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Historical Document

Scientific Autographs — VII. Granit and Sherrington

For the third time, readers of Agents and Ac-
fions have an opportunity to study a Nobel
Prize laureate’s handwriting [1]. In 1967, RAG-
NAR GRANIT (born 1900) of the Medical Nobel
Institute in Stockholm was awarded the Nobel
Prize for physiology or medicine, together with
Haldan Keffer Hartline of the Rockefeller Uni-
versity and George Wald of Harvard, ‘for their
discoveries concerning the primary physiological
and chemical visual processes in the eye’. When
the prizes were distributed on 10 December 1967,
Professor C.G. Bernhard of the Caroline Medico-
Surgical Institute addressed RAGNAR GRANIT as
follows [2]:

‘Professor GRANIT,

about 100 years ago the distinguished phy-
siologist in Uppsala, Frithiof Holmgren,
discovered the clectrical response of the eye
to light. The hopes that he expressed for the
future regarding the possibilities of an elec-
trophysiological analysis of the retinal pro-
cesses and the mechnism of colour vision
have been realized by your distinguished dis-
coveries. These show the importance of inhi-
bition in the integrative action of the retina
and the principles for spectral discrimina-
tion by retinal elements...

The very styling of this short laudation
points to the great physiologist who was, in ear-
lier years, a most inspiring teacher to GRANIT and
with whom the autograph we are publishing is
concerned:  Charles Scott Sherringion (1857
to 1952).

Sherrington had worked out the importance
of the interplay of neuro-muscular excitation and
nhibition for bodily motion and posture and for
purposeful muscular action in general; by most
careful as well as ingenious analyses of reflexes he

had demonstrated that the integrative action of

the nervous system (his classic book, published in
1906, bears this title) depends to a large extent on
this interplay. In 1932, he received the Nobel
Prize (jointly with his much younger fellow-
countryman Edgar Douglas Adrian) “for his dis-
coveries regarding the functions of neurons’, and
the theme of his Nobel Lecture was Inhibition as
a coordinative factor [3]. At that very time,
RAGNAR GRANIT, ‘Docent’ in physiology at Hel-
singfors University, was working at Sherring-
ton’s laboratory in Oxford. He had gone there in
1928 “in order to learn something about nervous
centres’ [4] and, after a stay at the Johnson Foun-
dation of the University of Pennsylvania, came
back again in 1932-33, He left Oxford with the
conviction ‘that the details of the visual image
were elaborated by the interplay of excitation
and inhibition in the nervous centre of the retina
itself” [5]. But this was not easy to prove. At
times, GRANIT must vividly have felt the difficul-
ties of the task he had set himself. He then might
turn confidently to his old teacher, whose opti-
mism in scientific matters he found ‘unquench-
able’ [6]:
‘I remember saying to him once (in 1932): *1
am sure there must be inhibition in the reti-
na; after all, there is the ‘off-effect’” when
light is turned off, so strikingly like reflex re-
bound — and have we ever heard of a nerv-
ous centre without inhibition? But I cannot
see how one ever shall be able to prove it.”
Sherrington’s reply was characteristic.
“Don’t you worry. After a couple of years
you will prove it yourself.” I left his office
astfonished and still sceptical. But he was
right in this prophesy. Secretly he may well
have reasoned in the same optimistic way
about distant goals in reflexology.”
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Granit and Sherrington

In the year before he was awarded the Nobel
Prize, GRANIT published what he called not a bi-
ography, but an appraisal of his revered teacher.
From this book not only the quotation just given
1s taken, but also the text of our autograph docu-
ment [7], as is clearly indicated on top of its first
leaf. It would seem that GRANIT has copied this
paragraph out of his book on request of a friend,
whose identity we do not know. The text is part
of chapter 3, in which ‘Sherrington’s basic con-
cepts’ are discussed, and states the author’s
method in presenting these:

‘In presenting Sherrington’s work | shall
take a few examples from his fundamental
experiments, explain his concepts and show
how they led to fresh problems, many of
which have subsequently been solved in oth-
er laboratories. These lines of development
will be followed up to the present.’

In this way, GRANIT'S book provides the
reader indeed with an introduction to modern
neurophysiology, reminding him that our present
scientific ideas are the result of a historical devel-
opment and cannot be fully understood without
therr history. This mode of presentation makes it,
of course, impossible to follow chronology strict-
ly, but Sherrington himself, we are told, ‘did not
think the biographical element of a scientist’s life
significant enough to be worth recording.” To
this, the historian cannot agree: environment
and events of life contribute to shape even a
scientist’s achievements. Sherrington, however,
held his life to be ‘uneventful and lacking in gen-
cral appeal’; he is remembered to have uttered,
on one occasion, his preference for the more col-
ourful life of an admiral. With this anecdote,
GRANIT'S autograph ends, but in the book he
continues:

‘Would this have been to him an eventful life

worth recording? | can remember Sherring-

ton praising Virginia Woolf’s two master-
pieces, The Waves and To the Lighthouse,
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both extreme specimens of life without vii
and action, and so, perhaps, one looks in
vain for consistent patterns within the “sub-
liminal fringes™ [another one of Sherring-
ton’s neurophysiological concepts] of emo-
tions that surround scientific activity.’

At any rate, Sherrington’s ‘unquenchable
optimism’ was not something that had been just
given to him once for all. He had also his me-
lancholic spells and was not entirely free from
that gloominess that sometimes befalls the lonely
man pondering on his problems and turning over
in his mind ideas not yet ripe to be imparted to
others. This distressing state of mind, resultingin
a sinful inactivity, was well known to the early
Christian eremites and monks under the nameof
acedia [8]. They also knew a reliable therapeutic
agent, to wit: hard work. It is obvious that Sher-
rington, too, used it and that he did so with ex-
tremely geod results.

Huldrych M. Keelbing

Institut fGr Geschichte der Medizin
der Universitit Zirich

Rimistrasse 71

CH-8006 Zirich
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