
1

KLAUS TASCHWER, JOHANNES FEICHTINGER,
STEFAN SIENELL, HEIDEMARIE UHL (EDS.)

EXPERIMENTAL BIOLOGY IN THE VIENNA PRATER 
On the History of the Institute for Experimental Biology 1902 to 1945



2

AUSTRIAN ACADEMY OF SCIENCES



3

Klaus Taschwer, Johannes Feichtinger,
Stefan Sienell, Heidemarie Uhl (Eds.)

EXPERIMENTAL BIOLOGY 
IN THE VIENNA PRATER 

On the History of the  
Institute for Experimental Biology  

1902 to 1945

Translation from German: Joanna White



4

Editors (for the ÖAW): 
Klaus Taschwer, Johannes Feichtinger, Stefan Sienell and Heidemarie Uhl

Text, unless stated otherwise: Klaus Taschwer
Design: Armin Karner, Image processing: Otto Beigelbeck

Translation: Joanna White

Illustrations:
Cover: Front view of the BVA building in the Prater, photographed by Erich Smeikal, 

Picture Archives of the Austrian National Library, 430.152-B
Back cover: Illustration from Hans Przibram (1930): Zootechniken. Experimental-Zoologie, vol. 7. 

Vienna/Leipzig: Franz Deuticke, Plate 1.

Printed on chlorine-free bleached cellulose, acid free, non-ageing paper.

Alle Rechte vorbehalten / All rights reserved
ISBN 978-3-7001-8001-2

Copyright © 2016 by 
Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften / Austrian Academy of Sciences

Wien / Vienna
Printed and bound: Prime Rate kft., Budapest

http://epub.oeaw.ac.at/8001-2
http://verlag.oeaw.ac.at

Printed and bound in the EU



CONTENTS
Preface ......................................................................................................................... 6
Foreword ..................................................................................................................... 8
Experimental Biology in the Prater ............................................................................ 10
The Changing Fortunes of  the Address ‘Prater No. 1’ ................................................ 12
Experimental Biology in Context Around 1900  ........................................................ 15
An Idealistic Triumvirate in the Service of Research ................................................... 18
Hans Przibram the Artist  .......................................................................................... 21
A Unique Infrastructure ............................................................................................ 24
A Generous Donation to the Academy  ...................................................................... 27
The ‘Toadkisser’ and the Experimental Institute ......................................................... 30
The Scandal of the Nuptial Pads ................................................................................ 33
Failed Careers at the University of Vienna .................................................................. 36
A Medical Star of the Interwar Years .......................................................................... 39
The Co-Founder of Sex Hormone Research  .............................................................. 42
From the Photo Album of the Institute for Experimental Biology .............................. 46
The Institute for Experimental Biology after the ‘Anschluss’ ....................................... 50
The Fate of the BVA Staff  .......................................................................................... 53
Destroyed in 1945 and then Suppressed .................................................................... 56
Re-Entering Collective Memory  ............................................................................... 59
A Short Chronology of the Institute for Experimental Biology ................................... 62
Selected Further Reading  .......................................................................................... 66
Editors / Credits ........................................................................................................ 68



6

PREFACE

With this publication and the 
exhibition it is based on, Exper
imental Biology in the Prater:  

On the History of the Institute for Exper
imental Biology 1902–1945, which  opened 
on 12 June 2015 in the Aula of the 
 Academy of Sciences (ÖAW) and was on 
display until 10 July of the same year, the 
Austrian Academy of Sciences honours 
the Insti tute for Experimental Biology in 
the Vienna Prater, one of the world’s first 
 research in stitutes for experimental biology.

In 1914 the imperial Academy of 
Sciences was presented the Institute for 
Experimental Biology (Biologische Ver
suchsanstalt, or BVA) by its founders Hans 
Przibram, Leopold von Portheim and Wil-
helm Figdor as a gift. The donation not 
only included the building and its facil-
ities but also an endowment fund worth 
300,000 kronen, which had been set up 
by the brothers Hans and Karl Przibram 
with Leopold von Portheim and the in-
come in interest from which was to secure 
the continuation of research activities. 
 Follo wing Karl Kupelwieser’s endowment 
of the In stitute for Radium Research to the 
im perial Academy of Sciences, the acquisi-
tion of the BVA was another decisive step 
in building the Academy’s profile as a place 
for research in the natural sciences.

The ‘Anschluss’ in 1938 and the Na-
tional Socialist seizure of power in Austria 
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represented a radical break, in  particular 
for the two institutes of the Academy of 
Sciences, the Institute for Radium Re-
search and the Institute for Experimental 
Biology, at which numerous – male and fe-
male – scientists were carrying out research. 
Many of them had Jewish backgrounds 
and were removed from the Academy on 
 ‘racial’ grounds. They were persecuted and 
 driven out of the country. We know of eight 
 people working at the Academy of Sci ences 
who died or were murdered in National 
Social ist concentration camps: the  Romanist 
 Elise Richter and seven members and staff 
of the BVA – Leonore Brecher, Henriette 
Burchardt, Martha Geiringer, Helene Ja-
cobi, Heinrich Kun, Elisabeth and Hans 
 Przibram.

The treatment of members and scien-
tists of the BVA and other Academy insti-
tutions who were persecuted as Jews during 
the period of National Socialist rule is a 
shameful chapter in the history of the Aus-
trian Academy of Sciences. The Academy 
took the occasion of the 150th anniversary 
of its founding to engage critically for the 
first time with its role under National So-
cialism. In 1997 it commissioned Herbert 
Matis to publish a study entitled Zwischen 
Anpassung und Widerstand. Die Akademie 
der Wissenschaften 19381945. In 2013 
the comprehensive volume The Academy of 
Sciences in Vienna 1938 to 1945 appeared. 

From this year, a plaque at the entrance to 
the festive hall at the ÖAW commemorates 
the ‘Victims of National Socialism among 
the Staff of the Academy of Sciences’. Their 
names and  fates can be looked up online 
in the  Memorial Book for the Victims of Na
tional Socialism at the Austrian Academy of 
Sciences.

The BVA occupies a special position 
within the ÖAW’s examination of its past 
during the National Socialist era. This 
pub lication hopes to provide the impetus 
for further, in-depth investigations into 
one of those Austrian research institutes 
which, over several decades, shaped the 
inter national academic landscape.

Anton Zeilinger
President of the Austrian Academy of Sciences

Ph
ot

o:
 S

ep
p 

D
re

isi
ng

er


