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It is twenty years now that 
my book about 
“Dermatology and 
Dermatopathology under the 
Swastika” has been 
published. At that time, it 
seemed to be a merely 
historical endeavour without 
immediate relevancy for the 
presence. The superiority of 
Western democracies, with 
their free exchange of ideas 
and uninhibited interaction 
among individuals, over 
totalitarianism and 
dictatorship seemed to have 
been established, 

Dermatology

in Nazi 

Germany



and the world seemed to 
grow together. For a 
century, this had been far 
from clear. 
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When 100 years ago, at 
the end of the First World 
War in 1918, parliaments 
with full political 
responsibility elected 
freely by all adult citizens 
were established in 
countries such as 
Germany, Austria, 
Hungary, Sweden, Norway, 
and the Netherlands,
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democracy with its 
inherent opposition, 
disputes, and 
demonstrations was 
widely regarded as 
inefficient and weak, and 
in the ensuing years, 
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the autocratic regimes 
established in countries 
such as Japan, Italy, and 
Germany, with all citizens 
being obliged to pull 
together, seemed to hold 
far greater promise. 
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That illusion was rebutted 
devastatingly.
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Just as nature flourishes 
because of the free 
interaction of atoms, 
molecules, and cells 
governed by a 
circumscribed set of 
natural laws, societies 
flourish due to the free 
exchange of ideas. This 
seemed to have been 
understood, 
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and it is alarming to note 
the appeal exerted once 
again by powerful leaders 
and the renaissance of 
autocratic regimes in 
countries such as Russia 
and Turkey. A review of 
what happened in 
Germany under the 
Swastika, therefore, may 
now more relevant now 
than when my book was 
published.  
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In the 1930s, medicine in 
Germany was turned 
upside down by the Nazis -
from serving patients to 
serving the state, 



from being premier in the 
world to being backward,
from highest ethical 
standards



to the most brutal 
perversion of them. By 
that development, 
dermatology was affected 
especially 



because it was identified 
with Jews in the eyes of 
the public. At the end of 
the 19th century, German 
and Austrian dermatology 
had been brought to 
preeminence in the world 
chiefly by Jewish 
practitioners, such as 
Auspitz and Pick, Kaposi 
and Neumann, Neisser
and Köbner, Lesser and 
Unna. 
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At the beginning of 1933, 
Jews accounted for 0.8% 
of the German population, 
for 16% of German 
physicians, and for 25% of 
German dermatologists, a 
number that exceeded 
that of all other medical 
specialists, except for 
pediatricians. To exclude 
those Jewish practitioners 
from the medical 
profession was one of the 
highest goals of the Nazis. 
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According to Martin 
Bormann, the secretary of 
Adolf Hitler, “the Führer 
holds the cleansing of the 
medical profession far 
more important than, for 
example, that of the 
bureaucracy, since in his 
opinion the duty of the 
physician is or should be 
one of racial leadership.”
In other words, physicians
had to enhance the racial
quality of the German 
people by stimulating the
reproduction of valuable
human beings, and 
because venereal diseases
could interfere with that
goal, dermatology and 
venerology were
considered to be of prime 
importance.
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The dermatologist, Bodo 
Spiethoff, stated in 1933: 
“In the fight against 
venereal diseases 
everybody should be 
guided by the idea that, in 
the words of our Führer, 
Adolf Hitler, the fight 
against this plague is not 
only one task but the main 
task of the nation.”
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The Nazis waisted no time. 
April 1st, 1933, was 
declared “day of the 
general boycott of Jews.”



Storm troopers appeared 
in front of Jewish shops 
and the offices of doctors, 
molested everybody who 
wanted to enter them, 



and warned the public not 
to attend Jewish 
physicians and lawyers. 



Six days later, the “Gesetz
zur Wiederherstellung des 
Berufsbeamtentums” –
“Law for the Restauration 
of Professional Civil 
Service” was enacted, 
according to which Jews 
and political opponents 
could be eliminated from 
the Civil Service. Their 
dismissal was notified to 
them in short, impersonal 
letters like this one to 
Oscar Gans, the chairman 
of dermatology in 
Frankfurt, 



who had just published a 
two-volume update of 
Unna’s classical textbook 
of dermatopathology
under the title “Histologie
der Hautkrankheiten.”
Shortly after his dismissal, 
Gans emigrated to 
Bombay. 
But this is only one 
example. 

Oscar Gans



Dermatologists were fired 
at almost all German 
universities, either 
because they were Jewish, 
or affiliated with Jews, 
such as Alfred 
Marchionini, whose wife’s 
grandmother had been 
born Jewish, or because 
they were deemed 
unreliable politically. I 
simply do not have the 
time to mention all those 
names. 
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In some cities, that policy 
seriously challenged 
medical care for the 
inhabitants, especially in 
Breslau, where most 
physicians were of Jewish 
descent and where the 
skin clinic 



was even decorated with 
Stars of David. The quality 
of medical care, however, 
was of no concern for the 
government. Within a few 
months, the University of 
Breslau was forced to 
dismiss numerous 
outstanding 
dermatologists, 



among them Hermann Pinkus, who 
eventually described alopecia mucinosa, 
eccrine poroma, and fibroepithelial
tumor of Pinkus and wrote one of the 
leading textbooks of dermatopathology
of the 20th century; Stephen Epstein 
who developed the concept of 
photoallergies and became vice-
president of the Society for Investigative 
Dermatology; Rudolph Leopold Mayer, a 
leading dermatopharmacologist; Walter 
Freudenthal who coined the terms 
„keratoacanthoma“ and „lichen 
amyloidosus“ and was the first to 
distinguish solar and seborrheic 
keratoses from one another; Hans 
Biberstein who developed 
immunotherapy for warts; and the 
chairman of the department Max 
Jessner, who introduced chemical 
peeling is still known for his description 
of “lymphocytic infiltration of the skin” 
in 1953.
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Those brief data, however, 
do not communicate what 
it meant to those men be 
suddenly turned into 
outcasts. Biberstein and 
Jessner had fought for 
Germany in World War I 
and were German patriots. 
Like them, most Jews had 
a much stronger German 
than Jewish identity, and 
many of them, such as 
Hermann Pinkus, did not 
even belong to the Jewish 
religious community.

Hans Biberstein Max Jessner



Likewise, Siegfried 
Bettmann, chair of 
dermatology in 
Heidelberg, was a 
professed Lutheran; 
nevertheless, he was 
removed from office in 
1933. Franz Herrmann, an 
associate of Oskar Gans in 
Frankfurt, was also 
Christian, but was 
dismissed because of his 
Jewish ancestry. After 
emigration to the United 
States, he was in charge of 
basic and laboratory 
research at the Skin and 
Cancer Unit of New York 
University. 
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Walter Lever was what the 
Nazis called “Jewish half-
breed, second degree,”
because his father, 
Alexander Lever, was half-
Jewish. He had a private 
practice in Erfurt, Adolf 
Hitler street 4, and was 
listed in the archives of 
the city under the heading 
“Jewish firms, physicians, 
dentists, and lawyers.”
Alexander Lever stayed in 
Germany, 



while his son, Walter, 
emigrated to the Boston 
where had a superb 
academic career, 
described bullous 
pemphigoid, and wrote his 
influential textbook, 
“Histopathology of the 
Skin.” Walter Lever never 
considered himself to be 
Jewish, 
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and after his death, his 
widow and co-author of 
the 7th edition of his 
textbook, Gundula
Schaumburg-Lever, 
responded to the question 



whether Walter had left 
Germany because of some 
Jewish origin or for any 
political reasons: “There 
was no Jewish origin.” In 
truth, despite his self-
identification as Christian, 
Walter Lever would never 
have had the slightest 
chance of an academic 
career in Nazi Germany.

In short, for most of those 
who were regarded as 
Jews by the Nazis, the loss 
of their German identity 
was very hard to accept, 



and some of them 
eventually committed 
suicide, e.g., Ernst 
Delbanco, a close co-
worker of Paul Gerson 
Unna, 
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and Fritz Juliusberg, who is 
remembered for his 
original description of 
pityriasis lichenoides
chronica.

The new anti-Jewish 
legislation affected not 
only universities, but also 
physicians in private 
practice. 



In April 1933, a decree was 
issued by the German 
Ministry of Labor
according to which “the 
practice of insurance panel 
doctors of non-Aryan 
descent and panel doctors 
who have been active in 
Communist causes is now 
terminated. New 
admissions of such 
physicians to practice in 
the scope of health 
insurance will not happen 
any more.”

The practice of insurance panel 
doctors of non-Aryan descent and 
panel doctors who have been 
active in Communist causes is 
now terminated. New admissions 
of such physicians to practice in 
the scope of health insurance will 
not happen any more.

German Ministry of Labour, April 22nd, 1933



As a result, many Jewish 
physicians had to close 
down the practices, and 
many of them left 
Germany: 



Of about 8000 Jewish 
physicians in 1933, some 
3000 emigrated during the 
first year of Nazi rule. 
Subsequently, however, only 
few left the country. In 1937, 
there were still 4220 
practicing Jewish physicians 
in Germany. Those numbers 
were considered by the Nazis 
to be unacceptable. As a 
consequence, a decree was 
issued, in July 1938, that 
forbade Jewish physicians 
from practicing and 
withdrew their licences. Of 
more than 3000 Jewish 
physicians, only 709 were 
allowed to continue treating 
exclusively Jewish patients –
not as doctors but as “health 
attendants.”0
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One of them was Felix 
Pinkus who is best known 
for his original description 
of lichen nitidus, but who 
also made

Felix Pinkus



important contributions to 
the anatomy of the skin, 
such as the description of 
the “Haarscheibe” and of 
the mantle of the follicle, a 
cord of undifferentiated 
sebaceous cells. 



From 1938 on, all the 
orders and prescriptions of 
Felix Pinkus had to be 
stamped with a Star of 
David and a note that 
Pinkus was allowed to 
practice medicine 
exclusively on Jews.
But the year 1938 brought 
many other changes: 



all Jews had to have their 
passports for foreign travel 
stamped with a large “J”. 
By law, they had to acquire 
Jewish sounding 
surnames, Sarah for 
women and Israel for men. 
Hence, it was no Felix 
Pinkus any more, but Felix 
Israel Pinkus.



Jews were barred from 
schools, resorts, and 
libraries. On the front 
doors of public buildings, 
signs were attached saying 
“Access for Jews 
Prohibited,”



and even the benches in 
parks and on sidewalks 
were reserved “Only for 
Aryans.” 



During the nationwide 
progrom of November 9, 
1938, almost a hundred 
Jews were killed, their 
shops and houses were 
destroyed,



and synagogues were set 
on fire.
These events ultimately 
destroyed the illusion that 
there might be a future for 
Jews in Germany. Many of 
those who had borne their 
fate and hoped for 
changes to the better, 
were now willing to 
emigrate, but by now it 
was extremely difficult to 
find a place of refuge. 



The United States, for 
instance, accepted only 
21.000 Jewish immigrants 
during the entire war, and 
those arrived without any 
means,



just with a basket in their 
hands.
Those poor perspectives 
influenced the decision to 
emigrate,



a decision that was made 
predominatly by young 
people, persons under 40 
years of age, who were 
responsible for the 
shrinking population of 
Jews in Germany. In 
contrast, the population of 
Jews over 40 years of age 
remained relatively 
constant. Those older 
persons were rooted in 
Germany and did not see a 
future abroad - therefore 
they stayed, and were 
subjected to a constantly 
increasing degree of 
suppression and violence.
With the beginning of the 
war in September, 1939, 
the movements of Jews 
were restricted, and their 
rations cut. 
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Since 1941, Jews had to 
wear a badge with a 
yellow Star of David. 



They were pushed into 
forced labor, and most of 
them were taken to labor
camps 



that were later changed 
into annihilation camps 



where approximately five 
million persons were 
gassed.

Among the Jews who died 
in concentration camps 
were several prominent 
dermatologists, 



including Karl Herxheimer, 
the former chairman of 
dermatology in Frankfurt 
who is best known for his 
description of the 
Herxheimer reaction in 
the treatment of syphilis 



and of acrodermatitis
chronica atrophicans, but 
who also made important 
contributions to the 
anatomy of the skin, such 
as the description of the 
epidermal basement 
membrane



and of tonofibrils within 
keratocytes. Herxheimer
had already retired in 
1930. After the Nazis had 
assumed power, his 
friends urged him 
repeatedly to leave the 
country, 



but Herxheimer insisted to 
stay in his hometown 
Frankfurt which he knew 
and where he was known 
and respected. However, 
his living conditions soon 
deteriorated; within a few 
years the proud and self-
assured professor 

Karl Herxheimer



was turned into a man 
marked by the hardships 
of his time, isolated and 
poverished because his 
house, his books, and 
most of his personal 
belongings had been 
confiscated.

Karl Herxheimer



On August 24, 1942, the 
registrar of the University 
of Frankfurt wrote this 
letter to the Gestapo: “The 
former Jewish university 
professor, Dr. Karl Israel 
Herxheimer, resident here, 
Friedrichstr. 26 I, 
identification number Q 
02182, still receives public 
benefits from the local 
university cashdesk. In 
order to avoid 
overpayment, I ask for 
information of my office in 
the case that Herxheimer
should be evacuated.”
Three days later, 
Herxheimer was arrested, 
taken to the railway 
station,

The former Jewish university professor, 
Dr. Karl Israel Herxheimer, resident 
here, Friedrichstr. 26 I, identification 
number Q 02182, still receives public 
benefits from the local university 
cashdesk. In order to avoid overpayment, 
I ask for information of my office in the 
case that Herxheimer should be 

evacuated.

Registrar of the University of Frankfurt, August 24, 1942



put in a sealed waggon, 
and together with 
hundreds of other Jews 
transported to 
Theresienstadt where he 
died of dysenterie and 
starvation only three 
months later.



At about the same time, 
another giant of 
dermatology arrived in 
Theresienstadt: Abraham 
Buschke, 
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whose name is linked 
eponymically to several 
diseases, e.g., scleredema
of Buschke, the Buschke
Ollendorff syndrome, and 
the giant condyloma of 
Buschke and Löwenstein.



Buschke was dismissed 
from his position as 
director of dermatology at 
the Rudolf Virchow 
hospital in Berlin in 1933. 
Subsequently, he worked 
at the hospital of the 
Jewish community, and 
because he did not want 
to give up these duties, he 
even returned from a trip 
to the United States in 
1937. Five years later, 
Buschke and his wife, were 
taken to Theresienstadt. 
Still in the concentration 
camp, a few weeks after 
her husband’s death, 



Erna Buschke wrote in a 
short, secretly kept 
biography:
“... he worked until Nov. 4, 
1942, when fate caught up 
with us, and we were 
evacuated to Theresienstadt. 
This shock was probably the 
beginning of the end. He 
could not adjust to the 
changed life so devoid of the 
possibility of working, under 
the dreary conditions here in 
Hell, and he died, totally 
exhausted and weakened, 
from severe enteritis, on 
Febr. 24, 1943.”

How was it possible that all 
this happened? Why did not 
the public resist, especially 
physicians with their 
allegedly high ethical code? 

... he worked until Nov. 4, 1942, when fate 
caught up with us, and we were evacuated 
to Theresienstadt. This shock was 
probably the beginning of the end. He 
could not adjust to the changed life so 
devoid of the possibility of working, under 
the dreary conditions here in Hell, and he 
died, totally exhausted and weakened, 
from severe enteritis, on Febr. 24, 1943.

Erna Buschke, 1943



One reason surely was 
pressure. For example, at 
the medical faculty of the 
University of Düsseldorf, 
all residents who did not 
join the Nazi party were 
dismissed. It must be 
acknowledged, however, 
that physicians belonged 
to the strongest carriers of 
Naziism. 



At the universities, doctors 
in Nazi uniform became a 
usual sight. The ideology 
of racial hygiene began to 
be taught at medical 
schools, and its 
proponents advanced to 
top positions,



e.g., Hans Reiter who is 
remembered for his 
original description of 
Reiter’s disease. Reiter had 
taught hygienics with a 
strong racist emphasis 
already in the Weimar 
Republic and had 
belonged to the first group 
of professors to sign an 
oath of allegiance to Hitler. 
In 1933, he was made full 
professor and eventually 
became head of the 
Federation of Scientific 
Societies and president of 
the Robert Koch Institute 
in Berlin.

Hans Reiter



The racist beliefs of the 
Nazis were spread in 
respected medical 
journals. For example, 
Georg Sticker, medical 
historian at the University 
of Würzburg who is 
remembered for 
describing and naming 
erythema infectiosum, 
wrote the following in an 
article on “Genetics, race 
hygiene, and population 
politics” in the prestigious 
Münchener Medizinische
Wochenschrift:

Georg Sticker



“The German people ... has often been 
close ... to giving away its house, stove, 
and right of homeland to parasitic 
rabble that hardly has a right to live. At 
last it feels that the own existence 
means duty, and that destiny demands 
from everybody willing to live to 
maintain himself. A Führer has arisen 
with a strong will who speaks out what 
we have to want and ought to do, 
unconcerned of the wimpering of a 
false, hypocritical humanity. If the 
German people, says Adolf Hitler, wants 
to recover and continue to live, it has to 
recognize the duties of the national 
racial state and must not have ears for 
the weaklings who cry and bemoan 
interferences into the holy rights of 
men.” Parenthetically, with the refugee 
crisis, statements such as this one are 
currently being uttered again in political 
fora, in Europe as well as in the United 
States and many other countries. 

The German people ... has often been close ... to 
giving away its house, stove, and right of homeland 
to parasitic rabble that hardly has a right to live. At 
last it feels that the own existence means duty, and 
that destiny demands from everybody willing to 
live to maintain himself. A Führer has arisen with a 
strong will who speaks out what we have to want 
and ought to do, unconcerned of the wimpering of a 
false, hypocritical humanity. If the German people, 
says Adolf Hitler, wants to recover and continue to 
live, it has to recognize the duties of the national 
racial state and must not have ears for the 
weaklings who cry and bemoan interferences into 
the holy rights of men.

Georg Sticker, 1933



In short, among the 
established teachers of 
medicine, there we many 
fanatical Nazis. This was 
even more so among 
younger physicians who 
faced an insecure future in 
the Weimar Republic 
because a substantial 
unemployment rate. 



To them, the Nazi party 
had offered a solution by 
proclaiming in 1930: “The 
misery of the rising 
generation of German 
physicians ... will be solved 
immediately when, in the 
Future Third Reich, fellow 
Germans will have 
themselves treated only by 
physicians of German 
descent.”

The misery of the rising 
generation of German physicians 
... will be solved immediately 
when, in the Future Third Reich, 
fellow Germans will have 
themselves treated only by 
physicians of German descent.

NSDAP, 1930



And so it came. After the 
Nazis' assumption of 
power, the future 
suddenly looked brighter 
for physicians as long as 
they were “Aryan.” In 
advertisements for 
directors as well as 
assistant physicians, 
„Aryan descent“ was the 
chief requirement, and 
sometimes applicants 
even had to be “Pg.,” , i.e., 
“Parteigenosse,” fellow 
member of the Nazi party. 



Whereever Jewish 
professors or lecturers of 
dermatology had been 
dismissed from German 
universities, 
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younger colleagues with 
strong Nazi affiliations 
took over. Several 
dermatological 
departments in Germany 
were already directed by 
active party members, 
e.g., the one in Hamburg 
by Paul Mulzer and the 
one Würzburg by Karl 
Zieler, the new president 
of the German 
Dermatological Society, 
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who, despite his friendly 
looks, was an ardent anti-
Semite. At seven other 
universities, the chairs of 
dermatology were vacant 
because their former 
holders had been 
dismissed for racial or 
political reasons: 
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in Bonn, Breslau, Frankfurt, 
Freiburg, Heidelberg, 
Tübingen, and Munich.
If one compares the names of 
the old chairmen to those of 
the new, a marked 
incongruity becomes 
apparent. To the former 
group belong men like 
Hoffmann, Jessner, Gans, and 
von Zumbusch whose names 
are still well known today. The 
names of the latter group, 
apart from that of Heinrich 
Adolf Gottron, are almost 
completely forgotten.
The reason is that
qualification was only of 
secondary importance for the
appointment of new
professors. The primary
criterion was vigorous
support for the National 
Socialist State. 

Changes of Chairmen in Dermatology
1933-1945

City Old Chairman    New Chairman Year Reason

Bonn E. Hoffmann      W. Richter 1934 political

O. Grütz 1934

Breslau   M. Jessner H.A. Gottron 1934 racial

Frankfurt O. Gans M. Schubert 1933 racial

Freiburg G.A. Rost J. Mayr 1933 political

A. Stühmer 1934

Heidelberg S. Bettmann W. Schönfeld 1935 racial

Munich L.v. Zumbusch A. Poehlmann 1935 political

J. Mayr 1937

Tübingen P. Linser W. Engelhardt 1935 political



This can be illustrated by
the negotiations about the
appointment of a new
chairman of dermatology
in Leipzig which, at that
time, was the most
modern department in 
Germany. 



The list of candidates
originally included Bruno 
Bloch, Otto Kren, Alfred 
Stühmer, Walter 
Schönfeld, Paul Mulzer, 
Leo Kumer, and Hermann 
Werner Siemens 

Candidates for the Chair of Dermatology

at the University of Leipzig
1933

1. Bruno Bloch Zurich

2. Otto Kren Vienna

3. Alfred Stühmer Münster

4. Walther Schönfeld Greifswald

5. Paul Mulzer Hamburg

6. Leo Kumer Innsbruck

7. Hermann Werner Siemens Frühwald



who is best known for his
description of dystrophic
epidermolysis bullosa. 
Siemens was already told
that he had been chosen
by the committee of the
university, however, he 
was not a member of the
party. Due to the
intervention of the
Ministry of Education, a 
new name suddenly
appeared on the list,

Hermann Werner Siemens



Spiethoff was a party 
member since 1931. He 
also belonged to an expert 
committee for population 
and racial politics at the 
German Ministry of the 
Interior. The Reichsführer
of physicians, Dr. Gerhard 
Wagner, enforced his 
appointment as new 
chairman of dermatology 
in Leipzig, 

Bodo Spiethoff



and Hermann Werner 
Siemens received a letter 
saying “a leading office 
outside our ministry, 
whose approval had to be 
obtained and from whose 
decision we cannot 
diverge, has declared itself 
against your 
appointment.”

A leading office outside our 
ministry, whose approval had 
to be obtained and from whose 
decision we cannot diverge, 
has declared itself against your 
appointment.

Letter to H.W. Siemens, 1934



In a similar fashion, the 
government also took 
good care of other loyal 
followers, e.g., Josef 
Vonkennel. In 1934, 
Vonkennel was made 
chairman of dermatology 
in Kiel, and in 1937 he 
succeeded Bodo Spiethoff
as chairman in Leipzig. 
Vonkennel was a member 
of the Nazi party, the 
defense corps, and the 
consulting dermatologist 
of the weapon-SS. 

Josef Vonkennel



He also was involved in 
medical experiments on 
inmates of the 
concentration camp at 
Buchenwald. Interestingly, 
the University of Leipzig 
declared upon inquiry in 
1948 that there was no 
evidence of any activity of 
Vonkennel in the NSDAP.



In 1950, Vonkennel was 
appointed chairman of 
dermatology in Cologne, 
and in 1963, after his Nazi 
past had been uncovered, 
he committed suicide.

Josef Vonkennel



Ernst Heinrich Brill, a 
disciple of Spiethoff, was 
appointed chairman of 
dermatology in Rostock. 
He was a member of the 
Nazi party, the storm 
troopers, the Death's Head 
Units of the Defense
Corps, and district leader 
of the National Socialist 
Union of Lecturers. 
Scientifically, however, his 
record was not so 
impressive. After having 
reviewed the documents 
of the two candidates for 
the chair of dermatology, 
Ernst Heinrich Brill 

Ernst Heinrich Brill



and Julius Mayr from 
Munich, another early 
member of the Nazi party, 
the medical faculty of 
Rostock University came to 
the conclusion

Julius Mayr



that “on the basis of the 
study of their scientific 
publications and on the 
basis of comments of 
representatives of their 
specialty, the faculty 
cannot undertake the 
responsibility to 
recommend either of the 
two gentlemen to the 
ministry.” Nevertheless, 
Brill got the chair of 
dermatology, and,

On the basis of the study of their 
scientific publications and on the 
basis of comments of 
representatives of their specialty, the 
faculty cannot undertake the 
responsibility to recommend either 
of the two gentlemen to the 
ministry.

Medical Faculty of the University of Rostock, 1933



on October 12th, 1934, 
took the oath of office to 
remain “loyal and 
obedient” to the “Führer 
of the German Reich and 
People, Adolf Hitler.”
Parenthetically, this oath 
had to be sworn by all civil 
servants in Germany, 
including many Jews.



In short, many mediocres
advanced to leading 
positions in German 
dermatology during the 
Nazi period, and they 
payed back their debts to 
the government by 
subordinating even their 
research to the principles 
of Naziism. 

E.H. Brill B. Spiethoff K. Hoede

W. Schultze W. Richter J. Dörffel M. Schubert

J. Mayr



Ernst Heinrich Brill stated 
in 1935 that “German 
science will give note with 
pleasure to the new, 
wonderful tasks that have 
evolved for it everywhere 
... One should not deny the 
scientist ... to look for 
fulfillment in the synthesis 
of a National Socialist 
interpretation of scientific 
questions.”

German science will give note 
with pleasure to the new, 
wonderful tasks that have evolved 
for it everywhere ... One should 
not deny the scientist ... to look for 
fulfillment in the synthesis of a 
National Socialist interpretation of 
scientific questions.

Ernst Heinrich Brill, 1935



Heinrich Adolf Gottron
stated: “It is the task of us 
doctors to utilize the newly 
acquired knowledge of 
genetics for the 
reconstruction of our 
people, in accordance with 
the guidelines of our 
leadership.”
Not all physicians who 
made such statements 
were fanatical Nazis; some 
were not interested in 
politics but only in their 
careers, and they knew full 
well how to enhance 
them.

It is the task of us doctors to 
utilize the newly acquired 
knowledge of genetics for the 
reconstruction of our people, 
in accordance with the 
guidelines of our leadership.

Heinrich Adolf Gottron, 1935



Heinrich Adolf Gottron
who described Gottron’s
papules in 
dermatomyositis is a 
prominent example. He 
was not a fanatical Nazi, 
but he supported them, 
joined the Nazi party, and, 
thus, qualified for a chair 
of dermatology. In 1935, 
he was called to Breslau to 
succeed Max Jessner as 
director of dermatology, 
and eventually became 
dean of the medical 
faculty there.

Heinrich Adolf Gottron



In conclusion, support of 
the Nazis opened up
excellent chances for a 
career. Frequently, the
ends of those careers
were not so happy. At the
end of the war, some Nazis 
committed suicide, e.g., 
Ernst Heinrich Brill and 
Karl Zieler. Others were
dismissed from their
positions, like Julius Mayr 
in Munich, and Paul 
Mulzer in Hamburg. None 
of them were ever heard
of in academic circles
again. 
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In contrast, other Nazis, 
like Josef Vonkennel and 
Heinrich Adolf Gottron, 
were not prosecuted and 
could continue their 
careers in post-war 
Germany. Their main 
excuse was that they had 
only followed orders and 
that a different kind of 
behavior had been 
impossible under the 
given circumstances.
Was that really the case? It 
is true that all Germans 
were subjected to 
supervision by the Nazis. 
There were party 
members everywhere who 
were willing to report 
deviations to the 
government. 
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This happened to Walter 
Frieboes, the chairman of 
dermatology at the 
Charite hospital in Berlin, 
who was the author of 
one of the first textbooks 
of the histopathology of 
the skin. Frieboes had to 
vindicate himself for 
having said, in a private 
talk with two nurses, 

Walter Frieboes



that one had “to be careful of 
the Nazis,” and that “if a Jew 
and members of the party 
share a room in a hospital and 
a conflict develops among 
them, one should not remove 
the Jew but rather the 
members of the party.” When 
confronted with those 
statements by party officials, 
Frieboes squirmed in 
embarassment, trying to 
explain his sentences, and to 
take them half back without 
losing his face completely. 
After lenghty discussions, the 
issue was resolved, and 
Frieboes was allowed to stay 
at the Charite as director of 
dermatology. In order to 
maintain his position, Frieboes
had to fight a losing battle 
with his conscience.

One has to be careful of the Nazis.

If a Jew and members of the party 
share a room in a hospital and a 
conflict develops among them, one 
should not remove the Jew but 
rather the members of the party. 

Walter Frieboes, Berlin



Why did his conscience lose? Because it was not well 
trained, it was a lightweight compared to the heavy ballast 
on the other side of the scale. First, there were political 
considerations: Many Germans thought that only Hitler 
could restore Germany to greatness, just as it is now the 
case in many countries (“Make America great again …”).
Many people, and especially physicians, were afraid that, if 
Hitler would fail, the communists would take over who 
were thought to be even worse. Then there were personal 
reasons, some of which were profane, such as the desire 
for money and career, others seemingly more noble, e.g., 
the opportunity for scientists to continue their work which 
they deemed to be valuable. The devotion to one's work 
has often been used as an excuse for opportunistic 
behavior. However, as idealistic as it may seem, it is a bad 
excuse because we do not do so much for our work as our 
work does for us. Our work gives us security and self-
assurance. Devotion to one's work, therefore, really is 
devotion to one's own security. 

Furthermore, cooperation with the Nazis was rewarded by 
a certain degree of influence that could be used in a 
positive fashion. 



Because Frieboes
maintained his position at 
the Charite, he was able to 
achieve the academic 
promotion of Theodor 
Grüneberg which had 
been stopped at the 
University of Halle 
because Grüneberg had 
one Jewish great-
grandparent. 

Theodor GrünebergWalter Frieboes



Likewise, Heinrich Adolf 
Gottron occasionally used 
his influence on behalf of 
victims of the Nazis. One 
such occasion was the 
release of Franz Walter, 
the chairman of 
dermatology at the 
University of Krakau, from 
the concentration camp in 
Oranienburg which was 
permitted at Gottron’s
request.
But are those episodes 
sufficient to excuse 
opportunistic behavior? I 
do not think so. The fact 
remains that both, 
Frieboes and especially 
Gottron, supported 
Nazism.

Heinrich A. Gottron Franz Walter



One example is a textbook 
on “Constitutional and 
Genetic Biology” which 
taught students the 
principles of selection and 
counterselection and 
warned them of the 
danger of a mixture of 
human races. The opening 
“general” part of that book 
was written by leading 
medical officials of the 
Nazi party, some of whom, 
like Wilhelm Klein, were 
personally responsible for 
torturing and killing 
hundreds of Jews. 



In the second, “special” 
part, Frieboes and Gottron
contributed chapters 
which were relatively 
devoid of racist notions; 
nevertheless, without 
those chapters of more 
solid medical content the 
entire book would not 
have been possible. By 
closing ranks with the 
Nazis, both authors 
contributed to racism and 
Nazism and, therefore, 
share responsibility for 
everything that happened. 



In his diaries, the Jewist
philologist Victor 
Klemperer, who survived 
as a Jew in Nazi Germany, 
bemoaned the flamboyant 
opportunism of former 
colleagues and concluded:

Victor Klemperer



“If it once came the other 
way round, and the fate of 
vanquished persons was in 
my hands, I would spare 
all people and even some 
of the leaders who 
possibly were honest and 
did not know what they 
were doing. But I would 
hang all intellectuals, and 
the professors one meter 
higher than everybody 
else.” To be sure, this was 
just a thought in a diary 
and originally not meant 
to be published, but it 
expresses the disgust 
aroused by learned men 
and former democrats 
who suddenly, against 
their better knowledge, 
became the mouthpieces 
of Nazism.

If it once came the other 

way round, and the fate 

of vanquished persons 

was in my hands, I would 

spare all people and even 

some of the leaders who 

possibly were honest and 

did not know what they 

were doing. But I would 

hang all intellectuals, and 

the professors one meter 

higher than everybody 

else.     Victor Klemperer 1936



And they were not forced 
to do so. One could exist 
in Germany without 
embracing the Nazis. 
Some dermatologists even 
criticized them openly, 
accepting the fact that 
their behavior was likely to 
result in sanctions by the 
government. One example 
is Erich Hoffmann, the 
chairman of dermatology 
in Bonn, who is best 
known for his discovery of 
the spirochaete of syphilis 
together with Fritz 
Schaudinn in 1905. 



Hoffmann was the only 
dermatologist in Germany 
who protested against the 
reorganization of the 
German Dermatological 
Society. Because of his 
criticism and disparaging 
notions in his lectures, 
such as referring to the 
Nazis as “brown shit,” he 
was dismissed from his 
position as director of the 
skin clinic in Bonn.

Erich Hoffmann



Another leading dermatologist who 
openly showed his aversion against 
the new rulers was Leopold Ritter 
von Zumbusch, chairman of 
dermatology in Munich, who is best 
known for his description of 
generalized pustular psoriasis in 
1907. When the “Third Reich” was 
established in 1933, von Zumbusch
well foresaw its ultimate fate. He 
refused to cooperate with the Nazis, 
and was forced to resign in 1935. In 
1940, von Zumbusch died, probably 
by suicide.

Both, von Zumbusch and Hoffmann, 
made no secret of their aversion 
against the Nazis, however, they did 
not work actively against them. Such 
kind of resistance was extremely 
dangerous, and was carried out 
mostly by former members of the 
socialist and communist parties. 

Leopold Ritter von Zumbusch



Among them was the 
dermatologist Otto Schlein, an 
associate of Lennhoff at the skin 
clinic of Magdeburg. Until 1936, 
he was arrested four times under 
the accusation of high treason, 
but everytime had to be released 
because of lack of evidences. In 
1936, he emigrated to the 
Netherlands where he was 
captured by the Gestapo in 1942. 
From there, he was takenAmong
them was the dermatologist Otto 
Schlein, an associate of Lennhoff
at the skin clinic of Magdeburg. 
Until 1936, he was arrested four 
times under the accusation of 
high treason, but everytime had 
to be released because of lack of 
evidences. In 1936, he emigrated 
to the Netherlands where he was 
captured by the Gestapo in 1942. 
From there, he was takenOtto Schlein



to the concentration camp 
at Auschwitz, where he 
was gassed, together with 
his wife and daughter, on 
October 3, 1944.
In sum, there was only a 
limited number of options 
of behavior in the National 
Socialist state.



One could take advantage 
of the situation. One could 
neglect what was going 
on. One could speak up, 
but this led at least to 
dismissal from influential 
positions. One could try to 
work actively against the 
Nazis with the constant 
risk of being arrested or 
killed. Or one could leave 
the country.

• take advantage

• neglect

• speak up

• work against

• leave



These options can be 
demonstrated in a scheme, 
based on the activity of 
persons and the support 
that they lend to the Nazis. 
Some dermatologists, like 
Richter, Brill, and Zieler, 
were very active in the 
National Socialist 
movement. On the opposite 
side were dermatologists 
who were persecuted by 
the Nazis, and who surely 
rejected their policy. Some 
of them committed suicide, 
like Ernst Delbanco, others 
emigrated, like Jessner, 
Gans, or Herrmann, both 
kinds of behaviour not 
being distinguished by a 
great degree of activity on 
behalf of those who had to 
stay and live in Germany. 
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Others who rejected the 
Nazis were more active, and 
they were killed, like Otto 
Schlein. Still others were 
positioned in between, like 
von Zumbusch, Rost, and 
Hoffmann.
Of course, based on the 
limited amount of data, the 
classification of individuals 
according to these four 
poles is highly unjust. But 
this scheme is not meant to 
be just, it is meant to make 
us think: where would we 
stand, where would I stand, 
if exposed to a similar 
degree of pressure and 
control. 
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On the upper right hand 
side, together with Richter, 
Reiter, Brill, and Zieler. I 
hope none of us. On the 
lower left pole, emigrating 
early like Frei, Mayer, and 
Freudenthal? Maybe. Or 
committing suicide like 
Kromayer, Juliusberg, and 
Delbanco? Probably not. On 
the upper left pole, actively 
engaged in resistance? I am 
not so sure. Hopefully, 
somewhere around here ...
I think that these are the 
kinds of questions that we 
have to ask ourselves, we 
have to learn from the past 
in order to evaluate our 
present ideas, and to be 
prepared for the future.

activity

passivity

supportrejection

Frei

Mayer

Freudenthal

Kromayer

Juliusberg

Delbanco

Baer

Lever

H. Pinkus

F. Pinkus

Herrmann

Jessner

Blumenthal

Gans

Marchionini

Meirowsky

Stühmer

Schönfeld

Keining

Krantz

Engelhardt

Schubert

Wirz

Reiter

Richter

Brill

Zieler

Spiethoff

Vonkennel

Schultze

Mayr

Mulzer

DörffelFrieboes

Schreus

Gottron

Hoede

Schlein

Hoffmann

von Zumbusch

Rost


