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GiLLes HoLst
1886-1968

Holst was born in Haarlem on 20 March 1886. His father, Casper
Hendrik Holst, was director of a shipyard; his mother was Antje
Boerlage. He attended the HBS in Haarlem and, after receiving his
diploma in 1903, worked in industry for two years. In 1905 he en-
rolled at the Eidgenéssische Technische Hochschule (ETH) in Zurich
to study mechanical engineering, switching to mathematics and phys-
ics the following year; he received his diploma of Gepriifier Fachlehrer in
1908 and remained at the ETH as assistant to H.F. Weber until
1910. In that year, he became an assistant of Kamerlingh Onnes at
the Leiden Physics laboratory. Here Holst made the first measure-
ments of the electrical resistance of metals at liquid-Helium tempera-
tures and was thus intimately involved in the discovery of supercon-
ductivity. For his dissertation, Holst made measurements of the
thermal properties of ammonia and methyl chloride, and for this
work he received his doctorate from the ETH in 1914.

Having finished his education, Holst joined the Philips Gloeilam-
penfabriek in Eindhoven, where he founded the Physics laboratory,
which quickly became the most important industrial research labora-
tory in the Netherlands. He published a series of articles on meas-
urements of illumination, the properties of Tungsten, and gas dis-
charges. More importantly, Holst surrounded himself with capable
associates (e.g., H.B.G. Casimir), whom he led and inspired, and he
had a keen sense of which scientific results were ready for practical
application. The laboratory’s studies of gas discharges, for instance,
were inspired by Bohr’s atomic theory; important studies were per-
formed under Holst’s direction on radio tubes, X-Ray tubes, and
photocells. Holst’s early ideas about radio as a means of commu-
nication were controversial, but he was strongly supported by the
company’s owner, Anton Philips. By the mid-1930s, Holst had put
together a research group on the electrical and magnetic properties
of solids to investigate the possibilities opened up by quantum theory.
From 1929 to 1939, Holst served as honorary professor at Leiden.

Personally reserved, Holst was not a good public speaker or tal-
ented writer: his talent lay in inspiring others. He made sure that his
staff maintained contacts with the foremost researchers in scientific
fields, and encouraged them to publish in scientific journals and at-
tend scientific conferences. Although Holst suffered increasingly from



472 BIOGRAPHIES

depression, he carried on at the Philips laboratory until 1946, when
he retired, retaining his connection with Philips as an advisor until
1956. From 1946 to 1956 he also served as ‘curator’ (governor) of the
Technical College in Delft. He was instrumental in the founding of

the Netherlands’ second technical college in Eindhoven in 1957. He
died in Waalre on 11 October 1968.

Primary works
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