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In honour of Wilhelm Doerr

On the occasion of his 70th birthday

On 25 August 1984 Wilhelm Doerr — em. 0.6. professor for general pathology
and pathological anatomy and former head of the pathological institute
of the University of Heidelberg — will be 70 years old.



The editors and the publisher would like to take this opportunity to
pay tribute to the scientific merits and achievements of this many-sided
personality. His intellectual strength and his great depth of knowledge have
played a major role in the development of the journal.

Looking back over the work of Wilhelm Doerr one discovers that his
two very first articles appeared in Virchows Archiv in 1938; he was 24
years old at the time and had just completed his inaugural dissertation,
which, taking two malformed hearts as an example, provided a contribution
to Spitzer’s phylogenetic theory on heart development. This dissertation
was published in Volume 301 [1]. In the same year, a further work was
to appear, this time on the transposition of the great arteries [2]. In 1943,
Wilhelm Doerr presented a thesis (published in Volume 310 [3]), which
proved to be the climax of this stage of development. A masterly and com-
prehensive analysis of deformations of the human heart, this work represents
an early example of Wilhelm Doerr’s inimitable style, which is characterized
by two outstanding features: a conciseness of presentation, founded on
a broad classical education and a wealth of general and cultural knowledge
in the Renaissance sense, in combination with the extravagance of a Baroque
form. Wilhelm Doerr is genial in his formulation and a brilliant orator.
To read his articles or listen to his lectures is always an aesthetic treat,
for they are a veritable mine of profound insight into a wide range of
complex problems.

By the time he became editor of Virchows Archiv in 1966, Wilhelm Doerr
had published numerous other articles in the journal [4-11] on a variety
of pathological subjects. When it was decided in 1968 that the journal should
in future appear in two separate parts, Wilhelm Doerr became Managing
Editor of Virchows Archiv A together with Erwin Uehlinger. From the lat-
ter’s death in 1980 to the present day, he has performed this task with
great discretion, tireless devotion and admirable resoluteness. In an extensive
foreword to Volume 400, he outlined the further development of the journal
[20].

On reviewing the articles by Wilhelm Doerr that have appeared in Vir-
chows Archiv since he became Managing Editor in 1968, one is impressed
by the variety of topics, the force of expression and critical analysis.

Even before the age of computing and electronic data processing Wil-
helm Doerr was concerning himself with the important role of the autopsy
protocol in the solution of problems concerning modern research into illness
and indeed suggested new forms of plain text analysis [12].

Wilhelm Doerr’s editorial on the pathogenesis of cardiac infarction ap-
peared in 1977 [14]. In 10 guiding principles — comparable with the doctrines
of Martin Luther — he gives a precise summary of both classical findings
and questions on research into infarction that remain to be answered. In
a fascinating manner, this article combines historical data with the then
current results of basic research, demonstrating not only the extent of his
personal experience but also his wide knowledge of the literature. The “small
print” is just as important for an understanding of the problem dealt with
in this article as the guiding principles with which it begins.
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In 1978, Wilhelm Doerr wrote about the fundamental questions of arter-
iosclerosis [16], a subject in which he has had a life-long interest (e.g. his
monograph on the “perfusion theory of arteriosclerosis’ in 1963, and his
paper on the “pathways of arteriosclerosis” in 1964). It is always fascinating
to observe how Wilhelm Doerr vividly describes different complex problems
and how he notes for the future new principles of nosological classification.
This is especially true of the key role of vascular endothelium.

Volume 383, which appeared in 1979, contains Wilhelm Doerr’s article
on the concept of homology and its relation to pathological antomy [18].
Covering a wide range from Plato’s theory of ideas, to Goethe’s works
on “typology” and the *“gestalt philosophy” of Christian von Ehrenfels,
he vividly establishes the criteria of homology, explains the concept with
the aid of numerous examples, and demonstrates the value of homology
for the classification of diseases. The assimilation of humanistic knowledge
into pathology has repeatedly given Wilhelm Doerr fresh motivation and
represents a pillar in his total concept of ““theoretical pathology™.

A further problem, which has its roots in the philosophy of Aristoteles,
is the concept of heterochronia, particularly with respect to general patholo-
gy. Wilhelm Doerr’s article which appeared in 1983 in Volume 401 [21]
contains a wealth of knowledge and acts as an incentive to those interested
in this field. It analyses closely the development and differentiation of differ-
ent organ systems, taking the heart as an example.

Heterochronia within the cardiac muscle occurs as the result of the or-
ganic linkage of phylogenectically old and young parts of the heart and
is a fundamental reason for variations in pathological changes in cardiac
infarction or dysrhythmia. In a broad sense, these considerations form the
basis of ““anthropological pathomorphology ™.

For many years, ““theoretical pathology’ and its relation to pathological
anatomy has been a topic close to Wilhelm Doerr’s heart. An up-to-date
report on this subject is given in an editorial that appeared in Volume
403 at the end of April 1984. Under the title ““ Gestalt theory and morbid
anatomy”, he summarizes in brilliant fashion the ideas, views and knowl-
edge necessary for a perceptive interpretation of the concept of “gestalt
theory” in all its profundity.

Theoretical pathology has nothing to do with “natural philosophy”
but rather depends on principles of ““ gestalt philosophy” for the recognition
and identification of morbid processes. According to the Ehrenfels criteria,
“space gestalt”, “time gestalt”, “tone gestalt” and “sensation gestalt”
can be distinguished from each other. The principles of gestalt theory find
methodological application in several areas of pathological anatomy. Exam-
ples such as homology, specific inflammations, pathomorphosis and other
disease phenomena are cited, even pathological-anatomical diagnosis, in-
cluding the laws of mathematical logic. In the “ gestalt circle” the examina-
tion of facts and of “substance” in the philosophical sense are united.
“All lawfulness and order originates from a principle of the mind. The
visible manifestation of this principle is the innermost nature of the gestal-
ten”. The work of Wilhelm Doerr must be seen against this background.



In addition to his works on scientific theory and those of an epistemolog-
ical nature, Wilhelm Doerr has repeatedly seized the opportunity on special
occasions to write about the history and development of pathology: for
example, his article to mark the 100th birthday of Robert Réssle [13];
his thoughts on the fundamental aspects of pathology on the 100th anniver-
sary of the death of Rokitansky [15], which included a comparative analysis
of the life-works of Cruveilhier, Rokitansky and Virchow; and his warm-
hearted, personal tribute on the 80th birthday of Erwin Uehlinger [17].

Erwin Uehlinger, the great nestor of European pathology and the oldest
member to serve on the editorial board of Virchows Archiv, died only a
few months after his 80th birthday. The obituary written by Wilhelm Doerr
[19] is a reflection of their close relationship and an expression of his sorrow
over the gap left by the death of Erwin Uehlinger.

To mark the 100th anniversary of the death of Rokitansky, Wllhelm
Doerr wrote: “We now remember Rokitansky. He never published in our
archive. However, the fact that we are now devoting our attention to him
is a matter of intellectual ‘justice’. “From this point of view, it is more
than fitting and “just” that we should devote our attention to Wilhelm
Doerr on the occasion of his 70th birthday, for as I mentioned at the
beginning of this article, he has published a major part of his scientific
works in Virchows Archiv, repeatedly expressing his thoughts on fundamen-
tal questions of general and systemic pathology. Moreover, as Managing
Editor he has had a considerable influence on the standing of the journal
as well as on its direction. He has only been able to accomplish these im-
mense tasks because he possesses certain qualities that are rarely found
in combination in any one individual: originality and clarity of thought,
the ability to synthesize, tireless dedication in everyday activities and, per-
haps most important, good health. May Wilhelm Doerr retain these attri-
butes for many years to come — for his own well-being as well as that
of Virchows Archiv.
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