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ABSTRACT

Dionisio Nieto Gómez (Madrid, 13 March 1908 - Mexico, 2 February 1985) practised simultaneously as a 
psychiatrist and as a neuropathologist, a rare combination in the 20th century. Convinced of the proposition that 
“mental illnesses are illnesses of the brain,” he was trained in psychiatry with Sanchís Banús at Hospital Provincial 
de Madrid and in histopathology with Del Río-Hortega at the Residencia de Estudiantes. After two long years of 
further training in Germany, the Spanish Civil War forced him into exile in Mexico, a country where he found the 
support, appreciation, and resources he was later denied in his home country. As occurs with great personalities, 
his figure was an inspiration, and he began to be surrounded by committed students of high scientific standards. 
A resourceful man, he designed a cerebrospinal fluid study for the diagnosis of neurocysticercosis. He was 
especially proud of having identified the histopathology of schizophrenia in patients who had never been exposed 
to antipsychotics, which remains a debatable subject. After the restoration of democracy, he frequently visited 
Spain, where he enjoyed renown and admiration. In a long afternoon shared with the author of this article, Nieto 
recounted little-known memories and anecdotes of his long and prolific career. 
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Introduction 

The best biography of Dionisio Nieto Gómez (Madrid, 
13 March 1908 - Mexico, 2 January 1985) is probably the 
document he himself sent from Casablanca (Morocco) 
to the Mexican ambassador to France, requesting per-
mission to live in Mexico.A His curriculum vitae was 
endorsed by professor Pío del Río-Hortega, in exile in 
Oxford at that time, who had led the laboratory of his-
tology and histopathology where Nieto had worked as 

AMexican delegation, file dated 14 March 1939, No. 2361. Requests from 
Spanish refugees who wish to emigrate to Mexico. Centro Documental de la 
Memoria Histórica, Ministerio de Cultura, Gobierno de España.

an assistant. He was attracted to psychiatry and neuro-
pathology early in his career, practising both at the same 
time. At his first job, at the age of 22 and working with 
Miguel Escardó, he expressed his admiration for “the sci-
entific psychiatry of Kraepelin, master of nosology.”1 And 
he was no less enthusiastic about Wilhelm Griesinger’ s 
proposition that “mental illnesses are illnesses of the 
brain,” ie, the biological substrate of neuropsychiatry.2 He 
began his career in Madrid, later continuing in Munich 
and Berlin and for the rest of his life in Mexico, his host 
country.

He took his first steps in neuropsychiatry with José 
Sanchís Banús (1889-1930) at Hospital Provincial 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.es


Dionisio Nieto (1908-1985)

47

Figure 1. José Sanchís Banús (left) and Pío del Río-Hortega (right), masters of Dionisio Nieto. The photograph of Del Río-Hortega 
was taken from an article by J. Río-Hortega.4

de Madrid (“of compelling speech and proselytis-
ing strength,” wrote Rodríguez Arias, referring to his 
Republican ideas),3 in this case shared by both mas-
ter and student. At the same time, at the Laboratory of 
Normal and Pathological Histology on the ground floor 
of Residencia de Estudiantes, he learnt from Pío del 
Río-Hortega the techniques of the Spanish School of 
Histology (Figure 1).4 This was not enough for him, and 
he expanded his studies in Germany for almost three 
years (1932-1934). He became an “up-to-date” neuro-
psychiatrist and, at the same time, an accomplished neu-
ropathologist. His success was enjoyed not by Spain but 
rather by Mexico, as was the case with so many Spanish 
physicians exiled to that host country.5 His work and his 
very existence were silenced in Spain, just like that of 
other neuropsychiatrists forced into exile, such as Emilio 
Mira López, José Miguel Sacristán, W. López Albo, and 
Gonzalo R. Lafora.6

The first official reference to Dionisio Nieto in Spain 
was at the exhibition held at Palacio de Velázquez, in 

BEl exilio español en México. (The Spanish exile in Mexico). Palacio de 
Velázquez del Retiro-Madrid (December 1983 - February 1984). Exhibition 
organised by the Spanish Ministry of Culture (General Directorate of Arts), 
the Mexican Secretariat of Public Education, and the Ateneo Español in 
Mexico.

the Retiro park in Madrid, between December 1983 and 
February 1984, when Soledad Becerril was minister of 
culture, with the collaboration of the Ateneo Español 
in Mexico. The exhibition named El Exilio español en 
México (The Spanish exile in Mexico) illustrated the 
huge contributions of around 300 Spanish physicians 
to their new Mexican home (10% of all physicians in 
Mexico at that time). Dionisio Nieto had a prominent 
place in the exhibition.B García-Albea dedicated more 
than half a page of his doctoral thesis “Cisticercosis cere-
bral” (Cerebral cysticercosis) to Nieto, as well as a brief 
note on his scientific contribution.7,8 Thereafter, refer-
ences to this physician have been scarce: a brief reference 
in Revue Neurologique9 and, as an exception, the com-
pilation by a group of Basque psychiatrists of the most 
relevant personalities of the specialty during the “Silver 
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Age,” which included Dionisio Nieto.10 After the death of 
Franco, Nieto and his wife made sporadic visits to their 
native Spain from 1977.

I had the chance to meet this distinguished Spanish-
Mexican personality just a few months before his 
death.11,C In addition to many offprints he handed to me, 
I had the fortune to share a long lunch at my own home, 
which lasted hours. The aim of this article is to recollect 
anecdotes and confidences, together with some contri-
butions on his life and work. 

Development 

Nieto’ s time in Madrid between 1908 and 1939, unlike 
the 46 years he spent in Mexico, has received little atten-
tion in the literature. The aim of the study was to search 
for unpublished data in Spanish archives and databases. 
Searches were conducted at the National History Archive 
of Spain, Documentation Centre of Historical Memory, 
National Library of Spain (Libro homenaje [Tribute 
book], by Pérez de Francisco and Pérez-Rincón12), 
Fundación Pablo Iglesias (with negative results), as well 
as the archive of the Ateneo de Madrid (with no rele-
vant findings), and the archive of the Official College of 
Physicians of Madrid (11 documents, some of consider-
able interest, such as the reference to the order that Nieto 
undergo a political purge investigation). At the Cisne 
library of Universidad Complutense, his doctoral thesis 
was accessed as a library loan,13 as well as the book by 

CHe probably took the opportunity of being awarded the Gold Medal of the 
Universidad Complutense (El País, 25 July 1983) to visit me, in response to 
a letter I sent him on the diagnosis of neurocysticercosis in CSF samples. He 
was worried because he was going to undergo cataract surgery in Spain, but 
I am not aware if this was ultimately possible.
DDíaz Rubio M. Sesión necrológica en memoria del Prof. Francisco Alonso 
Fernández. Anales de la RANM. 2021;138(1):40-6.
EThe Nieto-Vallejo couple had three children: Felipe, Victoria (Tori), and 
Adela. Adela is known to have married Pablo Pacheco, also a doctor, 
with whom she had two children. For unknown reasons, she eventually 
emigrated to Canada, and her whereabouts is now unknown (Díaz, 
personal correspondence, June 2023). She came to Madrid to search for 
work in around 1990, when I had the chance to meet her. She wrote her 
doctoral thesis “La obra científica de Dionisio Nieto” (The scientific work 
of Dionisio Nieto) in Madrid under the direction of professor Francisco 
Alonso Fernández, although a detailed search in Madrid obtained no results 
(Dr Javier de Jorge, director of the library at the Faculty of Medicine). Adela 
probably took it with her to Mexico, as the Dionisio Nieto Gómez library at 
the UNAM does hold a copy. After repeated attempts to contact the library 
director, I obtained no response.
FThey lived at four different addresses in 11 years: Méndez Álvaro, 5 (1930); 
Delicias, 23 (1932), Alcalá Zamora, 56 (1936), and Narváez, 21 (1941). 
Archive of the Official College of Physicians of Madrid.
GData available at the Official College of Physicians of Madrid.

Wechsler, translated by Nieto and Lafora.14 The Dionisio 
Nieto Gómez library (Ciudad Universitaria, Coyoacán, 
Mexico City) was contacted for information on his time 
in Mexico, but no response was received. I had the in-
valuable help of José Luis Díaz Gómez, the last living 
student of Nieto and a professor at the Department of 
History and Philosophy of Medicine at Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM),15,16 together 
with the writer Héctor Pérez Rincón. 

Results

Nieto’ s years in Madrid 

Barely any data are available on Nieto’ s family life during 
his childhood and youth. His marriage with Catalina 
Vallejo, a woman of remarkable beauty, led to the birth of 
three children (Felipe, Victoria, and Adela). Adela Nieto 
Vallejo, also a physician, came to Madrid during the 
1990s, where she wrote her doctoral thesis on her own 
father,17 directed by the psychiatrist Francisco Alonso 
Fernández (1924-2020).18,D,E An abundance of flats were 
available for rent in Madrid in Nieto’ s youth; between 
1930 and 1941, he and his family had lived in four dif-
ferent houses in relatively distinguished areas of the 
city, typical for a comfortable middle-class family.F He 
graduated from the Faculty of Medicine of Universidad 
Central in August 1929, at the age of 21 years, and be-
came a member of the College of Physicians (member 
number 4111) on 18 September of that year.G 

In 1930, at the age of 22 years, he and Enrique Escardó 
published their observations on four patients diagnosed 
with pre-senile psychoses. The study was published in 
Archivos de Medicina, Cirugía y Especialidades, a journal 
directed by José Sanchís Banús, whom they refer to as 
“master”; this publication helped in Nieto’ s admission 
to the Spanish Association of Neuropsychiatrists.1,19 At 
this early stage in his career, he was already working at 
Sanchís’ department at Hospital Provincial de Madrid 
(Figure 2). He subsequently published several articles in 
Archivos de Neurobiología, a journal founded by Ortega 
y Gasset, Sacristán, and Lafora in March 1920.20 He was 
interested in twin psychoses,21 the association between 
schizophrenia and epilepsy,22 and social anthropology 
in psychiatry.23 Attendees of the 4th Annual Meeting 
of the Spanish Association of Neuropsychiatry, held in 
Granada from 2 to 5 October 1932, knew of the sudden 
death of Sanchís Banús. As Nieto himself confessed to 
the author of this article, the year in which Banús died, 
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he consequently had to take on the directorship of the 
psychiatry department of Hospital Provincial. As for 
Escardó, it is known that he had founded the Mental 
Hygiene Dispensary, with 24 beds, in Dehesa de la Villa 
in 1930; the institution was destroyed during the Spanish 
Civil War.24

Studies in Germany (1932-1934) 

On 27 September 1932, having requested the cancel-
lation of his membership to the College of Physicians 
during his “absence from Spain,” Nieto travelled to 
Germany to spend two long years expanding his psy-
chiatry training. He went to the Kaiser Wilhelm Institut 
in Munich (today Max Planck Institut für Psychiatrie), 
where Emil Kraepelin (1856-1926) was proposing a new 
classification of psychoses. He assumed that schizophre-
nia (dementia praecox) and manic-depressive disorder 
were “organic” processes, in other words, of biological 
basis,25 which has been discussed until today.26 After 
the departure of Alois Alzheimer, Kraepelin appointed 
Walther Spielmeyer as his replacement. Dionisio Nieto 
would be one of the 180 scientists from 25 different 

countries trained at that neuropathology laboratory.27 In 
April 1924, the chair was transferred to Oswald Bumke 
(1877-1950),28 who combined neurology and psychia-
try practice in the same department. There is no doubt 
that Nieto’ s excellent training in clinical neurology is 
explained by his work with Bumke, as reflected by his 
works on necrotising myelitis, spinal pachymeningitis, 
Schilder disease, and cerebral fat embolism. 

To conclude his German adventure, in 1934 he went to 
the Charité University Hospital in Berlin to work with 
Karl Bonhoeffer29 and to Marburg to work with Ernst 
Kretschmer (1888-1964).30 However, the political situa-
tion in Germany was changing rapidly with the instal-
lation of the Third Reich and the Nazi regime (1933-
1945). Traditional German science and its professionals 
also changed: Bonhoeffer was defending his persecuted 
Jewish assistants, whereas Ernst Kretschmer supported 
the racial ideology, the “eugenic” sterilisation laws, and 
euthanasia or “biocriminality” of incurable patients with 
neurological diseases.31 It is not difficult to deduce that by 
1934 Nieto would hurry his return to Spain. Practically 
all the psychiatry books used in the early years after the 

Figure 2. Hospital Provincial de Madrid during the second half of the 19th century. Source: Banco de Imágenes 
de la Medicina Española, RANM.
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Spanish Civil War at Hospital Provincial de Madrid were 
still from Germany.

Dionisio Nieto, psychiatrist and neuropathologist 

Soon after leaving medical school, Nieto became inter-
ested in mental diseases from a dual perspective: their 
clinical expression, on the one hand, and their under-
lying morphological basis, on the other. In Madrid, his 
master in neuropsychiatry was José Sanchís Banús at 
the psychiatry ward of Hospital Provincial, while he was 
lucky enough to work at the same time as a voluntary 
assistant to Pío del Río-Hortega at the Laboratory of 
Normal and Pathological Histology of the Residencia de 
Estudiantes between 1929 and 1932, where he mastered 
the techniques of the Spanish School of Histology.9 He 
expanded his knowledge of both disciplines in Munich: 
psychiatry with Kraepelin and neuropathology with 
Spielmeyer.

Figure 3. Histopathology of pellagra, according to Dionisio Nieto (thesis). A) Precentral region. B) Greatly enlarged image of 
A) showing a ganglion cell.

— Clinical-pathological thesis on pellagra. As a result 
of the unexpected death of Sanchís Banús in 1932 (al-
though they did have time to write an article together 
on twin psychoses21), Nieto became the “deputy chief of 
the women’ s psychiatry service.” Banús became chair of 
psychiatry in 1931 (Fundación Pablo Iglesias, consulted 
on 20 June 2023), and the prospect of becoming chair 
spurred Nieto to complete his doctoral thesis: he used 
archival material to create a text of barely 27 pages, in-
cluding almost exclusively references in German. 

Nieto’ s doctoral thesis addresses the clinical symptoms 
and neuropathology of pellagrous psychosis. He com-
pleted his thesis on 26 February 1934, at the age of 26 
years, after hurriedly leaving Berlin and Marburg due to 
the rise of Nazism. The five cases analysed were young 
women (aged between 32 and 38 years), with the excep-
tion of a 79-year-old woman with dementia,H all admit-
ted due to fluctuating confusional state of recent onset. 
The patients’ intense malnutrition was associated with 

A B
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erythematous lesions in areas exposed to the sunlight, 
as well as diarrhoea, all of which suggested a diagnosis 
of pellagra. Several patients presented delusional ide-
ation consistent with psychosis (for example, case 4 said 
that there were “baby chicks hatching from eggs on her 
head”; and case 5 said that she “was dragged there by 
prison guards”). 

A histological finding common to all cases was that gan-
glion cells of layers V and VI of the precentral cortex “are 
tumefactive, giant, with pyknotic nuclei,” reported by 
Nissl as “primäre Retzung” (“primary rescue”) (Figure 3), 

Figure 4. Histopathology of pellagra, according to Dionisio Nieto (thesis). A) Intense frontal gliosis. B) Hyalinisation of the 
intima of small arteries.

HThe thesis is a booklet with 29 typed pages, including 11 histological 
images with short captions, not mentioning the staining method. It is 
preserved in a poor state of conservation at the library of the School of 
Medicine in Madrid (signature no. TA223). The doctoral thesis examination 
board included Pittalunga (the Italian Gustavo Pittalunga, who was exiled 
after the military uprising in 1936; curiously, his name is struck through, 
although his signature is legible on the cover), Enrique Otero de Carvajal, 
and Francisco Mora Teruel.

A

B

together with intense frontal gliosis and hyalinisation of 
the intima of small arteries (Figure 4). He concluded that 
CNS histological alterations in pellagra are “degenerative 
and relatively specific.” 

During the famine of the besieged Madrid of the 
Spanish Civil War (September 1936 to 26 March 1939), 
Bartolomé Llopis (1905-1966) confirmed Nieto’ s clinical 
observations in more than one hundred cases, although 
he accepted “pellagra sine pellagra”, ie, without the char-
acteristic rough and photosensitive skin.32 Today, pel-
lagra is a disease of the past, although it may rarely be 
observed as a complication of alcoholism.33

Nieto was the first neuropathologist in Mexico, fol-
lowed by his most dedicated student Alfonso Escobar 
Izquierdo (1929-2000). As a result of his innate cre-
ative spirit, Escobar also designed methods for myelin 
and Treponema pallidum staining.34 Together, they pub-
lished six chapters (basic staining, parasitic diseases, 
neurosyphilis, epilepsy, major psychoses, stress) in Jeff 
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Mickler’ s 1971 book Pathology of the nervous system, 
whose publication was delayed due to editorial pro-
blems.35-40

Nieto’ s most original contribution, or at least the one 
of which he was proudest, was on the neuropathology 
of schizophrenia, which he presented in 1957 in Zurich 
at the Second International Congress of Psychiatry.41 
Together with his student Alfonso Escobar, he addressed 
the topic, which had been seen as “untouchable” until 
that time, in Pathology of the nervous system.42 Using 
the silver carbonate and lithium methods (typical of the 
Spanish Histological School) they proposed the presence 
of periaqueductal and periventricular fibrillary gliosis as 
the most characteristic findings; it is worth mentioning 
that they observed this in patients who had never been 
exposed to antipsychotics. In the offprint he handed to 
me, I could see the word “¡ojo!” (careful!) next to the 
reference in which Stevens confirmed his observations 
with the Holzer method, specific for glial staining,43 and 
one of the contributions against the supposed “functional” 
origin or “null hypothesis” of schizophrenia.44 

The Spanish Civil War: a State mission and a purge file

Dionisio Nieto was strongly committed to the Second 
Spanish Republic, at least during the Civil War. Without 
a doubt, his righteousness, staidness, and bonhomie 
were sufficient reason for him to be entrusted with dis-
tinguished positions. At the young age of 28 years, from 
August 1836 to February 1837, he replaced José Miguel 
Sacristán as director of the Ciempozuelos psychiatric 
hospital (Madrid),10 a centre with approximately 3000 
patients that had been run by the Brothers Hospitallers 
of Saint John of God since 1867. Nieto himself published 
a scientific article in September 1937 when he was a 
medical captain in the air force, when the hospital found 
itself right on the front line: he stood firm despite the 
possible risk of losing his life.45

In 1938, his name was proposed to perform a state mis-
sion as a man of confidence at the service of the Republic. 
The following lines are an approximate transcript of his 
words during our long conversation after lunch:

I had been sent to a small healthcare centre located 
[not far from the coast,] where my assigned mission 
[as medical captain] was to perform the physical 
and neuropsychiatric examination of future pilots 
of combat aircraft. I also occasionally attended sick 
officers, offering them a place for rest and recovery. I 

was recommended to an officer [probably a military 
staff officer], diagnosed with tuberculous meningi-
tis, a diagnosis that was not confirmed. He was soon 
discharged. To my surprise, an officer arrived one 
day on a motorbike and handed me a large enve-
lope with the official coat of arms of the Republic, 
on which I could read: “State mission.” I ended up 
on a train to Tangier carrying a briefcase full of cash.

In 1938, the sick official had informed general Asensio 
that Nieto was a man of sound judgement, and loyal to 
the postulates of the Republic.I His task was to deliver 
the valuable briefcase to a certain leader of a Moroccan 
cabila to use his men to rise against the national army, 
thus creating a second focus of insurgency. “He kept the 
money and there was no uprising at all,” Nieto concluded. 

Nieto did not escape the repressive apparatus of the post-
war period. On 2 October 1941, a letter was delivered 
to the College of Physicians (presumably returned after 
being sent to Nieto to his address at number 21, Calle 
Narváez). It was signed by Valentín Matilla, secretary of 
the purge tribunal at the Universidad de MadridJ:

To date, no affidavit has been presented in this in-
stitution in order to proceed with his professional 
purging, which was declared compulsory by minis-
terial order on 6 October 1939; therefore, I would 
be very grateful if you would verify this within a 
period of TEN DAYS, as otherwise, and in spite of 
this executive board, it would be necessary to apply 
regulatory measures. 

I remain your humble servant,

The general secretary, V. Matilla.

Madrid, 2 October 1941. 

Exile: Clovis Vincent, a protective neurosurgeon 

“Rio Hortega qui chassé par la guerre était venú s’ installer 
à la Pitié pendant plus d’ un an. Autour de lui s’ était créée 
une veritable école espagnole et cubaine” (Brunon, 2016).

IGeneral José Asensio Torrado (1892-1961) has gone down in history as a 
disciplined and rigorous official, committed to the cause of the Republican 
government since August 1936, who spent his last years in New York 
(Spanish Royal Academy of History, https://dbe.rah.es/biografias/6913/
jose-asensio-torrado).
JThe examining magistrate was the chair of pathology and clinical medicine, 
Francisco Enríquez de Salamanca. Sometimes, information came from 
complaints by workmates. In: Pérez Peña F. Exilio y depuración política en la 
facultad de medicina de San Carlos: sus profesores y la Guerra Civil. Madrid: 
Visión Libros; 2005 (p. 66).

https://dbe.rah.es/biografias/6913/jose-asensio-torrado
https://dbe.rah.es/biografias/6913/jose-asensio-torrado
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Clovis Vincent was the classical example of a neurol-
ogist who later became a neurosurgeon, and became a 
renowned specialist within ten years. He was encour-
aged to do this by Babinski, whom he admired all his 
life: the latter advised him to travel to the United States 
to learn surgery skills with Harvey Cushing. Vincent is 
considered the father of French neurosurgery.46 During 
the German occupation in the Second World War, he 
continued working at La Pitié hospital in Paris; this led 
some to consider him a collaborator, which has been de-
nied.47 He generously invited Del Río-Hortega to work at 
the hospital’ s histopathology laboratory, as well as other 
exiled Spaniards, including Dionisio Nieto.

Mexico, host country

The president of Mexico, Lázaro Cárdenas, was aware 
of the letter requesting asylum sent by the Republican 
soldiers to Julio Álvarez del Vayo, in Paris at the time, 
dated 3 April 1939. Álvarez del Vayo (1891-1975) was 
a lawyer and journalist, who was war commissary 
general at the time; although he was initially a socialist, 

Figure 5. Dionisio Nieto as a young man, looking through the microscope (photograph taken from A. Escobar34), and during 
his latter years (source: Banco de Imágenes de la Medicina Española, RANM).

KGómez de Lara (2021) mentions that Nieto arrived in Mexico in 1941. It 
seems more plausible that he would have arrived in 1942, as suggested by 
Escobar, a student who worked with Nieto for several years. This is also 
consistent with the time he spent in Paris with Clovis Vincent, after leaving 
Spain.

his political stance was gradually turning to terrorist 
positions.48 Cárdenas’ reply was as follows: “Mr Bassols 
has instructions for the Spanish citizens who want to 
live together with the Mexican people, who are limited 
in re-sources but full of excitement and affection for our 
brothers forced temporarily to leave their home country.” 
Spanish migration began in 1937 when the so-called 
“children of Morelia” arrived, although the arrival of 
Spanish Republicans continued until the late 1940s.49(p55)

Nieto and his wife Catalina Vallejo, Lina, pregnant with 
their first son, disembarked at the port of Veracruz in 
1942.34,50 Soon after settling in, he became a Mexican cit-
izen51 and immediately proceeded to refit an old dental 
clinic to create the Laboratory of Medical and Biological 
Studies, modelled on the Cajal Institute (Figure 5).K 



S. Giménez Roldán

54

He received a donation of 250  000 dollars from the 
Rockefeller Foundation and the support of president 
Lázaro Cárdenas and the House of Spain. By 1969, a new 
building would house up to eight researchers, a selec-
tion committee, and three departments (neuroanatomy, 
cytology, and physiology), and a bulletin was created, 
which, under various names, published the institution’ s 
scientific production. Since June 2010, the excellent li-
brary of the Institute of Biomedical Research bears the 
name of “Dr Dionisio Nieto Gómez,” shown at the en-
trance in large letters (Figure 6).52 

The family’ s last dollars 

Although the ambassador in Paris ensured him “enough 
financial means to travel to and live in Mexico,” Nieto 
told me that his financial situation was precarious (per-
sonal communication, Madrid, 1983). He did not enjoy 
the same glamorous welcome as Lafora, when he rushed 
to emigrate in 1938: he was well aware that if the insur-
gents won, they would never pardon him for having 
been a signatory member of the Alliance of Antifascist 
Intellectuals.53(p107) Lafora opened a successful private 
consultation at number 27 of Paseo de la Reforma, in 
Mexico City.54 It is natural that Nieto would have sought 
support among the large community of Spanish exiles, 
who shared nostalgic memories at the House of Spain in 
Mexico City. Nieto formed an especially close relationship 

Figure 6. Dr Dionisio Nieto Gómez library, at Universiad Nacional 
Autónoma de México. Photograph taken from Ocampo.52

with Lafora, a psychiatrist also from Madrid, who was 
22 years his senior. The pair had collaborated at the 
Laboratory of Physiology of the Cajal Institute, a mod-
est attic in the Velasco Museum. Nieto’ s position here 
was “head of the Anatomical Pathology section.” Nieto 
told me an interesting anecdote that reflects Lafora’ s fa-
mous miserliness and zeal for making money. The Nieto 
family were down to their last few dollars, which were 
only enough to eat for a few more days. Lafora’ s financial 
position was advantageous: “he even attended pregnant 
women,” Nieto told me. He invited them to have lunch, 
and when the bill came, Lafora did not make the slightest 
gesture. Finally, Nieto had no other choice but to pay the 
bill with his last few dollars. “He discouraged me from 
remaining in the country, where according to Gonzalo 
Lafora it would be very difficult to succeed.”

La Castañeda Insane Asylum

When Nieto accepted the directorship of the La 
Castañeda Insane Asylum, this was an unfortunate 
warehouse of incurable “deranged people,” with approx-
imately 2000 patients housed in a building designed for 
a maximum of 500 (Figure 7). “Men eating rats and rats 
eating men, a real burning hell,” commented Emilio 
Julio Muñoz of Madrid (http://bibliotecadigital.ilce.mx). 
Initially paid by the House of Spain,55 and later with the 
support of president Manuel Velasco Suárez, Nieto de-
veloped a “cutting-edge pavilion” in August 1960: over 
the course of 25 years, he would pave the way to bring 
Mexican psychiatry into the modern era.56-58

Nieto was a positivist in search of the biological substrate 
(both methodological and scientific) of mental diseases 
in neuropathology. At a time when Mexican psychiatry 
was dominated by devoted followers of Freud and psy-
choanalysts, he did not hesitate to enthusiastically ap-
ply the new psychopharmacology.15 This left him in an 
“uncomfortable position, which has not been recognised 
enough,”58 a professional isolation that Cristina Sacristán 
(2010) designated “the double exile of Dionisio Nieto.”57

Nieto’ s legacy: the development of neurosciences in Mexico 

Five Spanish neuroscientists played an essential role in 
influencing the birth of this science in Mexico: Dionisio 
Nieto, together with the anatomist and pathologist Isaac 
Costero, Ramón Álvarez-Buylla, José Puche, and Rafael 
Méndez.34,50
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Students 

“My master Nieto was and is a crucial person in my life. 
Curiously, I dream about him sometimes; in fact, he vis-
ited me in my dreams last night. In short, when you write 
about Mr Nieto, you touch a very fundamental area of my 
existence, both in professional and personal terms.” (J.L. 
Díaz, personal communication, 6 June 2023).

These moving words come from one who is considered 
the last living student of Dionisio Nieto, together with the 
writer and academic Héctor Pérez Rincón.59 Nieto creat-
ed an extensive school of researchers and psychiatrists 
in Mexico (Figure 8).15,58 One of the most distinguished 
members was Alfonso Escobar Izquierdo. He joined 
Nieto in 1956 at the Institute of Biomedical Research at 
UNAM, first as a mentor and later as a committed collab-
orator; years later, he worked with Nieto at the Mexican 
National Institute of Neurology and Neurosurgery as 
neuropathologist. In his article on Nieto’ s career as a 

researcher, he expressed the admiration he felt for his 
master.34 He eventually died due to Parkinson’ s disease.60 
Another outstanding student was Augusto Fernández 
Guardiola (1921-2004) of Madrid, exiled together with 
his father, A. Fernández Sastre, who was in charge of is-
suing the war dispatches for the Republicans. He studied 
at UNAM, furthering his studies on neurophysiology in 
France, and obtained a doctorate degree in Biological 
Sciences. He is considered the founder of neurophysio-
logical research in his host country, making significant 
contributions on the association between epilepsy and 
sleep.61

Comments

“Many Mexican neuroscientists consider ourselves descen-
dants, or at least beneficiaries, of the school of Santiago 
Ramón y Cajal, which established a way to do neurosci-
ence” (J.L. Díaz, 2009).

Figure 7. Main entrance to La Castañeda Insane Asylum. Photograph taken from the post by Paulina Lc., entitled La historia del 
enorme manicomio “La Castañeda” que existió hasta hace poco en Mixcoac (The history of the huge “La Castañeda” Insane Asylum, 
which existed until recently in Mixcoac) (6 May 2018). Available from: https://www.local.mx/cultura/castaneda-hospital-psiquiatrico/

https://www.local.mx/cultura/castaneda-hospital-psiquiatrico/
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The unexpected arrival in Mexico of many well-trained 
physicians represented a significant impulse for the sci-
entific development of the country, especially in the area 
of neurosciences. Due to their commitment to teaching 
and research, we may mention Rafael Méndez, Dionisio 
Nieto, Isaac Costero, Ramón Álvarez, and José Puche, all 
of whom were under the generous protection of general 
Lázaro Cárdenas del Río. Cárdenas established that the 
Ateneo Ramón y Cajal in the capital city would validate 
their academic qualifications, enabling them to prac-
tice medicine, and some to access university positions 
(UNAM).51

Cajal’ s ideas were soon introduced by Tomás Gutiérrez 
Perrín of Valladolid, a disciple of Cajal, and also in 

occasional seminars by Tello and Pío del Río-Hortega.62 
Gutiérrez Perrín (1881-1965) had travelled to Mexico in 
1908 on the Higher Health Council’ s invitation to study 
syphilis and toxoplasmosis, but remained in the coun-
try to work as a professor of histology at the UNAM 
between 1913 and 1963, almost until the end of his life. 
He studied CNS alterations in exanthematic typhus and 
rheumatic fever, as well as the fibroblast activity of me-
ningiomas.62 Outside of medicine, he also wrote poems, 
plays, and even a storybook (Bum primero, un fantasma 
de segunda), published in 1942.63,64

On Nieto’ s understanding of psychiatry

— Personality. Nieto was an honourable man, loyal to his 
political ideas even in very complicated situations: he did 
not abandon his patients as director of the Ciempozuelos 
psychiatric hospital, even in the clamour of the Civil 
War,45 and committed himself to carry out a dangerous 
mission to serve the Spanish Republic. During the hard 
times at La Castañeda Insane Asylum, he cannot have 
been an easy person to deal with: “good, erudite, pioneer-
ing, and uncomfortable,” summarises José Luis Díaz, his 
last living student, alongside Héctor Pérez Rincón (per-
sonal communication, May 2023). Díaz Gómez, in his 
medical degree thesis entitled “Bioquímica de la psicosis 
por anfetamina” (Biochemistry of psychosis due to am-
phetamines, UNAM, 1967), dedicated to Dionisio Nieto 
this affectionate line: “I would like to express my grati-
tude to those who have guided me in the path of science. 
In particular, to Dr Dionisio Nieto, director of this thesis, 
my master, and a tireless researcher of mental diseases.”

Emilio Julio Muñoz Martínez (1938-2016) of Madrid, 
who especially worked in neurophysiology with Augusto 
Fernández Guardiola at UNAM, kept more substan-
tial memories of professor Nieto. “Generally, he wore a 
scowl, intimidating everyone. He walked slowly, frown-
ing and looking to the floor, like someone who is trying 
not to step on their laces. Suddenly, if someone made a 
joke, his displeased expression would turn to a glowing 
smile and sparkling eyes.”64

— Psychiatry according to Nieto. Loyal to his early 
calling to this discipline, he conceived it as a branch of 
medicine, and subsequently, as a branch of the natu-
ral sciences.19 At least during his first years at Hospital 
Provincial de Madrid, he followed the prevailing think-
ing of the time, such as the value of the constitutional 
types of Kretschmer, which Nieto applied to the possible 

Figure 8. Hand-written dedication from Dionisio Nieto to Héctor Pérez 
Rincón. Photograph taken from Libro homenaje al profesor Dionisio Nieto12 
(Tribute book to professor Dionisio Nieto).
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association between epilepsy and schizophrenia.22 When 
he wrote about an unusual case of two monozygotic 
twins with schizophrenia, he stated his “longstanding 
and unconditional adherence to the ideas of Kretschmer 
and Bleuler.”21 “All that is beyond the scope of natural sci-
ence in this discipline is pure speculation,” he stated. It is 
from this point of view that we must understand the ag-
gressive article he dedicated to Justo Gonzalo Rodríguez-
Leal (1910-1986) and his “deductive method” in Archivos 
de Neurobiología.65 “Erroneous lucubrations and an in-
defensible performance” that Justo Gonzalo also applied 
to people injured in the war, according to Nieto.66,67 “For 
Justo Gonzalo, schizoid disorder was similar to diabetic 
disorder,” Nieto emphatically concluded.

For him, the aim of the clinical-pathological method was 
not to identify the localisation of certain symptoms, as 
has been the classical objective since Broca; on the con-
trary, his aim was to identify the morphological substrate 
of such diseases as neurosyphilis or cysticercosis, for ex-
ample, which were processes that shared the feature of 
progressing with mental disorders but differed in terms 
of their biological underpinnings. This idea took him to 
the laboratory of Del Río-Hortega in Madrid, and lat-
er to Munich with Spielmeyer; he finally demonstrated 
it at the special pavilion he led at La Castañeda Insane 
Asylum, in Mexico City. 

He argued, sometimes harshly, that all speculation lacked 
a scientific basis.50 This brought him trouble, especially 
with practitioners of psychoanalysis, a current in vogue 
at the time; this would represent the second element of 
his “dual exile,” the term used by some authors to refer to 
his relative professional isolation.57

— On the brain of dolphins. We may assert that El 
problema cerebro-mente y el misterio de los delfines (The 
brain-mind problem and the mystery of dolphins), the 
only book Nieto wrote in collaboration with his daughter 
Adela,18 represents the compendium of ideas that he had 

LIn the analysis of a specimen of the Stenella graffmani dolphin (body weight 
of approximately 150 kg, with the brain weighing 1109 g), captured off the 
Mexican Pacific coast, the most surprising anatomical finding was the 
abundance of cerebral gyri, clearly higher in number than in the human 
brain. Adela Nieto was a researcher at the Institute of Biomedical Research, 
in the compared neuroanatomy and neurohistology section. She also studied 
the neurochemistry of the red nucleus (Nieto A, Nieto D. Neurochemical 
significance of the red nucleus. Bull Clin Neurosci. 1986;51:89-93).
MM. Casanueva. “La Complutense ha concedido su medalla de oro a 
Dionisio Nieto, psiquiatra exiliado”. “El desagravio para todos los que se 
marcharon”. El País, 25 July 1983.

Figure 9. Cover of the book that Dionisio Nieto wrote together with his 
daughter Adela on the brain of dolphins (gift from the authors).

to defend his whole life before artificers, philosophers, 
and fanatical believers: “The mind cannot be separated 
from the brain”L; denial of this idea had discriminated 
the organ, to the point of separating human beings from 
their anatomy. Emotional behaviour, whether we call it 
soul or spirit, was not a new idea: Papez’ s research had 
already attributed it to the limbic lobe in 1937. This psy-
chiatrist and neuropathologist had faced a frustrating 
problem: the dogma according to which schizophrenia 
lacked an anatomical basis (Figure 9). 

— Occasional visits to Spain. After the restoration of de-
mocracy in Spain, from 1977 Nieto and his wife start-
ed to visit the country frequently; one of these visits 
was on the occasion of the awarding of the gold med-
al of the Universidad Complutense in July 1983.M This 
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circumstance marked the beginning of our brief, yet 
intense, friendship. Cysticercosis had disappeared from 
Spain as an endemic disease58,68 but reappeared in Latin 
American immigrants around 1990.69 Among other 
challenges, one consisted of determining whether the le-
sions observed in CT scans represented viable or “live” 
forms of the parasite or simply residual calcifications. In 
1956, Nieto had published in the prestigious American 
journal Neurology an ingenious modification of the com-
plement fixation test, although in the CSF rather than 
in serum, as was typical in neurosyphilis.70-72 The prob-
lem in our laboratory was the lack of the correspond-
ing antigen, so I decided to write him a letter to request 
some; time went by and I almost forgot about it. “There’ s 
an old man asking for you, he’ s waiting outside,” Nico 
Múñoz, the kind secretary, told me. I had no idea who 
it might be. He was wearing a somewhat threadbare suit 
and looked very old. After introducing himself, he hand-
ed me a bottle full of proglottids, the gravid segments 
that tapeworm releases in the human intestine. He was 
interested in the new techniques for cataract surgery, so 
I took him to the appropriate place. He happily accepted 
the invitation to have lunch at my home, with his wife 
and another relative, a nursing student who had worked 
at my department.

The procedure was technically laborious, and a biolog-
ical diagnosis was eventually established using ELISA 
and PCR testing. However, the “Nieto method” contin-
ued to be used for diagnosis for some time.

— Obituary. The chair of Psychiatry and Psychology of 
the School of Medicine of Madrid, professor Francisco 
Alonso Fernández, had had a long-lasting personal re-
lationship with Dionisio Nieto. Not long after his death, 
Alonso organised a small memorial ceremony in one 
of the classrooms at Hospital Clínico San Carlos. I was 
invited to speak. Three or four men wearing mourning 
clothes sat discreetly at the back of the room during the 
ceremony. They were students of Nieto who had travelled 
from Mexico to pay their last tribute to their Master.
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