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Dr. habil. Danuta Zdebska died on July 24,
2025, after a long and serious illness, and was
buried in Rakowicki Cemetery on July 29,
2025. With her passing we lost an outstanding
Polish palaeobotanist and academic teacher.
She was a wise mentor, gifted with a huge
knowledge of natural science and guided by
high moral standards.

Danuta Zdebska (née Broda) was born on
January 5, 1946, in Kolobrzeg. From 1965
to 1970 she studied biology in the Faculty of
Biology and Earth Sciences of the Jagiellonian
University, with which she remained associ-
ated until her death. As early as during her

master’s studies she became interested in pal-
aeobotany.

Danuta Zdebska’s research focused mainly
on Devonian flora. During her scientific career
she described several Early Devonian plants
based on material from deep boreholes (Zdeb-
ska 1972, 1978, 1982, 1986, 1993). She con-
centrated on the best-preserved and most
promising material, choosing to investigate
primarily pyritized remains with preserved
internal structures, despite the fact that pyrite
petrifactions are very difficult to process, are
fragile, and require very time-consuming prep-
aration methods. Despite these difficulties, the
results she obtained were significant and are
still cited in palaeobotanical papers world-
wide. She focused on biological and evolution-
ary interpretations of the fossils she described.
Her studies, which fully document Devonian
plants with preserved anatomy, remain unique
in Polish palaeobotany.

Danuta Zdebska was a student of the emi-
nent Polish palaeobotanist Docent Dr. habil.
Maria Reymanéwna, with whom she shared
not only a mentor—student relationship but also
a sincere friendship. However, because Docent
Reymanéwna was employed at the Institute of
Botany of the Polish Academy of Sciences, she
was never Danuta Zdebska’s formal supervisor.
Danuta Zdebska prepared her master’s the-
sis, “Sawdonia ornata (= Psilophyton princeps
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var. ornatum) from Poland” under the official
supervision of Prof. Dr. Jadwiga Dyakowska
(published as Zdebska, 1972).

After graduation she worked for a year
(1970-1971) as an assistant lecturer in the
Institute of Botany of the Jagiellonian Uni-
versity. From 1972 to 1974 she pursued
doctoral studies in that institution, and in
1975 she defended her doctoral dissertation,
“Lower Devonian plants from drillings in the
Bielsko—Andrychéw area” (supervisor: Prof.
J. Dyakowska) in the Faculty of Biology and
Earth Sciences of the Jagiellonian University.
Her doctoral work was published in 1982 in
the prestigious journal Palaeontology; this
was a remarkable achievement for Polish pal-
aeontology during the difficult communist era.

In 1994 she earned her habilitation from
the same Faculty on the basis of the thesis
“The morphological and anatomical struc-
ture of Early Paleozoic plants and their evo-
lutionary significance”, which consisted of
three publications (Zdebska 1986, 1993; Sni-
girevskaya et al., 1992). Danuta Zdebska’s
scientific achievements concerning Devonian
plants were summarized in detail in a review
by Pacyna and Barbacka (2022) so I will not
repeat them here.

After obtaining her habilitation she broad-
ened her research topics to include first Car-
boniferous and later Mesozoic floras.

Her interest in the Carboniferous flora was
reflected in her long-term collaboration with
Dr. Stawomir Florjan, a specialist in Carbon-
iferous plant cuticles. Under her supervision,
several master’s theses were completed on
Carboniferous plant cuticles and macrofos-
sils, including my own master’s thesis. I first
met Danuta Zdebska in 1998 during the sum-
mer semester of my first year at university, in
a plant systematics course. In my second year
I approached her with the intention of prepar-
ing my master’s thesis under her supervision.
Fortunately, a few years earlier, a site with
siderite concretions containing plant and ani-
mal remains had been discovered in Sosnowiec.
In my thesis I described plants from this site
and dated them on the basis of macrofloristic
observations. Some of the results were later
published in conference proceedings and in our
2012 paper (Pacyna and Zdebska, 2012). The
Sosnowiec material contained not only sterile
plant organs but also diverse spore-bearing
cones of lycopsids, sphenopsids, fertile fern

leaves, and pteridosperm pollen organs. This
material, supplemented by other specimens
of Carboniferous coalified reproductive struc-
tures, became the basis of my doctoral disserta-
tion, which she supervised. Together we often
visited the District Museum in Watbrzych to
examine the collection of Carboniferous plant
reproductive organs gathered by Eufrozyn
Sagan. Part of my doctoral results, concerning
pteridosperm pollen organs, was later pub-
lished with her in a 2010 monograph (Pacyna
and Zdebska, 2010).

The second research direction she pursued
in the early 2000s entailed the Mesozoic flora.
Under her supervision a master’s thesis on the
flora from the Middle Jurassic Grojec clays
and a doctoral dissertation on the Jurassic
flora of Antarctica were completed (the latter
later published as Birkenmajer and Ociepa,
2008). Together with S. Florjan she also gave
a preliminary description of a new Cretaceous
bennettitalean stem from Poland, collected by
Zygmunt Holcer (Florjan and Zdebska, 2011).

The discovery in the 1990s of the Upper
Triassic Krasiejow locality, rich in vertebrate
bones and plant remains, by Prof. Jerzy Dzik,
opened new perspectives for research on the
Triassic flora in Poland. Prof. Dzik invited
Danuta Zdebska to collaborate on a study of
the Krasiejow flora. Thanks to his kindness,
Danuta Zdebska and her students (includ-
ing me) took part in several paleontological
workshops he organized. Prof. Dzik’s research
has since been continued by his student, Prof.
Tomasz Sulej, who has discovered further Upper
Triassic sites. From a palaeobotanical perspec-
tive the most important of these is Patoka, from
which we described — in collaboration with sev-
eral other researchers — a new conifer species,
genus, and family (Pacyna et al., 2018).

Plant remains from the Upper Triassic of
Poland are usually well-preserved compres-
sions but they are often highly fragmented.
After dissolution of the sediment, identifying
informative and well-preserved specimens
requires painstaking and time-consuming
selection under a stereomicroscope. Danuta
Zdebska eagerly worked through these meso-
fossil samples, managing to find true rarities
among countless fragments. It was truly Ben-
edictine work, requiring enormous patience,
but the results were spectacular.

She loved fieldwork and fossil collecting; in
these activities she was devoted to the idea of
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creating a significant palaeobotanical collec-
tion at the Jagiellonian University. We went
together on numerous trips to Upper Carbon-
iferous and Upper Triassic sites in Upper Sile-
sia, as well as to Lower Jurassic sites in the
Holy Cross Mountains.

In the later stages of her career she also
published several papers on the history of pal-
aeobotany in Krakéw, particularly at the Jag-
iellonian University (e.g. Zdebska, 2007).

From 1975 until her retirement she worked
as an adjunct in the Department of Palaeo-
botany, Institute of Botany, Jagiellonian Uni-
versity (later the Department of Palaeobotany
and Palaeoherbarium). She served as Head of
the Department from 1981 to 1988 and again
from 2000 to 2011. After retiring in 2011 she
worked part-time at the Institute of Botany for
two more years, and then, almost until the last
days of her life, she continued to contribute as
a volunteer.

Throughout her entire professional career
she taught at the university, especially courses
in plant systematics and palaeobotany for biol-
ogy and geology students. She prepared her
lectures and classes with great care, often
discussing the latest discoveries in world sci-
ence during lectures. She placed particular
emphasis on visual materials, illustrating her
lectures with slides and frequently showing
original fossil and living plant specimens. She
designed unique classes for students, unpar-
alleled at other Polish universities, based on
original Devonian plant specimens, especially
those she herself had described from Poland.
Unfortunately, her teaching and administra-
tive duties consumed much of her time and
energy, often at the expense of her research.

In scientific work she was a perfection-
ist and expected the same from her students.
As a teacher she was demanding but fair.

She was also strongly committed to popu-
larization of science, especially palaeobotany.
The culmination of these efforts was the prep-
aration under her leadership of a large exhibi-
tion of fossil plants (called for some time the
Palaeobotanical Museum and then the Palaeo-
herbarium), presenting plant evolution from
the earliest colonization of land to modern
times. Preparing such a large exhibition (over
20 display cases with several display shelves
each) was a major scientific and logistical chal-
lenge and required the involvement of many
colleagues, both scientific (e.g. S. Florjan) and

technical, including even her own family. The
exhibition, located in a building next to the
Botanical Garden of the Jagiellonian Univer-
sity, was open from 2003 to 2019. It was used
primarily for teaching purposes but was also
open to the public during science-promotion
events.

Throughout her scientific career she main-
tained close scientific and personal ties with
many palaeontologists and palaeobotanists
from Poland, Germany, France, Great Britan,
Russia and the USA. She undertook foreign
research internships at the University of Lon-
don (1973, two months under the supervision
of Prof. W. Chaloner) and at Claude-Bernard
University in Lyon (1978, one month in collab-
oration with Prof. Y. Lemoigne). In 1988 she
participated in the international research pro-
ject “Contemporary and fossil flora of Russia
and Poland” co-led by Prof. Natalia Snigirevs-
kaya from the Komarov Institute of Botany,
USSR Academy of Sciences, Leningrad (now
Saint Petersburg). Special links connected her
with the Department of Palaeobotany of the
Institute of Botany of the Polish Academy of
Sciences in Krakéw, particularly with M. Rey-
manéwna’s students Dr. Jadwiga Ziaja and
Dr. habil. Maria Barbacka. These contacts
allowed her to acquire not only reprints of
papers and books then unavailable in Poland
but also new specimens of fossil plants, which
served as comparative material for research
and enriched the teaching base for palaeobot-
any classes.

She presented her research results at
many national and international confer-
ences, including Leningrad (USSR, 1975),
Bonn (FRG, 1976), Bristol (Great Britain,
1978), Edmonton (Canada, 1984) and Berlin
(Germany, 1992). She co-organized the 5th
European Paleobotanical and Palynological
Conference (Krakéw, 1998) and the Krakoéow
meeting within the International Geological
Correlation Programme 469 Late Westphal-
ian Terrestrial Biotas (2005).

She maintained active contacts with both
amateur and professional fossil collectors.
At the beginning of her career she developed
a particularly close relationship with the
amateur palaeobotanist and professional fos-
sil collector Eufrozyn Sagan from the District
Museum in Watbrzych. Thanks to their coop-
eration she assembled a collection of Carbon-
iferous plant specimens from Lower Silesia,
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which were later used in paleobotany classes.
The collaboration with E. Sagan and other col-
lectors of Carboniferous fossils from the Lower
Silesia was recognized by the Eufrozyn Sagan
Medal awarded to her by the Polish Society
of Friends of Earth Sciences in Watbrzych in
2010, on the occasion of 50 years of the socie-
ty’s activity. In later years she also built a sin-
cere friendship with the renowned fossil collec-
tor Zygmunt Holcer of Krakéw. Thanks to her
efforts he donated to the Institute of Botany
the large collection of plant fossils he had gath-
ered throughout his life.

She was a member of the Polish Botanical
Society since 1972, serving as deputy secretary
of the Krakéw Branch (1972-1983) and sec-
retary of the Palaeobotanical Section (1987—
1990). From 1999 until the dissolution of the
foundation she was a member of the Council
of the W. Szafer Foundation for Polish Botany.
Between 1995 and 2003 she served as editorial
secretary of the journal Acta Palaeobotanica,
and from 2004 to 2011 she was a member of
its editorial board. She was very dedicated to
maintaining the scientific and editorial quality
of the journal, and I remember her spending
many hours proofreading articles before they
went to print.

For many years she struggled with Lyme
disease, which diminished her creative powers.
She was one of the first Lyme disease patients
diagnosed in Poland and tried to spread knowl-
edge about this disease and the threat posed
by ticks among scientists and students work-
ing in the field. In recent years, further serious
illnesses led to a marked deterioration in her
health, ultimately resulting in her death.

Her interests were not limited to fossil
plants; she was also deeply knowledgeable
about modern floras, especially Polish species.
She often collected comparative specimens of
living plants to compare them with fossils.
She loved sports, mountain hiking, and direct
contact with nature. She was a licensed Tatra
Mountains guide and a mountain tourism
leader with the Polish Tourist and Sightseeing
Society (PTTK). For her activities she received
the silver PTTK badge.

For her contributions to the city of Krakow
she was awarded the Honoris Gratia badge
in 2013.

With the passing of Danuta Zdebska we
have lost an outstanding scholar of immense
knowledge, as well as a friend and teacher.
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