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In Memoriam: Professor Michael Manns

It is impossible to do full justice to a character and
colleague of Michael Manns’ caliber within the format of this
brief obituary. Quoting one of the many grieving messages on
“X” after his passing, we write this text having “... lost a pillar of
the hepatology community. Great scientist and friend:
everyone truly engaged in science will miss him ...”. A
remarkable and visionary scientist with capabilities and quali-
ties far beyond intellectual brilliance, Michael Manns made a
footprint throughout international gastroenterology and hep-
atology that will remain for a very long time. His personality, the
reason so many of us feel this loss so deeply, is well sum-
marized in the editorial accompanying the United European
Gastroenterology (UEG) Lifetime Achievement Award in 2022:
“He is just a warm and welcoming person who radi-
ates energy”.’

Scientifically, the more than 1,800 articles and numerous
books and book chapters Michael Manns co-authored span
virtually all areas of hepatology — a comprehensive contribution
further illustrated with Michael Manns serving as co-editor of
the 6" edition of “Zakim & Boyers Hepatology: A textbook of
liver disease” in 2006. Despite his basis in clinical practice and
developments, he always underscored the importance of
translational research, having participated in the journey from
HCYV discovery to cure (he co-authored more than 700 articles
in the viral hepatitis field),” a perspective he forwarded to other
areas of liver disease, building from his own early work in
autoimmune liver diseases. Besides autoimmune and viral liver
diseases, gastrointestinal oncology — especially hepatobiliary
tumors - and transplant medicine were very important to
Michael Manns. For close colleagues, a characteristic phrase
of Michael Manns was “Many talk about translational research;
we do it”, a statement encapsulating his philosophy of linking
science and clinical care and his enthusiasm of the proof-of-
principle for translational research represented by HCV cure.®

Landmark publications are abundant and led to Michael
Manns receiving the prestigious European Association for the
Study of the Liver (EASL) Recognition Award in 2007, an award
otherwise mostly provided close to retirement.* One important
avenue of research related to autoimmune liver diseases,
building from early publications on mitochondrial autoanti-
bodies in primary biliary cholangitis,>° followed by work during
a research stay at the Autoimmune Disease Center of the
Scripps Clinic in La Jolla, San Diego, where he made key
discoveries on the autoantigen of LKM-1 autoantibodies in
patients with autoimmune hepatitis.”® His engagement
extended via tireless involvement in the International Autoim-
mune Hepatitis Group from the early days in the 1990s until
very recently.”'® He was the principal investigator and first
author of the by then largest ever randomized clinical trial in
autoimmune hepatitis, investigating budesonide in combina-
tion with azathioprine."' At a meeting in Hannover in 2009
Michael Manns instigated the establishing of the International
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primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC) study group as an
extension of his pivotal coordinating efforts to enable large-
scale genetic studies in PSC,'? a disease he liked to coin the
“last black box of hepatology” and “cirrhosis of the bile
ducts”,"® and he served as last author of the first ever positive
phase lll trial in PSC (norucholic acid), which was presented in
the late-breaking session of the EASL Congress in 2025.

The phase Il approval study of PEG-IFNa-2b combined
with ribavirin for chronic HCV infection, published in 2001 in
The Lancet with Michael Manns as first author, has been cited
more than 8,300 times.’® From Hannover, the worldwide
standard therapy for acute hepatitis C was also established
over nearly two decades, with five investigator-initiated studies
by the Hepatitis Competence Network “Hep-Net” exploring
various interferons and direct-acting antiviral agents.’>'°
Furthermore, Michael Manns, as Chairman of the German Liver
Foundation, supported the establishment of the globally
renowned German Hepatitis C-Registry, which has enrolled
over 18,000 patients and has already produced more than 40
original publications. Finally, his role in international networks
and studies on hepatitis delta must be acknowledged. The
HIDIT-1 and HIDIT-2 studies, conducted over nearly two de-
cades by the HepNet-Study House, were by far the largest
randomized trials for this rare viral liver infection and laid the
groundwork for international treatment standards.??’

Internationally, Michael Manns was visible on many levels
for over four decades. He is regarded as a “giant of hepatol-
ogy” in the USA, Asia, South America, Africa, Australia, and
Europe. He was the first European to deliver the Leon Schiff
State-of-the-Art Lecture at the American liver meeting in
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October 2000. However, he was always very close to EASL. He
attended his first EASL congress as early as 1978 and has
since always been present at the meeting, giving lectures — he
was an extraordinary speaker — and chairing sessions in his
characteristic friendly yet always deeply involved and critical
way. He served as member of the EASL Scientific Committee
from 1992-1994, times during which EASL was rapidly
expanding, including new members from Eastern European
countries and the moving of the annual meeting to the spring
rather than in the fall to avoid competition with the UEG week
and the American liver meeting. His statement in conjunction
with the 50 year anniversary of EASL summarizes his
perspective to the role of EASL: “Today, more so than ever
before, EASL needs to facilitate the exchange and education of
young scientists and to light their intellectual fire. Only if we
attract the best of the younger generation and if hepatologists,
whatever their special interests, become academic leaders in
their respective universities will hepatology grow and
strengthen its position in the longer term.”.

This statement also illustrates Michael Manns’ strong
commitment to the next generation and his dedication to
advancing the careers of his mentees and colleagues.
Combining clinical expertise with excellent scientific training
was a great concern for him and he motivated many of his
fellows to pursue postdoctoral research, ideally abroad. This
mentorship style was remarkably successful: over ten national
and international chairs in gastroenterology, oncology, or
virology trace their roots to Hannover.

Numerous chief physician positions and many successful
specialized gastroenterology practices are also held by his
protégés. The “Manns School” is undoubtedly legendary in
Germany. Moreover, his visionary influence extended far
beyond Germany, inspiring a Europe-wide generation of hep-
atologists who have benefited from Michael Manns’ advice
and mentorship — the undersigned included. Michael Manns
had a unique gift for understanding and guiding people. He
opened doors for many that they would never have seen on
their own. His extraordinary ability to read situations inspired
countless colleagues and friends. Yet behind all of this stood
his tireless dedication, persistence, instinct, and creativity. You
could disagree with him, even argue passionately, but differ-
ences of opinion never led to stalemates — they always ended
in compromises that both sides could embrace.

The broader influence of Michael Manns to scientific de-
velopments in Europe and gastroenterology beyond hepatol-
ogy was profound. As President of the UEG in 2016 and 2017,
he coined the term “Digestive Health” to encapsulate the
bigger perspective of gastroenterology,? hepatology included;
a perspective becoming the signature hallmark of all UEG
activities since then. At the level of the European Union,
Michael Manns served as member of the Scientific Panel of
Health from 2014-2020, a coordinating expert entity set up by
the European Commission to oversee Horizon 2020 and
associated EU funded research.?® The Scientific Panel of
Health, which is now dissolved, still inspires discussions on the
forming of a European Research Council, and the harmoniza-
tion of health and research policies in Europe,®® an avenue of
work which was initiated by the The Biomedical Alliance in
Europe (BioMed Alliance) Research Committee for which
Michael Manns served as a member during the early years of
the BioMed Alliance in the period of 2009-2014. More recently

Obituary

this European-wide avenue of work was expanded to Michael
Manns co-chairing the EASL-Lancet Commission on Liver
disease in Europe,?*° the first report for which Dr. Ursula von
der Leyen served as keynote speaker during the launching
event, her involvement much due to its general importance for
EU health and research policies and the involvement of
Michael Manns.?® That said, a characteristic statement of
Michael Manns during the Lancet Commission meetings
became “... the liver is not only about alcohol and unhealthy
foods ...”, a statement illustrating his love for the liver - and his
strong orientation toward translational liver research - in all
areas of hepatology.

Michael Manns was born in Koblenz, a medium-sized city
on the banks of the Rhine. People from this region are known
for their friendliness, their love of wine and conviviality, but also
for their strong determination. He moved on to study medicine
in Mainz and Vienna and from 1977 to 1981, he trained under
his mentor Karl-Hermann Meyer zum Bischenfelde at the
Klinikum Charlottenburg in Berlin and in Mainz, where from
1986 he was appointed professor. On October 15 in 1991, at
not even 40 years old, Michael Manns became Director of the
then Clinic for Gastroenterology and Hepatology and Professor
at the Medical School of Hannover (MHH). Hannover, where he
lived with his beloved wife Cornelia and their four daughters,
became the “habitat” for the professional activities of Michael
Manns for the remainder of his career. He vastly contributed to
German learned societies through leading roles in the German
Society for Gastroenterology, Digestive and Metabolic Dis-
eases (DGVS), the German Liver Society (GASL) and the
German Society of Internal Medicine (DGIM). His dedication to
translational research was reflected in his acceptance in 2015
of the position of Clinical Director at the Helmholtz Centre for
Infection Research. In the same year, he was also the founding
director of an entirely new research institute for individualized
infection medicine (CiiM). In 2019, during the final years of his
clinical career, Michael Manns became president of the only
German medical university at the time - the Medical School
Hannover (MHH), guiding the MHH through truly turbulent
times, including the COVID-19 pandemic and the planning of a
complete rebuild of the hospital. His contributions were
recognized with the Grand Cross of the Order of Merit of the
State of Lower Saxony, awarded in April 2025 by then Minister-
President Stephan Weil.

Beyond his scientific and organizational achievements,
Michael Manns was above all a passionate physician. Many
patients sought him out personally from far beyond Hannover.
He always took the time to listen and met everyone with
extraordinary empathy. This unique combination of medical
excellence and human closeness deeply shaped his medical
practice. It also shapes the memory so many of us hold of
Michael Manns - he always had time for you and listened
genuinely, and when he spoke, you learned.
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