In the year of 2008 we celebrate 150th anniversary of the outstanding Russian psychiatrist Vladimir Serbsky. He was a scientist of genius, who worked out fundamental principles of national forensic psychiatry. According to his followers, Serbsky possessed a very progressive outlook and was ahead of his times in many respects, he created conditions for independent development of psychiatric science.

Vladimir Serbsky was born in 1858 in Bogorodsk, in the family of a doctor. It was an epoch of liberal transformations and reforms during the rule of Alexander the Second. Serfdom was abolished; significant reforms were carried out in a short time: military, judicial, electoral. Alexander was the tsar, who dared to pull down the reins of government and presented his doctrine of the country’s modernization. Education and enlightenment were the objects of particular concern for the emperor, the number of universities and classical schools grew. 
Vladimir graduated from a classical school in Moscow. It is noteworthy that Serbsky had two higher educations: natural sciences department of physics and mathematics faculty and medical faculty of Moscow University. While studying in the medical faculty, he was awarded a silver medal in his final year for the paper “Clinical Significance of Albuminuria”. In 1883 Serbsky was appointed a physician.
The beginning of Serbsky’s medical, scientific and public activities coincided with an active development of capitalism in Russia. The number of factories and plants grew rapidly in the country. However, the construction of the so-called “ homes for lunatics” came to a halt at that period, psychiatric establishments were in a poor state, their primary task boiled down to the function of shelter. Progressive undertakings of the leading psychiatrists were not supported by the ruling elite.
Having graduated from Moscow University, Vladimir Petrovich committed himself to psychiatry. Serbsky’s medical activities began in M. F. Becker’s private clinic in Moscow for the mentally ill. Young Korsakov also worked there. Serbsky got immediately caught in the atmosphere of creative work, whose soul was Sergey Korsakov. It was there that Moscow scientific school of psychiatry was engendered. Special attention in the clinic was paid to adequate care of its patients, self-education of the doctors and the staff of the clinic.

In 1885 Vladimir Serbsky starts working in the regional psychiatric hospital of Tambov, where he does his best to improve psychiatric practice: the mentally ill should be fed and clothed like other patients, they should be treated in a human way. These ideas remain acute for psychiatric institutions of today. Serbsky tried to change the existing approaches to patients’ treatment, to pass over to active methods of therapy.
Under the assistance of Medical Scientific Society he was sent on a business trip to study psychiatric aid abroad. Vladimir Petrovich had a masterful command of several foreign languages; he critically studied world psychiatric literature in the original, evaluating advantages and disadvantages of national psychiatry. In 1885 he visited 55 psychiatric hospitals (in Austria, Switzerland, France, Germany). It was the Austrian psychiatrist Meynert whom Serbsky considered to be his second Teacher, honouring this physician and thinker of genius. On his return to Tambov Serbsky endeavoured to implement the experience gained abroad.

In 1887 Psychiatric Clinic of Moscow University was founded. Today this clinic is well-known as the Korsakov clinic; it is one of the leading institutions which is affiliated to the Sechenov Medical Academy in Moscow. At that time S.S. Korsakov delivered lectures in psychiatry there, and V.P. Serbsky worked as an assistant. Four years later Serbsky got a PhD degree, his thesis theme was « Forms of a psychiatric disorder described under the name of catatonia. Critical and clinical research». 
More than 100 years have passed since the publication of this work, but it still remains of major importance to psychiatric science. Vladimir Serbsky grew up with the ideas of French psychiatrists, mainly Morel and Magnan, so in his thesis he proved to be a clinician persisting in his materialistic interpretation of mental diseases.

Almost all Serbsky’s professional activities (24 years) are connected with Moscow psychiatric clinic, his personal and scientific outlook was shaped here.
In 1892 Serbsky began reading a course of lectures in forensic psychiatry, which consisted of two parts: legislation for mental patients and clinical psychiatry. In his lectures Serbsky raised such important questions, as adequate terminology for mental diseases, criminal liability of mental patients and their civil rights. As for the domain of practical psychiatry, he was a champion of “unembarrassment system”, the use of labour, patronage. Special attention was paid to the prevention of mental diseases. Serbsky emphasized an important role of psychotherapy, psychoanalysis and hypnosis when treating obtrusive conditions and impulsive inclinations.
V. Serbsky showed his worth in the domain of forensic psychiatry quite early. During his whole life he persistently struggled with arbitrary rule and violation of the patients’ rights. He insisted on their evaluation and examination by experts in a psychiatric hospital, who then submitted a written motivated opinion letter to court and had the right to attend court sessions. Serbsky also thought it rational to arrange special psychiatric supervision in prisons to detect mentally ill persons.
V.Serbsky used to stress the fact that changes in socio-economic life of society play a major role in the aetiology of mental diseases. He would emphasize on and on that the profession of a psychiatrist presupposes continuous interaction with events taking place in the country. He would often focus everybody’s attention on the calamitous state of psychiatric care in Russia, ill-being of social and political arrangement in the country and its negative impact on the mental health of the population. That is why Serbsky used to stress a special role of psychiatrists in this domain. He said, “If psychiatrists, being representatives of Science, were as bold and spirited as poets, then Knowledge, warmed by Love, will light up the tracts of life and contribute to cheerful optimism”.

Vladimir Serbsky made a valuable contribution to the organization and diagnostics of psychiatric care. The ideas of humanism laid down by this outstanding scientist are acute and inexhaustible for modern psychiatry.   
