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Gerald Kerkut would have been 
successful in whichever profession he 
chose. He could have been a musician, 
a banker or studied medicine. In the 
event he selected reading natural 
sciences at Cambridge (1945-48), 
where he proved a first class student, 
receiving prizes from his college, 
Pembroke, as a mark of his success. 
Gerald remained at Cambridge within 
Zoology for his PhD (1948-51). This 
was the period when Sir James Gray 
was Head of Zoology and locomotion 
was a major research interest of the 
department. Gerald, selected, or was 
given, the topic locomotion in starfish, 
which involved large amounts of cine 
photography of tube feet movement. 
Under the guidance of his supervisor, 
Eric Smith, Gerald set out to determine 
which of two theories was correct for 
locomotion in Asterias rubens. The 
choice was either ‘traction’ theory 
where the foot extended, attached and 
then contracted, pulling the animal 
along, or ‘lever’ theory where the foot 
acts as a strut which can be used as a 
lever to propel the animal along, as a 
person uses their leg. Gerald 
demonstrated that, depending on 
circumstances, the starfish could use 
both methods (Kerkut, 1953). 
Interestingly, publishing in the same 
journal volume are many great names 
in experimental biology including 
Ramsay, Fatt, Hoyle, Wiersma, 
Furshpan, Florey, Needham, Munro 
Fox, Pilgrim, Edney, Katz, Chapman, 
Trueman, Mitchison, Swann, Williams, 
Parry and Knight-Jones, most of whom 
were linked with Cambridge zoology. 

Having completed his PhD, Gerald 
never returned to echinoderms. Instead, 
with George Hughes, he began work on 
electrical activity in slug ganglia in 
relation to osmotic strength. He 
extended these studies with Brian 
Taylor following his appointment to a 
lectureship in physiology and 
biochemistry at Southampton, the 
institution where he was to remain for 
the rest of his academic life. With 
Kenneth Munday, Gerald helped to 
establish the Department of Physiology 
and Biochemistry at Southampton in 

1959. This played an important part in 
the foundation of the Medical School at 
Southampton with its first intake of 
students in 1971. From 1956 until his 
retirement Gerald played a key role in 
the training of science undergraduates 
in physiology, biochemistry, 
pharmacology and related areas. In 
1966 Gerald became the second 
Professor of Physiology and 
Biochemistry at Southampton and later 
served as Dean of Science, Chairman of 
the School of Biochemical and 
Physiological Sciences and Head of the 
Department of Neurophysiology. In 
terms of research Gerald decided that 
slugs were not the ideal gastropod for 
research. There were many species 
which were often difficult to identify 
and so he looked for an alternative 
animal. He had been interested in the 
work of Arvanitaki and Chalazonitis 
(1955) who had been recording from 
giant neurones in Aplysia. Gerald could 
see a future in a simple model nervous 
system where he could study the basic 
properties of neurones and synapses. 
However, he decided Aplysia was too 
difficult to obtain and too expensive to 
use routinely in Southampton. He 
selected another gastropod mollusc, the 
garden snail, Helix aspersa, and so 
began a programme of research using 
this and other model nervous systems 
which was to extend over the next 40 
years.

Gerald had a first class knowledge of 
the scientific literature and during his 
first 12 years at Southampton applied 
this knowledge to a number of 
fundamental topics. An observation that 
cockroaches move faster when the 
vessel they are in is cooled led him to 

establish the metabolic role of the 
sodium pump in the generation of the 
resting membrane potential ( reviewed 
by Kerkut &York, 1971). Gerald 
enjoyed challenging accepted dogma 
and this is beautifully illustrated in his 
inaugural lecture, The Missing Pieces,
delivered in 1968 (Kerkut, 1969). 
Gerald and Robert Meech developed an 
electrode which measured intracellular 
chloride concentrations. Using 
identified snail neurones which were 
either excited or inhibited by 
acetylcholine, they demonstrated that 
these two types of neurone contained 
different concentrations of chloride, 
showing that the ionic content of 
neurones could vary. 

Gerald also pioneered the idea that 
amino acids, viz glutamic acid, GABA 
and glycine, could act as transmitters. 
He selected various invertebrate nerve-
muscle preparations, where 
acetylcholine was not the transmitter, to 
demonstrate the release of glutamate 
under experimental conditions. This 
complemented the elegant work of the 
Takeuchis (Takeuchi & Takeuchi 1964). 
He was also very interested in the 
transport along axons and provided 
evidence for fast transport of material 
down the axon and slow transport in 
the opposite direction. During this 
period there was controversy over 
whether insect neurone cell bodies 
could generate overshooting action 
potentials. With Robert Pitman, Gerald 
demonstrated that at least some insect 
neurones, the DUM cells, were capable 
of generating action potentials. 

After working for almost 30 years on 
invertebrate models Gerald turned his 
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attention to isolated mammalian CNS 
preparations and with Jeffrey Bagust 
developed an isolated spinal cord 
preparation using 3-6 week old 
hamsters, mice and rats. Using the 
isolated cord, Gerald investigated the 
synaptic and non-synaptic components 
of dorsal horn field potentials. He was 
particularly interested in the sensory 
connections within the cord. While 
listing the advantages of in vitro 
preparations Gerald always 
acknowledged that one had to relate 
such findings to the intact living animal 
(Kerkut, 1989).This review was the 
opening chapter of a Festchrift held in 
Gerald’s honour in 1988 and attended 
by many of his former postgraduates. 

Gerald will always be remembered for 
his record in the world of publishing, 
both in terms of journals and books. He 
always encouraged young scientists to 
publish and often assisted them by 
publishing their work in one of his 
journals. Early in his career he accepted 
the challenge to revise ‘BEPS’ 
(Borradaile, Eastham, Potts & 
Saunders, The Invertebrata) which 
appeared in 1958. He revised almost 
the entire text himself, an indication of 
his breadth of knowledge of the animal 
phyla. He simplified many of the 
figures, making them much more 
student friendly. This approach to 
teaching was also reflected in the 
quality of his lectures to students. It 
was always a pleasure to attend one of 
Gerald’s lectures, even at 9.00 am. 

Evolution was another topic which 
always intrigued Gerald and in his book 
The Implications of Evolution, Gerald 
critically reviews basic assumptions 
and implications regarding the origins 
of life and the inter-relationships of the 
invertebrates (Kerkut, 1960). This book 
was one of a series of 55 volumes 
which Gerald edited on topics in pure 
and applied biology – zoology. For a 
period Gerald also had his own 
publishing company, Scientechnica.
However, in terms of scientific journal 
editing, his two greatest contributions 
were Comparative Biochemistry and 
Physiology, which he started in 1960, 
and Progress in Neurobiology, which 
he edited with John Phillis from 1973. 
Comparative Biochemistry and 

Physiology was undoubtedly the journal 
Gerald achieved greatest pleasure from 
and will prove his finest editorial 
memorial. I remember how excited he 
was when he came into the laboratory 
clutching the first number. In the late 
1950s Gerald met Robert Maxwell who 
had founded Pergamon Press and the 
two immediately formed a rapport. 
Maxwell liked many of Gerald’s ideas 
for the publication of science and 
agreed to publish a journal on 
comparative biochemistry and 
physiology.  The deal Gerald made with 
Maxwell was an excellent example of 
Gerald’s business acumen. Instead of 
receiving a fee as editor, Gerald 
received a percentage of the profits 
from Comparative Biochemistry and 
Physiology. Gerald also had productive 
industrial links and was involved in the 
design and development of medical 
equipment.

In 1997 Gerald established a charitable 
trust for the support of physiological 
research at Southampton. He had some 
interesting thoughts on the allocation of 
grant income and was always very 
supportive of staff who failed to gain 
such income but who continued to do 
good research which they then 
published. He was particularly 
supportive of the training of 
postgraduate students. The trust will 
represent another memorial to him. 

Gerald was a great advocate of new 
technologies and edited a book on the 
role of microcomputers in neuroscience 
(Kerkut, 1985). In the last few years 
Gerald became increasingly interested 
in his web site (with the assistance of 
Frank Goodwin) and wrote on a wide 
range of topics, not only in science but 
in politics, student concerns, money 
and education. The web site 
(www.soton.ac.uk/~gk/index.htm)
proved amazingly popular, achieving 
over 60,000 hits per week. 

Up until the mid 1970s Gerald 
regularly took part in scientific 
meetings, always ready to ask a 
searching question. To the loss of the 
scientific community he then largely 
withdrew from attending meetings but 
continued to communicate through 
editorials and reviews in his journals. 

During the 1950s and 1960s Gerald 
supported positive links with scientists 
from the Soviet Union. In 1967 he 
attended the first international 
symposium on the Neurobiology of 
Invertebrates, held in Hungary and 
organized by his friend Janos Salanki. 
The Balaton Limnological Research 
Institute of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences, Tihany, provided an ideal 
venue for the interchange of ideas 
between scientists from ‘east’ and 
‘west’.

Gerald enjoyed music, art and travel. 
He regularly practised on his grand 
piano and derived great pleasure from 
listening to music. He had an extensive 
collection of art books and never lost 
the pleasure in buying a book, 
particularly if it was a bargain. In his 
youth he spent several months studying 
art in Florence and Venice. Up until 5 
or 6 years ago, Gerald travelled widely, 
particularly in the Americas and the Far 
East. Gerald enjoyed teaching and 
interacting with both undergraduates 
and postgraduates. Many will retain 
enduring memories of his humour and 
concerned interest in their welfare. 
During his active research period he 
trained over 80 postgraduates, whose 
success will provide a lasting legacy to 
his memory. He will be fondly 
remembered by his many friends and 
colleagues.

Robert J Walker 
University of Southampton 
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