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ABSTRACT

Introduction. Jean Martin Charcot is unanimously considered one of the fathers of neurology, not only in France 
but worldwide. He conducted his pioneering work entirely at the Hospice de La Salpêtrière, a women’s asylum for 
the elderly, disabled, beggars, and abandoned girls; at first glance, this may seem the least appropriate of places to 
conduct research. However, Charcot was able to see the great potential of that huge population of marginalised 
women, a “living museum,” as he himself called it with undisguised cynicism, for the long-term observation of 
diseases and their pathological bases. Charcot’ s career at La Salpêtrière, spanning more than 30 years, revealed his 
tremendous skills in medical and scientific development, based on the anatomical-clinical method, as well as his 
self-centred, obsessive, dominant, and even tyrannical attitude towards his patients, collaborators, and relatives. 
No one dared disagree with the opinions of the “Caesar of La Salpêtrière,” as he was known. 
Material and results. On the occasion of the centenary of Charcot’ s birth, George Guillain, one of his most famous 
biographers, recalled a little-known anecdote. One day Charcot joined a rowdy party organised by residents. 
According to Guillain, the following morning, Mlle Bottard, the chief nurse who is represented in the famous 
painting Une leçon clinique à la Salpêtrière (A clinical lesson at La Salpêtrière), dared to reprimand Charcot; she 
was probably the only woman to do so.
Discussion. We highlight the figure of Mlle Bottard in the historical and political context of the incorporation of 
secular nurses at La Salpêtrière.
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Introduction

Charcot is unquestionably one of the greatest figures 
among the founders of neurology as a medical specialty. 
His life and work have been the subject of many 
publications, including two extensive biographies,1,2 a 
doctoral thesis,3 and various reference articles.4-7 There is 
unanimous agreement on the keys to Charcot’ s success. 
On the one hand, his extraordinary skills as a clinical 
and pathological researcher, and on the other, the great 

political support he enjoyed (particularly from the 
French Prime Minister Gambetta), which culminated in 
the creation of his long-coveted chair of nervous system 
diseases, established specifically for Charcot, with the 
corresponding budget. This enabled him to transform an 
obscure service in an asylum for poor women into one of 
the first great neurology institutes. During this transition, 
he was also supported by a generation of brilliant 
collaborators, with Bourneville particularly standing out 
due to his political and journalistic activities.8,9
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Everybody who was close to Charcot during his long 
career at La Salpêtrière, spanning more than 30 years, 
coincided in mentioning the role of another essential 
personality in his success: Marguerite Bottard,10-12 who 
was the head nurse of his service. She was always loyal 
to him and was responsible for organising the chaotic 
daily life of that huge service with its thousands of 
diverse, hysterical, and disabled patients, in addition to 
a varied staff and clinicians, assistants, and visitors from 
all over the world. Bottard is a little-known figure among 
neurologists, although she is depicted in Brouillet’ s 
famous painting Une leçon clinique à la Salpêtrière (A 
clinical lesson at La Salpêtrière) (Figure 1). The aim of 
this article is to raise awareness of this figure, beginning 
with a practically unknown anecdote on Charcot’ s 
attendance at a party night at the residents’ duty room 
at La Salpêtrière.

Material and methods

To commemorate the centenary of Charcot’ s birth, the 
Neurological Society of Paris (later the French Society 
of Neurology), which was in turn celebrating its 25th 
anniversary, organised an exquisite, magnificent national 
homage to the great master of neurology. It organised 
sessions at different locations with numerous speeches 
from politicians, dignitaries, and foreign delegates, 
as well as from Charcot’ s students. On this occasion, 
Guillain recalled a small anecdote only previously known 
by Charcot’ s close relatives,13 which he also included in 
his vast biography on Charcot.1 Based on this text, we 
briefly review the personalities of Charcot and Mlle 
Bottard, and their role in the secularisation of nursing in 
France, as well as the relevance and atmosphere of duty 
rooms in French hospitals.

Results

Protagonists

For the purposes of this study, we do not need to address 
in detail the life and work of Charcot,1-5 but should 
mention his main personality traits.6-8,14,15 According 
to his contemporaries, Charcot (Figure 2) was a 
difficult man. In summary, he was very determined, 
obsessive, rigid, shy, self-centred, very authoritarian, 
and highly sensitive to praise, but resentful of those 
who disappointed him. Léon Daudet was the son of the 
famous writer Alphonse Daudet, who was a close friend 
of Charcot’ s; after studying under him and participating 

in his inner circle, he became his strongest ideological 
enemy. He was a passionate propagandist who ridiculed 
Charcot’ s work with hysterical patients.16-18 Daudet 
unequivocally referred to him as tyrannical towards 
those around him. The Goncourt brothers, famous 
writers and publishers who were also adversaries of 
Charcot, shared this opinion.19 Bonduelle,6 an important 
neurologist and secretary of the French Society of 
Neurology for many years, who was one of his main 
biographers and held more impartial opinions, did not 
hesitate to admit the violence and even brutality of 
Charcot’ s personality. Freud,20 who worked in Charcot’ s 
service for several months, was always respectful of his 
master and softened his portrayal of his personality. 
However, when he commented on Charcot’ s excesses in 
the field of hysteria and hypnotism, which he personally 
witnessed, Freud wondered, bewildered, why none of his 
assistants (all of them critical spirits of great scientific 
standing) warned him of the error he was making. He 
himself reached the conclusion that nobody dared to 
contradict the authoritarian patron, the “Caesar of La 
Salpêtrière,” as he was known.

Marguerite Bottard was born in Charny (Burgundy) in 
1822.10-12 She was the fourth of 15 children born to a 
humble peasant family who went bankrupt. Even in the 
family home, she learned to look after others, specifically 
her younger siblings. At the age of 18 years she travelled 
to Paris, following the footsteps of her sister, who was 
working as a housemaid for the économe (director) of 
La Salpêtrière, which facilitated her admission as an 
assistant at the asylum. In the following years, she was 
promoted on her own merits, climbing the ranks of 
nursing (a loosely regulated profession at the time) until 
she was appointed chief nurse of the service for hysterical 
and epileptic women directed by Delasiauve in 1861. A 
year later, Charcot, whom she had met during his years 
as an external clinician, returned to La Salpêtrière as 
chief of one of the new medical services; the other chief 
was Vulpian. She was ascribed to the service of Charcot.

In 1870, the management of La Salpêtrière was forced to 
close the St. Laure pavilion, dedicated to the treatment of 
hysterical and epileptic patients, which was threatening 
to collapse, and decided to transfer these patients 
(who were previously treated, as mentioned before, by 
the famous alienist Delasiauve, master and mentor of 
Bourneville) to Charcot’ s service,8,9 separating them 
from the insane, as dictated by law. Bourneville was 
transferred with them; he and Mlle Bottard were two key 
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Figure 1. André Brouillet: Une leçon clinique à la Salpêtrière. The famous painting showing Charcot presenting to his students 
and guests the patient Blanche, suffering a hysterical attack, also depicts Mlle Bottard, shown extending her arms towards the 
patient in an attitude of help and acceptance.

pillars of Charcot’ s career. Mlle Bottard worked for the 
great master until his death in 1893, and subsequently 
continued working for his successors, Brissaud (interim 
chair for one year) and Fulgence Raymond. In 1901, Mlle 
Bottard decided to retire at the age of 79 years, after 60 
years of service. However, she never left La Salpêtrière, 
as she probably would have been unable to live anywhere 
else, according to the testimony of Gilles de la Tourette.10 
She took advantage of the regulation, approved by 
Cardinal Mazarin, which authorised former employees 
of the hospital with more than 20 years of service to 
indefinitely stay there as retirees or reposantes (Figure 3).

All those who met Mlle Bottard and left testimony on 
her highlighted her selfless, tireless commitment, day 
after day, to her patients (“she was the first to rise and 

the last to go to bed”10) during her 60 years of service. 
She never took holiday and rarely left the hospital. 
There, she survived the terrible epidemics of smallpox 
and cholera that took the life of many clinicians, nurses, 
and patients. Her natural kindness and firm but good-
natured character eased tensions, rivalries, and even the 
patron’ s bouts of rage.

Mlle Bottard was subject to many homages and received 
numerous distinctions. The first was on 12th January 
1891, on the 50th anniversary of her arrival at La 
Salpêtrière, in which she was awarded the gold medal of 
l’ Assistance Publique and was designated “honorary chief 
nurse.” At the ceremony, Charcot, who attended with his 
family, gave a short, truly hagiographic, speech on the 
virtues of his chief nurse, and the excellent collaboration 
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Figure 2. A signed photograph of Charcot. The Napoleonic pose of the 
famous neurologist is much in keeping with his authoritarian personality. 

and understanding between the two. In 1893, the 
Minister of Home Affairs awarded her a bronze medal. 
Louis Barthou, the Prime Minister, granted her in 1898 
the title of chevalier de la Légion d’ Honneur. The French 
Academy awarded her the Montyon Prize. In 1901, on 
the occasion of her retirement, she was honoured in 
another event with the participation of politicians and 
dignitaries. Charcot’ s family attended the event, and 
his widow gifted her a gold watch, to which former 
interns had added a gold chain. This time, the speech 
was delivered by Raymond,21 who had already obtained 
the chair and drew on the extensive, affectionate notes 
provided by Gilles de la Tourette10,13; de la Tourette fondly 

called the chief nurse “maman Bottard” and, together 
with other friends, organised the gift of a bronze plaque 
by the sculptor M.C. Vincent.

Her last years were full of problems. Baudouin,22 who 
was her doctor and called her “mère Bottard”, suggested 
that she suffered from senile cognitive decline and breast 
cancer. She died at the age of 84 years on 14 November 
1906. Marcel23 wrote a long obituary (Figure 4), 
published in Le Progrès Médical (the newspaper founded 
and directed by Boruneville), reporting the ceremonies 
of her funeral and burial. Her body was displayed at the 
entrance of the chapel at La Salpêtrière; in the court of 
honour, she received military honours from an infantry 
company, to the beat of drums.23 Several authorities, 
Charcot’ s two children, and a large, diverse audience 
attended the event. Speeches were given by M. Mesureur, 
director of the Assistance Publique, who highlighted 
the emblematic figure of Mlle Bottard as an exemplary 
secular nurse, which had already been praised by 
Charcot and Bourneville24 on the 50th anniversary of 
her arrival. Mesureur announced that her portrait would 
be displayed on the façade of the projected school of 
nursing (inaugurated in 1907). As he had already done in 
the event for Mlle Bottard’ s retirement, Prof. Raymond21 
gave a speech acknowledging her significant work, first 
under Charcot and later in his own service.

The incident according to Guillain

On the occasion of the centenary of Charcot’ s birth, the 
Neurological Society of Paris organised large sessions 
held in different locations. In the session held at La 
Salpêtrière, Guillain13 gave a brief speech revealing an 
incident that had previously been restricted to Charcot’ s 
close family. The person who shared the anecdote was 
Charcot’ s daughter Jeanne, in a “charming” letter to 
Georges Cain, who had requested that she provide 
him with some memories of her distinguished father. 
Jeanne revealed that Charcot requested that his son Jean 
(who years later abandoned medicine and became a 
noteworthy explorer), at the time an intern in his father’ s 
service, arrange for him to be invited to the duty room 
so that he could experience its more modern atmosphere 
(it was 1890, and he had been an intern between 1847 
and 1853). The interns invited him to have dinner the 
following day, which was followed by an extraordinarily 
joyous and raucous party. So much so that the director 
of the hospital, a tolerant man, decided to go to see what 
was happening. To his great surprise, it was Charcot 
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himself who opened the door to the duty room, holding 
a glass of champagne. The hubbub continued when they 
were leaving, with all attendees singing and chanting. 
According to Guillain, the master was reprimanded 
(grondé) the following morning by Mlle Bottard: to 
the friendly greeting of the patron, she answered, still 
smiling, that “the interns were so noisy last night that we 
could not sleep.”

The atmosphere in the duty rooms at French hospitals

To any foreign visitor, the atmosphere in the duty rooms 
of interns in France is shocking.25-27 These are closed, 
exclusive spaces that chiefs and professors (patrons) are 
not permitted to access without invitation. People from 
other levels (student doctors, assistants, etc) may also 
enter by invitation of the resident acting as économe. The 
room is governed by many unwritten regulations: greet 
everyone present with a pat on the back, never leave a 
free space between people when sitting down, medicine 
may not be discussed, no one may stand or leave without 
permission, one must drum on the table rather than 
applauding, etc. Violation of any of these regulations is 
punished. Many rooms feature a roulette wheel indicating 
the punishment, from the most innocent, such as singing 
or telling a joke, to other harsher punishments such as 
undressing or being subjected to practical jokes. The 
duty room seen by the author of this article at Bicêtre had 
a cage hanging from the ceiling by a pulley. The offender 
would be caged and hoisted up and may be the target 
of all manner of projectiles, until the économe forgave 
him. The walls of all these rooms are decorated with 
murals depicting characters in the most provocative and 
sexually explicit and offensive poses. The faces portrayed 
are traditionally those of the interns (the decorations are 
changed with each class), although the chief of service, 
politicians, and other famous personalities may also be 
depicted. Parties (tonus) were periodically organised, in 
which alcohol flowed freely, parodies of the chief were 
performed, and attendees would sing all manner of 
bawdy songs (paillardes), as occurred in the episode with 
Charcot as recounted by Guillain.

Comments

It is well known that Charcot’ s career had several clearly 
differentiated phases. In the first phase, he was an internist 
or médecin des hôpitaux, until some years after his arrival 
at La Salpêtrière in 1861, when he developed his great 
anatomical-clinical, neurological phase. The arrival of 

Figure 3. Mlle Marguerite Bottard after retirement, as a reposante, in her 
room at La Salpêtrière. Shown on the chest of drawers is the relief in bronze 
that Gilles de la Tourette and other colleagues offered her as a retirement 
gift.

hysterical patients at his service in 1870 marked the 
beginning of the following, decisive phase.8 Bourneville 
introduced Charcot, who was initially reluctant, to the 
field of hysteria, with all that that implied, in addition to 
his role as a powerful political and propagandist ally. In 
turn, Mlle Bottard was from 1861 the ideal support for 
the optimal everyday functioning of the service, enabling 
Charcot to focus on his teaching and research activities.

The cooperation between Charcot and Bourneville, two 
completely antagonistic personalities,8 went beyond that 
of master and student. This relationship had a relevant 
ideological and political background. Bourneville was 
a radical left-wing activist, a republican, a free thinker, 
and furiously anticlerical.28 In this line, one of his main 
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Figure 4. A lithograph of Mlle Bottard that appeared on the first page 
of her extensive obituary in Le Progrès Médical, the journal created and 
directed by Bourneville, who, like many others, did not hesitate to use her 
extraordinary virtues to make her an icon of secular nursing.

fights was the secularisation of hospitals, which included 
eliminating religious worship, crucifixes, and statues; 
changing the name of rooms and buildings; and the 
hard task of replacing nuns with secular nurses.24 This 
battle against the confessional right wing took decades. 
We should mention, in line with this, that this delay 
in the secularisation of nursing was even greater in 
Spain, where communities of nuns, thanks to a special 
concession from the Franco regime, were still working as 
nurses at public hospitals and residences until the 1980s.

Following the same anticlerical line, Bourneville had 
no qualms about using hysterical patients, whom he 
considered would previously have been seen as an 

example of demonic possession, and whom the church 
had historically sentenced to torture and to the stake, but 
who thanks to the new medical ideas were considered 
and treated as patients like any other.8,28 Charcot seems 
not to have been enthusiastic in joining Bourneville in 
his fight for secularisation, and in some documents he 
even warned his student that he may lose the battle.28 
However, there is no doubt that he extensively used 
hysterical patients and hypnotism to gain popularity 
and huge prestige, strongly supported by the great 
propagandistic abilities of Bourneville and his politician 
friends.

This was the context in which Mlle Bottard became a 
popular figure, which was also used for political ends.10-

12,22,23 Without seeking to diminish her merits and her 
absolute, selfless dedication to her patients and the 
hospital, we have no doubt that a significant part of her 
popularity was due to the service she worked in, both 
from her patron and the significant propagandistic 
efforts of Bourneville. Thus, Mlle Bottard became an 
icon of secular nursing, the emblematic figure needed by 
all those who sought to replace nuns. The conservative 
preconception that secular nurses, given their other 
personal or family concerns, could not fully dedicate 
themselves to their patients, was challenged by the 
opponents to the nuns, who argued that nuns, who had 
to participate in masses, prayer, community events, 
vespers, and celebrations, missed work more often 
than secular nurses. Axel Munthe, who witnessed this 
controversy first hand, profusely praised and admired 
the dedicated work and vocation to serve of nuns.29 Both 
Bourneville and Charcot, in their speech on the 50th 
anniversary of Mlle Bottard’ s service, and Mesureur in 
his obituary, stressed the heroic virtues of Mlle Bottard, 
whom Raymond called a “secular saint” (as suggested 
by Gilles de la Tourette). Walusinski,12 in turn, used the 
expression “the secular nurse of Charcot” to refer to Mlle 
Bottard in the title of an article.

All this political and social context surrounding the 
Clinique des Maladies du Système Nerveux led by 
Charcot and his school partly explains the numerous and 
important official recognitions received by Mlle Bottard, 
listed before. Among these, we should underscore the 
distinction as chevalier de la Légion d’ Honneur, which 
was unusual for women at the time and which was 
largely motivated by the direct political actions of Gilles 
de la Tourette, who took advantage of his membership 
of the medical service of the Exposition Universelle de 
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Paris, which afforded him access to the Prime Minister, 
as mentioned by Walusinski.12

Biographers of the two protagonists of this little story 
do not provide details on their personal relationship. 
Charcot’ s public comments on Mlle Bottard on the 
occasion of the 50th anniversary of her arrival are 
very formal, almost a eulogy of her excellent virtues. 
However, in a paragraph talking about their close 
mutual collaboration in everyday work (“Il y a une 
trentaine d’ années, un peu plus peut-être, que vous et 
moi nous marchons chaque jour côte à côte ici, dans 
ce grand asile des misères humaines… traitant ou 
consolant de notre mieux les malades”), he mentions 
some kind of distance between them, “each working 
in accordance with their special attributes” (“chacun 
suivant ses attributions spéciales”). Gilles de la Tourette10 
highlighted that “Charcot greatly appreciated Mlle 
Bottard” and suggested that she had a great influence 
on her patron as she “intervened when something had 
to be fixed in the service, or softened the small disputes 
and rivalries between students.” This atmosphere of trust 
with her patron may explain the small incident reported 
by Guillain,1,13 in which Mlle Bottard dared to reprimand 
(gronder) Charcot. From the description of the anecdote, 
the tone used by Mlle Bottard seems not to have been 
harsh, although reprimands and calls to order can 
nonetheless be made with a smile on the face. To make 
such comments to the imposing M. Charcot was very 
praiseworthy.

The most surprising fact is that Charcot should participate 
in one of the interns’ parties at the duty room, a space 
that was traditionally off-limits to patrons, as mentioned 
above. Duty rooms in French hospitals are historically 
linked to the birth of the figure of the intern in the early 
19th century, to ensure continuous care in hospitals. The 
position of intern was obtained after a fierce contest that 
led to a certain elitism, to which the atmosphere in the 
duty rooms contributed to add a significant esprit de 
corps.25-27 This was softened with the reform that enabled 
all graduates in medicine to access the position of intern. 
Cooperation and camaraderie among all are probably 
the main pillars of coexistence in the duty room, which 
expands to the life inside and outside of the hospital. The 
main meaning of the obscene paintings in the walls is 
not sexual; rather, they are an expression of the need for 
a liberating reaction to the hard life at hospital, starting 
by reinforcing team spirit, making jokes, and not taking 
anything too seriously. Despite the sexist appearance 

of the images, the access of women to the medical 
profession has not been the main threat to the murals in 
duty rooms; rather, they have progressively disappeared 
due to renovations in hospitals, with the demolition or 
modification of the old pavilions and the creation of 
canteens for the whole hospital staff. Among the main 
victims are the famous surrealist paintings of Sainte-
Anne Hospital,30-32 which were created by professional 
painters.

Luckily for the memory of Mlle Bottard, the renovations 
of the old buildings of La Salpêtrière included the 
construction of a new pavilion bearing her name, which 
will perpetuate her memory in the historical hospital.
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