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I had the honor of meeting Hans Renz in 1946 in Caracas, 
where Hollis Hedberg had asked him to come to discuss a 
possible position with Mene Grande Oil Company. He was 
a tall man with a ramrod straight posture, thinning brown 
hair, and a basso guttural voice. He spoke excellent English, 
Spanish, and French, although German was his native lan-
guage. Hans transferred to Caracas when I was leaving for 
the States, but we maintained a professional relationship and 
a personal friendship that lasted until his death. 

Hans Hermann Renz was born on May 9, 1910, in 
Ludwigsburg, southwestern Germany. His father was a 
tailor who worked for a large manufacturing firm there. 
He had an older brother, Willy, and a twin sister, Gretel. In 
1927, the family was transferred to Bern, Switzerland, but 
Hans remained in Germany until completion of his high 
school degree in 1928. He rejoined the family, but later returned to Germany where he attended a 
few semesters at the Stuttgart Polytechnic School. There he became very interested in the natural 
sciences, geology in particular.

In 1930, he enrolled at the University of Bern, majoring in geology under Professor Paul 
Arbenz. In 1934, he graduated, magna cum laude, with a Ph.D. in geology and paleontology. His 
thesis, his first paper, was published in the Eclogae Geologicae Helvetiae in 1935. It concerned the 
stratigraphy and paleontology of the Mytilus Shale in the Swiss Prealps. Hans remained at the uni-
versity for two additional years, doing post-graduate work in stratigraphy and paleontology. Dur-
ing that time, he was an assistant to Professor Arbenz, and during the summers of 1934 and 1935, 
he worked with Professor Maurice Gignoux from the University of Grenoble.

In December 1936, Hans married a young lady from Switzerland named Martha Renz—no 
relation! Shortly afterward, he left, alone, for a position as micropaleontologist with the Trinidad 
Leaseholds Ltd. geological laboratory in Pointe-à-Pierre, Trinidad, under Hans Kugler. Six months 
later, Martha joined him. In 1939, he was promoted to Chief Stratigrapher in charge of the labora-
tory. That same year, Martha had a son, Hansueli, and in 1942, a daughter, Marianne. Both were 
born in Pointe-à-Pierre. 

In addition to his regular duties, Hans published a number of papers on the stratigraphy and 
paleontology of Trinidad, Venezuela, and California.

In 1947, he moved to Caracas, Venezuela, as Director of Mene Grande Oil Company’s 
Stratigraphic Laboratory. He held that position until 1963. This was a very prolific period of his 
life. Besides directing the laboratory and being involved in Mene Grande exploration decisions, 
he was a member of the Gulf Oil Geological Committee. He assisted at the inaugural session of 
the International Sub-commission on Stratigraphic Classification (ISSC) at the International Geo-
logical Congress in Algiers in 1952, and was a member of the Sub-commission until 1985. He also 
published a number of papers on paleontology and Venezuelan geology. Among these are several 
papers co-authored with J.A. Cushman. His most outstanding paper is the Geological Society of 
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America Memoir 32 on the “Stratigraphy and Fauna of the Agua Salada Group, State of Falcón, 
Venezuela,” published in 1948.

From 1963 to 1969, with the impending Venezuelan nationalization of oil companies, Hans 
worked as an exploration advisor on loan to Gulf’s Eastern Hemisphere Division headquartered in 
London. There he came in contact with European, African, and Middle Eastern exploration problems.

In 1969, Hans retired from Mene Grande and moved back to Switzerland. However, in 1972, 
he was asked to consult for Gulf Oil Corp., and he moved to Coral Gables, Florida. His studies 
covered exploration problems in the Caribbean, eastern Canada, Taiwan, Sulawesi, northern Suma-
tra, and northeastern Colombia. 

This activity lasted until 1981, when he returned to Switzerland, and his forty-five year 
involvement with the petroleum industry came to an end. 

Hans Renz belonged to many American, Venezuelan, and European scientific organizations. 
He had been a member of the American Association of Petroleum Geologists since 1941 and a 
Fellow of the Geological Society of America since 1949. Besides numerous private reports, Hans 
authored or co-authored 35 publications.

He was part of a group of brilliant Swiss biostratigraphers, which included Hans Bolli and 
Paul Brönnimann, gathered by a relatively small oil company, Trinidad Leaseholds Ltd. In those 
days, micropaleontology was still a young science used mostly for the purpose of well correlation. 
Hans was one of the earliest workers to stress the importance of planktonic species for regional 
correlations because of their relative independence from local environment. He stated in 1948 
(GSA Memoir 32) “The composition of a foraminiferal assemblage at any given point in the sea 
depends on depth, temperature, salinity, aeration, light, configuration of sea floor, etc. … However 
if there are pelagic species of known time significance present in otherwise heterotropic faunas, 
a correlation will be possible regardless of the faunal facies. A pertinent example is Globorotalia 
foshi.” Today, pelagic microfauna are widely used in chronostratigraphy. In 1969, Hans was co-edi-
tor with Paul Brönnimann of the Proceedings of the First International Conference on Planktonic 
Microfossils held in Geneva in 1967. 

During his entire life, Hans had a deep concern about stratigraphic nomenclature. With H.D. 
Hedberg and H.G. Schenck, he was one of the early proponents of a clear separation between 
chronologic, chronostratigraphic, and lithologenetic units. He made great contributions to the 
understanding of northern South American stratigraphy.

Although Hans always enjoyed Swiss fondue, hiking, swimming, tennis, and photography, 
his real hobby was geology—he was a geologist’s geologist.

In 1993, after nearly fifty-eight years of marriage, his beloved Martha died after a long illness, 
and he passed away ten years later, on January 10, 2003. 

Hans is survived by his son, Hansueli, who, with his family, lives in Switzerland, and by his 
daughter, Marianne, who resides in the United States.
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