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The Biology and Medical Science Nobel 
Prize for the year 1937 has been awarded 
to Albert Szent-Gyorgyi, Professor of Bio- 
Chemistry in the University of Szeged.

He is the fourth Hungarian to receive the greatest scientific 
distinction. The first three Hungarian savants who were 
awarded the Nobel Prize were, however, professors in 
foreign universities. The University of Sciences of Szeged 
has every reason to be proud of the member of that corpo
ration who has now received the highest distinction known 
to the world of science; and indeed the whole of Hungary 
is proud of him too.

Albert Szent-Gyorgyi was born in Hungary of Hun
garian parents. His father, who was a landowner, came of 
an old Transylvanian noble family. His mother was Jose
phine, daughter of Joseph Lenhossek and sister of the famous 
nerve specialist, Michael Lenhossek, who died but recently. 
On the distaff side Szent-Gyorgyi was the the fourth member 
of the Lenhossek family to distinguish himself in the field 
of science.

Already in childhood's years he manifested great in
terest in natural science and at the beginning of his career 
he took a special interest in anatomy, but only for a short 
time. His first independent work in the laboratory was the 
discovery of a new method of preparing the eye for exami
nation of its tissues. In a short time, however, he turned 
to bio-chemistry, in which science he has distinguished him
self so greatly.

* From the “Buvar" of November 1937.
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By the time he took his diploma in medical science the 
war was in full swing. Szent-Gyorgyi joined the army and 
was sent down on the medical staff to the Italian front, from 
whence he was transferred to Pozsony in the capacity of 
assistant in the pharmaceutic institute. After peace was 
concluded he returned to Budapest to seek a position in 
some scientific institute where he could continue his work. 
When his endeavours proved fruitless and neither work nor 
animals for experimental purposes were forthcoming, he left 
the country.

Thanks to his great talent for languages, which enabled 
him to enter into the spirit of a foreign tongue in a few 
months, he could make himself understood wherever he 
went. This gift in later years often came to his aid in 
difficult circumstances. From Budapest he went to Prague 
in search of work at either of the two universities, but with
out success, and in a short time he left for Berlin. But there 
was no work for him there either. At last he decided to go 
to Hamburg. This, as it turned out, was a lucky step, for 
he was received with open arms and opportunities of con
tinuing his experiments were placed at his disposal. But 
research work in bio-chemistry demands many appliances 
and even more animals, all of which are costly, and Ger
many, after the war, was poor. With the best will in the 
world there was no possibility of supplying him with the 
necessary material and instruments.

Only a few hours distant there was rich Holland with 
all the facilities of scientific research. Szent-Gyorgyi had 
been in correspondence for some time with the Professor of 
Biology in Leyden and he decided to accept the post of 
assistant offered by Professor Storm van Leeuven in the 
latter's Institute of Biochemistry. Quiet years of peaceful 
work followed. Szent-Gyorgyi belongs to the category of 
scientists who approach their work without any precon
ceptions or prejudices. A  fanatic where science, laboratory 
research, is concerned, his unflagging will-power overcame 
all obstacles, and in this struggle he was aided by a breadth 
of vision and a wealth of ideas.

He stayed in Leyden for three years. During this time 
his research work carried him into the field of physical
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science. The opportunity to study this branch of learning 
exhaustively came when Professor Hamburger of the Gro
ningen University made him free of his institute where he 
acquired the knowledge necessary for his widening sphere 
of work. In Groningen, however, unforeseen difficulties 
arose. This was the hardest period of his career, when he 
had to struggle with financial worries. But neither his cour
age nor his vitality deserted him; his application to his tasks 
never faltered, nor did his enthusiasm wane. On the contrary, 
the struggle steeled him to further effort, and he continued 
his laboratory work with greater perseverance then ever. It 
is interesting to note that it was at this time when financial 
difficulties assailed him, that he wrote the essay which was 
to be the first link in the chain that finally led to the 
discovery of Vitamin C and succinic acid.

A  year and a half later he was in Cambridge working 
with Professor Hopkins who received the Nobel Prize for 
Physiology. From then on his worries were over and he 
was in possession of sufficient means for his family and his 
research work. A  warm friendship sprang up between him 
and Professor Hopkins and his scientific range of vision ex
panded greatly. He soon became a name in the world of 
science and his fame even crossed the ocean.

Thus it happened that the brothers Mayo invited him 
to Rochester to continue his experiments in their institute. 
Here Szent-Gyorgyi’s career suddenly began to soar upwards 
in a bold curve. First-class laboratory appliances were at 
his disposal, and there was material in abundance for his 
experiments. The fame of his works written in Rochester 
reached his native land and he was offered the chair of 
Bio-Chemistry in the Szeged University. He accepted and 
there fitted out the most modern laboratory perhaps in 
Europe.

Szent-Gyorgyi’s publications are very versatile. Like 
most ment of genius his interests are maniford and his ex
periments are conducted in various directions until one en
grosses his attention to the exclusion of the rest. Oxidation 
is the subject of primary interest for him: how the living 
organism utilizes the energy contained in nutritive matter.
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At one time it was thought that with our food we assimilated 
a chemical substance, some compound of carbon, which 
combined in the cells with the oxygen from the air we 
breathe and liberated energy. This theory is no longer held. 
The chief emphasis is now on hydrogen, and energy is con
sidered to be liberated by the separation of hydrogen and 
its union with oxygen. This is the gist of a process by no 
means so simple as here stated, and it was the delicate 
mechanism thereof that Szent-Gyorgyi was investigating. For 
his first experiments he used plants, in which the biological 
processes are of a slower nature and less susceptible to 
oscillations of temperature. In the course of his experiments 
he discovered a substance of such great importance that he 
was led to assume its presence in animal tissue.

This substance he succeeded in extracting from the 
suprarenal gland. To it he gave the name of hexuronic acid 
and later ascorbic acid. And he was convinced that it was 
no other substance than Vitamin C.

This very important research work was done in the Bio- 
Chemical Institute in Cambridge, where at that time Zilva 
— an expert on the question of vitamins — was working. 
Szent-Gyorgyi gave him some hexuronic acid obtained form 
the suprarenal gland and asked Zilva to test its identity with 
Vitamin C. Zilva's opinion was that none of the properties 
of hexuronic acid were identical with those of Vitamin C, 
so for the time being Szent-Gyorgyi discontinued his experi
ments with that acid and turned his attention to other 
matters.

A  few years later a publication by Tillmann, a German 
bio-chemist, attracted the attention of the scientific world. 
In it he described his experiments with ascorbic acid and 
they contradicted Zilva’s results. Szent-Gyorgyi, who by this 
time was in Szeged, determined to take up the matter anew. 
Together with his young assistant, Svirbely, he began a 
series of experiments on animals. One group of rats was 
given hexuronic acid, a second group orange juice and the 
third group food lacking Vitamin C.

The result was astounding. The charts of the rats fed 
with hexuronic acid and orange juice showed a rapid
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increase of energy, while those of the third group showed 
an equally rapid decline.

Hexuronic acid, then, was Vitamin C!
Meanwhile Szent-Gyorgyi ran out of his supply of Vita

min C. The process of extracting it from the suprarenal 
gland was very costly and the quantities obtained so infini
tely small that they were inadequate for experiments 
covering perhaps a lengthy period. Szent-Gyorgyi was con
vinced that Vitamin C could be obtained from other, vege
table, sources and this conviction led him to experiment with 
green paprika.

The presence of Vitamin C may be precisely established 
by a certain reaction. A  blue dye, dichlorphenolindophenol, 
loses its colour if Vitamin C is added. The more colour it 
loses, the more Vitamin C is present in the solution,

Szent-Gyorgyi prepared a sour extract out of paprika 
and made the test. The blue dye lost colour. So there was 
Vitamin C in vegetable substances! Szent-Gyorgyi immedia
tely set himself to the task of obtaining larger quantities of 
it. The procedure was a complicated one, but finally he 
obtained one pound of Vitamin C from twenty tons of green 
paprika.

Now he had enough material for his purposes. Further 
experiments established the fact that Vitamin C was an 
effective antidote against scurvy and the Moller-Barlow 
infantile disease besides being of great value in cases of 
haemorrhage, nephritis and even pneumonia.

In the course of his further researches in connection 
with the problem of oxidation he made a fresh discovery. In 
the living organism there are both hydrogen and oxygen 
carriers. After a lenghty work of research Szent-Gyorgyi 
discovered the existence of a third group in succinic acid 
which on losing 2 hydrogen atoms readily becomes fumaric 
acid.

These in brief are Szent-Gyorgyi’s most important 
discoveries, but with the ardour of the real research worker 
he is also engaged in numerous other experiments.

The picture of Szent-Gyorgyi's personality would be 
incomplete without a reference to the two things besides his 
work that interest him most: music and sports. He has always
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been passionately fond of skating and since his student days 
has won three skating championship on distances of 500, 
1500 and 5000 metres. Tennis is another of his favourite 
sports. Even in the most critical period of his career he never 
gave up sports, being convinced that mental work to be 
efficient must be balanced by sufficient physical exercise. 
He also declares that sport is one of best methods of 
acquiring the civic virtues of co-operation, self-sacrifice, 
quickness of decision and the spirit of fair play, since every 
team is a miniature social world in itself.

His love of music was an outstanding trait even in 
childhood, when Csajkovsky and Dvorak were his favourites. 
Today, after being a devotee of Brahms, Schumann and 
Mozart in turn, it is the tragic majesty of Beethoven’s 
music that appeals to him most.

Through the open window of the Bio-Chemical Institute 
in Szeged, where Szent-Gyorgyi works, float in the strains 
of the organ from the magnificent Cathedral, in the crypt 
of which rest the mortal remains of Kuno Klebelsberg, the 
Hungarian Minister of Education to whom Szent-Gyorgyi, 
and indirectly the world of science, owe so much. It was 
Klebelsberg who brought him home to Szeged, thus affording 
Szent-Gyorgyi the means wherewith to bring to a successful 
close his valuable experiments in connection with Vitamin C.

To conclude with Szent Gyorgyi’s own words: — ‘‘We 
have every reason to hope that an exhaustive knowledge of 
the exact nature and effects on the system of Vitamin C and 
its therapeutic uses will contribute extensively to an ameliora
tion of human suffering. The study of oxidation is likely to 
continue for a long time to be one of the richest fields of bio
chemical research.”
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