Lecture no. 20

Sur geons of the Genoese School

In 1951, when | was enrolled in the third year addvtal School, the subject of surgery was
still separated into its two components of SpeSmatgical Pathology and Foundations of Clinical
Medicine - a two-year clerkship for third- and fduyear students - and General Surgery and
Surgical Therapy - this, too, a two-year clerksfoipfifth- and sixth-year students. The holders of
these two chairs were, respectively, Professor ddagrifoglio and Professor Luigi Stropeni.

| had entered as a student of Surgical Pathology,here | began to learn something about
surgical science. At the time, clinical clerks didit of everything, from analysis laboratory work,
to compiling medical records, to the handling agitramentation in the operating room.

And my first Teacher was Professor Agrifoglio. Hedhbeen Clinical Surgeon in Sassari,
and from there returned to his native Liguria hgvoeen appointed Chair of Surgical Pathology at
the University of Genoa. He was well-known and higasteemed by my family for having
operated my grandfather for prostate cancer soraesyearlier. Agrifoglio was without doubt a
great surgeon, and | recall that his School coveedields of general surgery, including those
disciplines that today are recognized specialipstizZascular, urologic, neurosurgical, orthopedic.
still recall with a certain sense of amazementéhmgerations for intracranial hematomas that the
general surgeon of today would never even dreapeidbrming. But the chapter that he developed
so exceptionally, placing himself at the forefrofthe then surgical community, was no doubt that
of thoracic-pulmonary surgery. When we (the us¢hefplural is purposeful, since by this time |
felt a true sense of belonging to the school) mofrech Building 1 of the San Martino Civic
Hospital to Building 2, home to the Surgical Climeen at that time headed by Professor Stropeni,
a special division was created, transforming a wahghe building already used as a ward into a
facility with single bed rooms and outfitted wittl ghe accouterments needed for the care of
thoracic-pulmonary surgery patients. Pulmonaryagses, the removal of mediastinal masses and
all radical procedures of the thoracic wall for ttreatment of pleural mesothelioma were all
achieved with excellent results, which the schaotied forward with the work of its pupils Ardau,
Cordella, Miglietta and Giuseppe D’Aste, who becamemportant surgeon, above all in the field
of thoracic-pulmonary surgery that the Teachertaadht.

Who was Mario Agrifoglio, and what was he like? #as a fine and distinguished person
with a beautiful family: two sons, Ernesto and @ior who in their own right became, respectively,
Chaired Professor of Orthopedic Surgery in Genah @nVascular Surgery in Milan, and Mrs.
Agrifoglio, an elegant and highly esteemed woman.

But what was he like? His kind and courteous way#rasted with the features of his face
and the tone of his voice. He was, in fact, acraahegHow his large hands and knotty fingers were
able to move with such sensitivity, finesse andigien in the operating field was truly remarkable.
But should he get cross in the operating room -iaritdose days the surly surgeon was the vogue -
his voice became thunderous and it was us younlgsts who were the most startled.
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Professor Mario Agrifoglio

When the assisting surgeon did not act accordingigantentions, the reproach that had
become famous, pronounced with such a vehementibraht, though reverberant, voice was: “My
maid would serve me far better!”, or the variaritteXt time I'll have my maid help me!”. And
when we young interns handed him surgical instrum@n those days the figure of a specialized
instrument handler didn't exist), and when we hadefully arranged the same according to
canonical order - scalpel, anatomic and surgidpscthe Kocher, etc., all aligned in the first row
and in the second row the more cumbersome instrisnaaedle holders, retractors, etc. - if we
were not ready to hand him the instrument he wameldat moment, here is when his hands, those
enormous hands - would come unbound and would rélem true size. That enormous hand that
with anger and spite would scatter all of the unstents on the table just to gratify itself by
choosing the one that served him at that momerit,itvveas then that that hand would become for
the poor instrument handler a misfortune indeedabse it was his task to hastily straighten up all
the instruments. And if this wasn’t done, the fofithe Director’'s hands would not subside. This is
why | remember that hand to this day!

| passed all of my clerkship years as a studefuirgical Pathology - Building 1, prepared
my dissertation thesis there, and in November 1BREgfessor Agrifoglio presented me for my
degree. In 1955 Professor Stropeni retired, anéeBsor Agrifoglio was called on to fill the vacant
Chair of General Surgery at the University of Gerlo@member well that day when we gathered
all our belongings and moved to Building 2, homéhi Clinic. And what a day it was! But in 1960
retirement beckoned Professor Agrifoglio, as waalll the Chair of General Surgery was once again
vacant.

*kkk
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Professor Luigi Stropeni was appointed to the Cob@General Surgery (Gen. Surg.) of the
University of Genoa in 1947; he had previously cieel Surgical Pathology (Surg. Path.) at the
University of Turin, a position he very successfiileld ever since 1932. But not everyone
remembers that soon after earning his medical eéduggdoecame Assistant Professor at the
Obstetrics and Gynecology Clinic in Genoa, andas\were that he was destined to conclude his
long career.

During my years at the university, although | wdic@lly enrolled as student in Surg.
Path., | had to attend Gen. Surg. in my fifth aixthsyears in order to prepare for the examination.
| was thus able to make the acquaintance not oflth@ Director, but also of some of his
collaborators.

Professor Stropeni was an elderly man when | nrat &nd only a few years later he would
reach retirement age. He had a calm face, the liir he had left was white, and he was very
courteous and elegant in his ways. He had a lofeaiyly: his wife, Alessandra - or better yet, Lady
Alessandra, as well-to-do sitting rooms would dadr - was a beautiful woman: tall, elegant,
distinguished and austere. Indeed, she gave theessipn of a lady-of-rank belonging to the
Piedmont aristocracy. They had two daughters, AGadotta and Giovannella. They lived in a
luxurious villa surrounded by a large park on thedf Albaro.

Stropeni was a great surgeon, excelling in diage®stnd possessing technical skills that
made him legendary for the speed with which he wdrk recall having taken part in some of his
operations, and the stories told - that the timed®mitted to a gastric resection varied between
forty minutes to an hour - were quite true. Andhose days mechanical suturing devices had not
yet been invented! To be sure, ill-wishers insiedathat his sutures were not always flawless, but
in those times weeds could sprout even in the kestlawns! What remains for me about Stropeni
is his magnificent, unequaledrattato di Chirurgia”, whose first editions (1949-1963), the same
ones that helped me prepare for the examinati@eim Surg., were written in collaboration with C.
Colombo and thereafter with Paletto, Maggi, Maseamd Massaioli. It is still an authoritative
textbook, and one that | often refer to for my ssd

Professor Luigi Stropeni
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When | was attending the wards and operating roofmGen. Surg., among the various
assistants and collaborators of the Clinic one bhog eye and attracted my attention and curiosity
most of all: a tall young man, balding but with austache and the airs of a braggart, often with a
pipe between his teeth. | would meet up again with character, who represented a great deal for
my future and for my career as a surgeon: it wasdvBattezzati.

In the slightly less than ten years of universittivaty in Genoa Stropeni never succeeded in
obtaining a chair for any of his pupils. Among thethe one who would have most deserved such a
promotion was precisely Battezzati. However, relaiwith Agrifoglio and his school were never
idyllic, and so Battezzati, without his patron apibtector, emigrated to Turin to the General
Surgery Clinic directed by Dogliotti. It was hefgat he would be able to complete his academic
agenda and gather the fruits of his merits: theirChfaSurgical Pathology at the University of
Parma.

*kkk

Professor Edmondo Malan joined the Genoese Athemarul955 when, with Stropeni's
retirement and Agrifoglio’s appointment to Gene®akgery, he assumed the direction of the chair
of Surg. Path. left vacant by this latter. In 196@h the retirement of Agrifoglio, Edmondo Malan
became Director of General Surgery (Building 2)n@taneously, Professor Giuseppe D’Aste was
entrusted with the direction of Surgical Pathol¢Bwilding 1). This tumultuous turnover of figures
at the direction of the University of Genoa SchodlSurgery left us young students rather
disoriented. Faced with this predicament, | chaséotlow Professor D’Aste, i.e., the School to
which until then | had belonged, and thus returteeBuilding 1. And this would be the first of just
one of the many times | would come and go betwkenwo facilities.

Professor Edmondo Malan
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When he arrived in Genoa, Edmondo Malan was a woigor40-year-old: tall, with a
trimmed moustache, well-groomed blond hair withaat po the side, and an aristocratic bearing.
With years, this look became ever-more accentuditedly the result of the widespread notoriety
that the man had come to enjoy both for his sufgikéis and his elegant demeanor. His lessons
and scientific lectures in the Medical Academy walkeays delivered in a crystal-clear manner and
with an approach that | would define as statelye @auld have put in his mouth the words that
Professor Paride Stefanini proffered to a jourbalieo had asked: “Do you consider yourself a
baron of surgery?”. To which Stefanini answeredo, Nam a prince of surgery”.

He was a great surgeon, versed above all in vasdidaases: indeed, he established the
ward of Vascular Surgery in Genoa, which was sulmsetly transformed into a University Chair.
Young as | was at the time, | never had much ietéra with him during his tenure in Genoa, nor,
for that matter, with any of his collaborators -cBipinti, Ruberti, Malchiodi, Serrano and others -
many of whom would go on to have brilliant univeysiareers.

*kkk

In the Academic Year 1960-1961, the Genoese Saifddedicine opted to directly appoint
the Chair of Surgical Pathology. And it was suddt tArofessor Mario Battezzati returned to Genoa
after his interim in Turin and his professorshigheg University of Parma.

As I've already said, | had met Professor Battazmdten he was still a member of
Stropeni’s staff, and I'd had the opportunity tgegeiate his gifts as both man and teacher. For me,
moreover, he was extremely likable. For these megsand because | was already part of the staff
(as appointed Assistant) of Surgical Pathologpténtionally asked Professor Battezzati to take me
in among his assistants. And | thereby becameupd, he my teacher.

Some of his assistants who had been with him feg fiears in Parma followed him to
Genoa: Alberto Tagliaferro, Pietro Falcidieno, If@o Donini. Among these three, particularly
deserving of being remembered is the second, Pmfézalcidieno: an excellent teacher of surgical
technique with whom | spent a multitude of hourghe operating room, learning from him the
secrets of surgical skill. As he worked, surrountgdus young apprentices, he would impart the
rules of surgical gestures with maxims that he bimmvented and that were, without a doubt,
extremely useful from a teaching standpoint forlieapive and mnemonic effectiveness. Here’s
one example of how he taught why a Kocher’s clid bka be left in the position in which it had
been applied®Woman quiet as she stays, the clip as it laylsi.his younger days he had been a
lead player in the “Baistrocchi’, the medical stode theatrical company that in Genoa enjoyed
and continues to enjoy resounding success. Hela®a to paint, and many of his works were
worthy of expositions. He was an artist - perhapset - something that many a surgeon should be.

In 1965 Professor Battezzati assumed the Directidhe Genoese Surgical Clinic (Building
no. 2), which had been left vacant by the transfelProfessor Malan to the University of Milan.
And, of course, many of us followed him: this woalglain be but one of my repeated comings and
goings from Buildings no. 1 and no. 2, and vicesaer

It was here that Professor Battezzati's organinafigkills had the chance to be recognized
and admired. Building number two of the San Mar@ivic Hospital had become the forerunner of
what years later would appear as a great innovati@nSingle-block Surgical Pavilion, a structure
that, because it gathered different disciplines aribus services under one roof, made the whole
self-sufficient. As such, the ground floor hostaectional units: the library; Directors’, Assistah
and secretarial offices; facilitated access to ltheture Hall; operating rooms. The upper floors
were reserved for hospitalization. Situated undmrgd were analysis laboratories, radiology, the
blood bank, the nuclear medicine laboratory andetierimental division. We worked here until
1972 when the new University Single-block SurgiPalilion was completed and could host the
Surgical Clinic and other University Chairs. Butle years that preceded this event, Battezzati had
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intervened personally - and with the help of allusf- to ensure that the new facility was
created with rational criteria that he had alreadplied in the Clinic’s previous site. For yeam, a
easel (indeed, like that of an artist) mounted he Surgical Clinic displayed enormous and
numerous blueprints depicting possible plans -rflapfloor, ward by ward - of the structure being
constructed for us. And we often found ourselveuBsing these plans, only to find that once
actually put into practice, the execution of therkgofaithfully reflected what we - or, better yet,
what Professor Battezzati - had envisaged.

The Surgical Clinic directed by Professor Battezwats varyingly spread throughout the
new building: the third floor hosted the Directoasid Assistants’ offices, the conference hall, and
patients’ rooms in the front wing; on the fourtbdr more patients’ rooms and the operating rooms;
laboratories on the fifth floor; more offices fosgistants on the sixth floor; outpatient facilitée®d
the library were located on the ground floor; fipala large experimental division with two
operating rooms, an ample animal facility, and stibre laboratories were located on the ground
floor. And it was so that Professor Battezzati whke to achieve what he had created at a smaller
scale in the former location in Building no. 2.

And now I'd like to try to depict the person ane tligure of Professor Battezzati: certainly
not an easy task, given the man’s complex and nmgriguman nature. Years had passed since | had
first met him, when was still a member of ProfesStopeni’'s group, and overall he had not lost
those traits that had originally elicited my admiga. He was a tall, vigorous and elegant man, with
a round, moustached face and a progressively lgpiiite. He had a stern, often frowning, gaze; he
seldom laughed, at most he broke a smile now agal the hadn't lost the braggart attitude that had
caught my attention years earlier. He no longer &ampe in his mouth, but frequently a Tuscan
cigar, which, when lit, alerted everyone of thedgtor’'s presence or arrival. As all of his pupils
remember, Professor Battezzati would come to watshoperate, often because his aid was
solicited, and in these instances he kept thatr digdnis mouth, maintaining (rightly so) that its
ashes were anyway sterile.

He lived with his wife Laura and his son Micheleairfine beachfront home on the sea. And
how he loved the sea! His “boats” became famousalme these were, in fact, luxurious yachts
with which he moved from port to port throughout tMediterranean. He also loved cars: with his
BMW he would race, often at high speeds, from atyeto another for his extra-curricular surgical
duties or to attend conferences and meetings. Wieegould he would travel by sea, and his
landings would leave conference participants awektto say the least.

He had an intense surgical agenda, and his opesattere always noteworthy for the skill
with which they were performed and their instruc#b effectiveness. He was extremely fast, at
times excessively so. In these cases, when he nashurry, he would step up the pace of the
operation’s stages, generally the radical phades, @hich he would remove his gloves and with
an authoritative mien order to the unfortunatestast to “perform hemostasis”, and would then
leave.
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Professor Mario Batterzat

Above | described Professor Battezzati as a stedhaastere character, but this was an
attitude of his that more often than not did natespond to his true nature. And his passion fstr fa
cars and luxurious motorboats could well misleauert about his external demeanor, which, once
the ice was broken and one got to know him welluManexpectedly disappear. He then became a
“playtime pal’, because the mask that had been wwith time and that could have been
understood as a means of defense - even a mechangrarcome a certain shyness - instantly fell.

At the time, the soccer games between the Sur@ilailc and other clinical divisions had
become epic events: we played on a field in thelous of Genoa, and precisely in a small village
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called San Desiderio. Everyone always attendeckthames and the support was intense, above all
for Battezzati. And when we took the season onne,af us organized a great party in his yard: an
immense fire illuminated the scene, with everyoingiag and dancing around it. And at a certain
point Professor Battezzati arrived with a cartoltedi with bottles of champagne, and again
everyone would dance: and how the Director coulttda mazurka!

On particular occasions the Director invited hisistants and employees to dinner in
“trattorie” renown for the quality of the dishes they serire@leasant localities in the surroundings
of Genoa. These were generally festive dinners, \ahdn the wine had reached a sufficient
threshold, the quips, the jokes, and above alptla@ks became numerous and loud. What amused
Professor Battezzati most of all on these occasiassthe cutting of ties! At a certain moment he
would take out a pair of scissors and - especiallyrose sitting next to himsnip with a move that
was at once deft, swift, and particularly on fesicounters unexpected, he would neatly crop the tie
of his dinner companion to this latter’s disbebefl (it goes unsaid) chagrin.

The Director’s office was an ample room with lasg@dows, filled with light. One corner
had a fireplace that his secretary - the legendldiss Collinzani - lit in the Winter. We would
frequently gather around the Teacher in this roondiscuss various issues, problems concerning
the Clinic, patients, academic policy, and alsd josexchange small talk. These meetings would
for the most part take place in the late morningemwthe operating rooms had emptied and when
ward-related duties had been taken care of. Art@ioegpoint Professor Battezzati would take out a
bottle of whiskey and would offer a sip to everyoBat one of us didn’t care much for this liquor,
as he preferred aquavit. One day this objector hskey was surprised to see himself offered a
glass of aquavit, and he was almost touched byekture.

Professor Battezzati was not only a great surgeerwas a Teacher who loved his pupils
and, in turn, he made himself loved by these latiertook pains to follow them and assist them in
the pursuit and progression of their careers. Theke took up positions as Chief Surgeons:
Tagliaferro, Gemma and Anfossi at the Galliera Haspf Genoa, Falcidieno at the Bolzaneto
Hospital of Genoa; Cavaliere, first at Fossano dmah at San Paolo Hospital of Savona; Becchi
first at Biella and then at Villa Scassi Hospitdl ®enoa Sampierdarena; Calcagno at Santa
Margherita, Berretti at Lavagna, Guerra at Bordigh&tabilini at Novi Ligure. Others instead took
up University Chairs: Donini at Ferrara, Bresadatl®dJdine; Bachi, Berti Riboli, Civalleri, Gianetta,
Mattioli, Scopinaro and Torre at Genoa. Still otlstmdents assumed the direction of specialized
Chairs at the University of Genoa, such as BelardVascular Surgery and Passerone in Heart
Surgery.

Even when he retired he remained in constant tauthus, his advice and help continuing
to prove invaluable. Then the day of his illness] aur apprehension. And his pupils and all those
who knew him remember him always with affection anchutable gratitude.

*kkk

In 1965, when Battezzati moved to Building no. & #imereby assumed the direction of the
Surgical Clinic, Surgical Pathology - Building rb- was left open, and was subsequently entrusted
to Professor Egidio Tosatti, summoned by the SchbMedicine from the University of Siena.
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Professor Egidio Tosatti

Professor Tosatti came from the Roman school ofueeband had numerous students,
many of whom would soon undertake brilliant univtgrsareers. Battezzati objected considerably
to this colleague’s arrival, one because he hadhencandidate in mind, and two, because there
was a genuine dislike of one for the other. Tosatttmembered for a particular humanistic culture,
and a propensity to pronounce Latin maxims. He diaugle a particularly humorous one to show
his disapproval of peers, who during faculty meggirwould let go in long-winded and weary
oratories:“Strepitus uniquique suus semper oleWWhen the Surgical Clinic was split, Tosatti
became Director of the second Chair.

As | alluded to above, many of his students becelnagred university professors: Armenio
in Siena; Prior, Cariati, Casaccia, Valente and @ann Genoa.

*kkk

Following the separation of Chairs that began m ¢arly seventies, the direction of one
Chair of Surgical Pathology was entrusted to PsafesAntonio Ruffo. He was a very likeable
person, very elegant and kind in his manners, hadmay he spoke betrayed his origins from the
Region of Piedmont. He came from the UniversityTairin, where he had been a student of
Professor Dogliotti. When the Surgical Clinic wasdt lwithout a director after the retirement of
Professor Battezzati, Ruffo took control. Some sf $tudents, such as Motta and Ferraris, were
subsequently summoned to direct Chairs at the UWsityeof Genoa, while others, such as
Catrambone and Ratto, became Chief Surgeons intalssp

*kkk

Beginning with the sixties and progressively throogt subsequent decades, university Chairs
increasingly multiplied. As such, a chair in cliaienedicine could easily be duplicated, triplicated
or even quadruplicated, and the same happeneddgicaldisciplines. In Genoa the phenomenon
was less rampant; nevertheless, the Chairs in &ir§emiotics, Surgical Pathology and Clinical
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Surgery grew two-fold. But at the same time anof@cess was underway, and that was the
fragmentation of fundamental disciplines with theation of specialized courses. Recall that, in the
era of General Surgery of Professor Agrifoglio dadlarge extent that of Professor Battezzati,
operations of every kind were performed, as wastpdiout at the beginning of this chapter: as
years passed, however, activities in fundamentajical disciplines were progressively modified.
Programs saw the gradual disappearance of opesaiimthe heart and its large vessels, on most of
the urinary and gynecological systems, on the ra&py tract, and so on. Simultaneously, Heart
Surgery, Vascular Surgery, Thoracic Surgery werenband Urology and Gynecology were
considerably enhanced.

But as years passed - and here we are reachingrésent - another, more upsetting,
phenomenon was coming into play: namely, the pnadadeterioration of what had been traditional
instruction in surgery. Fundamental disciplinesished, or better still, the exact wording and the
underpinnings of General Surgery and Surgical Ragfyofell into disuse. We must remember that
the complete original appellations of these twccigimes wereGeneral Surgery and Surgical
Therapyfor the former andgpecial Surgical Pathology and Foundations of CihiMedicinefor
the latter: not only labels, but names which thgidy defined teaching objectives. Corresponding
courses were thus and are still substituted byadleet “channels” that teach endocrinological
surgery to some, the gastroenterological tracthers, etc., etc.

The medical student is thus confronted with numsrostructors, often uncoordinated, and
above all is left without that guiding spirit embed in the Teacher, who could well be more or less
worthy, but who, nonetheless, is one, and one witbm the student can deal eye-to-eye.

To conclude, the institutional tasks constitutitg tmission of the Chaired Professor of
Surgery - namelymedical carei.e., the management of the patient, togethdr thieé amplitude of
his surgical prowesdpaching i.e., the keynote lecture and the direct and {stagding contact
between the Teacher and students; scidntific researchi.e., the possibility to draw from an
infinite experience stemming from the managemenpaifents and the consequent multitude of
clinical cases and countless operations likely qguenéd in all fields of surgery - created a
foundation and an identity such to confer on thddelo of the Chair, in our case the Clinical
Surgeon or the Surgical Pathologist, the distimciod a true Teacher, as well as a prestige and
influence that could well make people say: “That Baron of Surgery”.
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