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HISTORICAL NOTE

Charcot’s irony and sarcasm
A ironia e o sarcasmo de Charcot
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ABSTRACT
Jean-Martin Charcot is considered the father of modern neurology and was the first neurologist to hold a professorship of international 
stature devoted to the study of the diseases of the nervous system. His biographers paint an image of an austere presence, reserved manner, 
shyness, economy of gestures and an impenetrable, impassive face. However, a wry and sarcastic side of Charcot can be demonstrated in 
several situations, and these examples help to clarify the intricacies of his personality and work style. 
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RESUMO
Jean-Martin Charcot é considerado o pai da moderna neurologia e o primeiro professor de doenças do sistema nervoso em todo o mundo. 
Os seus biógrafos o descrevem com uma imagem austera, reservado, tímido, com uma economia de gestos e uma face impassiva e 
impenetrável. Entretanto o lado sarcástico e irônico de Charcot pode ser demonstrado em diversas situações, com exemplos que ajudam a 
clarificar a sua complexa personalidade e o seu estilo de trabalho.
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Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893) is regarded as the most 
influential researcher in the field of clinical neurology in the 
nineteenth century (Figure). He is considered the father of 
modern neurology and held the first professorship devoted 
to diseases of the nervous system at the Salpêtrière and the 
University of Paris1,2,3,4,5. 

From a personal standpoint, his biographers paint an 
image of an austere presence, reserved manner, shyness, 
economy of gestures and an impassive, impenetrable, and 
immobile face1,2,3,4,5. 

Beyond this classic description, however, more subtle charac-
ter traits can be discovered in his writings and case presentations.  

This paper describes his subtle sarcasm and irony and 
analyzes his use of sarcasm and irony to foster his medical 
and scientific career.  

CHARCOT’S IRONY AND SARCASM

What Oscar Wilde once called “the lowest form of wit 
but the highest form of humor” constitutes a sophisticated 
and witty form of expressing disdain and contempt in most 
Western cultures, but is considered subversive in China, and 
does not exist in Japan6.

(Extracted from Google Images: PBS, October, 15th, 2016). 
Figure. J-M Charcot (1825-1893).
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Besides the well-known taciturn features of Professor 
Charcot, particularly while in the hospital and medical school 
environments, he was also quoted by members of his inner 
circle of friends as a highly humorous man with a paradoxi-
cal spontaneity, a charming laugh, and a behavior reminis-
cent of a joker, or even buffoon, when the appropriate oppor-
tunity presented itself1,2,3,4,5. In this instance, his sarcasm was 
personally distinctive and professionally valuable. 

Charcot versus Duncan
In 1880, during a meeting of the British Medical Association 

that took place in Cambridge, Professor Matthews Duncan, a 
famous London obstetrician, questioned Charcot’s studies 
on hysteria, with a very aggressive attack on Charcot’s obser-
vations, particularly the concept of ovarian hysteria, trigger 
zones, and ovarian compression therapy.  After the discus-
sion, Charcot, privately commented about Duncan as: 

“Someone whose knowledge did not extend beyond 
the pelvis” 7.

Charcot considered Duncan’s approach an aggressive 
attack on the hysteria project, as well as the French School of 
Neurology, and in this situation, he made use of his sarcasm 
as a powerful scientific weapon7.

Charcot and Sydenham’s chorea treatment
Talking about therapeutic options in neurology, Charcot 

discussed the famous Sydenham’s treatment, saying: 

“Let us throw a veil over Sydenham’s therapeutic discus-
sions on bleeding, bleeding, and more bleeding. It makes 
your hair stand on end. How did those little English chil-
dren survive all that?” 2,8.   

Charcot – tics and chorea
During one of his Tuesday Lessons, Charcot was discuss-

ing a patient with tics and Tourette’s syndrome. He outlined 
the differences between tics and chorea, and then he asked 
the patient: 

 “What did the doctor in Normandy call this?”

The patient’s answer was: 

 “Chorea.”

Charcot then commented: 

 “It seems that chorea is the answer to everything!” 2,8.

Charcot’s sarcastic commentary is, in a way, related to his 
great importance to the study of movement disorders, partic-
ularly his interest in observing and describing their phenom-
enology, which can best be described as a refined neurologi-
cal evaluation of these patients. 

Charcot and hysteria
In another famous Tuesday Lesson, a young woman 

with nonepileptic seizures (hysteroepilepsy) was presented 
by Charcot. A young woman in the auditorium was having 
a convulsive attack. Charcot was describing to the audience 
the phases of the classical hysteroepilepsy attack, and at the 
end of the attack, the patient cried: 

 “Oh, mother.” 

Charcot said: “Again, note these screams. You could say it is 
a lot of noise over nothing. True epilepsy is much more serious 
and also much more quiet”8.

Charcot and male hysteria
The description of male hysteria by Professor Charcot 

became a controversial issue, with the German School of 
Neurology resisting the idea of the existence of such a condi-
tion, suggesting that if it occurred in males, it occurred only 
in French males. Charcot became very upset with this argu-
ment, finding delightful relief when he diagnosed hysteria in 
a male German grenadier2,8! A very interesting conversation, 
ensuing between Charcot and his friend Alphonse Daudet, 
is cited in Léon Daudet’s book (with Goetz’s translation): 

“This tale is about one of my most famous colleagues. Yes, 
a German. He had traveled far to see me. The case was not 
a trifle – a sudden sexual inversion quite characteristic, 
brought on by his prolonged contemplation of a Renaissance 
statue of a fawn on his deck. Gentlemen, works of art can 
often have their own venom. Yes, quite often.” 

“How did you treat this poor patient?” Charcot 
asked Daudet. 

“Peuh, I told him to seek out women, if it was still pos-
sible… but you know a German… at age 55… and from 
the country of Winckelmann…”8,9.

Charcot and Brown-Séquard
Examples of genuine sarcasm are evident in the rela-

tionship between Professor Charcot and Professor Brown-
Séquard. Professor Brown-Séquard, a famous neurophysi-
ologist, had developed new experimental work on hormone 
replacement therapy10. He presented this research in June 
1889—at the meeting of the Société de Biologie, in Paris, 
France—in which he injected himself subcutaneously with 
the liquid obtained by gridding the testicles of dogs and 
guinea pigs and mixing it with water. Professor Brown-
Séquard reported a marked increase in his strength and 
stamina, and improved mental, intestinal and urinary func-
tions. Since then, “The elixir of life”, was associated with 
Professor Brown-Séquard’s name10. This testicular extract 
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was marketed as “Brown-Séquard’s elixir” and was consid-
ered, to a certain extent, “the universal panacea.” 

Professor Charcot, at that time a scientific rival of 
Professor Brown-Séquard, considered that this elixir was 
ineffective and said: 

“...injections of distilled water were as effective as injec-
tions of testicular extracts”10.

FINAL REMARKS

Professor Jean-Martin Charcot had a complex person-
ality: authoritarian, austere, shy, but he also had some 

characteristics of sarcastic behavior. This sarcastic and 
ironic behavior could have had a scientific advantage 
or even self-protection role as a personal and scientific 
weapon, and could have been used to promote himself and 
the French School of Neurology in the competitive world 
of Neurology.
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