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Abstract. The article presents a multi-faceted activity of the outstanding scientist F.F. Erisman, whose bright talent appeared 

in Russia, where he lived and worked for more than twenty years.

Erisman’s name, rightly, associated with the development of hygiene as an independent science, but epidemiologists recognize 

his outstanding contribution to the development of epidemiology. Seemingly, proceedings of the scientist have nothing to do 

with epidemiology in its classic sense, but in fact fully consistent with modern concepts of epidemiological studies. The content 

of large-scale works illustrates the course of events from the detailed description of morbidity, mortality in population and 

establish the reasons behind their appearance, as well as practical recommendations for elimination of revealed negative facts. 

A talented scientist entered the cohort of the best representatives of Russian public medicine, who came to the conclusion that 

the epidemic is a social phenomenon. F.F. Erisman and other Russian hygienists have shown that the spread of epidemics is 

connected with vulnerable social conditions.

A broad-minded scientist, F.F. Erisman contributed to the development of preventive medicine, in the bosom of which 

evolved epidemiology.
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November 2, 2015, marks 100 years since 

the death of an outstanding Russian scientist 

(of Swiss origin), one of the founders of 

the national sanitary system, a prominent 

public figure and teacher – Professor Fyodor 

Fyodorovich Erisman (1842‒1915). In Russia, 

his name is associated with the development 

of hygiene as an independent science, but 

Russian epidemiologists cannot shy away from 

recognizing his enormous contribution to the 

development of epidemiology.

Erisman received his medical education in 

Switzerland at the University of Zurich. He chose 

ophthalmology as his specialty, although during 

his studies he was interested in many medical 

issues. However, interest in social problems, a 

desire to be useful not only to his patients but 

also to society as a whole, did not allow for the 

young doctor to practice as an ophthalmologist. 

Meeting with Russian students who studied in 

the 1860s at the University of Zurich, and who 

held advanced ideas for the time, played an 

important role in his decision to move to Russia 

in 1869 and to devote his best years to the service 

of the Russian people.

By opening a private practice for eye diseases 

in Saint Petersburg, which ensured his livelihood, 

Erisman dreamed of large-scale work with wide 

public significance.

The first such opportunity came in 1869 

when Erisman proposed conducting a survey 

of students’ vision at Saint Petersburg schools. 

The special survey was conducted with 4,358 

students. Despite the heavy workload, the study 

was conducted thoroughly and established the 

cause-and-effect relationship between the onset 
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and progression of myopia in adolescence and 

increased visual load, incorrect posture and poor 

work places. 

Although, at first glance, the scientific and 

practical work of the young scientist had nothing 

to do with epidemiology in its classic sense, in 

fact it was fully consistent with modern concepts 

of epidemiological study. Erisman did not limit 

himself to the detection of the pathology of 

vision and diagnosis; he used an epidemiological 

approach to establish the causes of myopia and 

justify preventive measures: he described the 

incidence of eye diseases, collected a thorough life 

history of every student, studied the conditions 

in which they worked, and showed the negative 

effect of increasing the visual load, poor lighting 

and poor organization of the workplace, and 

proposed a special school desk (to this day widely 

known as Erisman desks).

After a period of seven years, the scientist 

re-examined the vision of the same students 

and acquired new proof of the correctness of 

his conclusions. In the process, he accumulated 

such a vast collection of material that he was able 

to publish a voluminous work in 1870, “School 

Hygiene”, which became the first Russian special 

guidance publication on school health.

In Saint Petersburg, Erisman’s activities 

in studying the health of the population were 

of a more social nature. It was here that he 

first conducted a survey of living conditions in 

basement-level apartments and homeless shelters 

and published materials on their unsanitary 

conditions. The work awakened in the young 

doctor a great interest in hygiene – a science that 

in those years attracted the attention of many 

Russian and foreign scientists [1].

To increase his level of training in the area 

of hygiene and sanitation, Erisman worked for a 

number of years (from 1872) in the laboratory of 

M. Pettenkofer and C. Voit. During these years, 

he published many textbooks and articles on 

hygiene.

Returning to Russia, Erisman took part in the 

Russo-Turkish war of 1877‒1878.

The Russian intelligentsia had great sympathy 

for the national liberation movement of the 

Slavic peoples of the Balkans. When in 1875 in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina an uprising was brutally 

suppressed, thousands of volunteers rushed 

from Russia to the Balkans. Among them were 

prominent doctors N.V. Sklifosovsky, S.P. Botkin, 

and artists V.D. Polenov and V.V. Vereshchagin. 

I.I. Mechnikov and D.I. Mendeleev raised funds 

to help the rebels with public lectures, proceeds 

from which went to the relief fund.

Erisman was among the volunteers who 

arrived in Belgrade, which was besieged by the 

Turkish army. The purpose of his visit was the 

establishment of a shelter for refugees from the 

occupied areas of the country, inspection of and 

consultation for Belgrade hospitals and assistance 

to the population.

In 1878, Erisman served as deputy 

chairman of the Red Cross commission and 

led disinfection work for the Russian Army 

in the European theater of operations. The 

commission was established very late: at the 

time of its departure to the front in March 1878, 

an epidemic of typhus and gastrointestinal 

diseases was widespread in the hospitals of the 

European war front. Typhus threatened the 

hinterland of the country. There was an onset 

of disease among the medical staff.

The most difficult epidemiological situation 

was in the hospitals at Bucharest, from where the 

railroad ran to the border with Russia; trade passed 

along it and passenger and military hospital trains 

were used to transport the wounded and sick. 

Erisman and his team applied all their efforts in 

working for the restoration of the hospitals in this 

important area. 

After the signing of a peace treaty between 

Russia and Turkey in March 1878, disinfection 

work at the former front continued until late 

autumn 1878. A large number of the wounded 

and sick were hospitalized in Bulgaria and 

Romania: transportation could not cope with the 

evacuation. Erisman’s squad followed along the 

entire route of the Russian army, carrying out 

work in all evacuation centers.

In general, the commission’s work produced 

a lot of benefits: for the first time in history, work 

was carried out at the front – not after the troops’ 

withdrawal from the battle sites, but directly 

at the troops’ location. Disinfection workers 

managed to largely limit the spread of typhus 

and gastrointestinal diseases in the theater of 

operations and to prevent the spread of diseases 

in the hinterland of Russia [2, p. 165].

In 1879, opportunities opened up for 

Erisman to take part in general public and 
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professional activities. Moscow zemstvo (district) 

council, concerned about the increase in disease 

and dire sanitary and hygienic conditions in 

Moscow province enterprises, invited Erisman 

to conduct an in-depth survey of the sanitary 

and hygienic conditions at plants and factories. 

For six years, (1879‒1885) Erisman, together 

with E.M. Dementiev and A. V. Pogozhev, 

conducted an extensive health survey in 1,080 

enterprises of Moscow province, covering a 

total of 114,000 workers. During the research, 

not only were goals set to describe the sanitary 

condition of industrial enterprises, but also to 

identify practical measures to improve the lives 

of workers. Erisman and his team examined the 

living conditions of workers and their families, 

the composition of the workers’ employment 

conditions, working hours, wages, housing 

conditions, and nutrition. The workers and 

their families were subjected to anthropological 

examination. Erisman’s research became a major 

event in the history of Russian health statistics. 

The research accumulated a tremendous amount 

of descriptive and numeric data. They were 

carefully analyzed – diagrams, maps and tables 

were drawn.

From this point on until the end of his stay in 

Russia, Erisman lived in the interest of the zemstvo 

(a form of local government), and the rest of his 

work was largely subordinated to the interests of 

the zemstvo health organizations. 

Erisman’s work at Moscow State University 

(1881-1896) was significant. In 1881, the 

Moscow University council invited to the young 

scientist to read at the assistant course, known 

for its scientific publications, and in 1884 he 

was awarded the degree of doctor of medicine 

“Honoris causa” and headed Moscow’s first 

(Russia̓s second) Department of Health.

Erisman’s work at Moscow University was 

connected with the start of teaching the hygiene 

subject as an independent academic science and 

systematic teaching of epidemiology.

Erisman, being broad-minded and possessing 

a broad scientific outlook, charted a different 

path for sanitary science: occupational health, 

school health, social care, health statistics, and 

epidemiology.

In historical fairness, it should be noted that 

the treatment of selected epidemiological issues 

began at Moscow University at the beginning of 

the 19th century in the department of anatomy, 

physiology and forensic medical science, 

especially during the period when it was headed 

by E.O. Mukhin, who took an active part in the 

fight against smallpox and cholera in Russia 

[3]. Later, the teaching of epidemiology at 

Moscow University was linked with professors 

M.Ya. Mudrov and I.E. Dyadkovsky, who 

summarized the experience of Russian doctors 

during the cholera epidemic of 1830‒1831 in 

Russia in the book entitled “A treatise on the 

epidemic of infectious cholera disease”. Then 

the basis for preventing and combating epidemics 

was presented in an independent study course, 

which was read at Moscow University at a unified 

department of hygiene, epidemiology, medical 

police and medical statistics.

During his work at Moscow University, 

Erisman made outstanding theoretical 

generalizations that have not lost their practical 

value for epidemiology this day. In his major 

work, “A Guide to Hygiene”, he summarized the 

data known at the time concerning epidemiology 

and infectious diseases and classified groups 

of infectious diseases by the means of their 

transmission, and also gave a detailed description 

of each form of transmission. Erisman’s work 

reflects a progressive belief system that prevailed 

on the eve of the great medical discoveries of 

bacteriology.

In 1875, Erisman, for first time in history, 

put forward the idea of   the possibility of the 

elimination of infectious diseases: “History gives 

us hope that, thanks to the spread of universal 

education, improvement of social conditions and 

the development of science, it will be increasingly 

possible to sideline our prevailing epidemic 

diseases, and perhaps, free the human race from 

them” [3].

The real situation in relation to the prevailing 

epidemic diseases, developed in Russia in the 

late 19th century, demanded urgent measures of 

concrete action. To combat the cholera raging 

in many provinces and regions of the country, 

specialists were needed, armed with the latest 

knowledge about the nature of the disease. 

In the lecture course “Epidemiology and 

prevention of cholera from a public-health point 

of view”, which Erisman presented to senior 

students of Moscow State University, he stressed 

the practical importance of private epidemiology: 
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"I am personally deeply convinced that only the 

epidemiology of cholera, familiarity with its ways 

of spreading and the conditions under which it 

develops into an epidemic, can give us a solid 

foundation now for the development of practical 

and effective measures in the fight against 

cholera” [4] (fig. 1).

While working on the textbook, Erisman faced 

a difficult task: to assess, as objectively as possible, 

a current issue – the debate over the causes of 

the spread of cholera, which prominent German 

scientists Robert Koch and Max Pettenkofer 

differed over.

Koch was convinced that he had found the 

causative agent of cholera. Pettenkofer did not 

deny the validity of this discovery; he himself 

thought the causative agent possessed a living 

nature, but he had further ideas: first of all, he did 

not believe in simple transmission. Pettenkofer 

singled out spatial and temporal factors as 

favoring the development of a cholera epidemic. 

He considered the condition of groundwater to 

be most important in this regard. According to 

him, the process of decay of organic substances 

depended on soil’s saturation with water, which 

merged with the carrier of cholera. He took the 

carrier of cholera to mean a specific substance 

that possessed an internal organization and had 

an extremely low volume, such as those that cause 

fermentation.

In the difficult situation where there is a 

dispute between world-renowned scientists, 

Erisman thought as an epidemiologist and 

lectured to students as an epidemiologist – not 

just to teach, but to arm them with the knowledge 

and skills to fight a still not fully studied enemy: 

“In this case I shall keep only the epidemiological 

data, as I am deeply convinced that, in any case, 

we do not have any other solid grounds for other 

practical, social-health measures against the 

spread of cholera” [4].

Erisman attached huge value to statistics. He 

lectured on health statistics because he thought 

that the subject was extremely important for the 

future doctors [5, p. 372].

Erisman was an unquestioned authority 

in all matters concerning school health, and 

he was very attentive to the issues of "school 

epidemiology." The work "On health measures 

against the spread of communicable diseases in 

school and after school" (1888), written together 

with zemstvo sanitary doctor M.D. Sokolov, is, 

in modern terms, instructions for anti-epidemic 

measures in organized groups of children [6].

Erisman approached this work with his 

wide scientific approach. Despite the fact that 

the Sanitary Council requested that Erisman 

develop strict rules to be followed when making a 

decision on the closure of rural schools in the case 

of the spread of any contagious disease among 

students, the scientist did not restrict himself 

to these narrow limits for the task: “During the 

first discussion on this issue, it became clear 

that one cannot be limited to an indication of 

the conditions under which to close schools, 

and what is necessary is to develop as a whole 

all measures that are desirable to protect schools 

against the introduction of communicable 

diseases, and to fight against the spread of these 

disease in schools in general”.

Fig. 1. The title page of F.F. Erisman̓s lecture course 
“Cholera. Epidemiology and prevention from 

a public-health point of view” (1893).
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It is of exceptional interest that Erisman and 

Sokolov’s work presented a system, well known to 

modern epidemiologists, of anti-epidemiological 

measures aimed at the source of infection, the 

mechanism of transmission and susceptible 

individuals in an epidemic outbreak: “The 

following issues were discussed:

The appearance of which exact contagious 

diseases at a school should require sanitary 

measures?

What should I do if there is a child at school 

with signs of a contagious disease? If he is to be 

removed from the school, for exactly how long? 

Under what conditions can he be readmitted to 

school?

What needs to be done for the disinfection of 

school facilities?

Can healthy children from infected families 

attend school, and under what conditions?

In what cases is it necessary to close schools?

What should be done in the case of the 

appearance of a contagious disease in the family 

of a teacher, or in the case of diseases in other 

families of persons serving in schools?

What actions need to be taken in relation 

to a school, if any contagious diseases manifest 

themselves in the form of an epidemic in the same 

village where the school is located, or in one of 

the villages where children come from to go to 

school?”

Schools closures, which Erisman was 

brought to work on, were an extreme and not 

very effective measure: "When deciding on the 

temporary closure of a school for suppression 

of the further spread of a contagious disease, we 

recommend great caution. Often, this measure 

is taken routinely and unnecessarily, it does 

not take into account that children who are not 

attending school, or sitting at home in confined 

spaces, still meet with other children, from which 

they can become infected in the courtyards and 

streets, so closing schools does not give the 

expected results” [6].

Erisman contributed heavily to the 

improvement of health in Russian cities, 

especially Moscow and Saint Petersburg, and 

thus contributed to the improvement of their 

epidemiological situation. New public water 

supplies were planned for Moscow and Saint 

Petersburg with the direct participation of the 

Erisman. It was his initiative to develop irrigated 

fields not far from the newly built clinic of 

Moscow University [7, p. 60].

 Erisman stood firm on positions of public 

hygiene, which he called the science of public 

health that was able to provide long-term 

results [8]. For his course of lectures on the 

epidemiology and prevention of cholera, he 

wrote: “In assessing the proposed measures 

against cholera there is no need to be afraid that 

you cannot reap their rewards immediately, and 

that you have to wait for them for years. After 

all, the main task of this sanitary work is not to 

immediately enjoy the benefits of the elements 

that they include, but to include them in its 

foundation and make these benefits possible; in 

short, this work's advantages are not aimed at the 

present but the future” [4].

The great scientist was right. Modern society 

enjoys benefits made possible by the work of many 

great men, one of whom is Professor Erisman.

Unfortunately, not everyone in Russia was 

able to appreciate the work of the scientist. 

On July 1, 1896, Erisman was dismissed from 

Moscow University by order of the Minister of 

Education I.D. Delyanov without any reason 

being given. In a letter to his friend I.I. Yanzhul, 

the scientist wrote with pain and bewilderment: 

“It is clear... my enemies are not asleep. 

The fatal order followed on from the basis of 

denunciations, without provocation on my part, 

and without the possibility that I could defend 

myself... Of course, you cannot doubt that under 

these circumstances, I cannot stay; I have been 

rudely snatched from the hands of my favorite 

work and now I have nothing to do in Russia. 

I will not go return there and have settled in 

Switzerland; what I’m going to do here – I do 

not know” [9].

In Switzerland, Erisman bought a small 

house in Zurich and took up literary work. In 

1897, he published his essay “The development 

of rural medicine and health care in Russia”. In 

the same year, Erisman spoke at the Congress of 

the Central Union of Swiss doctors in Olten with 

a report on medical care in Saint Petersburg and 

Moscow. In the late 1890s, he wrote many articles 

for the large Russian Encyclopedic Dictionary, 

published by Brockhaus and Efron1.

1 Chronicle and small news. Doctor. 1897. Semivolume 2. 

No. 49. P. 1,437, message No. 1910.
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Fig. 2. People’s House, built with the assistance 
of F.F. Erisman (Zurich) [10, p. 145].
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