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Nobel Prize in Medicine Won 
By Ear Researcher at Harvard 

Physicist Given the Award 

for Experiment Showing ' 

Movement of Sound 

iW 
By W E R N E R W I S K A R I 

Special to The New York Times. 
STOCKHOLM, Sweden, Oct. 

19—A Harvard University phys­
icist who specializes in the 
mechanism of hearing has won 
the 1961 Nobel Prize in medi­
cine. 

Dr. Georg von Bekesy, who 
is 62 years old, was cited for 
work done more than three 
decades ago in Budapest. Dr. 
Bekesy, who was bora in Hun­
gary, demonstrated experimen­
tally how the spiral canal ofi 
the inner ear, known as the; 
cochlea, differentiates between! 
various sounds. 

The prize money he will be 
given amounts this year to the 
equivalent of about $48,300. His 
selection was announced today 
by the Royal Caroline Institute, 
which chooses the annual re­
cipient of the medical or phys­
iology prize. 

Dr. von Bekesy was acclaimed 
for having opened the way to 
major advances in the diagnosis 
and correction of damaged 
hearing. 

Prior to his experiments. 

numerous theories had existed 
on how the ear worked. 

The noted Nineteenth Century 
German scientists, Herman von 
Helmholtz, for example, had 
suggested that the basilar mem­
brane in the inner ear contained 
fibres that were activated much 
like the strings of a piano. Ac­
cording to his theory, high 
sounds would cause the short 
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holm and worked for two years : impulses for transmission to the 
at the institute that awarded j brain. 
him the Nobel Prize. It was! More important and basic, 
here that he constructed his 'Dr. von Bekesy's "ingenious" 

,. . experiments have elucidated the 
audiometer. mechanisms by which the infor-

In 1949, he went to Harvard m a t i o n t h a t S Q u n d s c o n t a i n i s 

University. I conveyed to the seat of intelli-
The award is the first of the g e nce . 

. . , „ , 1 T ,^c prizes to be announced this; "ingenious" was the word 
fibres to vibrate and low sounds ^ e a r u n d e r t h e t e r m s o f the' u s e d g y D r . s S.Stevens a col-
jwould affect longer ones. | x v i n of Alfred Nobel, t h e j l e a g u e o f Dr. von Bekesy's to 

Dr. von Bakesy is credited j Swedish inventor of dynamite, describe the quality of this 
with having been the first to!The literature prize will be a n - j w o r k D r . Stevens is the director 
llook into the ear and to dem-1 nounced ^^*£5^J™\ÉT Harvard's psycho-acoustic 

HARVARD EXPERT 

WINS NOBELPRIZE 

Continued From Page 1, Col. 6 

onstrate with instruments what i 
/really happens. 

Works Like Microphone 
He showed that sounds pro­

duced no special tensions in the 
(fibres. Instead, he found that 
-the cochlea worked much like 

The 
awards for achievements in 
physics and chemistry are ex­
pected on Nov. 2. 

The Nobel Peace Prize—if 
one is awarded—will be an­
nounced in Oslo. There was 
none last year, 

four 

laboratory in which Dr. von 
Bekesy works as a senior re­
search fellow. 

Discoveries made over the last 
forty years or so by the Hun­
garian-born physicist give sub­
stance to aspects of the hearing 

The four prizes announced m«sháhtoms" which have long 
tne cocniea worxea mucn here will be presented to the' known 
a microphone in converting the b King Gustaf V I H S L J H ? D r von B « l W J 
mechanical energy of sound into; A d Q l f a t M c e r e m o n y D e c . | J J ^ ^ L t , his re-
the electrical or nervous 
pulses that the brain receives 
when a person hears. 

Using a microscope and strob-
scopic illumination, he could see 
that sounds set the entire mem­
brane to vibrating. High tones 
would cause a wave to travel 
toward the base of the mem­
brane and low tones would send 
it toward the other end. 

The wave would have its 
greatest amplitude at that point 
on the membrane where the 
sound was registered. To see 
into the ear, he bored a hole 
until the membrane was un­
covered. He made the waves 
visible and measurable with the 
aid of a salt solution contain­
ing aluminum and coal particles. 

As a result, the ftetentfct was 
able to see wrneii point each 
sound would hit on its way to 
the brain. Such pinpointing of 
where sounds should be regis­
tered, a Royal Caroline Insti­
tute spokesman stressed today 
is imperative in studying hear­
ing disorders. 

Although the institute chose] 
to honor Dr. Bekesy for "his 
discoveries concerning the phys­
ical mechanisms of stimulation 
within the cochlea," it pointed 
out that his contributions did 
not stop. 

"There is hardly any problem 
concerning the physical me­
chanics of acoustic stimulation," 
the institute said, "to which 
von Bekesy has not added 
clarity and understanding and 
this applies even to those cases 
in which the primary discov­
eries have been made by others." 

He has demonstrated exper­
imentally the function of each 
of the components of the three 
parts of the ear—the external, 
the middle and the internal. He 
has devised numerous instru­
ments for use in his studies. 

Dr. Bekesy has also devised 
an audiometer to test the 
hearing function, especially of 
the cochlea. It can determine 
whether deafness is caused by 
damage to the ear or to damage 
to that part of the brain that 
is supposed to receive the im­
pulses. 

Dr. Bekesy began his career 
in Hungary as a communica­
tions engineer working in the 
research laboratory of the 
Hungarian telephone system. 
But physiological accustics soon 
became his main interest. 

After the Communists came 
to power, he moved to Stock-

If there is a peace prize it 
will be presented at the same 
time, but in Oslo. 

Award Surprises Physicist 
Dr. von Bekesy reacted with 

surprise when he was informed 
that he had won the Nobel 
Prize in medicine. 

He had just entered the 
Waldorf-Astoria Hotel where 
he was about to receive an 
award from the Deafness Re­
search Foundation. 

"I didn't know about the ] 
Nobel," he said. It's very fine." t 

Later the physicist declared: ; 
"If you stay alive long i 

enough, you'll get the prize." J 
Shortly afterwards, said mod­
estly. "There are more scientists a psychology meeting in Phila-
who would merit the award, sojdpiuhia that his studies of the 
it is a question of chance — cochlea might have some oper-
somewhat." ^ jational use after all. His dis­

covery of its behavior led him 
Work Termed Ingenious | to conceive a way in which deaf 

The work that won Dr. von | persons might be helped to hear 
Bekesy this year's Nobel Prize j through their skin. 
in medicine has provided the! ' 
basis for most of what is known 
today about the mechanisms of 
hearing. 

His work has extended this 
knowledge far beyond a simple 
description of the way sound is 
transformed into electrical nerve 

search has carried him into the 
fields of acoustics, anatomy, 
physiology, electrical theory 
and psychology. 

His studies have been con­
fined primarily to what is gen-! 

erally called "pure" science. 
"He isn't interested partic­

ularly In practical applications 
of his work, just in working out 
these problems," Dr. Stevens 
said. 

Nevertheless, some of Dr. von 
Bekesy's discoveries have led 

hardware." The "Bekesy 
audiometer," a device widely 
used to measure a person's 
hearing ability, is one. 

In 1958, Dr. von Bekesy told 
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