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Born on 13 September 1931 in Rotterdam, Jacobus Theodorus [Koos] Wiebes read biology at Leiden
University where he obtained his Ph.D. in 1963 on studies of Indo-Australian fig wasps. He started
working on spiders (Lycosidae, Pisauridae) and beetles (Carabidae, Cetoniidae, Helodidae), but he
earned his scientific reputation as a specialist in fig wasps (Hymenoptera: Agaonidae, Torymidae),
their parasitoids and intricate host relationships (1961-1994: 89 papers). He served for many years on
the staff of the Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historie, Leiden (1955-1970, initially as assistant, later as
curator of Coleoptera and as assistant director since 1965), to return as director of the newly merged
national zoology and geology museums (ad interim 1982-1984, director 1984-1989). In 1970 he was
appointed to the chair of Systematic Zoology and Evolutionary Biology at Leiden University, where
he worked successfully until returning to the museum. Wiebes initiated studies on the lepidopteran
complex of Yponomeuta species and their host plants, studying speciation in a context of ecology, tax-
onomy and phylogeny. Most results in this field were published in conjunction with Dr W.M. Herre-
bout and various (mainly Ph.D.) students. Indeed, this research project attracted a host of students
and also world-wide attention. Wiebes had a talent for organization and management so that he was
frequently asked to serve on various committees mainly concerned with biology on an academic
level. In 1978 he was elected a member of the Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschap-
pen, Amsterdam, where he later served on various councils. His influence on the organization of biol-
ogy in the universities and research councils was indeed nationwide. Health problems forced him to
take early retirement in 1989, but he insisted on completing publication of his work on the fig wasps.
On 6 December 1999 he died in Leiderdorp leaving a first reputation as an evolutionary biologist and
a systematic entomologist.

Jacobus Theodorus [Koos] Wiebes was born (together with Jacob [Jaap], a twin
brother) on 13 September 1931 in Rotterdam. His father was a senior civil engineer in
the Department of Water Affairs (Rijkswaterstaat) and the young man grew up in a
close-knit family. After obtaining his high school certificate in Vlissingen, he read
biology at Leiden University in the period 1949-1957 with the stated intention to go
into high school teaching. Much of the research for his master’s degree was devoted
to spider taxonomy, faunistics and ecology (families Lycosidae and Pisauridae). In
1963 he was awarded a Ph.D. by the university; the title of his (published) thesis was
“Taxonomy and host preferences of Indo-Australian fig wasps of the genus Cer-
atosolen (Agaonidae)”. His supervisor was the well-known systematic zoology pro-
fessor Dr H. Boschma, director of the Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historie.

After some time as an assistant in the department of zoology of the university
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(1954-1955), Wiebes was appointed assistant at the Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke His-
torie (now Nationaal Natuurhistorisch Museum = National Museum of Natural His-
tory) in Leiden (1955-1958). Already after obtaining his master’s degree Wiebes was
appointed scientific officer at the museum, originally in charge of the Coleoptera.

Soon, however, he was asked to devote his attention to the fig wasps of Indonesia

Fig. 1, J.T. Wiebes; ix.1986.
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collected by Prof. Dr J. van der Vecht. This did result in a Ph.D. thesis, but, what is
more important, captured his imagination as regards the problems of co-evolution of
fig wasps (and their parasitoids) and figs. In 1964 Wiebes was awarded a bursary of
the Pieter Langerhuizen Fonds which enabled him to collect fig wasps in the Philip-
pines for almost six months. He was fascinated by the tropics and at that time finally
decided to abandon his plans to go into teaching. Throughout his life he continued
working on fig wasps and attendant problems; his results were manifold and have
had great impact on this particular subdiscipline of the biological sciences. With Gus-
tav Mayer (1885, 1906) and Guido Grandi (1916-1963), Koos Wiebes ranks as one of
the foremost specialists in this field. In the period 1961-1994 he published, sometimes
with co-authors, 75 primary and 14 secondary papers on fig wasps totalling about
1750 printed pages! He described many new taxa and elucidated much of the general
taxonomy and phylogeny, mainly of the fig wasps of the Old World. His co-operation
with fig specialists such as the botanist Prof. Dr C.C. Berg, and also the French couple
Dr G. Michaloud & S. Michaloud-Pelletier led to highly interesting results which
drew attention world-wide.

Although assiduously working on his fig wasps, Wiebes did not neglect his
charges, the beetles, publishing results of his studies on Carabidae, Cetoniidae (e.g.,
Goliathus) and Helodidae (Cyphon). However, his talents for organization and man-
agement were soon discovered by the museum’s director Prof. Dr L.D. Brongersma
who had succeeded Prof. Boschma. In 1965 Wiebes was promoted assistant director,
resigning in 1970 on his appointment to the chair of Systematic Zoology and Evolu-
tionary Biology at Leiden University.

Here he worked fruitfully in a fairly large and highly efficiently organized section
for almost 14 years. In returning to university he found the senior author, his old fel-
low-student (year-class of 1949). Wiebes immediately entrusted the teaching of sys-
tematic zoology to his old friend which enabled himself to devote his time to the
development of an evolutionary biology programme. Wiebes saw evolutionary biolo-
gy mainly as a subdiscipline of ecology with strong ties to taxonomy/phylogeny. His
work on fig wasps was unabatedly continued, but he searched for a new, widely
appealing, subject closer to home. The subject of investigation was settled on the
moth family Yponomeutidae, particularly the genus Yponomeuta in West/Central
Europe, and the relationships with its host plants. For this new venture he engaged
Dr W.M. Herrebout with the senior technician P.J. Kuyten. Multifarious problems,
mainly centred around speciation, were tackled in various, mainly experimental,
ways, which led to numerous highly interesting results which attracted wide atten-
tion among systematists, ecologists and population biologists. Most publications ema-
nating from this research project were authored by Herrebout and his students and
also, of course, by a number of Ph.D. students.

Wiebes was appointed director ad interim (1982-1984), after a period of difficul-
ties at the museum. In 1984 he was promoted director of the recently merged national
museums of zoology (Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historie) and geology (Rijksmu-
seum voor Geologie en Mineralogie) and he succeeded in convincing the minister of
culture to establish the ‘national presentation’ in the field of natural history in connec-
tion with the museum in Leiden. Ultimately this led to the prestigious new building
at another locality in Leiden representing a new museum concept.
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In 1989 serious health problems forced Wiebes to take early retirement; until 1
October 1996 he was engaged for one day a week to complete and publish his studies
on the fig wasps. After completing this work he enjoyed family life in his home in
Leiderdorp, where he died on 6 December 1999.

Wiebes had made no secret of the fact that he enjoyed biology to the full but that
it always was his second choice in life. He was deeply interested in the Dutch lan-
guage and literature and originally intended to make that his career. However, it
appeared that his particular high school certificate did not straight away give entry to
the literary faculty at university. His twin brother had chosen to read physics and so
he joined him in Leiden as a biology student in the Faculty of Science. In his spare
time throughout his life he studied aspects of Dutch literature, particularly of the
great author Simon Vestdijk. Nevertheless, nobody can deny that Wiebes achieved
complete success in his career as a biologist. He had great influence on his students
and also on many of his colleagues, e.g. by promoting the new Hennigian phylogeny.
His students were given extensive responsibility for their subject. He was always
ready to give advice, at the same time indicating that it was their subject and that
they were the potential specialists. As a scientist he adhered to the highest standards

Fig. 2, J.T. Wiebes; after his retirement.
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and consequently was critical of others not doing so. Wiebes had a keen (and some-
times wicked) sense of humor and was always able to put things in context. He had
the ability to view a problem from different perspectives and had a good feeling for
the available possibilities to solve problems.

In 1978 Wiebes was elected a member of the prestigious Koninklijke Nederlandse
Akademie van Wetenschappen in the section Natuurkunde (Science). Later he served
as a council member of this section (1984-1987) and in addition as secretary-treasurer
of the academy (1984-1987). Over a fairly long period he also served on the editorial
board of the Proceedings (1984-1995). Many other bodies also made good use of his
talents for management and organization (research councils such as BION, the
national oceanographic research institute NIOZ, zoological and entomological soci-
eties, etc.). His influence on the steering of biological research in The Netherlands was
considerable and reached far beyond his own field.
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