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Abstract

The Austrian Biophysical Society (Biophysics Austria) was founded in 1961, making it one of the oldest national biophysi-
cal societies in Europe. It hosted the first European Meeting in Biophysics in Baden near Vienna in 1971 and celebrated
its 60th anniversary by hosting the 13th European Biophysics Congress in Vienna as a hybrid event during the COVID-19
pandemic in 2021. In 2026, the society is celebrating its 65th anniversary. This review reflects on the society’s history
and highlights events, milestones, and people who have contributed to its development.
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Abbreviations
EBJ European biophysical journal

EBSA European biophysical societies association

IUPAB International union for pure and applied
biophysics

OGB Osterreichische Gesellschaft fiir Biophysik
(Austrian biophysical society)

OGMBT  Osterreichische Gesellschaft fiir Molekulare
Biowissenschaften und Biotechnologie (Aus-
trian society for molecular biosciences and
biotechnology)

Introduction

Fifty-five years ago, in September 1971, the first European
Biophysics Societies’ Association (EBSA) conference took
place in Austria, in Baden near Vienna. Although the EBSA
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itself was not formally established until 1984 (Seddon and
Watts 2025), this meeting is considered as the first in the
series of EBSA congresses. The meeting was organized by
the Austrian Biophysical Society, which was only ten years
old at the time. Founded in 1961 as the “Austrian Society
for Pure and Applied Biophysics,” it is one of the oldest
Austrian academic societies in the life sciences.

The trigger to establish a national scientific association
was the first meeting of the International Union for Pure and
Applied Biophysics in Stockholm, which was also founded
in 1961. From the beginning, the Austrian Society has been
committed to interdisciplinary research, interconnecting
biology, medicine, physics and chemistry. Over the years,
the society has experienced ups and downs but has grown
into a stable platform that supports biophysical research and
fosters communication between biophysicists in Austria and
beyond.

In this historical review dedicated to the 65th anniversary
of the Austrian Biophysical Society we take the opportunity
to reflect on the society’s history and highlight some of the
people who have contributed to its development.

The early years of the society

In 1961, Drs. Karl Kaindl and Helmut Knétig, sparked the
formation of an initiative committee after returning from
the first meeting of the International Union for Pure and
Applied Biophysics (IUPAB) in Stockholm. They quickly
organized a general assembly on December 20, 1961, to
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establish the Austrian Biophysical Society. The assembly
elaborated the first constitution and elected Prof. Dr. Hans
Bornschein (Fig. 1), the founder of the Institute of General
and Comparative Physiology at the University of Vienna,
as the first President. Bornschein was internationally rec-
ognized for his pioneering research in the fields of biologi-
cal cybernetics and sensory physiology, particularly for his
analysis of signal transduction mechanisms in the retina.
The society was an Austrian equivalent of [IUPAB and was
called the “Osterreichische Gesellschaft fiir reine und ange-
wandte Biophysik* (Austrian Society for Pure and Applied
Biophysics). The society was quite active from its early
days, organizing and participating in joint meetings with
the other biophysical societies. Only three years after its
foundation, in September 1964, Vienna hosted a joint meet-
ing involving the German Society for Biophysics the Swiss
Society for Radiation Biology and the Austrian Society for
Pure and Applied Biophysics (von Bertalanffy 1965). These
activities culminated in the organization of the second
IUPAB meeting (5-9 September 1966) in Vienna and the
first European Biophysical Societies’ Association (EBSA)
congress (14—17 September 1971) in Baden near Vienna. At
that time, the society changed its name to Osterreichische
Biophysikalische Gesellschaft (OBG, Austrian Biophysical
Society). National and international speakers were regularly
invited to cover the broad field of biophysics and to foster
our ties to the community of biophysicists worldwide.

The biological and biophysical consequences of nuclear
radiation were a major societal issue in Austria in the 1970s,
culminating in the 1978 referendum against nuclear power
plants. Under the leadership of the third OBG president,
Engelbert Broda (Fig. 1; Table 1), the OBG was heavily
involved in grounding this discussion in science. Broda’s
scientific work was strongly connected to bioenergetics,
which is one of the central themes of early biophysics. From
1938 to 1947 Broda worked on rhodopsin at University

College London, in the United Kingdom, as well as on
radioactivity and nuclear fusion at the Cavendish Labora-
tory in Cambridge (https://zbphysik.univie.ac.at/broda/).
Examining the research fields of the societies’ presidents
(Table 1) reveals the diversity of research areas addressed
by our society.

First EBSA congress

Undoubtedly, the most significant event in the early history
of the society was the first European Biophysics Meeting,
which was hosted by Biophysics Austria in Baden, near
Vienna, in 1971 (Fig. 2). This event was organized in col-
laboration with sister societies, was co-sponsored by the
ITUPAB and was a first successful attempt to bring national
biophysical communities together. The conference featured
19 symposia that covered a broad spectrum of biophysi-
cal topics, ranging from proteins and membranes to theo-
retical and environmental biophysics. The opening lecture
was given by Austrian chemist Max F. Perutz, who won
the Nobel Prize in 1962 for his work on the structures of
hemoglobin and myoglobin. The multi-volume proceedings
were edited by Broda, Locker and Springer-Lederer, and
published by Verlag der Wiener Medizinischen Akademie
on behalf of the Austrian Biophysical Society (Broda et al.
1971). The six thematic volumes were entitled (1) Proteins
and Nucleotides: Structure, Function, and Biosynthesis;
(2) Radiation Biophysics and Free Radicals; (3) Mem-
branes and Transport; (4) Photosynthesis, Bioenergetics,
Regulation, and the Origin of Life; (5) Cells and Organs:
Nervous, Sensory, and Contractile Systems; and (6) Theo-
retical Molecular Biology, Biomechanics, Biomathemat-
ics, Environmental Biophysics, Techniques, and Education
(Fig. 2). These volumes demonstrated the full scope of the
biophysical issues discussed at the first congress. Each of
these volumes corresponded to a major topical section of

Fig. 1 (A) Hans Bornschein (1920-1979). © Archiv of the University
of Vienna . (B) Engelbert Broda (1910-1983). © Austrian Central
Library for Physics. (C) Helmut Horvarth, president of the Society
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1998-2004. © Horvath Private Photo Album. (D) Martin Hohenegger,
president of the Society 2004—2010. © Martin Hohenegger, Private
Photo Album.


https://zbphysik.univie.ac.at/broda/

European Biophysics Journal

Table 1 Presidents of Biophysics Austria 1961-2026

Acting Presidents Institution Discipline, research focus and activities
period
1961-1967  Hans Bornschein Institute of Physiology, University of Vienna Physiology: Signal transduction in retina, biological
cybernetics and Bioinformatics
1967-1970  Johann Schedling Institute of Medical Physics, University of Vienna Environmental Physics: air pollution, radioactivity
and environment
1970-1972  Engelbert Broda  Institute of Physical Chemistry, University of Nuclear Physics and Bioenergetics;
Vienna Environmental- and Peace activist
1972-1981  Richard Brunner Institute of Chemistry, Biotechnology and Microbiology: Fermentation,
Vienna University of Technology, Vienna Brewing Science, Antibiotics
1981-1987  Maximilian Institute of Experimental Pathology, University Experimental Pathology: lon homeostasis,
Hohenegger of Vienna Metabolism
1987-1998  Wolfgang Seiler Institute of Medical Physics, University of Vienna Physics: Radioactivity
1998-2004  Helmuth Horvath Institute of Experimental Physics, University of =~ Environmental Physics: Aerosoles
Vienna
2004-2010  Martin Institute of Pharmacology, Medical University, Pharmacology: Muscle physiology, ryanodine
Hohenegger Vienna receptors
2010-2013  Georg Institute of Biophysics, Austrian Academy of Membrane Biophysics:
Pabst Sciences, Graz lipid organization in membranes, protein-lipid
interactions
2013-2015  Gerhard Schiitz Institute of Applied Physics and Biophysics, Membrane Biophysics:
Vienna University of Technology, Vienna single molecule spectroscopy and imaging, membrane
nanostructures
2015-2017  Klaus Division of Medical Physics and Biophysics, Ion channel Biophysics: TRP channels,
Groschner Medical University of Graz photopharmacology
2017-2019  Thomas Stockner Institute of Pharmacology, Medical University of MD-simulations: structure-function relations in ion
Vienna channels and transporters
20192022  Birgit Plochberger FH Oberdsterreich, Linz Physical Biochemistry: single molecular fluorescence
and atomic force microscopy, lipoproteins
2022-2024  Elena E. Medical Physics and Biophysics, University of Membrane Biophysics: mitochondrial membrane
Pohl Veterinary Medicine Vienna proteins, cancer, immunometabolism
2024-2026  Bernhard Flucher Physiology and Medical Physics, Medical Uni- Biophysics: Calcium channels, neuro-muscular
versity of Innsbruck physiology
2026-2028  Peter Institute of Biophysics, Biophysics of membrane transport: proton and water
Pohl Johannes Kepler University, Linz transport, protein translocation, membrane mechanics

the congress and contained the names of speakers, titles of
talks, and the structure of sessions for that topic.

The time between the first and the 13th EBSA
conference

Over the years, the Austrian Biophysical Society attracted
members from a variety of scientific backgrounds, includ-
ing physics, biology, and medicine. The society’s research
interests have ranged from bioinformatics, environmental
physics, biotechnology, bioenergetics, and pharmacology
to, more recently, molecular biophysics and computational
biology. This diversity reflects an understanding of bio-
physics as a genuinely multidisciplinary field. From 1972
to 1981, the society was led by Richard Brunner, who is
renowned for developing the first oral penicillin (Brunner
1963), as well as a biotech process for producing alcohol-
free beer.

During the 1980s and 1990s, Austria developed several
important centers of biophysical research, particularly in

Vienna, Linz, Graz and Innsbruck. Excellent biophysicists
established their laboratories during this period. Notable
figures include Hansgeorg Schindler and Peter Laggner.
Schindler founded the first Institute of Biophysics in Austria,
located in Linz. The institute is currently led by Peter Pohl
and Peter Hinterdorfer. Schindler also initiated single-mol-
ecule research in Austria (Hinterdorfer et al. 1996; Schmidt
et al. 1996), which led to the establishment of the Annual
Linz Winter Workshop in 1999. This conference is now
headed by Peter Hinterdorfer, Gerhard Schiitz and Yoo Jin
Oh and has developed into a renowned international meet-
ing that annually brings together 150-200 scientists from
diverse disciplines to explore the frontiers of single-mole-
cule research, nanoscience, and nanomedicine on a unique
interdisciplinary platform for researchers from academia
and industry. Schindler (1943-2001) was honored through
the society’s Hansgeorg Schindler Young Investigator
Award. The first winner of this award, sponsored by Tecan,
was Klaus Schicker, a postdoctoral fellow at the Medical
University of Vienna, for his work on the characterization
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Announcement
The First European Biophysics Congress

This Congress, organized by the Austrian Biophysical Society with the
collaboration of sister societies and under the co-sponsorship of the Inter-
national Union for Pure and Applied Biophysics (TUPAB), will be held in
Baden near Vienna, 14 to 17 September 1971. Languages: English, German,
French, Russian. Enquiries to the Secretary, Mrs. E. Weidenhaus, Wiener
Medizinische Akademie, Stadiongasse 6-8, A-1010 Vienna, Austria.
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Title Lecturer

Plenary Lectures

The Atomic Structure of Biological
Catalysts (Opening Lecture)

M. F. Perutz

Biosensors and Sensory Systems H. Bornschein

Aspects of Muscle Contraction * G. M. Frank
Interactions of Radiant Energy and R. Latarjet
Genetic Material

The Insect Eyeas a Model for Processing W. Reichardt
of Optical Data 1n the Nervous System

The Transport of Alkali lons through H. H. Ussing

Epithelia

Special Lectures

Information Theory and the Biological
Sciences

A. Borsellino

From Lower to Higher Order in V. A. Engelhardt

Biosystems

The X-Ray Small Angle Method — O. Kratky
Prospects and Limitations

Radiation Biophysics — Still of H. A. Kiinkel
Topical Interest?

Membrane Potentials of Isolated Cells U. Lassen
Determination of Biomacromolecular C. Sadron

Conformation by Luminescence

Fig. 2 The first European Biophysical Congress in Baden near Vienna, 14-17 September 1971. (A) Announcement in Quarterly Reviews of Bio-
physics (1970), 3, 3 377-381 (B) Program and Abstracts. (C) Plenary lectures.

of the human serotonin transporter (hRSERT) protein in 2012
(Biophysics News, No 5, 2012). Another key figure was
Peter Laggner, a world leading pioneer in small-angle X-ray
scattering on low density lipoproteins (LDL) and biomem-
branes (Laggner 1994) and director of the Austrian Acad-
emy of Sciences Institute of Biophysics and Nanosystems
Research in Graz. The latter was founded by Otto Kratky as
Institute for X-Ray Fine Structure Research of the Austrian
Academy of Sciences. Our society’s outreach was enhanced
by appealing to researchers internationally, including Aus-
trians who pursued their careers abroad, and colleagues who
obtained their PhD or postdoctoral training in Austria.

From 1980 to 2000, Austria’s scientific landscape diver-
sified, with many small scientific societies emerging. This
may explain why an interdisciplinary field such as biophys-
ics received less attention. Helmuth Horvath, president of
the Society from 1998 to 2004 (Fig. 1), adapted the con-
stitution to reflect contemporary requirements, introducing
new ideas and members to the society. His successor, Martin
Hohenegger (Fig. 1), successfully established the Austrian
membership in EBSA in 2009 and organized the first joint
meeting with the Austrian Society for Molecular Biology
and Biotechnology (OGMBT) the following year.

@ Springer

Thus, Biophysics Austria has developed into an open
society that understands itself as part of the global biophysi-
cal community. This development was essentially promoted
during the presidencies of Georg Pabst and Gerhard Schiitz
through continuous improvement of (digital) communica-
tion with society members, regular updates on society issues
via a newsletter, and the establishment of the most attractive
get-together of the Biophysics Austria family: the Biophys-
ics Austria Mixer at the Annual Meetings of the Biophysical
Society of America. This regular get-together of the Society
in the US fostered the interactions between Austrian bio-
physicists at an international level (Fig. 3).

The successfully established concept of Biophysics Aus-
tria as an efficient platform for national communication
combined with activities to increase international visibility
of the Austrian biophysical community, was further devel-
oped during the presidency of Klaus Groschner and Thomas
Stockner (2015-2019). In this period, the society embraced
and supported the rapidly evolving and expanding field of
computational biology, which opened entirely new aspects
of biophysical research.

Recently, Biophysics Austria was led by its first female
presidents, Birgit Plochberger (2019-2022) and Elena E.
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Fig. 3 Karolin Luger - the Bio-
physical Society National Lecturer
in Philadelphia, USA, 2013 - at
the Austrian Biophysical Society
Mixer. Left, J Striessnig, right, K.
Groschner. ©Klaus Groschner;
private photo album.

Pohl (2022-2024). Their leadership coincided with two par-
ticularly challenging and transformative periods for society:
the COVID-19 pandemic and the organization of the EBSA
Congress 2021 in Vienna. Their presidencies marked an
important step towards greater gender balance and demon-
strated the society’s ability to successfully navigate major
challenges while strengthening its international visibility.
The Society also strengthened its support of the next genera-
tion of scientists by launching a new initiative that awards
travel scholarships to young members to attend EBSA con-
gresses, starting with the EBSA Congress in Stockholm in
2023.

EBSA 2021 in Vienna

In 2017, Biophysics Austria won the bid to host the biennial
meeting of the European Biophysical Societies’ Association
in Vienna in 2021.

EBSA 2021 was the first in-person congress to take place
at the Austria Center Vienna since the outbreak of the global
SARS-CoV-2 pandemic and was one of the few large in-
person meetings worldwide. Congress chair, Elena E. Pohl,
was supported by the local organizing committee (Fig. 4)
and the EBSA executive committee.

The 2021 meeting was unique in many ways. For the
first time in the history of biophysical congresses, the 13th
EBSA meeting took place in hybrid form, both on-site and
online. This allowed interested biophysicists worldwide,
regardless of the existing travel restrictions, to participate
in the event. Four hundred thirty-five participants from 37
countries attended in person. Around 170 speakers shared
their latest research findings.

For the first time, the congress began with a public lec-
ture open to anyone interested in science. Nobel laureate
Ada Yonath honored Erwin Schrodinger’s contributions to
the life sciences by sharing her perspective on the enduring
question, What Is Life? (Fig. 5). Her lecture was particularly
fitting, as Schrodinger’s seminal book of the same title was
also written for a broad audience. The event fell on the 60th
anniversary of the death of the Austrian physicist and Nobel
laureate.

World’s leading biophysicists - Thomas Siidhof (Nobel
Prize for physiology and medicine, 2013), Francisco Beza-
nilla, Raimund Dutzler, Gerhard Hummer, Karolin Luger,
Marina Rodnina, Carol Robinson gave plenary lectures
about the state of the art in different biophysics research
areas. Yaser Hashem received the EBSA Young Investiga-
tor Award for his contributions to cryo-electron microscopy
and structural biology, while Elina Ikonen received the
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Fig.4 Local organization committee of the 13th European Biophysical
Congress in Vienna gives an excellent snapshot of the modern Austrian
biophysical community. From left to right: Rainer Schindl, Peter Pohl,

Avanti Polar Lipids/EBSA Award for her seminal work on
the structure and function of biological membranes (Fig. 6).
Most participants were excited to attend a scientific con-
ference again after a long time. The relaxed and inspiring
environment, spontaneous interactions, new acquaintances,
and the ability to observe body language during group
discussions all facilitated more efficient exchanges. The
face-to-face setting made it far easier to establish new and
unexpected collaborations, and to network with people from
different fields whom you might not otherwise meet.

For the first time, new digital technologies enabled an
additional 267 scientists, who could not come to Vienna
to attend in person, to participate actively. As a result, we
had lecturers who were able to present their latest findings
even though they had to stay in their home country. The eve-
ning poster discussions over snacks and wine were a great
success.

The success of the meeting was reflected in the partici-
pants’ feedback. As one professor from the United Kingdom
put it: “This was by far and away the most difficult congress
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Ruth Prassl, Erik Reimhult, Elena E. Pohl, Gerhard Schiitz, Birgit Plo-
chberger, Klaus Groschner, Andreas Horner, Thomas Stockner, Georg
Pabst. © EBSA 2021Congress Archiv.

to organize of all time, but it was a huge success. Anyone
who wasn’t there missed a lot!”

Biennial meetings of Austrian Biophysical Society

Motivated by the overwhelming success of the EBSA 2021
meeting the executive committee of Biophysics Austria
decided to establish the first meeting of the society sepa-
rately from OGMBT. The first meeting was organized by
Peter Pohl (University of Linz) and Birgit Plochberger
(Applied University, Linz) and took place in Juni 2022 in
Strobl at the Wolfgangsee (Fig. 7). The goal was to bring
together Austrian biophysical research groups and to pro-
mote more profound cooperation between them. Continuing
the newly established tradition of bringing together sci-
entists from different fields of biophysics and from across
Austria, the second (2024) and third (2026) Biophysics
Austria meetings were held at St. Virgil in Salzburg. They
were organized by Bernhard Flucher (Medical University
of Innsbruck) and Sandro Keller (Medical University of
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24-28
July 2021
VIENNA, AUSTRIA

13™ EUROPEAN
BIOPHYSICS
CONFERENCE

Public Lecture:

From origin of life to modern medicine

By Ada Yo

13% European Biophysics Conference

24 - 28 July 2021, Vienna, BIOPHYSICS AUSTRIA

Austria

Fig. 5 The 13th European Biophysical Congress in Vienna. The opening lecture was given by online Ada E. Yonath. © EBSA 2021 Congress

Archiv. The logo of the congress is shown above, on the right.

Fig. 6 The 13th European Biophysical Congress in Vienna. (A) The
presentation of EBSA Young Investigator Awardee Yaser Hashem,
University of Bordeaux (B) Elina Ikonen (University of Helsinki, cen-

Graz). Both meetings once again showcased the high qual-
ity of research conducted by Austrian biophysics groups,
highlighted the strong potential for new collaborations, and
reflected the community’s commitment to the society.

13™ EUROPEA

e
N vs1cS AUSTRIA
BIOPHYSICS CONFERENCE BIOPHYSICS

ter) receives Avanti Lipids Award. Jesus Perez-Gil (EBSA president
2019-2021, left), Elena E. Pohl (congress chair, right). Photograph by
Thomas Lerch, © EBSA 2021 Congress Archiv.

Conclusions and outlook

This year the Austrian Biophysical Society celebrates its
65th anniversary. Recent initiatives of the Executive Com-
mittee have focused on actions to increase global visibility
of the society. These include the launch of a new society
website (https://www.biophysics-austria.com/), designed

@ Springer


https://www.biophysics-austria.com/

European Biophysics Journal

Fig. 7 Austrian Biophysical Society Meeting in Strobl, Austria, 9-11th September, 2022. ©Elena E. Pohl, private photo collection..

and maintained by Tony Schmid (Division of Biophysics,
Medical University of Graz), and the regular distribution of
newsletters to keep members informed about national and
international scientific events, funding opportunities, and
activities within the Austrian biophysics’ community.

Supporting ecarly-career researchers remains one of
society’s highest priorities. Biophysics Austria continues
to award travel grants that enable young scientists to par-
ticipate in major national and international conferences. In
addition, Anne Stoib (Johannes Kepler University Linz)
has become Austria’s representative in the Young European
Biophysical Societies’ Association (yYEBSA), a recently
established initiative dedicated to strengthening network-
ing, collaboration, and career development among young
European biophysicists (https://ebsa.org/young-ebsa/).

Looking ahead, one of our main goals is to further
broaden the society by attracting additional research groups
working in biophysics and at its interfaces with biology,
chemistry, medicine, engineering, and related disciplines.

Above all, Biophysics Austria remains committed to
fostering scientific excellence. This is exemplified by the
special issue of the European Biophysics Journal, Cutting-
Edge Biophysical Research from Austria: Austrian Biophys-
ical Research Groups Present Themselves, which provides
an inspiring overview of the breadth and quality of contem-
porary biophysical research in Austria (Heiss and Flucher
2025; Kaltenegger et al. 2025; Schneider et al. 2025; Siligan
et al. 2025; Costa et al. 2026; Pohl and Jovanovic 2026;
Siegl et al. 2026; Sudjarwo and Toca-Herrera 2026; Zhu et
al. 2026).
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Now, Biophysics Austria enters its seventh decade as
an active and constantly growing community, dedicated to
support our young researchers and strengthen an expanding
international scientific network. Hence, Biophysics Austria
is well positioned for an exciting future. Indeed, the best is
yet to come.
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