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THE DECLINE OF DOM PEDRO II´S
EMPIRE AND HEALTH

Neurophatogenic implications 

Marleide da Mota Gomes1

ABSTRACT - The main objective of this paper is to know the medical doctors of the Emperor, the preconized 
treatment, and the knowledge about diabetes at that time, its repercussions on the Emperor´s nervous sys-
tem, and the related political implications. A narrative revision was made, based on primary and second-
ary sources. Dom Pedro II was examined by the aristocracy of the medicine at the time, especially Jean-Mar-
tin Charcot, amongst the doctors of international reputation, and Cláudio Velho da Motta Maia, amongst 
the Brazilian doctors. Charcot diagnosed in the Monarch: mental stress, diabetic neuropathy, and a cere-
bral vascular lesion, probably a stroke, that he differentiated from other vascular obliterations elsewhere. 
He demonstrated his knowledge about diabetic neuropathy, possible topographical alternatives to justify 
the urinary incontinence, and Dom Pedro´s weakness in the legs. Throughout his illness, Dom Pedro II pre-
sented others manifestations that contributed to his physical fragility, and that, certainly too, to his politi-
cal decline, deposition and the proclamation of the Brazilian Republic.
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O declínio do império e da saúde de Dom Pedro II: implicações neuropatogênicas 

RESUMO - O objetivo principal deste artigo é conhecer os médicos do Imperador, o tratamento preconiza-
do e o conhecimento da ocasião sobre o diabetes, principalmente sobre suas repercussões no sistema ner-
voso do imperador e suas implicações políticas. Isso foi feito por uma revisão narrativa, baseado em fontes 
primárias e secundárias. Dom Pedro II foi examinado na ocasião pela aristocracia da medicina, a ressaltar 
Jean-Martin Charcot, dentre os médicos de reputação internacional, e Cláudio Velho da Motta Maia, den-
tre os brasileiros. Charcot diagnosticou no Monarca, além de tensão mental, neuropatia diabética e quadro 
vascular cerebral que ele diferenciou de outras obliterações vasculares em localizações diversas. Ele demons-
trou o seu conhecimento sobre a neuropatia diabética, possíveis alternativas topográficas para justificar a 
incontinência urinária e a fraqueza nas pernas. Dom Pedro II, ao longo da sua doença, apresentou uma sé-
rie de manifestações que contribuíram para a sua fragilidade física e certamente também para o seu declí-
nio político, deposição e proclamação da República no Brasil.
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Dom Pedro II died in his Parisian exile, in 1891, and 
he had Chief of State deathwatch homages, in spite 
of being deposed two years before by the Brazilian 
republicans1 . This was a manifestation of internation-
al notoriety of the intellectual of noble lineage, of 
the “monarch patron”, who participated in the con-
struction of the Brazilian nation. Dom Pedro II gov-
erned Brazil during almost 49 years, under the Bra-
zilian Constitution of 18242. Pereira3 remembers that 
the institution of the monarchy helped to keep the 
unit of the country. However, the empire was not in 
a period of great economic development, because the 

country was dependent on the enslavement and lat-
ifundium economy that were in decline3,4. The eco-
nomic decay of the sugar aristocracy was, according 
to Basbaum5, “the basic cause of the Republic”. For-
ward, a new aristocracy started to appear in the eco-
nomic and social life of the country: the aristocra-
cy of the coffee came mainly from the west of São 
Paulo whose intervention in the political life would 
lead to the Republic5. This article main approach is 
the health care and the negative repercussion on the 
politics, of the physical decline of Dom Pedro II, pre-
cipitant factor of the the Republic proclamation6. His 
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relationship with eminent doctors is emphasized, es-
pecially with Jean-Martin Charcot and Cláudio Velho 
da Motta Maia7,8.

THE INTERNATIONAL NOTABLES 
OF THE MEDICINE 
Dom Pedro´s third trip abroad from June 30, 1887 

to August 22, 1888 started with a serious health 
problem2,9. In 1887, Motta Maia and Albino Alvaren-
ga informed that four years before the Emperor suf-
fered from glicosury6 . At the end of February of this 
year, the Emperor got sick in Petrópolis, being ex-
amined by Motta Maia and Sabóia, physicians of the 
Paço (palace synonymous), and by Albino Alvarenga, 
Council member. They diagnosed hepatic congestion 
and recommended that the Monarch rested in the 
Águas Claras Farm1,10. In a letter of April 7, 1887, Al-
varenga mentioned to Motta Maia that the commu-
nity commented that the Emperor was bad, and that 
they were being accused of not promoting a medical 
conference11. Thus, the monarch´s medical assistants 
made a consultation to a Brazilian physician most 
important at the time, João Vicente Torres Homem 
(April 28, 1887), who died the same year. The physi-
cians did not fi nd “functional disturbances of the ner-
vous system” in the eminent patient1,10. The Emperor 
went to Tijuca, with therapeutic intentions1,10. Some 
doctors of the Imperial Chamber had visited the illus-
trious patient among them the Council member Tor-
res Homem also arrived some times, in conference 
with the other doctors. However, as Dom Pedro II did 
not have the complete reestablishment of his health, 
it was recommended that he should go to Europe. 
He went to Portugal, Spain, France, Germany, and 
came back to France, Italy, and, again, toward France. 
Motta Maia had a great responsibility to watch over 
the Emperor´s health, and he congregated a group 
of French medical notables to examine the Monarch 
in his arrival to Paris: Bouchard, Michel Peter, Brown-
Séquard and, fi nally, Jean Martin Charcot1,10. The doc-
tors’ opinion was that the Emperor´s health was sat-
isfactory, and that a malaria (palustre) fever had left 
“resentful” the mined organism by the diabetes, be-
sides the excess of work10. The treatment recommend-
ed by Motta Maia had full approval by his Europe-
an colleagues. The following medicines had been 
prescribed to the Emperor: iodide of iron, extract 
of valerian, sulphate of strychnine, hydrotherapies 
and rest10,12. Santos12 remembered that, at the middle 
of the XIX century, the patients with diabetes were 
treated with sodium bicarbonate and calcinated mag-
nesia, vapor baths and body friction with a fl annel. 

In the case of Dom Pedro II, his doctors reached an 
agreement about the indication of a period in Baden-
Baden, Germany, station of cure and rest, with ap-
plications of douches, massages and gymnastics1,6,10 

(In the Charcot medical opinion of October 23rd, 1887 
he considered the diagnosis of cerebral vascular epi-
sode: “...certains accidents cerebraux surtout quand 
ils sont de nature ischémique, ou congestive, pour-
raient être en effet amendés par l´application à la 
nuque de vesicatoire ou de points de feu. Céla est in-
contestable, mais que non prouve que dans le cas de 
S. Majesté, il s´agisse d´ischemie au d´hyperemie céré-
brale ou bulbaire ? Rien, absolument rien...”1). There, 
the Emperor was observed by Adolf Kussmaul1. He 
agreed with the diagnosis and the previous recom-
mendations. In Milan, on May 3rd,1888, the Emper-
or was very prostrated, in a semiconscious state. At 
this occasion, Motta Maia consulted Mariano Semmo-
la, of Naples, and Giovanni, of Padua. They had ev-
idenced a “dry pleuritis”6. It was sent a telegram to 
the Court, with the following text: “dry pleurisy with 
transitory respiratory phenomena of bulbar origin. 
Absolutely nothing cerebral”. There is mention to a 
dyspneic state with 42 respiratory incursions per min-
ute11. It would arrive in Brazil, coming from Italy, dat-
ing of the same day of the Abolition of the Slavery, a 
telegram informing about the state of health of the 
Emperor, but written in French: “Fièvre prèsque ces-
sée. État nerveux calme”. This telegram was signed 
by the Emperor assistant doctors6. At this time, there 
is also the correspondence from “medical notabili-
ties of Europe” to Motta Maia signalizing that be-
yond the dry pleurisy there was general phenomena 
of nervous motor weakness, nervous phenomena of 
paretic nature of the respiratory and cardiovascular 
vasomotor center nuclei11. We can speculate that the 
Emperor would presente clinical vegetative manifes-
tations as consequence of the diabetes metabolic dec-
ompensation. There was also concern about an “intel-
lectuel” surmenage11. In this case, the French term can 
be translated as exhaustion or excess of work. There 
is a recommendation made by Semmola of a perma-
nent application of cold on the forehead and hypo-
dermics injections of caffeine in high doses, as the 
only therapeutically measure capable of strengthen-
ing the bulbar centers1,11. Charcot arrived days later in 
Milan, and he agreed with the formulated diagnosis 
and the treatment applied to the Emperor11.

After he recovered, the Emperor left Milan to Aix-
les-Bains, where he stayed until the middle of 1888, 
and then he returned to Brazil. At this time (July 29, 
1888), a letter addressed to Motta Maia and signed 
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by Charcot, Giovanni and Semmola commented on 
the Emperor´s diabetic trend (diabetes intermittent), 
with the recommendation to prevent “any bigger 
emotion of moral character and that he took care 
of the duration of the hours of vigil”11. They advised 
the continuation of the use of the strychnine, and 
stressed the “example of cautious activity and self-de-
nial” of Motta Maia, citing more that “you deserve 
the esteem and admiration of all the members of our 
profession”11. On this occasion, there is the register of 
the presence of the monarch with his two doctors and 
friends in Aix Les Bains (Fig 1). The correpondence be-
tween Charcot and Pedro II, proves their friendship. 
In a letter of Charcot to Motta Maia, of November 
29th,1887, there is the register of a probable stroke1:
“...Il s´est agi là d´une parésie légère, monoplégique 
du membre inférieure gauche, et cette parésie relève, 
suivant toute vraisemblance en raison des autres cir-
cunstances du cas, d´une ischémie partielle et transi-
toire, que será produite dans l´écorce vers l´extremité 
supérieure des circunvolutions ascendentes. La local-
ization des monoplégies crurales est, vous le savez, 
seule des mieux établies qui existent aujoud´hui, Je 
place immédiatement la localization dans l´écorce, 
sans entrer dans les détails qui nous ont conduit à re-
jeter l´existence d´une affection spinale, ou encore 
d´une ischémie du membre lui-même, produit par 
une oblitération temporaire, même, ou un spasme 
des vaisseaux du membre lui-même.”. Charcot, of 
modest origin, was the founder of modern neurol-
ogy and man of the great medical and social pres-
tige7. Dom Pedro was a distinguished guest, especial-
ly in the Charcot Tuesday suppers in the Boulevard 
Saint-Germain8. Charcot already kept a relationship 
with the Emperor, before his well-known problems 
of health. He thanked Dom Pedro II for his nomina-
tion as knight with the supreme-cross of the Order 
of the Rose, feeling himself very proud for receiv-
ing it from a liberal sovereign, whom he always ad-
mired as a wise man and a person that he learned to 
love (letter to the Emperor of March 15, 1869)11. An-
other letter, undated, between the same correspon-
dents, mentions the subscription to the monument 
for Auzoux (anatomist and creative French doctor of 
anatomical models), that was received with enthusi-
asm by all the scientifi c community11. Dom Pedro´s last 
years, in Paris, had been of an intense cultural and 
social activity, but his health decayed, due to diabe-
tes and the deportation. In letter of January 24, 1890, 
Charcot commented with Dom Pedro II that he was 
very happy with his presence among them in France, 
therefore this proximity was a great moral comfort 

for all11. He lamented the deep pain of the Emperor 
(one month before he lost his wife) but commented 
that his love to the science would be an easier fac-
tor. Also he mentioned the “fortuitous events of in-
justice and ungratefulness of the people” (vide an-
nouncement of the Republic and banishment, hap-
pened few months before). In this same letter, he 
commented that science met a little “of recess” and 
that nothing happened more interesting than the 
sharp speech by Berthelot on Lavoisier, in the Acad-
emy. At this time (April), Charcot mentioned again 
the emotional stress that destabilized the health of 
the noble man: “... Lors de l´episode de Milan, le sur-
menage physique et intellectuel avaient éte la cause; 
cette fois, à Cannes, Il s´agissait surtout du surmenage 
moral, si jê puis ainsi parler, et il suffi t de se remettre 
em mémoire lês tristes et douloureux événemnets sur-
venues quelques mois auparavant, pour comprendre 
ce que veux dire...”1. It is interesting signalizing that 
the French master used the same term as used before, 
but he differentiated its manifestations, suggesting 
having depressive characteristics in the clinical picture 
of D. Pedro II. Charcot examined Dom Pedro II some 
months before his death, and certifi ed that he did 
not undergo urinary incontinence as consequence of 
any kind of brain suffering6. A letter from June 17th,
1891 details some aspects of the illness of Dom Pedro 
that culminated with his death11: resolution of gan-
grene initiated in one of his fi ngers of the foot and 
there was recommendation to prevent the use of ves-
icatory, etc; resistant urinary incontinence to the use 
of ergot rye, that was diffi cult to explain, and did 
not seem related to the disorder of his bladder, pros-
tate, or brain. In this letter, the master excluded once 
again the possibility of an important problem in the 
brain, or the spinal cord. He concluded, by exclusion, 
that as much as the bladder as the weakness of the 
inferior limbs disclosed problem of nutrition of the 
peripheral nerves caused by the diabetes. He empha-
sized that this type of suffering would be common in 
the course of diabetes, and he concluded that the er-
got derivatives would not have to be prescribed, un-
less in very moderate doses (Fig 2). The intellectual 
and ex Brazilian Emperor died on December 5, 1891, 
when he was 66 years old, while living in the mod-
est Bedford Hotel, in Paris. Charcot, Motta Maia and 
Bouchard signed his death certifi cate, signalizing the 
acute pneumonia on the left lung1. We infer based 
on this all correspondence that Dom Pedro presented 
on varied clinical manifestations, mainly neurological, 
secondary to his primary illness (diabetes): reduction 
of the vision, vegetative manifestations, peripheral 
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vascular injuries, peripheral neuropathies and a pos-
sible stroke of fugax character, beyond related emo-
tional manifestations, certainly, related to historical 
events that culminated with his banishment from his 
country of birth. 

PHYSICIANS OF THE IMPERIAL CHAMBER
Several physicians gave attendance to the royal 

Brazilian family, in the second reign1,13-15. Among them, 
were professors of the Faculty of Medicine of Rio de 
Janeiro, some of them reached its direction. Some 
were linked with the origins of the Brazilian Neurol-
ogy and Psychiatry such as Jose Martins da Cruz Jobim 
(1802-1878) and João Vicente Torres Homem (1837-
1887) who is considered one of the greatest clinical 
physicians of all times in Brazil, and the author of the 
fi rst neurological book in Brazil: Lições de doenças do 
sistema nervoso7. He attended to the Emperor during 
his illness in the beginning of 18871,10. The infl uence 
of the Emperor in the Brazilian public life is evident 

in the deference of the great physician to the mon-
arch; printed in his book Elementos de clínica médi-
ca (1870) (Fig 3). Cláudio Velho da Motta Maia (1843-
1897) graduated in Medicine on November 27, 18661.
On February 25, 1871 for “merit and qualifi cation in 
contest (concurso)” was nominated Opposing profes-
sor (alternative) of the Section of Surgical Sciences of 
the Faculty of Medicine “of the Court”, in the docu-
ment signed by the Emperor1. He assumed his offi ce 
on March 22, 1871, signed by Jose Martins da Cruz Jo-
bim1 . He was professor of the chair of Surgical Anat-
omy, Operatory Medicine and Systems, from 1880 to 
1891. The Emperor appointed Motta Maia to the va-
cant function of Vice-Diretor of the Faculty of Medi-
cine of Rio de Janeiro. The director of the Faculty, Vi-
cente Candido de Figueiredo Sabóia, in a fastigious 
period of the Faculty, claimed that the Professor suf-

Fig 1. Dom Pedro II´s photo with his doctors and friends, Jean-

Martin Charcot and Cláudio Velho da Motta-Maia, on July, 1888, 

in Aix Les Bains (authorized reproduction by the Museu Impe-

rial/IPHAN/Min.C).
Fig 2. Letter from Jean-Martin Charcot to Cláudio Velho Mot-

ta Maia (authorized reproduction by the Museu Imperial/IPH-

AN/Min.C).
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fered from internal rejection in the College1 . Motta 
Maia was awarded by the Imperial Government with 
a scholarship, 1875/1876 (two semesters). He studied 
in the “Collége de France” with Louis-Antoine Ranvi-
er (1835-1922), one of the most important specialists in 
Histology1 . At the apex of his profession, Motta Maia 
was nominated, on April 26, 1880 as Physician of the 
Imperial Chamber1. In the recognition to the medical 
care held by Motta Maia to the population and, main-
ly, to the imperial family, he was awarded successive-
ly with the titles of Noble Knight, Baron, Visconti, and 
Count1. Motta Maia, in his return from the trip to Eu-
rope with the Emperor, received a letter from the “di-
vine master” Francisco de Castro, on August 24, 1888, 
where he express his admiration as disciple and friend 
grateful for the work of Motta Maia11.

THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE NATION 
AND THE END OF THE MONARCHY
Dom Pedro appeared to be older. He was preco-

ciously aged and responsible for a throne16. Lyra6 re-
members that, when he was 60 years old, in 1885, all 
his appearance was of an old septuagenarian. Effec-
tively, in the last years, the diabetes mined him, his 
steps were unsteady and the feet almost crawled6.
On November, 1877, the beginning of his physical de-

cline was already perceived. He presented excessive 
daytime sleepiness and also had story of reduction of 
vision2,17. The “Revista Ilustrada” made a caricature 
of the sleepy monarch, in his volume of February 5, 
1887, amongst several other similar2. The hypothe-
sis of mental decline of the Emperor was a political 
weapon fed by his appearance of a man well older, 
even more that his fragile health was well known, but 
not in such a way that it was suggested by the ene-
mies. According to Lira6 “... the Emperor was being 
accused to have lost almost his complete power and, 
judged him affecting in his mental faculties, and suf-
fering from precocious senility. This would be the rea-
son for which he would permit to dominate himself 
by certain frequenter of the Paço, over all by his re-
liable Physician, the Count of Motta Maia, who, for 
many, looked like the inspirer of the imperial pol-
itics... “. Von Seiller, minister of Austria (1877) also 
informed that the rumors that the Emperor´s men-
tal faculties were weakened and that he could no 
more make a decision for himself and his government 
could be considered fi nished, but he contested this, 
affi rming that Dom Pedro kept a intellectual integ-
rity6. Nothing favored this supposed intellectual de-
cline, according to the documents, or doctors deposi-
tions. However, on had little propensity for one third 

Fig 3. João Vicente de Torres Homem and his reverence to the Emperor
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reign, being the State chief health problem an impor-
tant fact for the extinction of the monarchy18. João 
Penido, a Member of the House of Representatives, 
generated a petition to the Chamber to proceed a 
convenient examination to defi ne if his Majesty was 
in conditions to conduct the country, and to clari-
fy to the public opinion about the cerebral state of 
the Prince reigning, by means of a commission of the 
Chamber choice19. This petition was denied18. Rui Bar-
bosa wrote a series of articles in the daily Diário de 
Notícias, on May, 1889 after the publication of João 
Penido`s petition. Rui Barbosa did not believe the as-
sertives of the Ministry about the Emperor`s health, 
and perceived a cerebral incapacity that would de-
mand a parliamentary inquiry. These health problems 
hindered a softer regimen transition from monarchy 
to republic4 . Quintino Bocaiuva, amongst many, sup-
ported this change only after Dom Pedro II death4.
The happenings in this year led to the announcement 
of the Republic on November 15, 1889, and the Dom 
Pedro deportation. Back to Europe, he generated the 
alternative of return to his homeland, and he kept 
in the closet of his room, in a small bundle, in which 
was found, after his death, a paper with the words: 
it is the soil of my country, I desire that it will be put 
in my coffi n6 . It was used as cushion where his head 
rested1. His mortal remains came back to his native 
land only in 1922, during the commemorations of the 
Independence centenarian2. The post-mortem hom-
age in Brazil had a delay of three decades from that 
apotheotic that occurred in Paris, in 1891, on the oc-
casion of his death. 

CONCLUSIONS
Dom Pedro II had the support of the majority 

of the Brazilian elites in the start of his reign. How-
ever, at the end, a combination of factors, among 
them his physical decline, his diabetes and neurolog-
ical complications, more clearly the diabetic neurop-
athy, contributed to the extinction of the monarchy. 
As he was not feeling physically well, he was moving 
slowly away from the government. The absence of 
the Emperor, in trip abroad for treatment of health, 
coincides with the eradication of the slavery in Brazil, 
one of the stages for the implantation of the Brazil-
ian Republic. Consequently, at the end of the XIX cen-
tury, with the unit of the country assured and the ab-
olition of the slavery accomplished, the local leader-
ships already did not need the constitutional monar-
chy and its agglutinant role. The Emperor medical as-
sistant looked for assuring that all the adopted med-
ical measures were adjusted and in keeping with the 

best premises of treatment of diabetes at the time. 
Dom Pedro II was assisted by the most prominent Bra-
zilian and foreign doctors, especially by Jean Martin 
Charcot and Claudio Velho da Motta Maia. Charcot 
recognized the repercussions of diabetes in Emperor 
nervous system, standing out the peripheral neurop-
athies. He looked for preventing the abusive use of 
strychnine, ergotaminic derivatives, or application of 
synaptic, all with potential adverse side effects. After 
the deportation, Dom Pedro emotional and physical 
manifestations of his basic illness got worse, taking 
him to the death two years later.
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