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Luis Silva-Carvalho
1954–2008

It is with great sadness that I report 
the death of Luis Silva-Carvalho 
on 20 October 2008. He had been 
diagnosed with pancreatic cancer 
some 6 months earlier and faced 
his illness with courage and a full 
understanding of the prognosis.  
His strong religious convictions and 
his close and devoted family were 
consolations for him.  His wide circle 
of friends and colleagues, both 
from Portugal and internationally, 
also provided emotional support.  
His pride in his immediate family – 
Ana, an ophthalmologist, who had 
studied with him in Coimbra, and 
his two sons, Felipe, a psychiatrist 
in training, and Jaime, a computer-
science undergraduate – was always 
evident and he was deeply involved 
in their careers.

Luis joined my laboratory at the 
Royal Free Hospital School of 
Medicine in 1989. He caused an 
initial stir as he appeared formal 
in an environment of casual 
irreverence. This resulted from his 
medical training and the relative 
conservatism of Portugal. It was, 
however, a contradiction – he 
had an excellent sense of humour 
that included wearing unusual 
headgear – and he adjusted to and 
participated fully in the laboratory’s 
activities, scientific and social. 
He was fully involved in the life of 
the laboratory until 1997 and our 
personal collaboration on science, 
scientific policy in Portugal and the 
development of his department 
continued until his untimely death.  

He brought the skills of an excellent 
surgeon and inquisitiveness of a 
systems physiologist to bear on his 
research and developed enduring 
collaborations and friendships 
with many in the laboratory – 
Julian Paton (now in Bristol), Ged 
Goldsmith (now in Southampton) 
and particularly with Stefan Dawid-
Milner (Malaga) whose involvement 
in the laboratory coincided with 
Luis’. They maintained an active 
and increasing collaboration that 
ensured an Iberian involvement 
in autonomic neuroscience. Luis’ 
student and subsequent colleague, 
Isabel Rocha, was strongly involved 
in that collaboration and hopefully 
will maintain this into the future.

Luis collaborated on studies involving 
cerebellar and hypothalamic control 
of cardio-respiratory function in 
London, and developed many of 
these independently in Lisbon. He 
also established a major clinical 
autonomic research programme 
that has grown to be recognised 
beyond Portugal as significant. He 
participated fully in the European 
Clinical Autonomic Society, and 
was also active in association 
with colleagues in South America, 
particularly Chile.

Luis was both religious and politically 
conservative, a strong monarchist, 
but socially liberal. He had a strong 
desire to enhance science and 
medical education in Portugal and a 
deep conviction in the importance of 
physiology. He was an inspirational 
teacher and had a true commitment 
to undergraduate medical education.  
He was a bon-viveur – he enjoyed 
good food, but not vegetables, 
and wine and was an amazing and 
generous host. Together with Ana 
he had restored a family house in 
the north of Portugal on the far 
north-east of the Douro. He liked 
nothing more than entertaining his 
English colleagues to the wonders 
of Portugese wine, both port but 
also some truly unique table wines.  
He developed irrigation systems 
for his vines and olives based on 
‘physiological principles’ developed 
from his cardiovascular studies.  
Their intermittent – some would say 

regular – failures were opportunities 
for humour and complaints about 
the backwardness of Portugese 
labour.

Luis’ family had strong medical 
connections. His father trained as 
a cardiologist and was Head of the 
Department of Physiology, University 
of Lisbon. Following the completion 
of his MD in Coimbra in 1977, Luis 
joined his father’s department and 
embarked on studies on arterial 
chemoreception that resulted in a 
PhD in 1984. He continued these 
studies and others on autonomic 
function until 1998 when he 
succeeded his father to the Headship 
of the Department of Physiology.  
He also shared his father’s skill as a 
pianist, and for many of his friends, 
it was an occasion in Aberdeen at 
the time of a Physiological Society 
meeting that will remain in our 
memories – coming down to 
breakfast in the hotel after a vibrant 
evening to hear Luis playing Chopin.  
Luis became a Foreign Member of 
The Society in 1989, and in due 
course an Ordinary Member. He was 
a regular attender at meetings. He 
also used the services of The Society, 
and the Research Defence Society, in 
countering growing anti-vivisection 
tendencies in Portugal. He was 
fully committed to systems 
physiology but was instrumental 
in the formation of the Institute of 
Molecular Medicine in the Faculty 
of Medicine in Lisbon leading its 
Unit of Autonomic Neuroscience.  
From 1995 to 1998 he served as 
the Vice-Rector of the University of 
Lisbon.

It was my honour to be a mentor, 
colleague and friend of Luis. Our 
families developed a strong and 
I hope enduring relationship. His 
contributions were many and 
certainly the Medical Faculty in 
Lisbon is the poorer with his death.  
His loss is a severe and continuing 
blow to his parents, and his wife 
and sons. They do, however, have 
enormous pride in his contributions 
to physiology and medical sciences 
in Portugal.

Mike Spyer
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