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Maria Dambska (1925-2005)

It is very difficult for me to write this article. Not only because it is very hard to put a life full of work and
research into a page of text, but also because for many years Prof. Dambska was an important part of my own
professional life, being constantly present as a personal point of reference to my views and actions. It is therefore
difficult to accept that never more will we hear her characteristic voice stating with energy and conviction what
she thought and what she believed in. This internal strength was what made her get through times that — as in the
well known saying — were “very interesting”.

She was born in Lvov, then in the eastern part of Poland, in 1925, sharing the fate of her generation. Brought
up in the family estate in Rudna Wielka near Rzeszdw, she got her secondary school degree during WWII in an
underground school. After the war, being forced away from her family home by the Communists-imposed “land
reform”, she didn’t give up her fight for a better future for others and herself. She passed exams for the Medical
Academy and became a medical doctor in 1952, which was an exceptional achievement for a person of her
upbringing, being perceived by the state as a “hostile class element”. She went on to work first in Gdansk in the
clinics of Mental Health and of Internal Medicine and then worked for three years in Dziekanka near Gniezno.
In 1954 she took a course of Basic Neurology which started her lifelong career in that field. After the course she
was employed at the newly established Laboratory of Histopatology of the Nervous System of PAS that in 1955
was incorporated into the Medical Research Center of PAS. She finished her 1st and 2nd degree specialization in
neurology in 1955 and 1959 and in neuropathology in 1955. She defended her Ph.D. thesis in 1960 (Prof.
Osetowska conferring the degree) and in 1966 was granted the position of assistant Professor. In 1967 she took
over as the head of the Neuropathology Department, after Prof. Osetowska. Later, the Department evolved into
the Laboratory of Developmental Neuropathology that she headed for the next 20 years. She was an author of
numerous publications and textbooks. She was the founding members of the Polish Association of
Neuropathologists, its chairperson from 1981 to 1987 and finally an honorary member of the Society. She was
on the editorial board and then editor-in-chief of the Neuropatologia Polska (at present Folia Neuropathologica).
She was also a mentor to many then young and now well established scientists. She was a member of several
national and international scientific organizations (among others — vice president of the International Society of
Neuropathology 1984—1988). She pursued both scientific and clinical career, being the neurological consultant
for the Institute of Oncology in Warsaw and also helping the institution for blind children in Laski near Warsaw.
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Importantly, she will be remembered not only for her achievements as a physician and a scientist but also as
the person she was. For all the years we spent together she became someone close to our families; knowing our
children, for whom the phrase “Mrs. Professor” became synonymous with her, always keen to ask about our per-
sonal joys and troubles. She always inspired us with her devotion to scientific work and immense endurance of
hardships: whether they be professional challenges or health problems. There was no obstacle in the world she
wouldn’t be able to finally fight through and manage. She was able to stimulate the same strength in her co-work-
ers letting them to bear the fruits of their mistakes and successes, a rare quality in a scientific world, where great
scientists — like great trees — overshadow their surroundings, stopping others from further development. Thanks
to that rare quality Prof. Dambska left behind not just followers, but also independent thinking new scientists, this
being one of her most outstanding achievements.

Professor Dambska was both a great scientist and devoted patriot, descendant of an ancient family she was so
proud of. She was a teacher of both science and of life for all of us who had the privilege of working alongside
her.

She passed away on the November 11th, 2005, after a long illness. She will be deeply missed and always
remembered.

Danuta Maslinska
M. Mossakowski Medical Research Centre, PAS

For a long time I was meeting Prof. Dambska frequently, just because her laboratory was placed then in the
building of the Nencki Institute and we were attending mutually interesting lectures. At that time I started to
appreciate her deep knowledge and warm personality. We got to know each other better when she was elected as
a reviewer of my habilitation thesis. Discussions with her helped me a lot professionally. At that time I started to
know Prof. Dambska better personally. She was very warm and caring, but strong and proud in the same time.
She was one of the last descendants of the famous Dambski family that spawned scores of senators and bishops
in the ancient Poland, before partitions at the end of the 18th century. One of her ancestors funded a regiment of
cavalry for the war against Turkish invasion that culminated in the battle of Vienna and breaking the siege of the
city. He is listed in the Hall of Fame of the battle. In the spirit of her ancestors, she had a strong idea of having a
social duty to fulfill. From her mother side, the also well known Polish-Armenian family of Krzeczunowicz
endowed her with strong family ties and the passion for helping those who suffer. She was deeply religious,
though she never spoke about that. At her burial mass, in spite of the presence of many scientists, the church was
dominated by her broad family and those she was unselfishly giving her attention and knowledge. The priest lead-
ing the burial mass read a long list of her benevolent deeds that were only vaguely known to her colleagues, the
long-time voluntary help in rehabilitation of the blind children living in the Catholic Church-funded institution
in Laski near Warsaw being only one of many. Her body was laid there in a small cemetery in Laski. Memory of
her life will be an inspiration to many of us.

Kris Turlejski



