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Rudolf Triimpy (1921-2009): scientific achievements of an
outstanding personality with a life-long commitment to teaching

and research in geology

STEFAN M. SCHMID

Many of the colleagues and former students of Rudolf Triimpy
would possibly agree that this great Alpine geologist’s fame has,
above all, to do with his outstanding personality. His numerous
eloquent talks in front of international audiences, be it in fluent
German, French or English, are unforgettable. Those of us who
had the opportunity to know him as an excursion guide or as a
lecturer immediately became conscious that we were listening
to an exceptional man, an expert with a broad cultural back-
ground and a natural authority. His oral presentations were

brilliant accounts of the state-of-the-art in geoscientific knowl-
edge and never lacked proof of his fine sense of humour.

Rudolf Triimpy liked teaching and he very well knew him-
self that he was a gifted teacher. He once wrote that he liked to
listen to his own words, and that consequently, for a short mo-
ment, he was tempted to study theology, only to realize that he
failed to understand the doctrine of the Trinity (and never did).
Instead, two key books in the parental library fascinated him
and profoundly influenced his future career. One of them was
Jakob Oberholzer’s “Geologie der Glarneralpen”, published in
1933; he mentioned in a personal note: “With this book and
map in hand, I went into my native mountains, even doing a
little mapping by myself”. The second was Alfred Wegener’s
“Entstehung der Kontinente und Ozeane” from 1929 which,
again according to his own words, made him “a lifelong drifter”.
That he found geological books in the family collection was, of
course, understandable: his father and three of his uncles were
all geologists, mainly in petroleum geology. One of his uncles,
Jean Tercier, later became professor at the University of Fri-
bourg and encouraged young Rudolf to embark on a geological
career.

Rudolf Triimpy’s geological career became long and illustri-
ous indeed, and for his Alpine research and engaged involve-
ment in geoscientific affairs he received international renown.
His own assessment at the end of his career was typically low-
key: “I consider myself as a good geologist, but certainly not
as a great one”. Needless to say, those who witnessed his gift
for making pertinent observations and immediately realizing
their significance would disagree with this statement. His work
was, again according to his own words, neither quantitative nor
experimental. He had little background in structural geology
but he had an intuitive grasp of the complicated structure of the
Alpine nappes, thrusts and folds. Some colleagues at the ETH
(Swiss Federal Institute of Technology) occasionally found it
hard to take that Rudolf Triimpy did not regard an understand-
ing of the fundamentals of structural geology and rock deforma-
tion as vitally important. He once teased one of his colleagues
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in structural geology, standing in front of a particular outcrop,
“Well, without stratigraphy and microfossils, you would never
have dreamt of placing a major thrust right there!” (pointing
to the middle of an apparently homogeneous marl formation!).
However, it is beyond any doubt that Rudolf Triimpy revealed
an exceptional ability to synthesize an enormous amount of ob-
servational data in order to outline the numerous intimate in-
terdependencies between stratigraphy and mountain building.
For these achievements, he received numerous honorary de-
grees, medals and other honours, of which the most prestigious
were the Penrose Medal of the Geological Society of America,
the Gustav Steinmann Medal of the Geologische Vereinigung
in Germany and the Wollaston Medal of the Geological Society
of London. Rudolf Triimpy’s scientific career culminated at the
time of the 1980 International Geological Congress in Paris. On
that occasion, which marked the end of his Presidency of the
International Union of Geological Sciences (IUGS), he wrote
his superb “ Outline of the Geology of Switzerland”, accom-
panying a set of field guides to excursions in the Swiss Alps in
connection with the International Geological Congress (IGC)
in Paris in 1980. This book has served as a kind of textbook
on Alpine geology ever since. According to one of his typical
understatements, the book turned out to be “not too bad, con-
sidering the rather demanding deadlines”.

Rudolf Triimpy considered “teaching as the most impor-
tant and most rewarding task of a scientist”, and he practiced
it not only in the lecture halls (which were always full) but
also in the field, on excursions and mapping courses, and, per-
haps most importantly, with individual diploma and doctoral
students in their field areas. A wealth of detailed mapping and
research in stratigraphy and tectonics is documented in the
PhD theses of his students, carried out both at the ETH and
the University of Ziirich (he was a professor at both institu-
tions). The astonishing number of 64 PhD theses were written
and published under his supervision (a list is given at the end
this account) and must be counted as part of Rudolf Triimpy’s
scientific legacy. They were all carried out under his supervi-
sion, some of them jointly with younger colleagues. While a
few are published in journals, most of them are found in the
“grey literature”, many under the name “Mitteilungen aus
dem Geologischen Institut der Eidgenossischen Technischen
Hochschule und der Universitdt Zirich”. The numerous
meetings at his holiday house in the Glarus mountains, known
as the “Mulleren Seminars”, are unforgettable for those of
his PhD students that worked in either the “Helvetic group”
or the “Austroalpine group”. By fostering lively exchange of
ideas in an informal environment within a research group that
has a common aim, he practiced a very modern concept of
teaching already in the late 1970s.

At the end of this brief appreciation of Rudolf Triimpy’s
scientific achievements, we attach a complete reference list to
his publications and other works. In doing so, we hope to en-
courage younger generations to have a look at the numerous
articles published in journals that are not found in the citation
index, many in French or German, some not easy to access even
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in university libraries. First, however, we add a few comments
that highlight what might be considered as Rudolf Triimpy’s
most important scientific contributions (the numbers in paren-
theses refer to the number of the reference in his list of publi-
cations).

Rudolf Triimpy began his studies at the ETH Ziirich in 1940
and did the field mapping for his diploma in Val Ladral, south
of Hausstock. This resulted in his first scientific publication (1)
and in the introduction of the term “Subhelvetic” for units of
Helvetic origin lying beneath the Glarus thrust, a term which
is still in use. He then started to work on his doctoral thesis on
the Lower Jurassic formations of the Glarus nappes and com-
pleted it in record time, in 1947.The published PhD thesis bears
the unspectacular title ,,Der Lias der Glarner Alpen* (4), but
contains seminal ideas, which followed him throughout his ca-
reer. Primarily aimed at unravelling the stratigraphy, his obser-
vations led to the detection of syn-sedimentary normal faults,
later interpreted as being related to passive continental margin
formation. At the time of publication (1949), the discovery of
extensional structures was in sharp contrast to Argand’s idea of
“embryonic tectonics”, then the accepted dogma, claiming that
the Alpine “geosynclines” were manifestations of crustal short-
ening. In contrast, in his thesis, Triimpy eloquently concluded:
“Es ist eine Art antithetischer Bruchschollentreppe, in der das
alemannische Land zu den Tiefen der Tethys absteigt”.

Rudolf Triimpy spent his post-doctoral years (1947-1953)
in Lausanne, where he met and married his life-long partner,
Marianne Landry (,,gewiss die beste Entscheidung, die ich je
getroffen habe“). In Lausanne, their children, Barbara and
Daniel, were born. He had happy recollections of those years,
in spite of a heavy teaching load and much too much time spent
away from his family, in the field, on field courses or supervising
diploma and doctoral students. Scientifically, he expanded his
research interests to new Alpine paleogeographical domains
and tectonic units, particularly those in western Switzerland
and adjacent France (zone Houillere; Valais trough; Helvetic
and Ultrahelvetic units; Préalpes du Chablais; the Molasse con-
glomerates of Mont-Pélerin). He clarified the paleogeographi-
cal attribution of the Préalpes Romandes once and for all by
writing (19):“La nappe des Préalpes médianes semble provenir
du domaine subbrianconnais interne — briangonnais externe”,
and in the same article he first proposed the existence of the
Valais paleogeographic domain: “un domaine valaisan, a évo-
lution paléogéographique indépendante”. He also expanded
his horizons to other orogens, such as the Scottish Highlands
(on a field trip connected to the IGC in London in 1948, which
he also attended) and to the Montagne Noire in France (13).
The papers originating from this period (5-22) bear the typical
Triimpy stamp: the basis in detailed field mapping and stratig-
raphy, the attention to detail, and the ability to synthesize and
draw conclusions of more than local significance. His basic Al-
pine research continued, with an active and engaged group of
diploma and doctoral students, in the years after he was offered
a professorship at the ETH and moved back to Ziirich, where
he remained for the rest of his career.



The early work of Rudolf Triimpy culminated in his “Paleo-
tectonic evolution of the Central and Western Alps” (32), which
represented a major review and synthesis of Alpine stratigra-
phy and paleotectonics, and has remained the starting point for
a modern understanding of Alpine geology for decades. The
publication was encouraged by American colleagues such as
John Rogers and Preston Cloud (“mit sanftem Druck”), after
they, like numerous other foreign visitors, had experienced
the inspirational field trips across the Alps for which Rudolf
Triimpy was by then well-known. Typical for this earlier work
(not so much for his later ones, which were generally far more
cautious) are bold, revolutionary statements such as “Argand’s
stimulating embryotectonic theory of the evolution of the geo-
syncline is outlined and rejected”, or “There is no simple re-
lationship between rises inside the Mesozoic geosyncline and
Tertiary (or Late Cretaceous) nappe structures”.

In the period 1960-1969, in what he once called his “scien-
tific mid-life crisis”, the obligations of teaching and administra-
tion (e.g. Dean of Natural Sciences at the ETH, Treasurer of the
International Union of Geological Sciences) and international
travels (e.g. U.S. lecture tour, East Greenland field work) began
“to leave too little time for primary research”. Nevertheless,
in the late sixties he published two remarkable papers on two
completely different topics. On the one hand, he wrote a splen-
did essay on Goethe’s geognostic ideas (52), which was not well
received amongst many Goethe scholars, possibly because he
concluded: ,,Goethe hat etwas Unmogliches versucht: er wollte
eine humane Geognosie schaffen, ein geologisches Weltbild, in
welchem kein Platz war fiir gewaltige Umwilzungen, kein Platz
fiir alles Destruktive ...“ On the other hand, he provided a pal-
inspastic and kinematic reconstruction of the Glarus nappes
(56), a pioneering piece of work that shows how a precise palin-
spastic map should be constructed, namely based on a series of
palinspastic profiles obtained by kinematic retro-deformation
of nappe structures. Regarding this paper he once wrote: “...
one of my best papers... This paper was not read by many peo-
ple, possibly because it was written in German and demanded
some knowledge of the local geology, and was misunderstood
by some who read it.” During the same period he was also heav-
ily involved in a major Swiss project, although he was very dis-
satisfied with the result — the 1967 edition of the ,,Geologischer
Fihrer der Schweiz“ (46-51).

As in all branches of the earth sciences, the advent of plate
tectonics around 1970 led to the reassessment of many facets
of geological knowledge of the Alps, not least those that Ru-
dolf Triimpy considered as the central theme of his research,
“the relationship between paleogeographic evolution and
tectonic structure”. In spite of his lifelong mobilistic convic-
tions, inspired by the pioneering works of Alfred Wegener and
Emile Argand, he was not among the first Alpine geologists
to embrace plate tectonics. This clearly had to do with the fact
that he took field evidence extremely seriously, some evidence
initially seeming to contradict the new hypothesis. Very much
later he wrote (124): “Shamefully, I must admit that I was not
among the first Alpine geologists to grasp the promise of the

new tectonics, even if I had been a lifelong drifter. Quite typi-
cally for a field-oriented conventional geologist, my doubts
arose from two local problems, the Gibraltar quandary and the
Chukchi quandary”. The former lead him to initiate a mapping
campaign with a team of graduate students that mainly worked
in Morocco (93). One can still say that the mechanism of for-
mation of the arc of Gibraltar (“the Gibraltar quandary”),
superimposed on the site of a former transform fault, awaits
a really convincing explanation. As time passed, however, the
original “drifter” became a confirmed plate tectonician with
regard to Alpine relationships. The evolution of his ideas can
be followed in his scientific publications, from a certain reti-
cence (e.g. 65-67) through careful reformulations (e.g. 70-72,
79, 82) to general acceptance (e.g.88,95,98,99), slowly modify-
ing previous convictions in the light of the developing theory,
but emphasizing at the same time the importance of continuing
to observe and collect field data, and of keeping an open mind.
This documented development of ideas, together with the later
retrospective paper (124), is a perfect demonstration of the
workings of a truly scientific mind.

In the 1970s and early 1980s Rudolf Triimpy reached the
climax of his scientific career, coinciding with his presidency
of TUGS. At that time he established a first version of his “oro-
genic time table” for the Alps (66). His paper on the Penninic-
Austroalpine boundary in Eastern Switzerland (70) is another
example for a careful synthesis of field data. At the same time
he wrote a rather speculative yet particularly inspiring article
(75) about the Cretaceous-age, sinistral, strike-slip zone that
extended from the Pyrenees to the Alps, re-proposed by several
authors up to the present day. In order to underline the specula-
tive character of some of the ideas in this particular publication,
he used chapter headings such as “Si c’était vrai” and “De la
nécessité de réver”. Another highly original paper is devoted to
the Engadine Line, which he recognized as a major strike slip
fault for the first time (78). It remains a mystery how he found
time to write his “Outline of the Geology of Switzerland” (82),
again representing a careful synthesis of data and produced in
the midst of hectic times during his [UGS presidency.

During his last years at the ETH — he retired in 1986 — and
for a long time thereafter, Rudolf Triimpy continued to pro-
duce remarkable papers. Amongst them is a joint paper with
his colleague Marcel Lemoine (98) which compares passive
margins on both sides of the Alpine Tethys: the authors find
them to be asymmetrical and thereby launched more research
on a major theme that only became fashionable later on. An in-
spiring synthesis (99) discusses Alpine transects between Savoy
and Slovakia and once again points out that “we must abandon
the cylindristic concept of parallel facies belts”.

In retirement, Rudolf Triimpy concentrated on publishing
numerous papers on the history of geology, particularly, but
not exclusively, Alpine geology. His article explaining why plate
tectonics was not invented in the Alps (124) is, apart from be-
ing informative, highly entertaining and contains a lot of self
criticism. However, in one of his latest articles he also published
the results of fieldwork he had carried out over many decades
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in one of his most beloved field areas (129). This small area
encompasses the Iberg Klippen, exposing a section through a
number of Penninic and Austroalpine thrust sheets in mini-for-
mat. The article illustrates once more many of the his major
skills, such as the ability to make painstaking observations at
the very local scale, the phenomenal memory for rocks and re-
lationships observed elsewhere in the Alps, and the capability
of drawing conclusions and/or posing questions that are highly
relevant for solving first-order problems regarding the forma-
tion of the Alps. Last but not least, the work on the Iberg Klip-
pen triggered an ongoing controversy by proposing unortho-
dox ideas regarding the paleogeographic position of the Schlie-
ren-Gurnigel flysch under the following apparently harmless
subtitle: ,,Was bedeutet das winzige Gebiet der Iberger Klippen
fiir die alpine Geologie?* Rudolf Triimpy was honoured a last
time on the occasion of his 85® birthday in 2006 with an interna-
tional symposium entitled “Stratigraphy, the measurement of
geological time in the 21% century” (a selection of presentations
at this symposium was published in Volume 100/3 of the Swiss
Journal of Geosciences).

Over the years Rudolf Triimpy gave the Swiss and the in-
ternational geoscientific community an enormous stimulus by
revealing intimate interdependencies between stratigraphy and
mountain building. However, brilliant talks, excellent teaching,
engaged thesis supervision, unforgettable excursions, and lively
and critical discussions were possibly just as important to all
those who directly encountered this outstanding personality with
a life-long commitment to teaching and research in geology.
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