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The 100" Anniversary of Armauer Hansen's
(1841-1912) Death

February 13th 2012 marked the 100™ anniversary of the death of Dr. Gerhand Henrik
Armaver Hansen, His discovery of Mycobacterium leprae (also called Hansen-
BaallusMorbus Hansen/Hanseatis after him) in the 1870°s marked the begnning of the
bacteriological study of leprosy and provided an important impetus for research.

Afler extensive studies dating back to the mid-19" century, Danielssen and Boeck had
argued that leprosy was notjust a dermatological disease but also affected the internal organs.
They made the first ohservations of what Hansen later identified as Mycobacterium {eprae,
the bacteria causing leprosy. When Hansen published his results in 1874, bath the
bacteriological knowledge and the technology used for this research was stll inits infancy.
The work of Damelssen and Boeck emoved great authority among their contemporaries,
which was attributed also to the mputation of these two scientists.

Hansen's discovery was based on the theory that leprosy is not hereditary, but trans ferable
- al the time an unusual wea. The long incubation period (average 5 vears), and therefore
irreconstructible pathways, had given the impression that leprosy was a hereditary disease.
Haonsen was forced o vigorously defend his thesis of the comagioosity of leprosy.
Particularly the followers of the heredity theory, including Daniel Danielssen, his mentor
manager, and fther-in-law, initially criticised him.

In the summer of 1879, finally, he was paid a visit by Albert Neisser. Even though he
could not vet confirm the results vsing the Koch-Henle-Postulate, Neisser was convinced that
Hansen was on the right track, and returned home with some preparations. Back in Wroclaw,
Meisser ok up competition with Hansen. Koch provided both scientists with the same
wdvice, namely 10 colour the preparations for a longer period (up 0 24 hours). Using this
method both came almost simultaneowsly o the same results. Both also published their resulis
almaost simultaneously. Meisser, however, published his paper in the first edition of the newly
established and therefor wirtually unknown “Wroclaw Medical Journal,” Hansen, in
contmst, in the internationally rcognised “Virchows Archiv.” Subsequently Hansen meceived
the support of Damelssen and Rodolf Virchow, who wanted o establish Norway as the
country of the most famous lepmsy researchers, and brought Hansen wide acknow ledgement.
Mevertheless, his theory of the contagiousity of leprosy was vet to be pmven.

In order to confirm his hypothesis, Hansen observed a statistically significant group of
leprous emigrants o the United States, but all their descendants were healthy. Although
simi lar observations had already been made in the coloni es of Europe an countries, it was only
with Hansen's discovery of the pathogen that the observations became interpretable.
Topgether, the two studies allowed him o make the conclusion that leprosy is caused by
bacteria and that it is a contagioons disease.
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He presented his results at the first Internatiomal Leprosy Conference in Berlin in 1897,
This fostered his reputation as the “discoverer” of Myvcobacterium lepras and the

Mycobacterium leprae was one of the first bacteria ever discoversd, and the first micro-
organism to be identified as causing human disease, So it is “difficult to appreciate today bow
much the scientific world view of contemporary medicine was shaken when Gerhard
Armaver Hansen proved that leprosy is caused by a bacterial pathogen™ (Feldmeier, p. 57
translated by author). Sl wday, leprosy is not eradicated, mainly doe to insufficient social
and hymienie conditions in the countries concemesd. This is all the more distressing given the
fact that their impact of these fotors were comectly identified already by Hansen, who also
put this discovery mito practical use in his asylum,

The fact that leprosy was defeated in Norway and, eventually, Europe owes much to
Hunsen's work. His contributions were crucial pieces in the big puzzle of leprosy, which is
stll far from complete.

Further reading:

Brown 5. Leprosy Documenda Geeigy. Acta Clinica. 3nd revised edition, Ciba-Ceigy, Basle, 1976,

Feldmsier H. Lepra. Die Rilckkehr der Seuchen. In: Schadewaldt H (ed). fnf die Meadizin machilbs? VOGS, Cologne,
1996; pp. 43=-T1.

Menke HE, Faber WR, Pieters T. Charles Louis Drogmst Landné and Cevhard Henrik Anmeuer Hansen: Conitribation
from & Dutch Colony i the discovery of the Leprosy Bacterium. Lep Rev201ik B1: 82 -R6.

Vopekang TM. (erhard Henrik Armauer Hancen 1507~ 1902, Lepraboalens Oppdager. Hans Liv og Hans
Livaverk, Ovldendal Morsk Forlsg, Oklo, 1968,

Mathias Schmidi M.A.

07 11,2012

Tnstiur fiir Geschichte, Theo e wnd Ethik der Mediin
Medizinische Fakulrir der RWTH Aachen
Universirdtsidinikum Aachen

Wendlingweg 2, Gebdide MTT 2

52074 Aachen

Tel: 4+ 024180 BR408

el mase hddr @ kg chen. de





