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The awarding of the rights and privileges of an honorary citizen is the greatest 

distinction which the City Council has in its power to bestow. 

Today, this award of Honorary Citizen of the City of Vienna is being bestowed upon 

the distinguished professor, Martin Karplus, who was born in the city and was forced 

to flee. It is by no means the only recognition of his outstanding work. In 2013, he 

was a recipient of the Nobel Prize, the greatest scientific distinction which can be 

attained. 

In my view, our coming here today to honour Professor Karplus is combined with an 

even more meaningful significance for the City of Vienna; it can be regarded as a 

plea for forgiveness for the severe injustice which he suffered in having to flee his 

native country. 

Martin Karplus was eight years old when he and his mother, along with his older 

brother by three years, fled the city. It was the very day that Hitler invaded Austria; in 

other words, at the last possible moment. 

This plea for forgiveness must also be extended to all other victims of Nazi terror. 

Countless citizens, who could no longer save themselves through flight, lost their 

lives in the infernal extermination camps. Quite apart from the human suffering 

involved, one can only speculate at the magnitude of the scientific haemorrhage as a 

consequence of these tragic and turbulent times. The exhibition of the philosophical 

circle ‘Wiener Kreis’ at the University of Vienna, as well as the travelling exhibition 

“Threatened Intelligence” at the same university, make this point most forcefully. 

Of the estimated 150,000 exiles who fled our country because of racist or political 

persecution, it is estimated that no more than 8,000 returned to Austria at the end of 

the Second World War. Amongst them was the Nobel Prize laureate, Erwin 

Schrödinger, as well as the physicist and chemist Engelbert Broda. Sad to relate, 

scarcely anyone of the returning exiles who had been a university professor prior to 

their departure into exile in 1938, was reinstated on their return. At that time, the 
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Ministry of Education, which also had responsibility for science, pursued a very 

conservative policy of continuity. In this it was continuing the scientific policy which 

was introduced by the Corporatist State of the inter-war years. A fundamental change 

in policy had to await the appointment of Dr. Hertha Firnberg as Minister for Science 

in the 1970s. 

It should be noted, that it was not only the traumatic experience of being driven out of 

your native land that held many back from returning to Austria after the war. The 

catastrophic economic circumstances prevailing, as well as the unstable political 

environment, also played an important role. 

The regret engendered by this unfortunate development, should still not make us 

blind to the fact that they, who in fact returned voluntarily, contributed significantly to 

the reconstruction of the Republic. But the returning refugees, who had acquired 

noteworthy skills and scientific knowledge abroad, were nevertheless obliged to 

exercise this knowledge in foreign universities and research institutes. 

The grievous loss of this “expelled intelligentsia” can be felt to this day. 

Many great names, indeed household names, are included amongst those scientists 

who were driven out of Austria, and regretfully return only occasionally. Among these 

great scientists one must include the renowned Carl Djerassi, chemist and writer, 

who sadly died in January of this year. Others include the Nobel Laureates Walter 

Kohn, Eric Kandel and, of course, the man we wish to honour today, Martin Karplus.  

Somewhat tongue-in-cheek but also with a measure of justification, Professor 

Karplus once remarked that Austria first began to take notice of him, even to 

remember him, only after he had attained the highest international scientific fame and 

recognition. 

Concerning the scientific achievements of Professor Karplus, I would like to provide a 

brief summary, based on the detailed description which I received from Professor 

Peter Schuster, a former president of the Austrian Academy of Sciences. Professor 

Schuster is a colleague and friend of our distinguished guests, Professor Karplus and 

his wife, and I gratefully acknowledge his assistance in making this account available 

to me. 

Professor Karplus read for his Ph.D. under the supervision of the double Nobel Prize 

Laureate, Linus Pauling. He was appointed Professor of Chemistry at Harvard 

University in 1966 and, in addition, has been active as Professor of Biophysical 

Chemistry at University Louis Pasteur in Strasbourg since 1995. 

The scientific curriculum vitae of Professor Karplus also contains many accolades 

and distinctions. He is a member of numerous academies of sciences, including the 

National Academy of Sciences USA, the Royal Society London and, more recently, 
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the Austrian Academy of Sciences to which he was appointed an honorary member. 

In the interest of completeness, I would like to mention in this context that Professor 

Karplan is a holder of the Medal for Science and Art, bestowed by the federal 

President, and that he was conferred with an honorary doctorate of the University of 

Vienna on the 13 May just passed. 

I do not want to give the erroneous impression that I am conversant with, or expert in, 

the scientific research, and scientific contributions of Professor Karplus. Suffice it to 

say that his research has focussed on the areas of physical chemistry and structural 

biology. 

In Professor Karplus’s opinion, his most important contribution to scientific research 

was what is known as the ‘Karplus Equation’ which he developed in 1959. This is 

taught in all courses in organic chemistry and is an important cornerstone of 

evaluation in nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy. 

In this respect, he has something in common with Albert Einstein, who was also 

awarded the Nobel Prize for something which he, personally, did not regard as his 

most important scientific contribution. Einstein received the Nobel Prize in 1921 for 

his discovery of the Law of the Photoelectric Effect and not for his more-widely 

esteemed Theory of Relativity. 

 For his part, Martin Karplus was awarded the Nobel Prize for the development of 

multi-scale models for complex chemical systems. The research achievement 

consisted of the development of methods which enable computer simulation of the 

molecular dynamics of biological macromolecules. 

The study of these dynamics reveals how biological processes, which we 

equate with “life”, develop from processes at the level of molecules (in the 

ultra-microscopic sphere). (Quote from a speech by Rector Engl). 

In this way, new frontiers were opened up in the investigation of biological processes 

which are at the basis of all forms of life. Professor Karplus is convinced that, with 

improving methodology, it will soon be possible to simulate complex molecules. 

Thereafter, it will be possible to do the same for entire cells and, finally, for organs. 

Someday, it may even become possible to simulate mammals, but that lies in the 

distant future. 

The next research project Professor Karplus plans to undertake is an investigation of 

the functioning of the brain, which will be confined to simpler organisms in the initial 

stages. A major part of this task will be the development of methods for the recording 

and processing of the terabytes of accumulated data. 

The sheer creative power of Professor Karplus resembles that of a titan. This is 

evident, in part, by the exhibition of the photographic records of his extensive travels. 
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Following exhibitions in New York, where they were on display at the Austrian 

Cultural Forum, his collection went on display in further cities across the United 

States, before transferring to Paris, then Berlin, and can now be admired at the 

University of Vienna. The Karplus photographic collection will no doubt be extended 

even further by the excursions and lectures already planned for the future. 

Professor Karplus uses his nimbus, or mystique, as a Nobel Prize Laureate to a 

remarkable end, in promoting his message and plea for greater understanding 

among diverse cultures, as well as for tolerance, which he values so highly. He holds 

lectures not only in Israel but also in the Palestinian territories, and in November will 

organise a meeting in Morocco which will be attended by young scientists from 

Egypt, Israel, Libya, and other war-torn regions. 

In view of the demands on his time, it may come as a surprise that amongst his 

friends, Professor Karplus is a much vaunted cook. Who knows to what extent his 

expertise as a bio-chemist may have come in useful in developing his acknowledged 

cooking skills? 

 

In the realm of deterministic science, it is invalid to pose the question what might 

have happened, if certain events had evolved differently. Yet I am not alone in 

wondering if the scientific career of Professor Karplus would have developed in the 

same way if historic events had taken a different course.  

The same question pops up when one considers the transition years in the melting 

pot that was Vienna in the period encompassing the 19 century up to the beginning 

of the Nazi dictatorship. This period marked many new currents and developments, in 

which music, literature and the performing arts blossomed onto a new orbit. But, we 

also observe that in this era, the natural sciences, medicine and philosophy, and 

more especially the technical sciences were raised on to a new technical and 

scientific foundation.  

The exhibition “Der Wiener Kreis – Exaktes Denken am Rand des Untergangs” (The 

Viennese Circle – Analytical Precision on the Brink of Armageddon), which was 

opened yesterday with Professor Karplus in attendance as a member of the Honorary 

Committee, confronts us with these new ways of thinking, which have become 

cornerstones for our scientific view of the world and our understanding of science. At 

the turn of the century, it was primarily developments in physics which began to alter 

our perception of the world. 

But the days of scientific prominence are long past. The most recent innovation 

analysis of the European Union indicates clearly how Austria has fallen behind in the 

European league. It outlines which adjustments have to be undertaken in Austria, if 

the country is to progress to a leading position from the ranks of the “also rans”. 
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The Karplus family, which settled in Vienna in the middle of the 19 century, provides 

an outstanding example of the history of their times. Both grandfathers of today’s 

guest of honour were medical doctors. His paternal grandfather, Johann Paul 

Karplus, was a notable neurologist and held the Chair for Neurology at the University 

of Vienna. The Karplus Street in Untermeidling is named in his honour. The official 

enactment for this was ratified by the Cultural Committee of the Council of Vienna on 

the 8 January 1956. The grandparents lived in an apartment in the Lieben Palace, 

where today the renowned Coffee House Landtmann is located in the ground floor. 

One of Professor Karplus’s aunts was married to the philosopher Theodor W. 

Adorno. The physicist Robert von Lieben was an uncle. It was he who invented the 

electronic tube, a core component of sound amplification, which enabled the setting 

up of the German telephone network. 

This year, tossed about in the undertow of political and humanitarian developments 

in Europe, but also the entire world, we have received a dramatic wake-up call which 

provides serious food for thought. This has taken place against the historical 

backdrop, a mosaic of events, which encompass inter alia the life and family history 

of Martin Karplus, but also the 650 year history of the University of Vienna, one of the 

oldest in central Europe; the 250 anniversary of the Vienna University of Veterinary 

Medicine; the 200 anniversary of the Technical University of Vienna and the 175 

anniversary of the Montanuniversität in Leoben. The future of our country, and 

indeed that of every one of us, is closely dependent on two basic principles:  

First, an outstanding educational system, based on the principle of equal opportunity 

for all members of society, and which begins in the early stages of childcare. Second, 

the maintenance and improvement of the competitive position of our business 

location by means of committed support for science, research and innovation. In this 

context, success can be summed up by three letters: ACT! 

This special occasion of tribute, which we celebrate today, should provide us with the 

stimulus to strive for a timely continuation of the golden era of scientific discovery in 

our country. In the globalised world of today, the name Austria could, once again, 

stand out, as it once did through its association with names such as Christian 

Doppler, Philipp Frank, Ernst Mach, Ludwig Boltzmann, Erwin Schrödinger, Wolfgang 

Pauli, Lisa Meitner and many, many more. 

Dear Professor Karplus, our presence here today in your honour requires an 

additional important observation: As Viktor Frankl had the honorary citizenship of the 

City of Vienna bestowed him some twenty years ago, he pointed out that injustice 

plus injustice does not add up to justice, but to twice injustice. My former mentor, Dr. 

Gustav Steiner, frequently used those same words when asked about his own 

approach in coming to terms with the tragic past which drove him into exile. 
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Dear Professor Karplus, we are deeply indebted to you that you decided to come to 

Vienna, along with your wife, to accept these honours, in spite of your many 

reservations. 

Thereby, you have given an impressive, symbolic signal, which is particularly 

important for the youth of today. For this reason, it is all the more important for us to 

make clear, that in honouring your person today, we are not seeking to absolve 

ourselves from our historical responsibilities; rather, we regard it as a commitment 

that a repetition of the horrors of the past, will never again be tolerated, in any form 

whatever. 

In this sense, dear distinguished guest, we wish to offer you our heartfelt 

congratulations, and to thank you for your generosity of spirit. 

 


