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Searching for excellence — appointments to chairs at the 
Medical Faculty of Vienna University in the 19

th
 century: 

Strategies for success or political programmes? 
 

(1) University, church and politics 

In the 19
th
 century appointments at the University of Vienna were determined by professional competence, 

networks and political expectations, as the history of the medical faculty demonstrates in different 

periods. In order to comply with the expectation of a ´turntable of Science` between Western and 

Eastern Europe, the medical faculty was forced to make concessions in its search for Excellence. On 

the one side, the Catholic Church controlled the university organization and selected, if possible, catholic 

professors. On the other side, the Habsburg Dynasty assigned its government to select from the 

appointment nominees of the medical faculty, those professors, from whom political correctness could 

be expected. The university had to conform to the changing political systems which determined the 

appointments of professors. This demand broke with the requirement on objective appointment procedures 

completely. According to Barbara Brezikofer, ―scientific human resources‖ were always dependent on 

the structure of the institution which requested and administered them.
1
 At every university, institutional 

structure shaped the professional role and reflected the mission of postsecondary educational institutions.
2
  

(2) Appointment procedures during reactionism 

When the Second Viennese Medical School was founded around 1830, by the pathologist Carl 

Rokitansky, the internist Joseph Škoda and the dermatologist Ferdinand Hebra, qualification examinations 

decided on appointments to the medical faculty. After the doctorate, scholars, who wished to go into 

academia, were supposed to write a habilitation, a second thesis. Once they passed their habilitation, 

they were called ´Privatdozent`. The nomination for professor extraordinarius made them eligible to be 

appointed to a chair.
3 

From the doctrines and principles contained in the qualification papers, the 

―morality‖ of the applicant was judged, which actually corresponded to a covered political ―attitude 

examinations‖. This meant, the more system-conformal the submitted scientific work was formulated, 

the higher the chances were for the applicant.
4
 The university at this time was not a place of ―free 

intellectual exchange‖.
5
 Chairs were given as acknowledgment for merits, which were based more on 
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loyalty to the system rather than on scientific work. Hence, to receive a chair at the University of 

Vienna, physicians were ready to fulfill the political expectations of the government. Whether they 

came from the capital Vienna or from the universities of the Crown lands, a chair or position at the 

University of Vienna was the ultimate goal of their university career.
6
   

Rokitansky, Škoda and Hebra broke through the reactionary system of the Vormärz and the 

nature-philosophical orientation of medicine. Liberal and precise scientifically oriented, they were 

neither seen by the Catholic Church, nor by the conservative government, as a new generation of 

professors. In this time, natural scientists were classified as ―free spirits, atheists or radicals‖ and their 

ideologies were thought to be a danger to the system.
7
 Furthermore, these young physicians from the 

Crown lands of the monarchy came from a lower social environment, as opposed to the one from 

which the older professors were recruited. In 1834, Rokitansky was nominated provisional professor 

extraordinarius at the pathological-anatomical institute.
8
 The reason being, no other physician was 

interested in this subject which had little prestige at that time. Rokitansky then had to wait ten years 

for a chair for pathological anatomy and the full professorship.
9
   

Škoda became well known for improving the method of physical diagnosis of thorax diseases.
10

 

However, his new scientific research methods were controlled by ―the guardian[s] of tradition‖ 
11

, the 

name given to conservative professors by progressive colleagues. When Škoda decided his patient‘s 

treatment on his own, he was ostracized.
12

 Moreover, his application for a leading position was 

rejected by the national institutions.
13

 Despite excellent qualifications Škoda´s application, for the 

chair of special pathology and therapy at the medical faculty of the University of Prague, was rejected 

in 1841.
14

 Škoda was known as a reliable scientifically oriented physician when he found a mentor in 

Baron Ludwig von Türkheim, referent at the Court appointed Study Commission.
15

 Through his 

influence, the clinician received the department of thorax diseases at the General Hospital in Vienna.
16

 

The Irish ophthalmologist William Robert Wilde visited Škoda´s department in 1843:  

Dr. Skoda‘s private clinique, for diseases of the chest, is perhaps the best school for 

acquiring a knowledge of the diagnosis of such affections that the foreigner can visit. […] 

As an auscultator, Dr. Skoda possesses an unrivalled reputation, and certainly his 

diagnosis of heart and lung affections is astonishingly correct.
17  

In 1845 Škoda applied for the chair of the medical clinic at the University of Vienna.
18

 The council 

of professors did not take up his application from the list of possible candidates.
19

 The qualification 
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proceedings of Škoda only led to the appointment in 1846 because of the political interventions of 

Türkheim and Cabinet Minister Count Anton Kolowrat-Liebsteinsky.
20

 

Hebra too, received his own department of skin diseases, with the intervention of Türkheim and 

against the resistance of the Lower-Austrian federal state government in 1845. Four years later he was 

nominated professor extraordinarius for dermatology, but had to wait twenty years before he was 

finally appointed professor.
21

 Rokitansky, Škoda and Hebra fulfilled all the requirements of a modern 

scientist. Their research output was increased by teamwork and participation of students and post docs 

from foreign countries; their research was published in well known journals, whereby their reputations 

grew nationally and internationally. These young physicians from the Crown lands Bohemia and 

Moravia were kept away from key positions due to the delays of their appointments. In the Habsburg 

Monarchy, the break-through of the modern scientifically oriented medicine was postponed.  

(3) The Medical Faculty of the University of Vienna opens up 

The reactionary system under State Chancellor Prince Clemens von Metternich-Winneburg broke with 

a revolution, on which the liberal physicians from the University of Vienna had substantial influence. 

Due to the over representation of doctors, the March Revolution of 1848 was also called the ―doctors 

revolution‖.
22 

Metternich was forced to resign and fled to England. Kolowrat took over the executive 

functions of the provisional State Department and disposed a turn in the education- and science-

politics.
23

 The Court appointed Study Commission was waived, and replaced by a Board of Education. 

A principle from the March 1849 constitution: ―The science and its teachings are free‖ became the 

symbol of a new era.
24

  

One of the most substantial results of the ―doctors revolution‖ was the opening up of the 

university. Lecturers, who had gained their habilitation at the medical faculty of the University of 

Vienna, received not only chairs at universities of the Habsburg Monarchy, but also in Germany.
25

 To 

improve the transfer of knowledge with this neighbour country, graduates from the Berlin Medical 

School were appointed to Vienna. The leading person behind the scene was Franz Seraphin Exner, a 

scientific adviser at the Board of Education and former professor of philosophy at the University of 

Prague. He was a ―glowing admirer‖ of the education system in Germany, particularly in Prussia.
26

 

Between 1849 and 1900, a total of thirteen per cent of foreigners were appointed to the Viennese 

medical faculty, the majority coming from Germany.
27

 Ernst Wilhelm Brücke, graduate of the Berlin 

Medical School and professor extraordinarius of physiology and general pathology at the University of 

Königsberg, applied for the chair of physiology at the University of Vienna in 1848.
28

 At first, he was 

afraid he would not be the right person for a conservative, catholic university, as he was a foreigner 
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and a protestant.
29

 Despite difficult circumstances he received his appointment decree on 30 March 

1849.
30

 Since 1805, Brücke was the first professor from a university outside of the Habsburg 

Monarchy, who had received a chair in Vienna.
31

  

When Count Leo Thun-Hohenstein became Minister of Education in July 1849, ―the spirit of the 

Roman-Catholic restauration‖ once again determined the politics in education. According to Thun, 

universities in Austria should be led catholic-conservatively and in their scientific level, equated to the 

protestant universities in Germany.
32

 The conception was a contradiction in itself, because the controlling 

principle of the Catholic Church was not compatible with academic freedom of protestant universities.
33

 

Alfons Lhotsky stated, that in appointment negotiations, Thun-Hohenstein paid more attention to the 

religious denomination and origin of the applicant, rather than to qualifications. The ―votes of the councils 

of the professors‖ were regarded by the Minister of Education as an `unbinding‘ recommendation. The 

minister ranked the candidates for a chair as he saw it correct and politically convenient.
34

 It was 

Thun, who proposed that a second medical clinic at the University of Vienna should be opened for the 

internist Johann Oppolzer.
35

 Oppolzer‘s appointment to the chair of this clinic was not discussed at the 

medical council of professors beforehand. Škoda and Rokitansky approached the new council member 

with caution, whereas Hebra rejected him outright.
36

  

The dissolution of the Board of Education on 20 October 1860 and the dismissal of Thun Hohenstein 

pointed to a liberalization of educational politics.
37

 However, the new German liberal Minister of 

State, Chevalier Anton von Schmerling, a ―servant of the crown‖ rather than a reformer, was now 

responsible for the Department of Education and Science.
38

 In publications and celebration speeches, 

professors referred to the education misery. Oppolzer, as a rector for the academic year 1861/62, 

criticized the lack of reform readiness in his inauguration speech.
39

 When the new pathological-

anatomical institute was opened in 1862, Rokitansky held an impressive speech on the meaning of the 

―Freedom for Natural Science‖ 
40

. Shortly afterwards, Schmerling offered the pathologist the position 

of a medical study adviser at the Department of State. The Minister of State put political hopes in 

Rokitansky. As his ―programme‖, the pathologist presented two brochures to the Minister of State: 

―Contemporary Questions relevant to the University‖ 
41

 and ―The Conformity of the Universities in 
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Consideration of present Austrian Conditions‖ 
42

. They contained plans for a common education 

programme with the universities of Germany.
43

  

For the prospective co-operation, Rokitansky engaged himself for the appointment of well-known 

German physicians such as the surgeon Theodor Billroth, another graduate of the Berlin Medical 

School, and professor at the University of Zurich.
44

 He hoped, that with appointments of German 

scientists, the `German science´ would be strengthened. The election of Billroth, as candidate for the 

chair of the Second Surgical Clinic, was commentated on euphorically by a collegue:  

In the question of appointment [...] the council of professors could not have made a 

luckier choice, than Billroth. [He] actually [counts] to the first eminent authorities of 

surgery in Europe. [...] The acquisition of such a distinguished instructor therefore lies in 

the deepest interest of our university.
45 

 

With his sensational pioneer operations of the larynx and stomach, Billroth had acquired a high 

reputation in society. In Vienna, he was selected into the circle of ―the hero professors of the 19
th
 

century‖ 
46

. Billroth was thirty-eight years old when he received the chair for surgery. Franz Gall 

found in his investigation for the period of 1848 to 1900, the academic career peak of physicians was 

reached relatively early at the University of Vienna. From the appointed one hundred professors, 

nineteen per cent were even under thirty years of age when they were appointed to a chair, the 

youngest of them was twenty-three and only one was over forty. Concerning mobility, forty-five of 

these professors taught at more than one university: two per cent at five, two per cent at four, twelve 

per cent at three and the majority at two.
47

 Generally it showed, that the Viennese Medical School 

achieved international reputation with the promotion of young, flexible and talented physicians. 

(4) National versus liberal appointment policy 
A concise example of this is the appointment of Salomon Stricker. After graduating from the medical 

faculty at the University of Vienna, he first worked at Brücke´s institute for physiology. Stricker 

concentrated on experimental research and through this, he was able to have his own laboratory at the 

clinic of Oppolzer. In 1868, when he was thirty-four years old, he was nominated professor extraordinarius.
48

 

His laboratory was renamed to an institute for experimental pathology. By separating experimental 

pathology from general pathology, Rokitansky was able to create at the Board of Education a full 

professorship for Stricker, without an appointment procedure. The specialization of pathology seemed 

to Rokitansky a specific selection option for the Viennese Medical School in relation to the Berlin 

Medical School. The council of professors of the medical faculty protested against the form, in which 

a new chair was created for Stricker in 1873, and against the separation from general pathology.
49

 

Since ―the opposition protested against the chair for experimental pathology‖, Sticker wrote in an article 

in the `Wiener klinischen Wochenschrift´, he and Rokitansky were being blamed about removing the 

medical faculty of Vienna University ―from the universities of the new German Reich‖.
50
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Armand von Dumreicher, the son of the surgeon Johann von Dumreicher and German-national 

oriented juristic adviser at the Board of Education, stated that the medical faculty was politically 

affected, since the power was in the hand of a federalistic government. Dumreicher spoke as well from 

the dangers of losing the ties with the universities of the German Reich. In April 1871, the medical 

faculty decided to let the Austrian Heinrich von Bamberger, professor for internal medicine in 

Würzburg since 1854, have the chair after Oppolzer. However, the Board of Education rejected this 

because Bamberger was said to be a little too unpatriotic since he had left Austria. Dumreicher 

interpreted this view as ―genuinely old-Austrian‖.
51

 In the attack on the Austria-centred, liberal 

education- and science-politics, Dumreicher found support with quite a few professors at the medical 

faculty, who had known each other from academic societies or fraternities. German-national oriented, 

they saw Bamberger, like Billroth, as an important mediator between the universities of the Habsburg 

Monarchy and the German Reich.  

In the academic year 1873/74, the controversy between the liberal and German-national professors 

focused on the appointments for three vacant chairs: pharmacy, applied medical chemistry and 

pathological anatomy. The Board of Education wanted to give the chairs, if possible, to Austrians. In 

order to rank Ernst Ludwig at the top for the chair of applied medical chemistry, some professors 

compiled an excellent advisory opinion for the Ministry.
52

 Only Billroth rejected it,
53

 as Ludwig was 

the candidate of Rokitansky.
54

 The surgeon knew, how to use his prestige and influence at the top of 

the hierarchy of the council of professors when it came to appointment procedures. Different opinions 

between the Board of Education, represented by Rokitansky and certain professors such as Billroth, 

were ignored by different ―tricks‖.
55

 Billroth opposed himself again in the appointment of the 

successor on Rokitansky´s chair of pathological anatomy, for which the pathologist Richard Heschl, a 

former assistant of Rokitansky, had applied. From 1855 to 1861, Heschl had taught general pathology 

at the University of Cracow, then he left for the University of Graz.
56

 Billroth refused to support 

―black-yellow‖ professors, who were monarchists and stood faithful to the flag of the Habsburg 

Monarchy.
57

 The surgeon showed Rokitansky clearly that his influence at the medical faculty of the 

University of Vienna had sunk.  

Pierre Bourdieu explains this behaviour of individual groups with a conflict model. For the ―struggle 

for power‖ of their representatives, ―excluding-strategies‖ were used, orientated on the ―reproduction 

of the corporation-body‖.
58

 For new appointments of chairs, candidates were selected ―who represented 

the group at best or who [were] worthy of becoming a member of the group‖. In the arising competitions, 

the particular groups were anxious to change, to increase or at least, to maintain the ―social distances‖ 

to non-members.
59

 Through the increasing German nationalism, Germans were preferred to foreigners 

in appointment-procedures at the University of Vienna.  
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(5) Anti-Semitism influences academic careers 
Although appointments of Jews were not hindered by anti-Semitism, criticism of their scientific work 

and institutes made it difficult for them to receive appointments. The academic career of Johann 

Schnitzler is a clear example of this. In 1865, he gained his habilitation in diseases of the breathing- 

and circulation organs at the University of Vienna.
60

 At the end of 1871, Schnitzler decided to 

establish a hospital in which needy patients could be treated free of charge. In return, they would be 

available as demonstration objects for students. On 1 January 1872, the Policlinic was opened as an 

addition to the university clinics and hospitals in Vienna.
61

 University lecturers, who had fewer 

opportunities for advancement at the university clinics because of their Jewish origin, were elected for 

heads of departments at the Policlinic.
62

  

The patient frequency confirmed that there was a need for this type of hospital in Vienna. 

However, Schnitzler had many opponents amongst the practical physicians, the medical council of 

professors and the medical section of the Viennese municipal council.
63

 Anonymous brochures were 

written against the Policlinic. Defamation and motions of no confidence were used to weaken the 

health centre.
64

 Schnitzler assumed that the criticism he wrote in his journals `Die Wiener Medizinische 

Presse´ and the `Internationale klinische Rundschau´ against resolutions of the councils of professors, 

were a further reason why he could not expect support of the colleagues in view to an appointment as 

a full professor.
65

 The attacks of the `German´ physicians were directed against the collective of the 

`Jewish´ physicians or centred on Schnitzler personally. Even before Johann Schnitzler died on 2 May 

1893, efforts were made to take all Jews out of the Policlinic, a clinic of Jewish origin.
66

 

The academic career of the neuro-pathologist Sigmund Freud was already determinated by anti-

Semitism at the University of Vienna 
67

 and the distrust against a new field of medicine, in this case, 

against the psychoanalysis. On 5 September 1885, Freud gained his habilitation and became a university 

lecturer. Based on his numerous publications, Freud expected to be nominated professor extraordinarius, 

but he refused to look for someone who would give him the application at the council of professors. 

Without his knowledge, the internist Hermann Nothnagel and the psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-

Ebing, recommended Freud for a professorship there.
68

 The reconciliation at the council of professors 

was delayed and several times, younger colleagues were preferred in the professor extraordinarius 

nominations until 1897. Freud decided, ―to break with the university definitely‖.
69

 

Despite the recommendation of the council of professors and despite the acceptance of their 

references in the Ministry, Freud`s application for nomination remained as an outstanding file in the 

Ministry for several years.
70

 In 1901 Krafft-Ebing and Nothnagel intervened again at the council of 
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professors in order to accelerate the negotiations at the Board of Education.
71

 Elise Gomperz, an ―old 

friend and former female patient‖, intervened through the Minister of Education, Wilhelm von Hartel, 

a former faculty colleague of her husband. The procedure was supposed to be delayed as secret plots 

against Freud should have hurt his image by the Minister of Education.
72

  

From a former teacher, the physiologist Sigmund Exner, Freud experienced that they smiled about 

the psychoanalysis ―in certain circles‖.
73

 ―The city of Vienna has done everything, to deny its part on 

the genesis of psychoanalysis‖, Freud wrote in his biography. ―In no other place can the analyst feel so 

clearly the hostile indifference of the scholarly and educated circles as here in Vienna now‖.
74

 Not 

before 1902, seventeen years after the habilitation, was Freud nominated professor extraordinarius. 

The psychoanalyst attributed the delay to ―confessional considerations‖ of the government.
75

 He 

described the public‘s reaction to his nomination in a letter to Wilhelm Fliess. It sounded like a parody 

on the Habsburg Monarchy:  

The participation of the population is very big. Already it rains congratulations and 

flower donations, as if the role of the sexuality would suddenly be acknowledged by His 

Majesty, the meaning of the dream confirmed by the Council of Ministers, and the 

necessity for a psychoanalytic therapy of the hysteria confirmed with two thirds majority 

in the parliament. […] I learned that this Old World is governed by the authority like the 

New one by the dollar. I made my first bow in front of the authority, and may hope to get 

rewarded.
76

 

Freud had to wait for eighteen more years before he was awarded with a full professorship in 1920.
77

 

(6) Conclusion 
This paper has shown that in the 19

th
 century, an appointment to a chair at the medical faculty of the 

University of Vienna was not only decided by high professional competence, but also by the number 

and quality of publications and the status in the Scientific Community. In ―Searching for Excellence‖, 

the social and national background, the religious denomination, the support of the university and non-

university organizations and fraternities also played an important role in determining careers. During 

Reactionism, a strong political lobby of Bohemians promoted young physicians from the Crown lands, 

during Liberalism, it concentrated on appointments of physicians from Germany. Graduates from the 

Berlin Medical School improved the scientific standards at the Viennese Medical School and initiated 

co-operations between the universities of both monarchies. While the federalistic government searched 

for the suitable professor, it focused on the type of the `true Austrian´, that was bound by German 

national professors to the German nationality in the last third of the 19
th
 century. Jews were increasingly 

hindered in their career.   
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