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Abstract  

The two ranking physicians were of the same age group. Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893) and 

Alfred Vulpian (1826-1887) closely collaborated at the Paris hospital La Salpêtrière as from 

1862 and for eight successive years. The latter then went his own way in various hospitals, the 

former made his whole career at La Salpêtrière. The clinical and anatomopathological 

description of recently discovered diseases (a method termed as anatomoclinical) and foreign 

medical literature made real headway. Medical knowledge was also prompted by publishing 

lessons and lectures as well as presenting patients. Laboratory research rapidly spread. They 

were both fully attentive to the scientific Societies to which they became members as later to 

the national Academies of medicine and sciences. 
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Introduction 

Throughout the first half of the 19th century, the macroscopic anatomy of diseased bodies—

autopsied and carefully drawn—was developed. However, this did not allow for a tissue-level 

study such as that which the microscope, recently perfected by the construction of achromatic 

lenses, would make possible in the second half of that century. The meeting of two young 

doctors during their internship in the middle of this century, and their rapid friendship, would 

be at the origin of an exceptional and complementary collaboration, greatly benefiting the 

medical discoveries that they would go on to produce throughout their lives, entirely devoted 

to science. 

 

A Chance Encounter 

Appointed through the same competitive examination for the Internat des Hôpitaux de Paris in 

1848, they served as internes. J.-M. Charcot worked in 1850 at the La Pitié hospital1 in the 

medical service of Professor Pierre Adolphe Piorry (1794–1879). A. Vulpian was in this 

hospital in 1852; yet in his 1887 speech, J.-M. Charcot recalled their meeting 37 years earlier 

in that hospital and the fact that they became friends (Charcot 1887). They did not know that a 

few years later, after being appointed professeurs agrégés, they would become heads of two 

neighboring medical services at La Salpêtrière in early 1862. As J.-M. Charcot emphasized in 

his speech to the Académie des sciences upon the death of Alfred Vulpian: 

“My colleague, at that time already, was attached to the Muséum d’Histoire naturelle as an 

assistant-preparer under Flourens,2 under the direction of M. Philipeaux.3 … One sees that from 

the very beginning of his career, Vulpian had to divide his activity between the laboratory and 

the hospital ward… One can say that the great hallmark of Vulpian’s scientific life lies in this 

intimate union of the physician and the experimenter. Thus he must be considered one of the 

founders, one of the principal promoters of this method… which recognizes and proclaims 

loudly the superior rights of the clinic; it alone can safely guide the movement leading to the 

scientific renewal of Medicine through Physiology.” (Charcot 1887). 

 
1 The former Hôpital de La Pitié, rue Lacépède in the 5th arrondissement of Paris. 
2 Professor Pierre Flourens (1794–1867), physician and physiologist, renowned for his research on the nervous system at the 

Muséum d’Histoire naturelle in Paris. 
3 Dr. Jean-Marie Philipeaux (1809–1892) was a friend of Alfred Vulpian’s impoverished family. Vulpian had lost his father at 

the age of three and had to work to support his mother and six siblings, hence the recommendation for a paid position at the 

Muséum d’Histoire naturelle, where J.-M. Philipeaux was assistant to Professor Pierre Flourens. A. Vulpian would serve as 

preparer from 1850 to 1867. For the same reason, he also taught natural sciences for many years at the Collège municipal 

Chaptal. 
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Figure 1. J.-M. Charcot’s speech at the Académie des sciences [Academy of Sciences] and, at lower 

left, the appointment card of A. Vulpian as intern at the Hôpital de La Pitié in 1852. (Family Archives) 

 

Thus, if J.-M. Charcot had received training in the use of the microscope during his internship 

rotations, he had not spent months in a research laboratory with animals, which he would have 

respected too much to sacrifice at the end of physiological experiments, as A. Vulpian did at 

the Muséum d’Histoire naturelle, studying tissues under the microscope every day. Chance 

therefore brought together two brilliant clinicians who would work side by side in the mornings 

at the hospital: one developing his private practice in the afternoons at his home, helped by his 

former mentor Professor Pierre Rayer (1793–1867), who recommended him to wealthy 

patients; the other focusing on preparing his lectures at the Muséum d’Histoire naturelle, 

especially when in 1864 he was called upon to substitute for Professor Flourens in the Chair of 

Comparative Physiology until 1866. That year, he published his comprehensive work Leçons 

sur la Physiologie générale et comparée du système nerveux [Lessons on the General and 

Comparative Physiology of the Nervous System] (Vulpian 1866a). 

Their two doctoral theses in 1853 illustrate these differences: J.-M. Charcot focused on La 

goutte et les rhumatismes chroniques [Gout and Chronic Rheumatisms] (Charcot 1853), while 

A. Vulpian chose an Essai sur l’origine de plusieurs paires des nerfs crâniens (3e au 10e) 

[Essay on the Origin of Several Pairs of Cranial Nerves (3rd to 10th)], based on anatomical 

sections of the brainstem viewed under the microscope (Vulpian 1853). 
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Figure 2. A. Vulpian’s thesis, dedicated first to J.-M. Charcot. (Family Archives) 

 

Their Joint Works 

Their first joint (co-signed) publication dates from 1853: Observation de pyélonéphrite avec 

distension rénale [Observation of Pyelonephritis with Renal Distension] (Charcot and Vulpian 

1853); the following year: Cas d’ulcères simples de l’estomac, suivis de rétrécissement 

pylorique et de dilatation stomacale [Case of Simple Ulcers of the Stomach, Followed by 

Pyloric Stenosis and Gastric Dilatation] (Charcot and Vulpian 1854a) and Altération spéciale 

de la table interne du pariétal gauche, pertes de connaissance et accès épileptiformes dans le 

côté droit du corps, revenant par accès [Special Alteration of the Inner Table of the Left Parietal 

Bone, Loss of Consciousness and Epileptiform Attacks on the Right Side of the Body, 

Recurring in Episodes] (Charcot and Vulpian 1854b). Later: Coloration bronzée de la peau 

dans un cas de phtisie pulmonaire ; altération graisseuse des capsules surrénales [Bronze 

Coloring of the Skin in a Case of Pulmonary Phthisis; Fatty Degeneration of the Adrenal 

Capsules] (Charcot and Vulpian 1857), with their comments: 

“As for the adrenal capsules, not only did they show quite pronounced fatty degeneration, but 

they also no longer contained the chromogenic substance that turns pink under the influence of 

iodine and other oxidizing agents.” 

—later discovered to be the adrenal medulla secreting adrenaline. Three years later came: Des 

néo membranes de la dure-mère, à propos d’un cas d’hémorragie méningée [On Neo-

Membranes of the Dura Mater, Concerning a Case of Meningeal Hemorrhage] (Charcot 1860). 

As we can see, the two companions were regulars at the Société de Biologie, founded in 1848 

by Pierre Rayer along with Claude Bernard (1813–1878), François Magendie (1783–1855), 

Charles-Edouard Brown-Séquard (1817–1894), and Charles Robin (1821–1885), a pioneer in 
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the use of the microscope. They became members in 1851 (at the age of twenty-five), and the 

following year of the Société anatomique de Paris. 

In fact, history would especially remember their descriptions of neurological diseases while 

they were heads of neighboring services at La Salpêtrière, sharing the same laboratory for 

microscopic studies after autopsies of female patients. For example: 

▪ De la paralysie agitante [On Shaking Palsy] published in Gazette hebdomadaire de 

médecine et de chirurgie in 1861 and 1862 (Charcot 1861-1862), and a printed 

monography published in 1862 (Charcot and Vulpian 1862a); they paid tribute to James 

Parkinson, who had described the disease, though the eponym would only be attributed 

to him a little later. 

▪ Sur la sclérose en plaques de la moelle épinière [On Multiple Sclerosis of the Spinal 

Cord], published in 1866 and signed by A. Vulpian alone (Vulpian 1866) (Figure 3). J.-

M. Charcot, in his 1887 speech would say: “... numerous discoveries made by Vulpian... 

first attempt at a symptomatic description of the disease called multiple sclerosis...” 

(Charcot 1887); yet Vulpian noted in the article that it was Charcot who proposed the 

name for the disease (Vulpian 1866b), and later Charcot would describe the forms 

involving the brainstem and brain, proving that the lesions were identical (Zalc 2018). 

▪ Progressive locomotor ataxia, described together in two successive articles: Sur un cas 

d’atrophie des cordons postérieurs de la moelle épinière et des racines spinales 

postérieures (ataxie locomotrice progressive) [On a Case of Atrophy of the Posterior 

Columns of the Spinal Cord and Posterior Spinal Roots (Progressive Locomotor 

Ataxia)] (Charcot and Vulpian 1862b) and Sur deux cas de sclérose des cordons 

postérieurs de la moelle épinière avec atrophie des racines postérieures [On Two Cases 

of Sclerosis of the Posterior Columns of the Spinal Cord with Atrophy of the Posterior 

Roots] (Charcot and Vulpian 1862c). They attempted treatment with silver nitrate but 

were later disappointed with the results in this condition (Charcot and Vulpian 1862d). 
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Figure 3. Article by A. Vulpian, « Sur la sclérose en plaques de la moelle épinière » [On Multiple 

Sclerosis of the Spinal Cord], on the left, and clarifications by J.-M. Charcot in his posthumous speech 

(Charcot 1887). (Family Archives) 

 

This anatomoclinical method, they would also apply in many other fields of medicine, and it 

would be too long to detail here all of their co-signed works: let us mention those on 

endocarditis, which they called ulcerative with a typhoid form; on pulmonary abscesses; on an 

infarction of the wall of the left ventricle with a clot in a coronary artery and rupture into the 

pericardium; on senile osteomalacia and its frequency in that population of the Hospice de la 

Vieillesse-Femmes [Hospital for Elderly Women] that was La Salpêtrière; and so on. 

In addition to their friendly meetings (see below) and alongside the scholarly Societies already 

mentioned, they attended sessions of the Académie de médecine [Academy of Medicine] 

(Vulpian was elected in 1869, Charcot in 1873), and later also those of the Académie des 

sciences [Academy of Sciences], to which Vulpian was elected in 1876 (appointed Perpetual 

Secretary in 1886) and Charcot in 1883. 

When the Chair of Pathological Anatomy became vacant in 1867, A. Vulpian was appointed to 

the position despite opposition from the clergy—and no doubt with the help of Charcot, who 

would say in 1887 after his funeral: 

“Now it was necessary, with the eye armed with the microscope, to penetrate into the very 

intimacy of the organs… Vulpian alone, among the agrégés in medicine of the time, was, 

incontestably, sufficiently prepared by his earlier studies to accept such a heavy responsibility. 

…” (Charcot 1887). 

In 1872, when A. Vulpian left this chair for that of Experimental Pathology, he entrusted it to 

J.-M. Charcot! 

Only one slight irritation arose between them, in May 1881, when A. Vulpian, then Dean of the 

Faculty of Medicine since 1875 (his term renewed at the request of his colleagues, including J.-
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M. Charcot, in 1880—see Figure 4), was offended by the “political” decision to create a Chair 

of Nervous System Diseases for J.-M. Charcot without prior consultation of the Faculty. He 

supported his friend’s candidacy but not bypassing the established hierarchy. 

 

 

Figure 4. Letter of support for the renewal of A. Vulpian’s position as Dean, signed by his colleagues, 

including J.-M. Charcot. (Family Archives) 
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Testimonies of Their Friendship 

In the family archives of A. Vulpian’s descendants, there exist handwritten letters that bear 

witness to this closeness—going beyond social conventions—such as being witnesses at each 

other’s weddings, with their wives themselves being friends.4 

For example, Vulpian wrote to his brother Gustave in 1867 or 1869 that he was expecting him 

for dinner with the Charcot family, but his brother did not come, fearing the presence of 

“decorated people”! Earlier, in 1866, he had sent a letter to M. Philippeaux (see footnote n. 3) 

from Gérardmer (Vosges), where he was on holiday with Charcot and his wife, while he himself 

was still unmarried. In another letter from the same place, this time to his brother Paul, he 

mentioned that Mme Charcot was tired and that he had climbed up with Charcot to admire the 

view over the chalet. 

 

 

Figure 5. Letters from A. Vulpian, still unmarried, bearing witness to his closeness with the Charcot 

family, with whom he was on holiday in the Vosges in the summer of 1866. (Family Archives) 

 

During the war of 1870–1871, A. Vulpian sent his pregnant wife to Rennes to escape the siege 

of Paris by the Prussians and wrote to her par ballon monté [by mounted balloon]—meaning 

the letters left Paris by balloon when the wind blew in the right direction. He informed her that 

the bombardments in the neighborhood where he lived, near the Panthéon, kept him from 

sleeping, and that he had gone to live with J.-M. Charcot near the Gare Saint-Lazare, with whom 

he shared firewood (the winter was very cold, with –12° for several weeks) and horse meat, 

 
4 Our thanks to Mme and M. G. de Vulpian, who gave us access to these precious archives, among which are 103 handwritten 

letters from A. Vulpian to his wife. 
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since famine reigned as a result of the siege of Paris—soon they would have to make do with 

rats! 

 

 

Figure 6. Par ballon monté [By mounted balloon] letters from A. Vulpian to his wife Inès, who 

had taken refuge in Rennes during the siege of Paris by the Prussians, while she was expecting 

their first child. (Family Archives) 

 

Conclusion  

The second half of the 19th century transformed medical knowledge, shifting from an 

anatomical description of bodies and the visible signs of disease to their study through post-

mortem microscopic analysis, which made it possible to identify characteristic lesions of 

distinct pathologies. Foreign authors contributed to this revolution, and their writings were 

studied in Paris. But in this capital, one must praise the friendly partnership of two passionate 

and complementary physicians, who supported one another in advancing knowledge—above 

all by working side by side in the same hospital, La Salpêtrière. Just as they also had to live in 

the same flat (the one of J.-M. Charcot who invited A. Vulpian because the bombs sent by the 

Prussian troops did not fall there) during the siege of Paris in the winter of 1870–1871. Far from 

competing, J.-M. Charcot and A. Vulpian showed that unity is strength—in medicine as in other 

fields. 
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