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PIONEER EMBRYOLOGIST J. HOLTFRETER DEAD AT AGE 91

Johannes Holtfreter, an internationally known embryologist
who had lectured all over the world, died Friday, November 13, at
the age of 91. His death, from natural causes, occurred during a
brief hospitalization at the University of Rochester’s Strong
Memorial Hospital.

He joined the University of Rochester faculty in 1946 in the
Department of Zoology [later, the Department of Biology] in the
college of Arts and Science. 1In 1966, he was appointed the Tracy
H. Harris Professor of %Zoology, a chair he held until retirement
in 1969,

Holtfreter was known as one of the world’s preeminent
embryologists during his long professional career. He
investigated basic questions about the embryonic development of
animals. Describing his work a few years ago to a writer for

Rochester Review, the alumni magazine published by the

University, Holtfreter said "I asked how do a brain and eyes come
about? How and why do cells in an embryo associate and
dissociate? And how do all these activities lead to the
development of a wondrously complicated organism -- a frog, or a
human being?"

Colleagues remember Holtfreter as a man of far-ranging
interests and abilities, whose work should be ranked in
importance with that of his mentor, the Nobel laureate Hans

Spemann. John Gurdon, writing in Trends in Genetics, [1989, Vol.

5 No. 3], refers to Holtfreter as "one of the great pioneers" of
the field of developmental biology and comments, “Most
embryologists feel that Holtfreter’s own experimental work is of

comparable significance to that of Spemann."



Dr. Nicholas Cohen, who earned a Ph.D. from the Department
of Biology in 1966 as a student of Holtfreter’s, spoke of some of
Holtfreter’s "seminal contributions" to the field: "“He developed
sterile techniques and devised a way of growing embryonic cells
and tissues outside the animal that permitted him and everyone
who came along afterward to study fundamental questions relating
to embryonic induction, cell differentiation, and morphogenetic
cell movements."

Cohen, who is now professor of microbiology and immunology
at the University of Rochester’s School of Medicine and
Dentistry, remembers Holtfreter as a man who was fascinated by
important questions such as how the nervous system forms and how
amoebae move. "“The whole animal was his model," Cohen said. "He
wanted to know, how does it work and how do all its parts fit
together? He was a creative giant, with incredibly keen powers
of observation."

Born in Richtenberg, Germany in 1901, Holtfreter completed
his doctorate at the University of Freiburg in 1924. Fifty years
after awarding Holtfreter the doctorate, the University of
Freiburg made him an Honorary Doctor of Science.

Prior to World War II, Holtfreter held posts at the Kaiser
Wilhelm Institute and the University of Munich. He later
recalled the five years he spent at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute
in the company of several Nobel laureates, including Albert
Einstein and Max Planck, as being perhaps the most productive of
his career.

On the occasion of the 1938 International Exhibition,
Holtfreter was invited to the Congress of Physics, Chemistry, and
Biology, held in Paris. At the Sorbonne he addressed nearly
1,000 dignitaries, among whom were some 20 Nobel prize winners
and the President of the French Republic.

The following year, Holtfreter fled Germany for England,
where he was a guest lecturer from 1939 to 1940 at Cambridge
University’s Zoological Institute. Next, he held a research
post in the zoology department of McGill University in Montreal
from 1942 to 1946. He joined the Rochester faculty as an



associate professor in 1946 and became a full professor in 1948.
He was named to the Tracy H. Harris chair in 1966, a distinction
he kept until his retirement in 1969, when he became the Tracy H.
Harris Professor emeritus.

Holtfreter earned many awards, including Rockefeller
Fellowships in 1935 and 1942, a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1942,
and a Fulbright Fellowship in 1958. He was elected to many
societies of professional distinction, among them, the National
Academy of Sciences in Washington, the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences, and the Royal Swedish Acadeny of Sciences.

He was a guest lecturer at universities in the U.S., Canada
and England, as well as in Holland, Belgium, Italy, France,
Brazil, Venezuela, Uruguay, Italy, and Japan. An ardent traveler
since student days, Holtfreter had visited countries throughout
the world and was skilled in many languages, fluent in several,
and gave talks in German, French, Spanish, Portuguese, and
Italian, as well as in English.

He was honored in the twilight of his long career by several
sympogia held in his honor. The American Society of Zoologists
dedicated to him their 1968 meeting in New York and their 1983
meeting in Louisville. Also, the 1968 Hahnemann Symposium in
Philadelphia was held in Holtfreter’s honor. The Department of
Biology named their first prestigious graduate fellowship program
in his honor.

In addition to his career as a scientist, Holtfreter was an
accomplished artist. He painted, sketched, or used a
scratchboard technique to produce hundreds of portraits,
landscapes, and satiric "cartoons." Inspiration came from his
observation of animals in the wild and of human nature, as well
as from his world travels and scientific research. An exhibition
of his art was mounted in 1989 at the University of Rochester.

Holtfreter married Dr. Hiroko Ban in 1958, who survives.

She received her Ph.D. in biology from the University in
Rochester in 1965. She is a scientist in the Department of
Microbiology and Immunology at the University’s School of

Medicine and Dentistry and lives at 29 Knolltop Drive in



Rochester. The couple had no children.

A memorial service will be held January 9, 1993, at the
Interfaith Chapel, University of Rochester. Those wishing to
make memorial donations are asked to contribute to the Holtfreter
Graduate ‘Fellowship Fund, Department of Biology, University of
Rochester, Rochester, NY 14627.

Martin A. Gorovsky
Rush Rhees Professor and chair
Department of Biology

University of Rochester
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