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Granit (1900–1991), a Finnish-born physiologist, naturalized Swede. He won the Nobel Prize for his discoveries
concerning the primary physiological and chemical visual
processes.
Arthur Ragnar Granit was born at Vantaa Finland, 30
October 1900 and died in Stockholm, Sweden, 12 March
1991, eldest son of the Crown forester Arthur Wilheim
Granit and Albertina Helena Maimberg. He was awarded
with the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine in 1967
along with Haldan Keﬀer Hartline and George Wald for
the analysis of the internal electrical changes that take place
when the eye is exposed to light.
Granit became interested in scientiﬁc research since he
was a young student, speciﬁcally in the visual work. He
graduated in 1927 from the Faculty of Medicine of the
University of Helsinki Finland, after which he conducted
research at the University of Pennsylvania and at the laboratory of Sir Charles Sherrington at Oxford, England. In
1940, he moved to the Karolinska Institute, Stockholm,
becoming professor of neurophysiology at the newly
founded Medical Nobel Institute in 1946 where he also
became director. He retired as Professor Emeritus in July
1967. From 1956 to 1976, he was a visiting professor or
researcher at numerous institutions.
Granit demonstrated that light not only stimulates but
can also inhibit impulses along the optic nerve. He created
his ‘‘dominator-modulator’’ theory of colour vision from
studies of the action potentials in single ﬁbres of the optic
nerve. Studying the response of the optic nerve colours, he
established the functions of the three types of cone cells,
blue, green and yellow, in the retina and that some optic
ﬁbres, which he called dominators, are sensitive to the whole
spectrum, whereas others, called modulators, respond to a
narrow band of light wavelengths and are thus colour-speciﬁc. His book Sensory Mechanisms of the Retina (1947),
where he exposed his theory of colour vision, is a classic
work in the ﬁeld of retinal electrophysiology. He also wrote
The Visual Pathway (1962). See also: Visual System
Ragnar Granit also turned his attention to the study of
the control of movement, speciﬁcally the role of muscle

sense organs called muscle spindles and tendon organs. He
helped to determine the neural pathways and processes by
which these internal receptors regulate and coordinate
muscle action. See also: Basal Ganglia and the Regulation
of Movement; Nervous Control of Movement
From 1920 to around 1947, Ragnar Granit’s main research was in the ﬁeld of vision beginning with psychophysics in the 1920s and ending up with
electrophysiological work from the early 1930s onwards,
as brieﬂy reported in the Nobel Lecture. He next took up
muscular aﬀerents. See also: Motor System Organization
In 1929, Ragnar Granit married Baroness Marguerite
Ema Bruun and they had a son, Michael.
Granit received numerous distinctions and awards from
diﬀerent universities and research institutes around the
world. He had also been awarded numerous honorary
doctorates.
Granit remained as a patriotic Finn throughout his life.
He said that his Nobel Prize ‘belongs ﬁfty-ﬁfty to Finland
and Sweden’.

p0006

p0007
p0008

p0009

Further Reading
Granit RA (1947) Sensory Mechanisms of the Retina. With an
Appendix on Electroretinography. New York: Oxford University Press.
Granit RA (1962) The visual pathway. In: Davson H (ed.) The
Eye. New York: Academic Press.
Granit RA (1977) The purposive brain. Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press.
Grillner S (1995) ‘‘Ragnar Granit 30 October 1900–11 March
1991)’’. Biographical memoirs of fellows of the Royal Society. AU : 2
Royal Society (Great Britain) 41: 183–197.
Kernell D (2000) Ragnar Granit 100 years – memories and reﬂections. Journal of the History of the Neurosciences 9(3): 280–
285.
Raju TN (1999) The Nobel Chronicles. 1967: George Wald
(1906–97): Ragnar A Granit (1900–1991); and Haldan Keﬀer
Hartline (1903–83). Lancet 354(9178): 605.

ELS subject area: Science and Society
How to cite:
Rodrı́guez de Romo, Ana Cecilia (June 2009) Granit, Ragnar Arthur. In:
Encyclopedia of Life Sciences (ELS). John Wiley & Sons, Ltd: Chichester.
DOI: 10.1002/9780470015902.a0002530
ENCYCLOPEDIA OF LIFE SCIENCES & 2009, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. www.els.net

1

Version 1:0 a0002530
Granit, Ragnar Arthur

Article Title:
Article ID:

Granit, Ragnar Arthur
A0002530

Article doi:

10.1002/9780470015902.a0002530

Article copyright holder:
Version:

John Wiley & Sons, Ltd

1.0

Previous version(s):
Article type:

None

Standard

Readership level:

Introductory

Top level subject categories:
Keywords:

Science and Society

None

Glossary: None
Author(s) and affiliation(s): Rodrı́guez de Romo, Ana
Cecilia / Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México,
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