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Hans Meves
1925–2008 

Hans Meves was born on 13 September 
1925 in Berlin. After school and military 
service on the eastern front from 
1943 to 1945, he read medicine at the 
University of Marburg. He received his 
doctor’s degree in 1951 and started his 
scientific career with Hans Lullies whom 
he followed to the recently founded 
Saar University in Homburg and later 
to Kiel. During these years with Lullies, 
who himself had made impedance 
measurements in nerve before the war, 
he published seven full-length papers 
mainly on the effect of carbon dioxide 
and hydrogen on nerve and muscle 
fibres.

In 1957 he went to Stockholm for 
6 months to work with B Frankenhäuser 
who had been a close co-worker of 
Alan Hodgkin. There he investigated 
the effect of Mg2+ ions on isolated 
single nerve fibres and also had long 
discussions with Frankenhäuser about 
the dramatic advances in membrane 
physiology initiated by the ionic theory.

After Meves returned to Kiel, he 
continued to work with myelinated 
nerve fibres and started an analysis 
of after-potentials, for which the ionic 
theory provided testable predictions. In 
the autumn of 1959, he spent 2 months 
with R Stämpfli, who by then was the 
Professor of Physiology in Homburg. 
Together they perfected the technique 
of dissecting single nerve fibres. This 
collaboration was the start of a close 
friendship that lasted until Stämpfli’s 
death in 2002. In 1961, Meves joined 
Stämpfli’s lab in Homburg where he 
remained until 1967.

Stämpfli had established valuable 
international connections that were 
sorely missed in Germany after the 
war. Among the many foreign visitors 
to Homburg was Richard Keynes who 
recommended Hans Meves to Alan 
Hodgkin. A short visit to Cambridge 
followed and he became one of the few 
foreign co-workers of Alan Hodgkin 
at the Marine Biological Laboratory in 
Plymouth. Exciting experiments were 
done late into the night. Collaborating 
with ‘the great man’ (Peter Baker’s 
name for him) was certainly the most 
important experience in his scientific 
life. During the Plymouth season in 
1962, Hodgkin, Baker and Meves 
explored the effects of low ionic 
strength on action potentials. They used 

the perfused axon technique, a method 
whose results had added strong support 
to the ionic theory and paved the way 
for Hodgkin’s Nobel Prize in Physiology 
or Medicine in 1963.

In the 1963 season, Hodgkin and 
Meves were joined by Knox Chandler 
for further studies of low ionic strength 
and of ionic selectivity of the sodium 
channel using the voltage-clamp 
method. Meves and Chandler had 
one more season in Plymouth in 1965 
(see Knox Chandler’s piece). For these 
studies, Stämpfli generously gave Meves 
leave for Plymouth and helped to obtain 
financial support. The time at Plymouth 
was always followed by 1 or 2 months 
in Cambridge, where the data were 
evaluated and manuscripts written. 
The Meveses enjoyed their stays there, 
in the ancient city with its college 
traditions, where they were received 
with remarkable hospitality by the 
Hodgkins and Keyneses. Occasionally I 
myself joined the Meveses for dinner at 
the French restaurant in Hills Road and 
on visits to London.

In 1967, Meves was appointed full 
Professor of Physiology in Kiel. Three 
years later, however, he left his Chair 
in protest against the turbulence at 
the German universities which severely 
disrupted scientific life. Although he 
had two attractive offers in the States, 
he eagerly accepted the invitation to 
join the staff of the Marine Biological 
Association, first as Principal and later 
as Senior Principal Scientific Officer. He 
spent 10 happy and scientifically fruitful 
years there, exempt from administrative 
and teaching obligations.

Hans Meves’ research was concerned 
with the selectivity (structure) and the 
activation/inactivation mechanisms 
(gating) of ion channels, along the lines 
developed in Hodgkin and Huxley’s 
famous four 1952 publications. 
Many experiments were carried out 
on voltage-clamped perfused squid 
giant axons where the properties 
of Na currents could be compared 
with the asymmetrical displacement 
currents that are thought to arise from 
the voltage sensors of Na+ channels; 

the effect of venoms of a scorpion 
were also studied on Na+ currents. In 
other experiments, Ca2+ currents and 
the effect of 4-aminopyridine on K+ 
currents were investigated. This work, 
partly done with younger colleagues, 
appeared mainly in The Journal of 
Physiology. During this period, he and 
his wife enjoyed entertaining at their 
house. They fed many of the young, 
and usually very hungry, people who 
came to Plymouth, among them Peter 
McNaughton and Roger Tsien.

In 1980, Meves returned to Germany as 
the successor of R Stämpfli in the Chair 
of Physiology at Homburg and became 
active in a Sonderforschungsbereich 
on membranes. He continued studies 
on the sodium channel using the frog 
node of Ranvier instead of the squid 
giant axon. He remained the classical 
electrophysiologist, however, working 
alone or with only one co-worker at his 
‘stand’.

In 1990, he retired but continued to 
do experiments, now with an analysis 
of the effects of lipid mediators such 
as prostaglandins on neuroblastoma x 
glioma hybrid cells. For this work, which 
was published in a number of papers in 
various journals, he learned the patch 
clamp technique. His successors, first 
A Konnerth and then J Rettig, kindly 
provided space and help in various 
ways. For some time he also enjoyed 
financial help from the DFG.

Twice in the early 90s he collaborated 
with RD Keynes at the Station 
Biologique in Roscoff (France) which 
he enjoyed greatly. Throughout his 
scientific career, he was always an 
enthusiastic experimenter.

Hans Meves became a Member of The 
Physiological Society in 1965 and was 
a member of the Editorial Board of The 
Journal of Physiology from 1975 to 1984.

Hans Meves’s interest went beyond 
science. He was an avid reader of 
literature – both classic and modern – 
and he loved the arts and the theatre. 
He was a great walker and each year 
would spend time among the lakes and 
mountains of the Engadine in Sils Maria.

Towards the end of his life, during the 
illness which he bore with great courage 
and fortitude, when he could no longer 
go to the lab, Meves continued working 
at home. His last paper The arachidonic 
acid and ion channels was an update 
of his pioneering review from 1994; it 

Hans Meves, Kiel 
1968.
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appeared online on 16 June 2008 in the 
British Journal of Pharmacology. Hans 
Meves died on 25 September 2008. For 
53 years he was married to Dorothea 
Altmeyer.

Hans-Christoph Lüttgau
Ruhr-University, Bochum

Knox Chandler adds:
Hans Meves and I first worked together 
at the Laboratory of the Marine 
Biological Association in Plymouth 
during the 1963 squid season, when we 
set out to study the selectivity of the 
Na channel and effects of low internal 
ionic strength in voltage-clamped 
internally perfused squid giant axons. 
The experimental schedule started with 
the 3–4 pm arrival of iced mantles from 
freshly caught squid. After the nerve 
bundles containing the giant axons 
had been removed, we would go to 
the common room for afternoon tea 
with other squid workers, if any, and 
various staff members of the laboratory. 
Experiments would begin after tea 
and go on until all (or almost all) the 
nerves had been used, sometimes 
past midnight. By the time the last 
experiment was finished and the film 
developed (photographs of voltage and 
current records on an oscilloscope), the 
local restaurants would be closed and 
Hans would take me to his flat where 
Dorothy would prepare supper for us at 
whatever time we arrived. I was always 
grateful to Dorothy for her delicious 
impromptu meals.

The next day we would examine the 
films from the previous day, do rough 
analysis, and discuss what to do next. 
It was clear that Hans loved doing 
experiments. He was always full of 
energy, in good spirits, and ready, even 
at 2 am, to start a new experiment and 
carry it out with care and precision. 
He brought a lot of intelligence to the 
research and was a good teacher. I came 
to like and respect him enormously.

Since squid came only on Monday to 
Friday, Saturdays were more relaxed. 
After analysis and various chores, Hans 
and I would meet Dorothy to have a 
good dinner in town, usually at the 
Octagon, sometimes joined by Richard 
Keynes or other visiting squid workers. 
The conversations were always lively, 
especially after a couple of glasses 
of beer or wine, when Hans could be 
persuaded to tell one of his entertaining 
stories. During one such dinner Dorothy, 
I think, wondered aloud why Alan had 
not won a Nobel Prize. We talked about 

possible reasons but never imagined 
that the Prize would be announced the 
following week.

Hans and I had a second squid season 
in 1965 when we studied Na currents 
in perfused axons without K in the 
internal and external solutions. After 
that, we never had the opportunity 
to collaborate again. Hans visited us 
once in New Haven, in the late 1960s 
as I recall. Several times after that, 
after Hans had been made Professor in 
Homburg, my wife Caroline and I visited 
Hans and Dorothy in Homburg, once 
with two of our teenage daughters. 
Hans and Dorothy always showed us 
great hospitality in Homburg and we 
have fond memories of the wonderful 
times we had together.

The Society notes with regret the 
death of Pierre Dejours and Phillip 
Poole-Wilson. A full appreciation of 
Phillip Poole-Wilson will hopefully 
appear in the next issue.

Hans Meves and Knox Chandler, 
Plymouth 1964 (photo by Peter Baker).

Society Noticeboard

Upcoming deadlines for 
Scientific Meetings – 2009
For a comprehensive overview visit the 
website

Festschrift Symposium in honour of 
John A Russell 
University of Edinburgh (1 July)

Physiology 2009 – University College 
Dublin, RoI (7–10 July)
For updates visit http://www.
physiology2009.org/

Muscle physiology: function and 
dysfunction
Young Physiologists’ Symposia, Dublin 
(7 July) 

Integrative pharmacology and 
physiology: translating “omics” into 
functional and clinical applications
7th James Black Conference – 
Joint Meeting with The British 
Pharmacological Society (1–3 Sept)

Epithelia & Membrane Transport 
Themed Meeting
University of Newcastle, UK (6–8 Sept)
Abstract submission and registration 
opens on 22 June

Joint International Meeting with the 
Society of General Physiologists
Basic biology and disease of muscle
Woods Hole, MA, USA (9–13 Sept)

Ion channels and receptors in cell 
physiology
Young Physiologists’ Symposia, 
Leicester (23–24 Sept) 

An Introductory Workshop on 
Human and clinical physiological 
techniques
King’s College London and Imperial 
College London (10–11 Dec)
Registration opens 1 August

Cellular & Integrative Neuroscience 
Themed Meeting
Cardiff University, UK (14–16 Dec)
Abstract submission and registration 
opens on 28 September

2010
Physiology 2010 – University of 
Manchester (30 June to 2 July)
Abstract submission and registration 
opens on 1 March 2010

Travel Grants
http://www.physoc.org/grants
New international grant schemes: 
http://www.physoc.org/international

Noticeboard
Non-Society meetings
Bone Research Society/British Society 
for Matrix Biology Joint Meeting 
University College London, UK
14–16 June 2009, www.bsmb.ac.uk/
brs/
SEB Annual Main Meeting 2009
SECC, Glasgow, UK. 28 June–1 July 
2009, www.sebiology.org 
3rd International Symposium on 
Physiology and pharmacology of 
temperature regulation 
Matsue, Japan. 23–26 July 2009  
http://www.med.shimane-u.ac.jp   
BPS Summer Meeting
University of Edinburgh, UK 
8–10 July 2009, www.bps.ac.uk 
Congress of the European Association 
for Clinical Pharmacology and 
Therapeutics
Edinburgh, UK, 12–15 July 2009 
www.eacpt2009.org 
IUPS 2009
Kyoto, Japan, 27 July–1 August 2009 
www.iups2009.com  
ISAN2009
Manly Pacific Hotel, Manly Beach, 
Sydney, Australia, 1–4 September 2009 
www.isanweb.org  
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