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P R O F . DR. A M B R U S A B R A H A M 
(1893—1989) 

I took leave of h im as his fo rmer s t u d e n t and col league at his dy ing bed. Only 
his eyes were ta lking, gazing quiet ly to a great d is tance. Pe rhaps , th is was the last 
t ime, they were seeking the secret of life. T h e n we sadly read: 

T H E H U N G A R I A N A C A D E M Y O F S C I E N C E S , T H E J Ó Z S E F A T T I L A 
U N I V E R S I T Y S Z E G E D let you know with deep s o r r o w , tha t 

A M B R U S Á B R A H Á M 
the m e m b e r of the H u n g a r i a n A c a d e m y o f Sciences, emer i tus p ro fes so r of the 

József Att i la Univers i ty Szeged, h o n o r a r y pres ident o f the H u n g a r i a n Biological 
Society, o u t e r m e m b e r of Royal Society ( L o n d o n ) , m e m b e r of the Ind ian A c a d e m y 
o f Z o o l o g y (Agra) , m e m b e r of Szeged A c a d e m i c B o a r d , m e m b e r of the Scientific 
Educa t iona l Society, m e m b e r o f the Edi tor ia l Board of Zei t schr i f t f ü r 
m i k r o s k o p i s c h - a n a t o m i s c h e F o r s c h u n g , h o n o r a r y d o c t o r o f the József At t i la 
Univers i ty , w inne r of the go lden o rder o f L a b o u r , the KossUTH-pr i ze and the flag 
o r d e r of the People ' s Repub l i c H u n g a r y died in loth of J a n u a r y 1989 in the 96 th year 
o f his life. 

W e lost in his pe r sona l i t y a scient is t with excep t iona l k n o w l e d g e and 
in te rna t iona l fame, an o u t s t a n d i n g representa t ive of c o m p a r a t i v e zoo logy , 
neuroh is to logy , and n e u r o m o r p h o l o g y . 

I see his vivid face ju s t like many m a n y times before , j u s t like I keep it in m y 
m i n d together with m a n y o the r s . We begin to r e m e m b e r him with this p ic ture 
wr i t ing d o w n w h a t an o u t s t a n d i n g personal i ty he was . 

H e was b o r n in 20th of N o v e m b e r , 1893 in T u s n á d . Csik c o u n t y . 
Transsy lvan ia . H e was the 7th child of a wel l - to-do peasan t family with 10 ch i ldren . 
His b i r thp lace is s i tua ted at the foo t of the m o u n t a i n Harg i t a ; a valley wi th s t r eam-
cu t m e a d o w s , g rass lands , p lough- lands . It is s u r r o u n d e d f r o m three s ides by T u s n á d 
s t r eam. T h e fores t with wolves a n d bears is very near . " T h e beau t i fu l forest is the 
spot of d reams , desires, un imag inab l e joys and pa infu l m e m o r i e s . " M e m o r i e s which 
fol lowed him when he was med i t a t i ng he re in Szeged beyond the river Tisza , at the 
M a r o s riverside; he was listening the message of T rans sy lvan i an land . H e lead a 
Transsy lvan ian way of living, especially in his w o r k . In his h o m e he was wri t ing, 
p r epa r ing fo r lectures until d a w n . T h e nights were very shor t , the days full of very 
h a r d w o r k . Jus t like in the family home , where the adolescent child m a d e hay in a 
compe t i t i on with his fa ther . H e used t o w o r k f r o m early m o r n i n g till late in the 
evening. He was t ra ined in this w a y by his b i r thp lace and plenty o f w o r k . 

W h e n he was eleven, he a t t ended the s econda ry schools in C s i k s o m l y ó and 
Csíkszereda . D u r i n g this t ime he was fond o f collecting and classif icat ion of insects. 

A f t e r his eminen t G C E he had t o decide in the choice of p ro fess ion . H e had the 
idea of financial and intellectual i ndependence f r o m home , t o find the way t o the 
science, and h e tried to answer the ques t i ons o f " f r o m where?" , " w h y ? " and 
"where?" . These last ques t i ons were his s t ronges t mot iva t ions . In 1913 he appl ies 
for admiss ion in the P r e m o n t r e o rder , in Jászó . Th i s decision b r o u g h t h im m o r e 
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doub t s than sat isfact ion. So. besides theology he turned to biology and he became 
the student of P Á Z M Á N Y P É T E R University Budapest . His subjects were na tu ra l 
history and geography. 

He spent most of his time in the Institut of Genera l Zoology and C o m p a r a t i v e 
Ana tomy and Histology. He prepared his compet i t ion essay on the reproduct ion of 
Infusoria living in Amphibia in this institut. His capabil i ty, exact, enthusiast ic work , 
was recognized by the director of the institut, L A J O S M É H E L Y , who appoin ted him 
to assistant lecturer in 1917. He was then gradua ted as secondary school teacher of 
biology and geography in 1919. At the same time, because of conscience, he finished 
his theological studies too. This period was very difficult. But the poor lodging, 
starving, the suffer f r o m cold could not brake his en thus iasm for his work . He 
teaches zoology at the Teacher ' s Training College of English Ladies, at the same 
time he gives lectures in both of the divided Depa r tmen t of Zoology. He is the leader 
of histological pract icum too. This latter was the greatest experience for h im. He 
became a genuine compara t ive histologist here, learning and teaching at the same 
time. 

M É H E L Y was not very well experienced in neurohis tology, so he was not able to 
ensure suppor t to the young scientist. In spite of this, he played a crucial role in his 
career. He called his a t tent ion to the thigh-glands of lizards. Then he finished his 
doctoral thesis titled: "Compara t ive anatomical , histological and physiological 
studies on thigh-glands of Archaeo- and Neolacerla species". M É H E L Y called his 
a t tent ion to the innervat ion of lizard penis on the basis of phylogenet ic 
considerat ions. F rom this work he wrote his thesis: " T h e innervat ion of the lizard 
skin" . He was the first who found intraepithelial and corial nerve endings in the 
genital organs. T h e results were determining fo r his fu r the r research work. In 1926 
he wrote his professorial thesis titled " T h e histology of ver tebrate an imals" , then he 
gave his entrance lecture titled "Nerve endings" . 

He was the candidate for the place of head of depar tment a f te r the dea th of 
Méhely. It is incomprehensible even now. that he was not appoin ted . On the 1st of 
August 1934 he leaves Budapest and the P Á Z M Á N Y P É T E R University. He became 
the head of Depa r tmen t of Zoology at the Teachers 'Tra in ing College. At tha t t ime 
Szeged was the second largest town of the count ry . The town accepted him and he 
also was fond of the town. T h e neglected depar tment was recreated with very busy 
scientific life. The s tudents were selected f rom the most capable and devoted 
secondary school pupils. They were listening the lectures of high university level 
with enthusiasm, and some of them joined to the research g r o u p too. 

In 1938 he was the research fellow of Neapol i t an Zoological S ta t ion . He 
worked at the same Hungar ian desk where the f a m o u s Hungar ian biologist , 
neurohistologist I S T V Á N A P Á T H Y earlier. In the 1st of September 1939 he was 
p romoted to the leader of the Teachers ' Tra in ing College. Af te r he had m a d e 
prosper a depar tmen t , he could do it with the whole college. 

In 20th of November — as it was expected — he was p romoted to the d i rec tor 
of the Depa r tmen t of Genera l Zoology and Biology, where a m o n g his ances tors 
were the ou t s t and ing I S T V Á N A P Á T H Y and J Ó Z S E F G E L E I . He was a successor 
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worthy of his ancestors . The depar tment soon became a unique establ ishment rich 
in modern equipment , and modern scientific a t t i tude. The nicely a r ranged collection 
of an imals with the f a m o u s bird collection of P E T E R B E R E T Z K occupied the main 
hall on the ground floor. This unique collection unfor tunate ly was lost later. Each 
biological subject except bo tany was taught in this depar tment and this meant a lot 
of work . At the same time an impor tan t multi lateral research work was done here 
too. It is not accidently that the windows of the depar tment were lighting till late in 
the night. The windows of professor A B R A H A M ' S l abora tory were light too. Perhaps 
the greatest and most valuable neurohistoiogical collection of 19.500 sections and 
prepara tes were made by his colleagues, M Á R I A C S O K N Y A , L A J O S E R D É L Y I , 

M Á R I A F I S C H E R . I M R E H O R V Á T H . E M I L M I N K E R , and especially with the help of 
A R A N K A S T A M M E R . Each preparate is a historical example of the devoted care, 
demand , the ideas of the creators. These prepara tes tell us abou t the methods , aims, 
motives, of his research work which embraced almost the whole animal world and in 
some respect the human organism as well. His research dealt with a lmost all 
p roblems of light microscopic study of nervous system, the quest ions of 
morpho logy and funct ion, the phylogeny, and often pathological aspects too. 

He considered that the good methods a re crucial in the research, so he made 
experiments to improve, or find out new procedures, especially dur ing the first 
period of his career. For example, he applied his own method and the methilene-blue 
staining of Ehrlich for the identification of exteroreceptors of Amphipods and 
Amphibia. He used the silver impregnat ion me thods of R A M O N Y C A J A L , G O L G I , 

B I E L S C H O W S K Y , B I E L S C H O W S K Y - G R O S , the gold- toning me thods of 
B L E L S C H O W S K Y . C A J A L - L E N H O S S É K , S T O H R and J A B O N E R O . In 1926 he preferred 
the S T Ü H R - m e t h o d , but later he discovered the advantages of B I E L S C H O W S K Y and 
B I E L S C H O W S K Y - G R O S methods . The major i ty of his prepara tes was made with 
silver impregnat ion by B I E L S C H O W S K Y - Á B R A H Á M . The sections m a d e in this way 
are very beaut i ful , clear, free of disturbing factors. 

He very rarely made pho tographs of his preparates . He was for the drawings. 
So he could fol low the course of nerve fibres, their spatial a r rangements , 
connect ions. He was right. His drawings were always authent ic . 

He was a devoted neuroscientist th roughout his life. It is difficult to emphasize 
any of his results. Perhaps the research of receptors could be emphasized. He started 
his research career with this and reached new and newer results. In this field he is 
a m o n g the best scientist of the world. Two scientific books were published in this 
field by the Publishing House of the Hungar ian Academy of Sciences: " T h e 
Histological Atlas of Recep tors" (1972), and " Iconography of sensory Nerve 
End ings" (1981). 

He devoted a considerable par t of his life to the research of the innervation of 
cardiovascular system. He published fascinating pictures of the connect ions of 
nerve endings and smooth muscles, the sensory receptors of reflexes impor tan t in 
the regulation of blood pressure, abou t the baroreceptors (pressoreceptors) , abou t 
the chemoreceptors sensitive for the chemical composi t ion of b lood, about nerve 
plexuses found in the heart wall of var ious animal g roups , dendr i t ic trees. 
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neurofibril lar endplates , loose, mainly encapsuled sensory nerve endings . The 
characterist ic fo rms of sensory nerve endings appea r in m a m m a l s wi thout t ransi t ion 
according to his studies. He draw phylogenetic conclusions f rom this fact. He 
published his results on the cardiovascular system in a m o n o g r a p h y in English, 
titled "The microscopic innervation of the heart and blood vessels in Ver tebra tes 
including m a n " (in a joint edition of the Hungar ian Academy of Sciences and the 
Pergamon Press Oxfo rd . 1968). In 1971—1972 he represented the results of his 
investigations on the heart of the Mammalia and the sensory innervat ion of b lood 
vessels in 22 part ly coloured tables of the "At l a s of card iovascular p a t h o l o g y " 
which is in course of publ icat ions at Montrea l . 

His o ther r emarkab le research field was the c o m p a r a t i v e s tudy of the 
innervation of the gastrointest inal t ract , the neural connect ions in the enteric 
ganglia and in the smoo th muscular layer of var ious inver tebrate and ver tebra te 
species. He described in detalis those similarities and differences which were 
detectable at the different synapses of various Insects and Mollusca and Veriebrates. 
On the basis of the experiments made on molluscs and on leech (Hiruclo medicinalis) 
together with E M I L M I N K E R , he took the part of Neuron Thesis, which was his idea 
together with o ther f a m o u s scientists like R A M O N Y C A J A L . M I H A L Y L E N H O S S E K 

and o ther . According to this the nerve fibres, neurofibri ls d o not go th rough the 
cells, centers, muscle fibres, they are not in continui ty as it was announced by his 
prominent ances tor I S T V A N A P A T H Y , and o the r f a m o u s con tempora r i e s . He 
recognized without d o u b t s the essence and impor tance of contigui ty in the neural 
t ransmission, which was suppor ted not only with ana tomica l but funct ional , pa tho-
logical and phylogenetic evidences as well. He was right. This is not in cont radic t ion 
with the words written by him: "The nerve fibres of the smoo th muscle have no 
visible end or if they have that it is something (terminal ret iculum) that canno t be 
named a terminal at all ." He established that the synapt ic connect ions of vegetative 
nerve endings are extremely rare. 

His works on the eye are a lso noteworthy. He described first the innervat ion of 
ocular muscles. It is a pity that he could not pe r fo rm exper iments on more animal 
species and so he could not publish a greater compara t ive s tudy. 

He was interested not only in the peripheral nervous system, the impor tance of 
ganglia, their s tructure. He tried to deal with the central nervous system as well. He 
described large, round neurosecretory cells f rom the prosencephalon of Dytiscus 
marginalis, which are very similar to the neurosecretory cells of nucleus 
paraventr icular is and nucleus supraopt icus of Vertebrates. He accomplished the 
study of innervation of heart and aor ta with the localization of acetylcholinesterase. 
He was very interested in the presence, origin, migrat ion of vesicles their role in the 
transfer: He sadly noted that the thousands of p repara tes could not give an answer 
to these quest ions. They were not able to give an answer . Classical neurohistologist 
asked the questions. 

He was fascinated by the results of electron microscopic neu roana tomy . He 
also begins new research in this field at the age of 72. Until his death he published 38 
articles in this field. He goes on the same way which was well-known at light 
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microscopic level for him. He did not loose his way in the submicroscopic world 
either. He proved again his words :"I write abou t things what I have seen. I write as I 
have seen . . . creating hypotheses, making axiomas. collecting theories, tha t is not 
my way!". 

T h e irresistible instinct desire of chi ldhood is chasing him to the free na ture , 
especially to the mounta ins . They made excursions with his colleagues to the 
moun ta in s Pilis, Mát ra . Bükk. to the fresh springs and streams. The results of these 
excursions are his hydrobiological publications, which are closely related to his life-
work. Besides research teaching job was his o ther favourite work . T h o u s a n d s can 
r emember his exciting, logic, excellent lectures, and t housands can use the 
knowledge got in this way in various depar tments , laboratories . A great number of 
textbooks , handbooks , rewievs of general or scientific interest conta in his 
knowledge, his ideas connected with deep theoretical or with the practical life. 

He was a globe-trot ter . He did not wan t to learn ab road , but to teach there too. 
T o reveal those secrets, which were known by him through his prepara tes . He 
thought everything can be found in the books and scientific articles. He loved t ru th , 
he found and formula ted his own t ru th . He was acknowledged both at h o m e and 
ab road . He was member of f amous societies, he won a lot of prizes. In 1945 he is the 
cor respondent member of Hungar ian Academy of Sciences. In 1953 he won the 
K O S S U T H prize for his research work made on the basis of Pavlovian theories. In 
1955 he was chosen to outer member of Academy of Zoology Agra (India) , in 1958 
the Royal Society of Medicine (London) . In 1960 he became the o rd inary member of 
H u n g a r i a n Academy of Sciences. Ord ina ry and h o n o r a r y C h a i r m a n of the 
Hungar ian Biological Society, which was organized by him. Besides the golden 
order of labour he won the flag order of the People 's Republic Hungary , which is a 
prize for the most ou ts tanding personalities. 

He went on pension in the 1st of August 1967, at the age of 74. He cited 
meditat ing the great t ru th : "which rises, goes down, who was born, is gett ing o lder . " 
Yet. the pension is a painful fact for h im. since he feel himself s t rong and active. He 
keeps working, but he misses the teaching j o b very much. He hardly notices the 
passing of time. He is walking with straigth back along the riverside of Tisza, not 
realizing that his heart beat is slowing down. Then the spring is exhausted, and he 
exists only in his works and in our memories . We realize, that the last distinguished 
great representat ive of Hungar ian classical neurohis tology was beried in the 
Farkasré t i cemetery. 

F E R E N C B I C Z Ó K 


