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Klaus W. Kehr

Klaus W. Kehr, a theoretical con-
densed matter physicist with the

Institute of Solid State Research at

the dynamics of muon spin depolar-
ization in the presence of disorder.

A successful researcher and gifted
and dedicated academic teacher, Klaus
obtained his lecturing qualification
(habilitation) in 1975 from the Univer-
sity of Cologne. He was appointed as a
professor of physics at Cologne in 1985.
He also continued to work for the
Research Center Jülich. The under-
graduates whom he lectured at
Cologne as well as the advanced stu-
dents at the Research Center Jülich
enjoyed and profited from his careful,
pedagogic, and methodical approach,
his obvious dedication to physics, and
his subtle humor.

His insistence on clear presenta-
tion is evident in the more than 100
papers he wrote or cowrote. The
review article “Diffusion in Regular
and Disordered Lattices,” which he
published together with Joseph Haus
in Physics Reports in 1987, is an
important reference work for con-
densed matter physicists.

Klaus had no ambition to become a
powerful science administrator—he
loved science and wanted to stay in it.
But his sense of duty and responsibili-
ty toward the department of solid-state
physics nevertheless led him to accept,
on three occasions over the years, the
position of acting director of the theo-
ry group of which he was a member;
the various directors had left and could
not be replaced quickly. Between 1976
and 1999, he guided the departmental
staff with empathy, competence, and a
penchant for perfection.

Visitors and students from abroad
who initially were drawn to him
because of his international reputa-
tion invariably left as friends and
admirers because of his kindness and
modesty combined with a sharp intel-
lect, scientific prowess, and encyclo-
pedic knowledge of his field. Commu-
nication with Klaus was easy because
of his love for and versatility with for-
eign languages; for example, he could
speak English, French, and Japanese.

When he retired on 31 July 1999,
he was full of plans to continue scien-
tific work at the institute and to spend
more time with his family and on his
passion for hiking and mountaineer-
ing. Sadly, he became ill and was
unable to pursue those plans. His
family and many friends worldwide
will remember him as a warm-heart-
ed man and an enthusiastic scientist.
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the Research Center Jülich in Ger-
many, died 9 March 2000 in Cologne,
Germany, after a battle with a short
but malignant disease.

Klaus was born on 16 July 1934 in
Nürnberg, Germany. He earned his
diplom in physics in 1961 from the
Technical University of Munich. He
obtained his doctoral degree in
physics from the same university in
1965. His doctoral work, performed
under the supervision of Wilhelm
Brenig, was on the theory of superflu-
id helium-2.

Klaus’s first research position was
at the Max Planck Institute for
Physics and Astronomy in Munich,
where he conducted research in solid-
state physics. He left that institute in
1969 for Cornell University, where he
took a two-year position as research
associate with the Laboratory of
Atomic and Solid State Physics. On
his return to Germany in 1971, he
joined the newly founded department
of solid-state physics at the Research
Center Jülich as a scientific member.
The intense interaction between
experimentally and theoretically
inclined researchers within this
department initiated his lifelong
interest in diffusion theory.

Klaus’s work was initially motivat-
ed by phenomenological considera-
tions; he particularly attempted to
understand neutron scattering results
on hydrogen diffusion in metals. How-
ever, he very quickly put his models in
a more general and mathematical
framework, which made them appli-
cable to a wide range of diffusion phe-
nomena. He pursued and advanced
the theory of diffusion processes
throughout his scientific career. An
outstanding example is his work on
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during his brief appointment at Fri-
bourg, his contributions as a teacher
were probably as significant as those
he made as an applied researcher. The
technical lectures he delivered were of
outstanding clarity and presented in
a way that invariably held the atten-
tion and interest of his audience. But
more important was his ability—one
might almost say his compulsion—to
impart his ideas to anyone willing to
listen, and even occasionally to those
who weren’t.

The occasion for such one-on-one
teaching was often one’s approaching
Klaus with a difficult physics prob-
lem. He would supply the solution
(which he invariably described as
“trivial”) a day or so later, accompa-
nied by an offer to explain further if
there was any need. There almost
always was. So Klaus would proceed
to give a tutorial, not merely on the
example at hand, but on a variety of
related subjects, delivered with the
enthusiasm and excitement he must
have felt upon first learning it him-
self. He showed one the wonderful
physics, and he made it fun. As a
result, among the practicing physi-
cists around the world are dozens who
are, to use Klaus’s colleague Brian
Kinckaid’s phrase, “alumni of 
Halbach U.”

Klaus’s inquisitiveness and enthu-
siasm as a physicist and teacher
allowed him to work passionately and
productively until a few months
before his death. In the last year of his
life, despite his illness, Klaus avidly
continued to work. Nothing delighted
him more during this time than to
have colleagues come by to discuss
their scientific work.

After Klaus’s death, numerous
tributes from physicists around the
world were shared at a memorial serv-
ice. Perhaps none of them summa-
rized the impact of his loss as well as
the following: “In some ways, [it] is
like losing both a friend and a father.
Many times, when you have a ques-
tion or a new idea, you think, ‘What
would Klaus think about or say to
that?’ Now there is no one to turn to.”
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