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A pictorial tribute

Remembering
a great scientist, a genuine humanitarian, and a remarkable
human being
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Hannes Olof-Gosta Alfvén (1908 - 1995)

Site created by
Bibhas De

May 30, 2008 marks the birth centennial of Nobel Prizewinning Swedish physicist
Hannes Alfvén. This site is a pictorial tribute to him, composed of material culled
from thelnternet as well as from private files. You can read a biography of Hannes

Alfvén here.



http://www.bibhasde.com/tomail.html
http://www.alfvenlab.kth.se/hannes.html
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A FINE LINEAGE

(Imagesource: Arrhenius nobelprize.org; Klein www.kosmologika.ngt
The legendary scientist Svante Arrhenius had a most illustrious student, physicist
Oskar Klein. Klein's student was Hannes Alfvén. Interestingly, Alfvén would come to
be a close collaboratoif Gustaf Arrhenius, grandson of Svante Arrhenius.

(Image sourse: nobelprize.org
The famed Swedish physicist (Nobel Laureate) Manne Siegbahn was also a teacher to
Hannes Alfvén

(Image source: answers.com
The noted Swedish composer Hugo Alfvén wWasnes Alfvén's uncle.



Stories about Hannes Alfvén

(Contributed by CarlGunne Falthammar)

THE MAKINGS OF HANNES ALFVEN

(Image courtesy CaiGunne Falthammgr

Hannes Alfvén as a child reading a book on Popular Astronomy by Camille
Flammarion.

According to Hannes6 own account
significant influence on his intellectual development and scientific career.
One was a book on popular astronomy by Camille Flammarion, which he
was given at a young age and which kindlddedong fascination with
astronomy and astrophysics.
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was an active member and built radio receivers. This instilled in him a

(Image source: wikimedja

Sixteenth century woodcut of a man exploring the meeting of the Earth and the Sky,
by Camille Flammarion.
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profound interest in electronics. Therefore, as a scientist, Hannes was

inclined to look at astrophysical problems from an electromagnetic point

of view, and this turned out toe very fruitful. When his bookosmical
Electrodinamicsvas published in 1950, one of the reviewers, T. G.
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Professor Hannes Alfvén on the day he received his doctorate from the University of Uppsala in 1934, Young Doctor Alfvén — then 26 years of age -
slangs at the right hand of his Prorz'lotcr (centre), while at the left hand we see Doctor (since Professor) Bengt Edlén, both of whom received their
doctors’ laurel as the only physicists in this group of graduants. (Reproduced by courtesy of the photographer, Professor Pol Swings.)

[Photo: Professor Polidore Swings (190683), Belgian astrophysicist
Hannes Alfvén receives his Ph. D.



REMARKABLE ENCOUNTERS

In his meeting with Arthur H. Compton at a conference in London about 1934,
they discussed Alfvén's recently publishealer on cosmic radiation, a paper
with which Alfvén himself was not happy. Compton said: "Don't give it up too
easily." Later Alfvén was to write about this meeting: "As he was one of the great
authorities on cosmic radiation this was an enormous engenment to me. In
retrospect this may have been the trigger which brought me into astrophysics. It
happened at a time when almost everybody was running towards nuclear physics.
It saved me from the guilt associated with atomic bombs and nuclear energy
which every nuclear physicist of today must feel at the bottom of his heart."

(Source: wikipedia



Alfvén had enough of an association with Edward Teller to write with him one or
two papers on cosmic radiation. Later Alfvén wrote about his first encowitlker
Teller at a talk given by the latter: "It was the first time | heard Teller and did not
know that this dynamic personality always makes everybody lauglependent

of whether he speaks about his dear atomic bombs or astrophysics."

(Image courteg http://th.physik.unirankfurt.de

The former Israeli Prime Minister David B&durion met Albert Einstein. The
two hit it off famously. They had a great meeting of minds.

Sometime after this, Hannes Alfvén was brought to the presence of Prime
Minister Ber-Gurion. The latter was curious about this young Swedish scientist

who was being much talked about. After a good chat, Ben Gurion came right to
the point: "Do you believe in God?"

Now, Hannes Alfvén was not quite prepared for this. So he consideredsWisran
for a few brief seconds. But B&aurion took his silence to be a "No." So he said:
"Better scientist than you believes in God."

(As told by Hannes Alfvén to Asoka Meihdis



(Image courtesyhttp://wwwgit.obs.ujtgrenoble.friusers/talbouss/public_htm/RECHERCHE/WebAlfven/images/youngAlfyen.jpg
Young Hannes Alfvén



Stories aboul Hannes Alfven

(Contributed by Carl-Gunne Falthammar)

SHADES OF DIFFICULTY

(Image courtesy hutp-//th physik uni-frawifirt. de()
Lord P. M. S. Blackett, Nobel Prizewinning British physicist

Hannes Alfvén discovered and laid down the foundations of the
science of Magnetohydrodynamics. This subject combines the
complexities of electromagnetism and hydrodynamics. Thus, in short
hand:

Electromagnetism + Hydrodynamics = Magnetohydrodynamics.

The 1948 Nobel Laureate in Physics, Lord Blackett. used to express
this to his students as follows:

“Electromagnetism is difficult, hydrodynamics is very difficult, but
magnetohydrodynamics is damn difficult.”
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For most of his professional life, Alfvén's scientific home in Sweden was the Royal
Institute of Technology (KTH) irstockholm. Here he nurtured many a young mind
I each special in his or her own way. The following two exemplify:

(Image source: Falthammar and Avaéﬁ:aﬂ—Gunne Falthammar

Hannes Alfvén with CarGunne Falthammar at a press conference arrangéue
Swedish Science Research Council 29 August,1980.

If there is one who can be identified as Alfvén's closest protégé, colleague, friend
advisor and confidante, he would be Professor-Garine Falthammar. The
lifelong association started when Fahlmaar came to Alfvén as a young
graduate student. Later, the student would fill his professor's big chair at KTH.
Everytime a retired Hannes Alfvén came for hismignthsa-year visit to KTH,
Falthammar moved out of his office and camped out in a smath smAlfvén

could continue in the familiarity of his old "chair". The medals, awards, lectures
etc that carry Alfvén's name today have been instituted through Falthammar's
tireless effort to pay homage to his teacher.



Professor Bosse Lehnert (Bo Lehnéstan equally close scientific protégé. He
reflects that side of Alfvén which is concerned with deep insight into the very
basic nature of things. He has proposed ideas that go to the most fundament:
questions of physics. This can be said of few physitoglay.
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THE US YEARS: THE DUUMVIRATE
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For many years, Hannes Alfvéen commuted between the US and Sweden, spending
months each year at the University of California, San Diego. Here, two of his close
collaborators, friends and confidantes were Professor GustafSV&fte Arrheius
(Swedishborn) of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography, and Professor Devamitt
Asoka Mendis (Sri Lankahorn) of the Department of Applied Physics. Alfvén
discussed science with them almost on a daily basis, and socialized with the
frequently.



Hannes Alfvén and Gustaf Arrhenius find a quiet corner at a party at the Mendises to
talk shop.

Hannes and Kerstin Alfvén in 1972 outside their La Jolla Shores home



Jenny and Gustaf Arrhenius (1972 photo) were at the same time friends and family to
the Alfvéns in La Jolla.




Hannes Alfvén and Asoka Mendis discuss a model of the cometary core
(Courtesy D. Asoka Mendis



Stonces Hannes Hfuen likeed to tell

THE SUNFLOWER STORY

High up north in Sweden in summertime, all day long and all summer
long, the sun just makes a small circles in the sky, never setting. Round
and round it goes in the sky. Then this season ends, the sun sets and
darkness returns.

In a village there. about this time, a guest came to spend a few days,
very first time in that area. On the first dark night. he went to bed.
Suddenly, he woke up with a start on hearing strange intermittent
sounds from the garden outside: Whoosh, swoosh, shoo, sheesh.... The
guest got most scared and woke up his host. The host told him: "Not to
worry. The sunflowers are unwinding."

THE US YEARS: THE STUDENTS
e i SO




In the early 1970s, Hannes Alfvén had two graduate students at UCSD,
Wing-Huen Ip (originally fromHong Kong) and Bibhas Ranjan De
(originally from India.)

Graduation Party at the Alfvéns in La Jolla in December 1973. From
left: Diana and WingHuen Ip, Bibhas and Gopa De.
(Hannes Alfvén would joke to Asoka Mendis: "Between the two of my
graduate stdents, | have a grand total of four letters in the last names!")
[Photo: Kerstin Alfvéh

Hannes Alfvén's student Widduen Ip is a renowned space scientist
and astronomer. It has been said that he has published more papers in the
internationally renowad journalsScienceandNaturethan any other
Chinesespeaking scientists. He has also held the position of Vice
President of the National Central University of Taiwan. What many may



