
CEPHALOPODS AT THE MBL

The Marine Biological Laboratory (MBL) has a long, 
deep history of studying cephalopod biology, yielding 
many significant discoveries and even a Nobel Prize (see 
sidebar).

Building on this expertise, the MBL launched a 
groundbreaking effort in 2017 to culture cephalopods in 
the laboratory—which is notoriously difficult—so they can 

be available to researchers at all life stages at any time 
of year. As part of the MBL’s New Research Organisms 
Initiative, the first genetically tractable squid species 
was recently developed at MBL, meaning scientists can 
manipulate its genes and study the effects over multiple 
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MBL’s expertise in cephalopod camouflage attracts 

collaborators in engineering, materials science, and art Elaine L. Bearer
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HIGHLIGHTS FROM A CENTURY OF MBL CEPHALOPOD RESEARCH
This research was conducted in the MBL Whitman Center by visiting investigators, unless indicated otherwise.

THE SQUID GIANT AXON AND A NOBEL PRIZE
1910s to 1930s:  Leonard Williams discovers giant nerve 
cells, sometimes visible to the naked eye, in the local 
Woods Hole squid , Doryteuthis pealeii. These “giant 
axons” turn out to be excellent preparations for studying 
how nerve cells work.

Late 1930s: Using the squid giant axon, scientists at MBL 
including Alan Hodgkin and Andrew Huxley record the 
electrical .8 (a)-8mpulse (the action potential) from inside the 
nerve cell.

1940s to 1950s: Back in England, Hodgkin and Huxley 


