
Klaus Mauersberger; Monika Schulz-Fieguth (Editors). Hans-Jürgen Treder: Ein Porträt.
128 pp., illus., bibl. Potsdam: Christian & Cornelius Ruess, 2018. €35 (cloth); ISBN
9783000602450.

The title of this book is quite literal: there are many photographs (all in black and white), most of them
portraits of Hans-Jürgen Treder, either in the traditional sense or more informal shots. (The book grew out
of a photography project from thirty years ago, the publication having been thwarted by German reuni-
fication.) Although relatively unknown outside of the former East Germany, Treder was one of the leading
relativity theorists and astrophysicists in the GDR. He also held many administrative posts and was inter-
ested in the history and philosophy of science. A devout Marxist, he respected and was respected by the
political establishment, enjoying privileges such as freedom of travel and a personal chauffeur. He was
awarded the National Prize of the German Democratic Republic, a high distinction also conferred upon,
among others, Heinrich Mann, Friedrich Hund, Bertolt Brecht, Manfred von Ardenne, and Kurt Masur.

Hans-Jürgen Treder: Ein Porträt consists of an introduction explaining its unorthodox form; an eleven-
page 2017 interview with the photographer Monika Schulz-Fieguth conducted by Klaus Mauersberger;
fifty pages of photographs taken from 1978 to 1989; a seventeen-page essay by Dieter Hoffmann on Treder’s
life and work; a twelve-page essay by Andreas Krase on scientific portraits in general and Treder’s relation-
ship with photography in particular; seven pages of photographs from 2006; and, as appendixes (of one to
two pages each), an afterword by Jürgen Kiczynski written in 1986, a text by Treder himself on photography
(Schulz-Fieguth was employed for a time at the Babelsberg Observatory in Potsdam when Treder was di-
rector), Treder’s curriculum vitae, a list of selected publications, and, finally, smaller versions of all the pho-
tographs with captions. Despite the unorthodox format, the book is a good introduction to Treder’s life and
work and, owing to his striking looks and (certainly at least partly cultivated) image as an absent-minded
professor, interesting from a purely photographic standpoint as well.

Treder was born in 1928, growing up in Berlin under the Nazis. By the age of fifteen he was correspond-
ing with Heisenberg, who not only corrected some of Treder’s misconceptions about relativity but also in-
vited him to his institute in Dahlem and encouraged him to study physics or mathematics. His successful
career was due to both his science and the fact that he was supported by the state, having joined the East
German Communist Party (Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands [SED]) in 1946; in the same year
he was one of the founders of the Freie Deutsche Jugend (the national youth organization, similar to those
in other Communist countries), where he met Erich Honecker, later (from 1971) Secretary-General of the
SED and (from 1976) official head of state. After being awarded a doctoral degree in 1956 and the Habil-
itation in 1961 (by which time he had published almost twenty papers), he was quickly appointed lecturer,
then professor, and rose from assistant to group leader to director of the Academy of Science. This meteoric
career was topped by the organization of a conference in 1965 celebrating fifty years of general relativity,
which attracted many top scientists—and not just from the Communist bloc countries. Partly as a result
of this successful conference, he was appointed director of the observatory at Babelsberg in Potsdam and,
somewhat later, director of the Central Institute for Astrophysics. He had even more success with the Ein-
stein centenary celebrations in 1979.

Treder was part of the strong physics tradition in Germany, with Gustav Hertz as a sort of mentor.
(Gustav was known for the Franck-Hertz experiment, which demonstrated the existence of discrete energy
levels in atoms; he was the nephew of Heinrich Hertz, who discovered radio waves.) From 1984 to 1991
he was one of the Editors of the Annalen der Physik, one of the more important physics journals. Toward
the end of his life he spent more time on the history and philosophy of physics and corresponded with Karl
Popper (even though Popper was critical of Marxism).

Treder was a better scientist than administrator, and in 1982 he was relieved of the directorships and
went on to head his own Einstein Laboratory for Theoretical Physics, located in Einstein’s former sum-
merhouse in Caputh. After the reunification of Germany, this institute was closed; although some of the
staff found employment elsewhere, the new focus for such research was the newly founded Max Planck
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Institute for Gravitation—which, however, was more an outpost of the former West Germany than a con-
tinuation of research in the East.

Even among physicists Treder is not a household name, at least outside of the former East Germany,
though of course he was known by many in the relativity community. Apart from the general isolation of
East Germany, the fact that much of his work was highly mathematical and concerned with the founda-
tions of physics contributed to his lack of wider fame. The book is a good introduction to his life and work,
and it is well produced, with very few typos or other glitches (though the fact that all the text is in sans serif
type is not easy on the eyes); I learned much from it and I’m sure that others will as well.

Phillip Helbig

Phillip Helbig was a student of the late gravitational-lensing pioneer Sjur Refsdal at the University of Ham-
burg, where he completed his master’s thesis at the Hamburg Observatory. He has also worked at Jodrell
Bank and the Kapteyn Institute in Groningen.

Michael Kaasch; Joachim Kaasch; Torsten K. D. Himmel (Editors). Biologie in der
DDR: Beiträge zur 24. Jahrestagung der DGGTB in Greifswald 2015. (Verhandlungen
zur Geschichte und Theorie der Biologie, 20.) 368 pp., tables, figs., index. Berlin: VWB—
Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 2018. €36 (paper); ISBN 9783861354413.

This book is a collection of contributions to the twenty-fourth annual meeting of the German Society for
the History and Theory of Biology. While some of the essays discuss biology per se in the GDR, most are
concerned with the politics of science or the influence of key individuals. Eleven articles discuss biology
in the GDR in some form; seven shorter ones discuss other topics presented at the meeting. Three obit-
uaries are included, and the book concludes with an index of persons. While some aspects parallel those
in other Communist bloc countries, the GDR was unique in that it had, in the FRG, a counterpart with a
common language and history; some of the contributions address this point explicitly.

Between 1945 and 1955, about a hundred students and employees of the universities of Halle, Leipzig,
Rostock, and Jena were arrested and sentenced, and about 20 percent of those were executed. Though some
former members of the Nazi Party remained in academia, these purges dramatically changed the relative
strengths of the various biological disciplines and refocused their research. Botanists, who had generally
been less politically active than other biologists during the Nazi period, thrived in the GDR. Other factors
also contributed to the flourishing of botany at this time. State planning, especially the focus of planners on
“practical” pursuits and the fact that some botanical ideas were thought to be relatively more compatible
with dialectical materialism, contributed to the success of botany in the GDR. Botanists were also careful
about the topics they taught and researched.

The political and intellectual shifts also ushered in new publishing opportunities. Gustav Fischer, a
firm that had not published Nazi books, quickly became a major publisher for biology—not just for au-
thors from East Germany, but also some from the West. Not all West German biologists embraced them,
however. Some refused to publish with Fischer because of disagreements over issues such as the change
from “v.Chr.” (B.C.) to “v.d.Zw.” (B.C.E.) or over the work of Trofim Lysenko.

Travel restrictions were a major feature of scientific work in the period and naturally shaped biological re-
search too. While the restrictions on travel to non-Communist countries generally retarded scientific work,
some scientists didmanage to obtain such permission. Even then, however, the destination country sometimes
did not allow them entry. The case of a marine biology station established in Naples way back in 1872 by Felix
AntonDohrn and later headed by his son Reinhard and grandson Peter, for instance, demonstrates the ways in
which travel restrictions impeded research. In 1957 Italy refused visas to a group of students led by Manfred
Gresch who wished to travel to the station. Such episodes interrupted longer traditions of scientific work.
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