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I am greatly honoured to be Guest Editor of this special issue of 
Botanica Serbica, which is dedicated to Professor Branka Stevanović, 
on the occasion of her 70th anniversary. 

I have known Professor Branka Stevanović since 1974, and our 
professional collaboration, which began in 2003, developed in 
particular around the resurrection plants of the Ramonda genus 
from the Balkan and Pyrenean Peninsulas. Together we have 
headed international projects, published several publications, and 
taken part in conferences on this field of study.

In this special issue many of Branka’s friends, collaborators and 
colleagues from different European countries participate with 
scientific contributions from their recent work.

We wish Branka a happy birthday and may she be blessed with 
many more fruitful years as a scientist and researcher, and as 
Editor-in-Chief of Botanica Serbica.

Dr. Sonja Siljak-Yakovlev

Research Director, CNRS, 
Laboratoire d´Ecologie, Systématique et Evolution,

 Université Paris-Sud 11, France
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Professor dr Branka Stevanović
On the occasion of her 70th birthday
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Branka Stevanović (née Matijašević) was born on 
24 April 1944, in Zrenjanin, Serbia. She grew up 

in Belgrade, and after completing primary school she 
received her eight years secondary school education at 
the Classical Gymnasium. In the academic year 1963/64 
she began her studies of biology at the Faculty of Natural 
Sciences and Mathematics, University of Belgrade, from 
which she graduated in 1967. 

As a student she already showed interest in botanical 
studies, and wholeheartedly seized the opportunity to 
volunteer at the laboratories at the Institute of Botany and 
the Botanical Garden of the Faculty of Natural Sciences 
and Mathematics. Ever since this first step into the world 
of research she has kept the same enthusiasm to broach 
new scientific areas and explore them.

After a brief employment (1969/70) at the “Siniša 
Stanković” Institute for Biological Research, the 
Department of Physiological and Biochemical Plant 
Ecology, in 1970 Branka Stevanović was elected a 
permanent member of the teaching staff of the Faculty for 
Natural Sciences and Mathematics, in the Department of 
Biology. She would spend her entire professional career at 
the Faculty of Biology, rising from the position of Teaching 
Assistant through all the ranks (Assistant Professor in 1982, 
Associate Professor in 1991) to Full Professor in 2000, 
by which time the Faculty was already an independent 
member of the University of Belgrade.

She obtained her PhD in Biology in 1981, under the 
mentorship of Professor Milorad Janković, at the Faculty 
of Biology. The thesis (“Ecological Studies on Water 

Relations in Some Significant Plants of the Community 
Chrysopogonetum pannonicum L. Stjep.-Ves. from the 
Deliblato Sands”) addressed the issue of water stress and the 
adaptive potential of steppe plants Astragalus dasyanthus, 
A. onobrychis, Stipa joannis and S. capillata from the sand 
habitat of the south-eastern parts of the Pannonian Plain. 

Since becoming a lecturer and throughout her teaching 
career, she has taught undergraduate courses Plant 
Ecology and Geography, Physiological Ecology of Plants, 
and Adaptive Plant Life Forms, as well as MSc and PhD 
courses. As one of the earliest students of Professor Milorad 
Janković’s school of physiological plant ecology, Branka 
Stevanović later assiduously expanded and developed 
this field to include modern scientific knowledge and 
advancements, and it eventually fell upon her to introduce 
Physiological Plant Ecology as a regular curriculum course 
in graduate and postgraduate studies. 

Her own high school education, rooted in the classical 
tradition of Latin and Greek, together with knowledge 
of English, French and Italian, made her an outstanding 
person of broad education, both general and professional. 
This in turn benefited her students, who enjoyed her highly 
competent, devoted, forthcoming and interactive transfer 
of knowledge. Branka Stevanović supervised a number of 
Diploma dissertations, over 20 MSc and Specialization 
dissertations, and she mentored and co-mentored 22 
PhD theses. Some of the doctoral theses she supervised 
achieved the thoroughness of monographic studies. 

Professor B. Stevanović authored and co-authored more 
than 300 published references encompassing chapters in 
monographic publications, peer reviewed scientific papers 
and communications with approximately 600 citations 
in international articles and books, as well as in scientific 
publications by researchers from Serbia and the countries 
of former Yugoslavia.

A highly regarded lecturer, she addressed many topics 
at the Serbian Society for Biology, as well as at numerous 
extracurricular seminars of the Permanent Education 
Program at the University of Belgrade Faculty of Biology, 
but also gladly shared her knowledge at the Kolarac 
University. 

Branka Stevanović is the principal author of the 
university textbook Plant Ecology with the Principles 
of Physiological Ecology of Plants (Ekologija biljaka sa 
osnovama fiziološke ekologije biljaka), and also co-
authored several secondary school textbooks in Ecology 
and Environmental Protection. She contributed numerous 
articles in botany to general encyclopaedias, such as 
Mala enciklopedija prosveta (ed. Prosveta, Beograd) and 
Enciklopedija: Životna sredina i održivi razvoj (ed. Ecolibri 
Beograd, Zavod za udžbenike i nastavna sredstva, Srpsko 
Sarajevo). She is currently engaged for numerous entries on 
botany in the major ongoing project Srpska enciklopedija 

B. Stevanović carrying out plant`s transpiration measurements 
during the work on her PhD thesis (Deliblato Sands, Serbia)



7vol. 38 (1)

(ed. Matica srpska, Srpska akademija nauka i umetnosti, 
Zavod za udžbenike, Novi Sad–Beograd). 

B. Stevanović served as Vice-Dean of the Faculty of 
Biology for one term (1991-94), was two-term President 
of the Professional Board for Biology of the University of 
Belgrade, member of the University Council, member of 
the Council of Sciences and Mathematics (The Council of 
Faculty Groups), member of the Education Council of the 
Ministry of Education (primary and secondary schools). 
She served as Vice-President of the Serbian Society for 
Biology, and as the General Secretary of the Serbian 
Society for Ecology.

In 2004 Professor Branka Stevanović received the 
Award of the 1st Order from the Ministry of Science and 
Technological Development, for results achieved in a 
research project sponsored by the Ministry during that 
year. In 2007, on the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the 
Biological Society, she received the Special Recognition 
Award for active participation in the development and 
affirmation of the Society. In January 2014 she was 
awarded the Platinum Diploma in recognition of her 
outstanding and valued contribution to the development 
and promotion of biological and related sciences, and for 
the advancement of The Archives for Biological Sciences, 
the journal of the Serbian Biological Society.

 She is the member of the Serbian Society for Biology, 
the Serbian Society for Ecology, the Serbian Society for 
Plant Physiology, the International Research Group on 
Charophytes (IRGC), and was member of the Federation 
of European Societes of Plant Biology (FESPB), and 
the Organisation for Phytotaxonomic Investigation of 
Mediterranean Area (OPTIMA), She also was a member 
of the organizing and/or scientific Committees for national 
and international conferences. 

Branka Stevanović was Editor-in-Chief of the Bulletin 
of the Institute of Botany and Botanical Garden Belgrade, 

from 1990 to 2009; and since 2009 B.Stevanović has been 
the Editor-in-Chief of Botanica Serbica the international 
peer reviewed botanical journal of the Institute of Botany 
and Botanical Garden “Jevremovac” of the University of 
Belgrade, the renamed continuation of the Bulletin of the 
Institute of Botany and Botanical Garden Belgrade. She is 
currently also on the Editorial Board of the international 
interdisciplinary journal Archives of Biological Sciences. 
In addition, she reviews papers for several national and 
international scientific journals.

Life in Science

For Branka Stevanović “life in Science” from the very 
beginning took the meaning of exploring the life of plants 
through plant ecology, the hallmark of her approach is a 
broad, holistic view that takes into account both abiotic 
and biotic environmental conditions perceived in nature, 
and reflected in the plant’s physiognomy, in its selective 
habitat, and its grouping preferences. All of these traits are 
to be further explored and complemented, understood and 
explained through eco-anatomical and eco-physiological 
laboratory investigations. 

Since the first taste of scientific research gained at 
the Botanical Laboratories during her student days, B. 
Stevanović acquired vast experience in complex field 
investigations very early on, by participating in team-
studies in geobotany and ecology which were carried out 
in diverse ecosystems in the territories of Serbia and other 
former Yugoslav countries. Plants growing under different 
microclimatic, geologic and pedologic conditions, were 
studied from the aspects of plant water regime and anatomy, 
in various plant communities: in mountain forests (Fruška 
Gora, Šarplanina), in sclerophyllic Mediterranean 

On a botanical excursion with the students of the final year of the 
Faculty of Biology

B. Stevanović with Sonja Siljak-Yakovlev and Maja Lazarević 
preparing plant specimens of Ramonda species for laboratory 
analysis (Radovanski Kamen, Jelašnica Gorge, Serbia)
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woodlands (the Island of Lokrum, Dubrovnik), in 
xerophyllic forest-steppe zones (Deliblato Sands) and 
in wetlands (lakes of Skadar and of Šas in Montenegro). 
This experience refined the sharpness of her observation, 
which when set against further ecoanatomical and 
ecophysiological explorations, helped develop her keen 
sense for ecological analysis of cause-and-effect. The 
data collected during these investigations resulted in her 
first scientific papers. At the same time, the studies of 
certain species (P. heldreichii and P. peuce, Stipa capillata 
and S. pennata, Astragalus dasyanthus etc.) were the 
harbingers of her own specific scientific interests, which 
would soon develop in full, such as: the issue of water 
stress, the phenomenon of drought resistance in plants, 
and, in particular, the adaptive potential of endemic 
and relic species. In this sense B. Stevanović focused 
her investigations on the adaptive capacities of endemo-
relics, such as the oromediterranean pines (P. heldreichii 
and P. peuce) and a number of chasmophytic herbaceous 
plants (Degenia velebitica, Fibigia triquetra, Potentilla 
speciosa, Edraianthus serpyllifolius, E. caricinus, 
Daphne malyana, Satureia horvati, Ramonda serbica, R. 
nathaliae, etc). The studies of these plants were carried 
out with colleagues and were used to introduce young 
collaborators to this field of study. The later examination 
of large samples from numerous populations of species 
from the genera Teucrium, Edraianthus and Daphne 
brought to light the importance of correlating the 
‘classical’ qualitative analysis of plants’ eco-anatomical 
features with the quantitative determination of their 
variability. This approach emerges as indispensable if 
the full understanding is to be achieved for the inter- 
and intra-population differentiation of these plants, 
thriving in specific environmental conditions. The 
resulting data, some of it generated in several MSc and 
PhD theses supervised by Professor Branka Stevanović, 
were published mostly in international journals.

Prior to the research efforts of the Belgrade school of 
eco-physiology, endemic and relic plants, so abundant in 
the Balkan flora, received very little attention in terms 
of autecology. It was well known that endemic plants 
are highly specialized, with restricted distribution, and 
are very often relics, but knowledge of their ecological 
requirements and adaptive potential was scarce, if 
not altogether lacking. The scientific interest of B. 
Stevanović and her team naturally turned to this field of 
research, looking for relevant answers. Furthermore, the 
endemo-relict plants thriving in the hostile serpentine 
habitat presented a particular challenge. This led to the 
eco-physiological analysis of obligate and facultative 
serpentinophytes, through the examination of their 
adaptive potential to an inadequate mineral supply and 
pressure of the heavy metal load. The published results 
of the investigations carried out on Halacsya sendtneri, 

B. Stevanović with PhD candidates M. Jusković and S. Hadziablahović 
next to a munika pine Pinus heldraichii (Mt Orjen, Montenegro)

B. Stevanović delivering the plenary lecture at the 15th Meeting of 
European Charophytologists, Belgrade, 2007
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Potentilla visiani, Artemisia alba, Teucrium montanum, 
Fumana bonapartei, Stachys recta, Seseli rigidum, 
Ramonda nathaliae, etc. laid the groundwork for the 
continuing research of serpentinophytes at the Chair of 
Plant Ecology and Phytogeography of the Belgrade Faculty 
of Biology. The large number of scientific papers on the 
ecophysiology of endemic and relic plants represent the 
exceptional contribution of B. Stevanović to the general 
knowledge of the plant diversity of the Balkan Peninsula.

However, within this broad field of accruing knowledge 
on many an intriguing plant life form, and across the 
geographical expanses of diverse landscapes, very early 
the seed of one passionate study was sown, which will 
bloom into a veritable botanical fascination. Professor 
B. Stevanović would spend over 30 years in research and 
would publish more than 80 scientific references on the 

unique “lifestyle” of the Balkan Ramondas. Resurrection 
plants Ramonda nathaliae and R. serbica, living fossils 
endemic to the Balkans, were extensively studied in terms 
of their ecological, physiological and morpho-anatomical 
characteristics. Studying these relic plants, able to tolerate 
complete desiccation and to resume full life activities 
with the first drops of rain, prompted investigations in 
biochemical and molecular requisites for this exceptionally 
demanding survival strategy. To this end diverse analyses 
(maintenance of cell integrity, osmotic adjustment, 
photochemical efficiency, antioxidative responses, 
cytogenetic studies, genome size and ploidy level, etc.) 
were carried out at home and in some foreign laboratories 
(Université Paris 7, Université Paris-Sud 11, Università 
di Pisa, Jožef Stefan Institute, Ljubljana) through several 
international joint research programs. The wealth of 

Scientific excursion to Lake Skadar, with Professor Jelena Blaženčić

Field investigations of Ramonda nathaliae on serpentine, with M. 
Lazarević, V. Matevski, V. Stevanović and A. Sanino, master’s student 
from the University Paris-Sud 11 (Pčinja Gorge, Macedonia)

B. Stevanović taking notes by the lakeside during a charophytologist 
excursion (Gotland, Sweden) 

Doctoral dissertation committee for Maja Lazarević (centre): B. 
Stevanović (far left), S. Siljak-Yakovlev (left), M. Niketić (right), V. 
Stevanović (far right)
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published data made the knowledge of species-specific 
features of these rare resurrection plants of the Northern 
Hemisphere available to the wider botanical community. 
Through the process grew a team of young scientists, to 
carry on this research further.

Bringing her expertise in structural and functional 
plant changes to other  selective issues in ecology, B. 
Stevanović and her acariologist colleagues explored 
the potential of phytophage eriophyid mites to act as 
biological control agents against alien and invasive plant 
species. In another area, team investigations of different 
harmful anthropogenic effects on plants from urban and 
industrial environments provided valuable data on the 
mechanisms and degree of plant resistance to physical 
and chemical injuries. 

In conclusion of this summary of the prosperous 
and creative career of professor Branka Stevanović, the 
scientist and the teacher, I have one more point to add. 
The world of aquatic plants never lost its appeal to the 
scientific curiosity of B. Stevanović, keeping pace with 
land plants, which took centre stage in her studies. I 
witnessed in early days how aquatic plants were the first 
to introduce to her the phenomenon of plant’s adaptive 
versatility and it is to my great pleasure that our fruitful 
collaborative research continues to this date, now mainly 
focusing on Charophyta, the fresh water green algae, the 
ancestors and closest relatives of land plants.

On behalf of all of us who have had the pleasure and 
privilege to work with Branka, I wish her good health and 
further success in research, for many years to come.

Professor Jelena Blaženčić
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