Grenoble 
and Algiers. He was an honora ry or corre-
spond ing m e m b e r of n u m b e r s of geological 
societies. He received t h e h ighes t geological 
award , the Gustaf S t e i n m a n n medal , of the 
Geologische Vere in igung in Germany . His 
sevent ie th b i r thday was m a r k e d by an inter-
nat ional co l loqu ium »Etages Tec toniques» , 

in Neuchå te l f rom 18th to 21st April 1966. 
Geologists f r o m all over t h e world c a m e to 
pay their respec t to th i s great man. 

In accordance wi th his wishes , t he ashes 
of E u g é n e W e g m a n n were bur ied in the 
Waldfr iedhof cemeta ry in S c h a f f h a u s e n on 
19th J a n u a r y 1982 bu t his m e m o r y lives in 
t h e t h o u g h t s of his f r iends , and his accom-
p l i shmen t s are engraved indel ibly in the 
history of geological research. 

Ra imo L a u e r m a 
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