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Perhaps what comes to mind for most 
people when thinking of Kristian Fauchald 
are his many contributions to the study of 
polychaetous annelids. Having known 
Kristian for 33 years, from my days as a 
master’s student to having him as my PhD 
advisor and subsequently as a colleague, I 
think of Kristian in a different light: he was a 
person who had an immense love of the 
process of scientific inquiry. Polychaetes 
were the vehicle Kristian used for that 
pursuit of the greater glory that is our 
inquisitive nature, our desire to gain 
understanding – the very qualities that 
make science a life worth living. Indeed, the 
scope of Kristian’s ambitions is evident in a 
letter dated October 
1964 to his future PhD 
mentor, Dr. Olga 
Hartman. Twenty-nine 
year old Kristian 
informs Dr. Hartman of 
his work at the Marine 
Biological Station at 
Espeland, Norway, and 
his greater aspirations: 
“As you know I have 
now got a position 
here,... which means 
that I can sit down, 

without doing anything except my official 
work for the station the rest of my life. I do 
not think it is a very satisfying idea, I want 
to learn as much as possible and do as much 
as possible, and this is not the place for 
that.” That desire for experiencing more led 
to Kristian moving to Los Angeles in 1965 to 
begin his PhD at the University of Southern 
California with Dr. Hartman. 
 Kristian loved sharing his passion for 
science with anyone he felt understood the 
beauty of science and was consumed by 
inquiry. And it was my own insatiable 
inquisitiveness about nature, and a healthy 
dose of obsession with polychaetes, that 
resulted in the start of my relationship with 

Kristian as my PhD 
mentor in the autumn 
of 1983. And while it 
was a relationship that 
began with the topics 
of polychaetes and 
marine ecology, it was 
not long until Kristian 
most subtlety handed 
me what I call an 
'intellectual oar’ for 
the metaphorical boat 
that would become my 
intellectual journey 



into science for the rest of my life. That 
‘oar’ came at the end of a brief 
conversation, as a suggestion that I pursue 
philosophy of science as the framework for 
my more applied interests in polychaetes. 
Little did I know of the effect that off-the-
cuff suggestion would have on me. But that 
was the beauty of communicating with 
Kristian. He never told me what I should do; 
he left that for me to decide. He merely 
offered one of the oars for the trip. 
 I made many a mistake on my journey, 
and will continue to do so, but I have tried 
to treat each as part of learning that would 
help me steer a more productive path. 
Uncertainty. Fallibility. Always be prepared 
to be wrong, because you will be. Those 
were the mottoes Kristian continually 
emphasized, and I loved it. He showed me 
that it is alright to be wrong, for to admit to 
mistakes means you're doing science 
correctly. Kristian loved critical discourse, 
and we would daily sit in his office, or he 
would wander down to the office I 
occupied, to chew over some concept, or 
we would skewer something we read in a 
journal article. Kristian provided the 
atmosphere of discourse like I've never 
encountered with any other. I always felt he 
abhorred the status quo when it came to 
polychaete systematics, because that's just 
not how science should be done. 
 I've said little about Kristian and 
polychaetes because we talked less about 
worms and more about the nature of 
science, the nature of observation, and the 
nuances of evolution. And those topics 
fueled my intellectual evolution and critical 

attitude. At every turn, Kristian fed me 
perspectives that I never before considered, 
and every consequence brought with it the 
exciting feeling that my grasp on science 
and a way of seeing the world were 
expanding. Polychaetes became just a 
vehicle to learn philosophy of science and 
to apply that to systematics overall. More 
fuel for the discussions with Kristian. It was 
as if we created a feedback loop that 
enhanced our mutual intellectual growth, 
and it was all due to that ‘intellectual oar’ 
Kristian offered me several years prior. 
Years later, it was the consequences of my 
interactions with Kristian that led me to 
forsake much of what is done in my own 
field of research, for the atmosphere of 
certainty, uncritical thinking, and disdain for 
the philosophical principles upon which 
reasoning in science are obliged to follow 
have become the norm in systematics. 
Exactly the state of affairs Kristian showed 
me to be wrong for a scientist, and what I 
confirmed in my subsequent 20+ years of 
constantly stepping outside of polychaetes 
and into the waters of philosophy. And 
while I've received strong criticism from 
colleagues for both my choice of direction 
and the ideas that I have put forward, I 
have no regrets, because my goal has been 
to emulate the best qualities Kristian 
possessed: a love of pursuing and 
communicating science. That ‘intellectual 
oar’ he offered me in 1983 was the right 
one, because it was the same as he used on 
his own intellectual journey. For that I will 
be eternally grateful. 

Thank you, Kristian. 


