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UKZN academic receives Herschel Medal Award for 2013 from the Royal Society 
of SA. 

 The Royal Society of South Africa recently announced UKZN’s Professor 
Johannes van Staden, FRSSAf as the recipient of the 2013, John F. W. Herschel 
Medal in recognition of Highly Distinguished Multidisciplinary Contributions to the 
furtherance of Science. Van Staden, Director: Research Centre for Plant Growth 
and Development is recognised as one of the world’s most cited researchers of 
the past two decades by Thomson Reuters ISI. Amongst his many other honours, 
he has been awarded Honorary Membership of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences; the Gold Medal by “Suid Afrikaanse Akademie vir Wetenskap en 
Kuns” for Scientific Achievement; the M.T. Steynmedalje vir Natuurwetenskaplike 
en Tegniese Prestasie awarded by Die Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir Wetenskap 
en Kuns and S2A3 South Africa Medal (Gold) awarded by Southern African 
Association for the Advancement of Science. 

The John F.W. Herschel Medal is the senior medal of the Royal Society of South 
Africa and is awarded to those researchers who are outstanding in either a field 
of research that straddles disciplines or in more than one unrelated field. 

Professor Sam Mukaratirwa, Dean and Head of School of Life Sciences, said 
“UKZN and the School of Life Sciences are privileged to have a scientist and 
person of the calibre of Professor van Staden. Being awarded the Royal Society 
Herschel Medal 2013 in recognition of his immense contribution to Science and 
capacity building shows once again his incomparable achievements in South 
Africa and abroad”. 

Professor van Staden has received many accolades and awards throughout the 
duration of his career. The most notable being the election as a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of South Africa in 1990; in 1992 he was awarded the Havenga Prize 
for outstanding research in Biological Sciences as well the Silver Medal from the 
South African Association of Botanists (SAAB); in 1994 he was elected Founder 
Member of the Academy of Science of South Africa as well as receiving the 



SAAB Gold Medal (the highest award given by the Association for Excellence in 
Botany). In 2000 Professor van Staden was awarded an Honorary Doctorate 
from the University of West Hungary and elected an Honorary Member of the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences in 2004. In 2007 he was awarded the Gold 
Medal for Technological Innovation of the “Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir 
Wetenskap en Kuns”. He has also been awarded the S2A3 - South Africa Medal 
(Gold) which is awarded to a scientist who has made an exceptional 
contribution to the advancement of science, either on a broad front or in a 
specialized field and the MT Steyn Medal - by the Suid Afrikaanse Akademie vir 
Wetenskap en Kuns. 

“I am very humbled but grateful to the Royal Society of South Africa for the 
award of the prestigious John F.W. Herschel Medal.  Over the many years of 
working in the research field, it is indeed rewarding to be recognised by one’s 
peers.  I have enjoyed my work as a committed botanist as this has brought me 
into contact with very many excellent students as well as local and international 
collaborators. I have enjoyed the enthusiasm and stimulation over the past 50 
years,” said Professor van Staden. 
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The John F.W. Herschel Medal 

 
The senior medal of the Royal Society of South Africa is named after Sir John 
Frederick William Herschel (1791-1871), who lived in Cape Town as an 
astronomer from 1834 to 1838 and whose grave lies close to Isaac Newton’s in 
Westminster Abbey. Herschel was a remarkable scientist; he was well known for 
surveying the southern skies and for describing the unique flora of the Cape but 
was also exceptionally gifted in a number of other disciplines. While diversity at 
such a level was possible in the 19th century, it is generally not feasible in the 
21st. Because science has become far more complex many basic sciences are 
themselves multifaceted and may even be inter-disciplinary in their own right. 
However, while the nature of diversity in scientific endeavour may have 
changed, its existence has not, and it is this diversity, however defined, that the 
Society wishes to acknowledge with this medal. 

The medal is awarded to those who are outstanding in either a field of research 
that straddles disciplines or in more than one unrelated field. 

Professor Johannes van Staden 

Professor van Staden began his tertiary studies at the University of Stellenbosch in 
1960 and graduated with an MSc in Botany in 1964. Thereafter, he lectured for a 
few years at the University College of the Western Cape before taking up the 
position of Botany Lecturer at the University of Natal in 1967. He obtained his PhD 
in 1970 from the University of Natal, with a dissertation on “Abscisic acid and 
other hormonal effects on growth in Spirodela”. In 1967 Professor van Staden 
was appointed Lecturer in Botany at the University of Natal and in 1972 he was 



promoted to Senior Lecturer, advancing to Associate Professor in 1976, Ad 
Hominem Professor in 1984, Professor and Head of Department of Botany in 
1987. In 1999 he held the position of Professor of Botany and Director of the 
Research Centre for Plant Growth and Development, University of Natal, 
Pietermaritzburg Campus. Currently he is an Emeritus Professor and holds the 
position of Director of the Research Centre for Plant Growth and Development. 

Throughout his productive career, spanning over 40 years, Professor van 
Staden’s main research interests have encompassed topics relating to plant 
hormones and their role in the growth, germination, flowering and senescence. 
He is widely acknowledged for having expertise in plant tissue culture, and was 
a pioneer researcher on the topic of smoke-stimulated seed germination, a 
phenomenon that was only discovered in the early 1990s. He has also 
researched and published on topics related to Proteas, algal biotechnology, 
plant biotechnology, molecular biology, screening of traditional medicinal 
plants for medicinal properties and biologically-active compounds. 

From his time in the Western Cape as a young lecturer with an extreme teaching 
load, Professor van Staden has been able to tackle and manage huge 
workloads. This tenacity, together with his management skills, have contributed 
to him becoming the leader of an internationally recognised research group. To 
date, he has supervised over 80 MSc students and more than 90 PhD students, 
as well as mentoring more than 60 Post-Doctoral researchers. 

Professor van Staden has received many accolades and awards throughout the 
duration of his career. The most notable being the election as a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of South Africa in 1990; in 1992 he was awarded the Havenga Prize 
for outstanding research in Biological Sciences as well the Silver Medal from the 
South African Association of Botanists (SAAB); in 1994 he was elected Founder 
Member of the Academy of Science of South Africa as well as receiving the 
SAAB Gold Medal (the highest award given by the Association for Excellence in 
Botany). In 2000 Professor van Staden was awarded an Honorary Doctorate 
from the University of West Hungary and elected an Honorary Member of the 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences in 2004. In 2007 he was awarded the Gold 
Medal for Technological Innovation of the “Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir 
Wetenskap en Kuns”. He has also been awarded the S2A3 - South Africa Medal 
(Gold) which is awarded to a scientist who has made an exceptional 
contribution to the advancement of science, either on a broad front or in a 
specialized field and the MT Steyn Medal - by the Suid Afrikaanse Akademie vir 
Wetenskap en Kuns. 

He is Editor-in-Chief for the South African Journal of Botany and Plant Growth 
Regulation, as well as Associate Editor for a number of other journals. Throughout 
his career, Professor van Staden has supported and published in the South 



African Journal of Botany. He believes it is important to have a forum for African 
botany and has strongly directed the development of the journal since 2000. His 
vision to raise the standard of the journal and to extend its readership has been 
highly successful as indicated by the doubling of the Journal’s Impact Factor.  

He is one of only seven South African scientists named by ISIHighlyCited.com as 
being among the world's most influential researchers of the past 20 years. 
Professor van Staden has produced approximately 1120 to date which are 
published in internationally accredited journals and has a number of 
publications that qualify as ‘citation classics’. He has always enjoyed lecturing 
and has had a good rapport with students. He has always attracted excellent 
students as post-graduates and they are a major contributing factor to 
successes at the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 

Despite his long and illustrious career he still actively engages in all aspects of 
research and is currently supervising and enrolling new postgraduate students at 
the age of 73. The bulk of his research group comprises students from various 
African countries and he receives very many further requests to act as supervisor 
to PhD and MSc projects. He has a very positive vision for botanical research in 
South Africa and Africa as a whole. Many of his students have moved on to top 
lecturing positions in South African tertiary institutions as well as several who now 
run their own research groups throughout the world. 

 

 

  

 


