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A casualty of the hegemony of the English language is our distancing from the primacy of Austro-Germanic leadership in medical research, practice, and education for the latter half of the 19th and the early 20th centuries. Virtually every field of medical practice continues to benefit from the imagination, energy, and systematic inquiry of giants such as Koch, Kraepelin, Virchow, Rokitansky, Semmelweiss, Freud, and countless others. 
We may also underestimate their impact on education, in particular through the 1910 Flexner report in the US, which profoundly influenced teaching in medical schools both in the US and further afield. Flexner drew heavily on the scientific and innovative aspects of German medical education, and in particular the approach of the great Austrian surgeon, Theodor Billroth.1
This famous painting illustrates and celebrates the central role of this charismatic figure in Viennese medicine. Our eye is immediately drawn to the brightly lit figure of the great surgeon, who was the pioneer of countless operations, some of which continue in virtually unchanged form, particularly the Billroth gastrectomies. 
His pose is imperial, and the anxious attention of the inner circle of assistants is almost palpable as they direct their eyes to the focal point of his gesturing arm. The gleaming instruments are arranged neatly in cases, suggestive of his highly organised surgical protocols. From the artist’s notes, we know that the operation is a neurotomy for trigeminal analgesia. The advances of sepsis and anaesthesia are both illustrated, with patient presumably receiving Billroth’s favoured combination of alcohol, chloroform, and ether through the face mask.
The title in German uses a more adjectival form of his name—Billroth’sche—suggesting a wider familiarity with Billroth and his methods among the Viennese public than we would expect with surgeons today. His renown arose not only from his professional prowess and ingenuity, but also from his close friendship with Johannes Brahms: Billroth hosted the premiere of many of Brahms’s chamber works in his home, and was the dedicatee of two of his string quartets.
But we have also progressed in medical education and sensibilities as well since this time: the onlookers are not just medical students but a range of public figures, including the Duke of Bavaria, who frequently joined the tiered benches overlooking the operating table in the world famous Allgemeines Krankenhaus (Vienna General Hospital). And if modern medical art would also be less likely to consign the patient to such a passive role, we can still only be grateful to Seligmann for such a vivid and thought provoking image—that transcends all linguistic barriers—of one of the greatest trailblazers in modern medicine.
Notes
Cite this as: BMJ 2012;345:e8157

Footnotes
	The Billroth Lecture
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