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The name Wilhelm Griesinger
means nothing to all but a few
American physicians despite the fact
that Griesinger s observations and
ideas have had as great an influence
on American clinical practice as
those of any nineteenth-century phy-
sician.

Griesinger was born in Stuttgart
in 1817 and hegan his study of medi-
cine in 1854. He distinguished him-
self by his independence of mind,
his absence from classes, and bis in-
terest in the most up-to-date medical
literature. He received his degree in
1858, traveled in France for a year,
and then spent two years in psychi-
atric study in Germany, He soon be-
came an instructor in medicine at
Tubingen and tbe editor of the
Archiv fiir physiologische Heilkunde
(physiologic therapy), However he
continued his interest in psychiatry;
he was assistant physician at the
asylum of Winnenthal, In 1845, at
the age of 28, he published his text-
book of psychiatry: this booh had a
greater effect on American psychi-
atry directly and indirectly than any
other book on the subject before or
since.

In addition be made other notable
contributions. His writings on ma-
laria and on typhus, typhoid, and
relapsing fevers (1857-1864) did
much to clear up the confusion con-
cerning these diseases. In 1866 he
established the relation between
hookworm infestation and anemia.
The condition which up until then
had been called miners anemia,
bricklayers’ anemia, St, Gothard
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tunnel anemia, or Egyptian or trop-
ical chlorosis, became known for a
time as Griesinger s anemia, (His
studies were carried out in Egypt,)
During this period he was professor
of medicine and director of the Uni-
versity Clinic at Zurich. He also de-
scribed Griesinger s sign—edema of
the mastoid tip in patients with sinus
thrombosis; pulsus paradoxicus,
which was called Griesinger-Kiiss-
maul s sign: and pseudohypertrophic
muscular dystrophy, which was
called Duchenne-Griesinger dis-
ease.

However his psychiatric contribu-
tions were even more notable. His
book originally published in 1845,
went through several German edi-
lions and was translated into French
and English. It became tbe leading
textbook of psychiatry in the Ger-
man-speaking countries of Europe.
In it he pointed out that a basic de-
fect in psychosis was the inability
to form abstractions and that the
symptom of confusion was a good
prognostic sign in psychotic patients.
He explained the manifestations of
psychosis as a disorder of ego-func-
tion: According to Griesinger the
ego disintegrated (or was replaced)
in psychotic patients, a process that
was favored by weak ego-defenses.
He agreed with his predecessor
Jacobi that the manifestations of
psychosis were due to an upsurge of
primitive impulsive drives. (All these
ideas"—~formulated eleven years be-
fore Ereud was born, became a cor-
nerstone of Freudian psychiatry and
ultimately of twentieth century
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American psychiatry). Although he
was a strong proponent of ego-psy-
chology he nevertheless insisted that
mental disease was a disease of the
brain and not of some sort of dis-
embodied mind or soul. His influ-
ence demolished, at least for a time,
the tendency of Germanic psychi-
atry (based on Platonic supersti-
tions) to combine physiological spec-
ulations with psychologic metaphor.
In addition, his emphasis of the role
of reflex activity, from 1843 on,
stimulated the Russians, first Seche-
nev, then Bechterev, and finally
Pavlov, to develop their ideas,
which later contributed greatly to
American behavioristic psychology.

He also founded a new journal,
Archiv fiir Psychiatrie and Nerven-
krankheiten, the first issue of which
appeared in 1868. In his preface to
this work he suggested that only
dangerous, uncooperative, unman-
ageable, or suicidal patients be kept
in closed mental hospitals and that
they be housed in special cottages
after discharge until they became
adjusted to living in the world. He
also suggested that many chronic
patients be kept in agricultural com-
munities and that others be given
family care, after the manner of the
treatment used at Gheel in Belgium
for several centuries. (Treatment at
Gheel received the ultimate stamp
of approval several years ago—a fea-
ture article in Life magazine.) All
these ideas were made available in
translation in the American Journal
of Insanity in 1Q0B (volume 60, page
97 and 185) but have only recently
come into prominence in this coun-
try, still without reference to his
priority in this matter.

In 1866 Griesinger succeeded
Romberg as professor at Berlin. At
this point he had twenty years of
phenomenal accomplishment behind
him and could anticipate twenty
more years of good work. He now
had all the advantages associated
with occupying a famous chair at a
leading university. However he died
only two years later. His early death
probably kept him from becoming
the greatest clinical teacher of the
nineteenth century. He had a vora-
cious mind, enormous energy and
extraordinary powers of observation.
Both his pupils and his patients ad-
mired him greatly, the former be-
cause of his devotion to teaching,
the latter because of his close atten-
tion to patient signs and symptoms;
both became the basis of his remark-
able bedside teaching. 1



