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ABSTRACT 

Discoveries made by Jan Evangelista Purkyně laid foundations for development of medical 

sciences in the nineteenth century. It particularly pertained to ophthalmology, neurology, neurosurgery 

and cardiology. Universality of scientific interests and activities supporting the Polish science in the 

nineteenth century will be regarded in this papers.   
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

 

The purpose of this papers is recalling the profile of this remarkable scientist, Jan 

Evangelista Purkyně, whose discoveries influenced on development of worldwide science. 

This scientist was the subject of many elaborations, dissertations, great works and small 

articles. Detailed studies were particularly conducted by Czech and Poles.  

Jan Evangelista Purkyně handled with philosophy, medicine and literature. He gave 

own ready ideas and works with pleasure to own scholars, for further elaboration.   

His universality and unique sense of observation produced many discoveries. Despite 

the passed time, Purkyně’s genius and work are appreciated and very often recalled by doctors 

from various nationalities, particularly by neurologists, neurosurgeons, ophthalmologists, with 
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regard to pioneer discoveries explaining the physiology of sensoric organs [Grzybowski, 

Pietrzak 2014, p. 2049-2050]. Discovering the processes existing when seeing, watching the 

internal eye structures, researches on the nystagmus phenomenon, description of vertigo, 

correlation of dysesthesia and disequilibrium with cerebellum, discovery of neural fibres that 

are called Purkyně fibres until now, researches on the conducting system of the heart (so 

called “heart automatism”), and much more, laid foundations for development of worldwide 

science in the nineteenth century [Rozsivalová 1956, Wade, Brožek 2001, Němec, Matoušek 

1955 and others]
1
. He conducted experiments and verified theories on own body. He 

examined the influence of chemical substances and drugs of herbal origin on own body 

[Martinczak 1962, p. 16, Jay 2000, p. 663]. It was not an extraordinary fact. Many scientist 

from the nineteenth century conducted various experiments on themselves.  

Jan Evangelista Purkyně worked in the Wroclaw University in the years 1823-1850. In 

the university stipulated above he created Europe-first Department of Physiology [Posner 

1969, p. 108]. Despite scientific researches in many fields of medicine, he simultaneously 

handled with tongue physiology - in both anatomical, physiological and linguistic extent. He 

combined literary and physiological passions when trying to scientifically prove the 

biological conditionings for observed cultural events. [Purkyne 1842, Opatrny, p. 20]. 

Purkyně is sometimes described as “poet” of the nineteenth century’s literature. In the Praha 

Museum some documents are preserved, including,”Der Schutzgeist Frankreichs an 

Frankreich”, Purkyně’s poem from 1804 year. [Opatrny, p. 13]. 

J. E. Purkyně knew several foreign languages, he fluently wrote and spoke in German, 

he was recognized for being the expert in Sorbian language. He became famous for translation 

of Schiller’s and Tess lyrical poetry. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe acknowledged Purkyně for 

continuator of own work dated back to 1810 year in the area of sight - ,,Theory of Colors” 

[Wade,  Brožek 200, p. 4]. They maintained contacts, Purkyně visited elderly Goethe in 

Weimar. In turn, Goethe when heard about the Purkyně experiments conducted on own body, 

called him “self-tormentor”: ,,an unusually excellent Man; an autodidactic and 

heautomorumentic spirituals and brillant piarist” [Posner p. 107]. 

Jan Evangelista Purkyně did not care for fame and acknowledgement of primacy. He 

published own works in several languages, very often in not so renowned periodicals. Inter 

alia, this is why his cellular theory was attributed to Schwann, whereas Helmholtz said that he 

did not know Purkyně’s researches on the ophthalmoscope 
2
 [Posner, p. 108]. 

 

   

2.  JAN EVANGELISTA PURKYNĚ AND HIS CONTACTS WITH POLISH  

     SCIENCE 

 

When Jan Evangelista Purkyně was in Wroclaw (1823-1850) he was at the peak of 

scientific achievements and fame. European scientists from the nineteenth century strived for 

personal acquaintance with him, and generally everybody who looked for support in own 

personal affairs did the same. He had extensive correspondence in several languages with 

scientists, artists, writers and poets. He was particularly popular among Poles related with 

scientific world or among those who wanted to establish own position in such world.  

                                                 
1
 Detailed description of J.E. Purkyně scientific output in the field of medicine is not the purpose of this papers. 

Multitude of elaborations and its accessibility in various languages can satisfy the curiosity of many readers.  
2
  Ophthalmoscope - device used for examination of fundus 
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Letters confirming the J.E. Purkyně’s correspondence with Polish scientists are 

preserved.  I.e. the letters of prof. Jozef Dietl, Karol Marcinkowski, prof. Jozef Majer, prof. 

Henryk Hoyer, prof. Fryderyk Skobel, Antoni Kozubowski, Teodor Matecki, Janusz 

Nowakowski, Florian Sawiczewski, Ludwik Neugebauer, Władysław Szerlecki [Konopka p. 

76]. Works with detailed analysis of Purkyně’s letters occurred in the twentieth century (i.e. 

Jedlička 1920, Opatrny 1969]. Such works are basic for our knowledge of scientific and social 

relations among the nineteenth century scientists. 

J.E. Purkyně’s personality, his friendliness, open mind for social and national problems, 

all of this made that Poles were particularly sympathetic to him or even “loved” him. They 

declared sympathy in letters and made dedications of various type. When J. E. Purkyně took 

the management in the Praha Institute of Physiology (for which he solicited many years ago), 

Wincenty Pol, a recognized poet being in cordial relations with J .E. Purkyně, wrote and 

dedicated a poem for professor, that was solemnly read at the Session of Krakow Scientific 

Society on February 8, 1852: with following fragment “...Your are the knight of our love and 

truth”
3
 [Pol 1961, p. 284-287]. 

People frequently wrote about the professor J.E. Purkyně in the nineteenth century in 

Poland. After scientist’s death in 1870 in the “Kłosy” illustrated magazine it was stressed out 

that professor was more often the subject of written works in Poland than in his native land 

[,,Kłosy” no. 251, 1870].  

First monography about the professor J.E. Purkyně life and scientific work was written 

by Pole, Janusz Ferdynand Nowakowski, at time when professor was still alive.  

It was pioneer, extensive elaboration based on the materials directly coming from 

professor, to which Nowakowski prepared himself when living in Praha and then he 

conducted vast correspondence for authorisation purposes.   

Novakowski wrote about the J.E. Purkyně work and suggested the interesting matters of 

interest for scientist, that were declared by him: 

,,1. Works separately published in Latin and German language; 2. Inaugural, philosophical, 

historical dissertation in cooperation with and under guidance of Purkyně’s works; 3. 

Dissertations in many magazines and in the works published by other authors; 4. Dissertations 

in encyclopaedias; 5. Reviews; 6. Public speeches in various scientific societies, announced in 

yearly reports; 7. Works written in Czech language; 8. Dissertations written in Polish 

language” [Nowakowski 1861, p. 289].  

Thanks to close contacts and friendship, Polish scientists knew very well the Purkyně’s 

works. They very often referred to such works in own publications, as well as dedicated own 

works to favourite scientist. Janusz Nowakowski and Ludwik Adolf Neugebauer dedicated 

own tome named ,,Descriptive anatomy of human body” to Purkyně. 

 

 

3.  JAN EVANGELISTA PURKYNĚ AND HIS POLISH ALUMNI 

  

Various elaborations on the scientist’s biography and scientific achievements include 

facts on friendliness with students. J. E. Purkyně undeniably influenced on scientific 

development and career of own students; first, when guiding them in education, giving 

researches and ideas; second, when supporting theirs candidatures for various positions.  

                                                 
3
 Poem in the “Ode to scientist” convention covers 6 pages. 
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He was originator and curator of Slavic Literary Society at the University of Wroclaw. 

During partition times it was the only legal student organisation. It was established by Poles 

in 1836 year. It should be emphasised, that the majority of Slavic Literary Society founders 

were medicine students. The Poles encouraged by professor’s authority entered into such 

organization willingly. At time of occupant policy oriented on denationalization, organisation 

ideally matched with unification trends of the “Slavic culture”, in broad meaning. Following 

political reasons, Slavic Literary Society raised interest and emotions in various circles. At 

time of own existence, 900 Poles participated in organization’s life [Archemowicz, Żabski, p. 

51].  

It is said that about 24 Poles were granted the Doctor of Medical Sciences title under 

care and scientific leadership of Jan Evangelista Purkyně [Konopka 1960, p. 69]. Among the 

remarkable Polish scientists, who were professor’s students, are: Maksymilian Adamski, 

Florian Cenowa, Teofil Matecki, Ludwik Gąsiorowski, Bogusław Palicki, Ludwik 

Neugebauer, Adolf Bernhardt [Konopka p.70].  

His students cultivated the principles inculcated by professor, they often protected the 

primacy of his discoveries, cared for morale and ethics in scientific researches. Nowakowski 

fought for Purkyně’s primacy in cellular theory. When presenting the “Purkyně and Schwann” 

paper at Warsaw Doctors Society session on April, 1866, he proved that Mr. Schwann 

published the papers on cell two years later, after professor Purkyně’s public presentation of 

the papers on cellular theory during scientific assembly [Nowakowski 1866, s. 420-422]. We 

should here recall, that Purkyně used the “protoplasm” term for the first time, that has been 

used in terminology until now, as well as discovered and described the cell nucleus for the 

first time in the world. Nowakowski made endeavours for attributing the role of cellular 

theory researcher to Schwann, instead of granting him author’s title [Konopka s. 73]. 

Nowakowski work was printed after two years, when he once more defended Purkyně in 

public on the 1st Convent of Polish Doctors and Biologists with papers on “Purkyně’s merits 

on discovery and acknowledgement of the cell importance in the development and 

construction of animal system” [Konopka s. 74]. It was a kind of tribute to professor - Jan 

Evangelista Purkyně died two months before the convent. The fact that Pole fought for 

Purkyně’s primacy and fought for acknowledging his cellular theory is not widely known. In 

contemporary elaborations in foreign language, developed by professor’s countrymen, with 

whom the Poles have been exchanging scientific papers and discoveries of J.E. Purkyně for 

one hundred years, are not recalled in Nowakowski’s papers [Englová, Tomicěk, s.28]. 

The Jagiellonian University granted him honoris cause doctorate in 1839, he was the 

active member of Krakow Scientific Society and Warsaw Medical Society. 

In the twentieth century Polish scientists and doctors cyclically recalled the portrait and 

achievements of J. E. Purkyně. In the interwar period Marek Gofrejn recalled the Jan 

Evangelista Purkyně achievements [Róziewicz s.351]. Ophthalmologist from Vilnius 

published the article in 1929,  that was shocking in the scientific world, because it proved that 

ophthalmoscope was not discovered by Herman Helmholtz, but Jan Evangelista Purkyně, 

instead [Purkyne 1823].  

Purkyně viewed the eye structures by lighting them and applying the dispersing lens, 

similarly to Helmholtz many years later, when constructing ophthalmoscope. Now we should 

list the Kazimierz Bross works, who published several articles on Purkyně on the occasion of 

scientist’s 150 anniversary [Bross 1937].  
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Pic. 1. Convent Schedule - Special Collection from Main Medical Library in Warsaw. 

 

 
 

Pic. 2. Invitation for prof. Stanislaw Konopka - Special Collection from Warsaw Main 

Medical Library. 
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After World War II, in the fifties, the interest in the Jan Evangelista Purkyně revived. In 

the Collection of General Medical Library documents about the organization of international 

ceremony and exhibition dedicated to J.E. Purkyně are preserved. Such documents are papers 

from organization committee meeting in 1957, Jarosław Opatrny’s hand-written letters, prof. 

Konopka’s letters and documents - including manuscript from speech prepared on the 

occasion of conference. Recalled documents confirm the great engagement of many people in 

the activity oriented on organizing the international ceremony of science commemorating this 

great scientist. Organizational committee comprised of i.e.: Prof. dr Andrzej Klisiecki, prof. 

dr Zdzisław Wiktor, prof. dr Antonii Knot, dr Jarosław Witt Opatrny, dr Stanisław 

Szpilczyński, mgr Stanisław Nawara, mgr Leszek Barg, Halina Wybultowa.  

Ceremony took place on October 24, 1959, Ministers of Health from Poland, 

Czechoslovakia and German Democratic Republic participated in it, as well as scientists, 

doctors, students, people of culture and science, national delegations. People read papers 

dedicated to particular scientific works of Purkyně, professor’s personal relics were presented, 

scientist’s office was reconstructed according to preserved descriptions and it was completed 

with his own belongings. There were i.e. Russian and Prussian inscriptions, watch close to 

him in his whole life, that he received from father, bible received from godmother, 

microscope, porcelain inkpots, pictures, documents - including document confirming leaving 

the monastery [Szpilczyński p. 306]. Exhibition catalogue in three languages, German, Czech 

and Polish, was issued as souvenir book from exhibition.  

[Opatrny, Szpilczyński, Wybultowa 1959]. 

 

 

4.  CONCLUSION 

 

Jan Evangelista Purkyně was friend of Poles. Memory of him, his works, achievements, 

personality and kindness outlived his students.  It was also cultivated in the twentieth century. 

It should be reminded, that 84 works dedicated to this exceptional scientist originated in the 

years 1841-1987 [Róziewicz p. 359]. At the Polish People’s Republic times he was the 

symbol of friendship between Poland and Czechoslovakia  Presently, despite obvious and 

undoubted scientific achievements, we should emphasis the visionary and timeless 

observations on kindness and honesty in science, that was expressed by him in literary works 

and in letters.  
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