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Abstract
Jean-Martin Charcot, one of the most brilliant neurologists
in history, was a man of few words and few gestures. He had
an impenetrable and unmovable face and was described as
being austere, reserved, and shy. In contrast, in his personal
life, he was a softhearted man who loved animals – especially dogs. In this historical note, we sought to look into the
past and learn more about Dr. Charcot’s personal life – which
was robustly impacted by his passion for dogs.
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Jean-Martin Charcot, born in Paris, France in 1825, is
one of the most influential neurologists in history and
considered the father of modern neurology. Dr. Charcot
was described by many biographers as being austere, reserved, and shy. He was a man of few words and few geskarger@karger.com
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tures and had an impenetrable and unmovable face. His
personality was defined as authoritarian and skeptical,
and he was frequently described as having an ironic and
sarcastic sense of humor. Nonetheless, in his personal life,
he was a softhearted man who was very fond of animals
– especially dogs. His love for animals has even been considered zoophilic [1–5].
In one of the most widely known biographies of Dr.
Charcot [6], his personality was characterized as: “…Charcot, who was almost silence personified, who would seldom
proffer his hand to another, who disdained the banal expressions of politeness, and who seemed to dread human
contact, had in absolute contrast a passionate affection for
animals. He would talk to them, caress them, make them
play; they seemed to make him more extroverted and relaxed.”
Dr. Charcot’s passion for animals was witnessed both
in the medical and personal fronts. In the former, he was
explicitly against vivisections and experiments involving
animals – including neurophysiological experiments. In
fact, these were not allowed to take place at his institution
– La Salpêtrière Hospital. Consequently, most of his neuroanatomical and neuropathological studies were based
on human autopsies. It has also been noted that he kept a
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Fig. 1. Mr. and Mrs. Charcot on the terrace of his house in Neuilly
alongside his favorite dog, Carlo. Image extracted from Souques A.
Charcot in time. Presse Med. 1925;42:693–8.

sign on his office door that read “You will find no dog
laboratory here.” [6, 7].
From a personal standpoint, Dr. Charcot’s love for animals was even more evident. He publicly expressed aversion to hunting and bullfighting – the latter defined, in his
words, as the hunt in which man does not even have the
merit of running danger [6, 7]. On one occasion, Dr.
Charcot was seen chasing a duck in the rescue of a frog
caught in its beak [6]. Another biographical article [7] illustrated Dr. Charcot’s affection toward animals as
follows:“One evening I sat at the table protesting against
this “vestige of barbarian times”, and chattering his friend,
Joffroy and Gombault, fervent hunters, who said a timid
reply. One of the most curious characteristics of this sensitivity was his love for animals. He had for the animals a
tenderness that the sweet saint Francis of Assisi would have
envied”. Note that Joffroy and Gombault referred to Alix
Joffroy and Albert Gombault, respectively – Dr. Charcot’s
pupils.
Dr. Charcot loved dogs. He had two at home, which
were made company by a small female monkey named
Rosalie – given as a gift by Dom Pedro II, Emperor of Bra2
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zil at the time [8]. Dr. Charcot’s home, located at 217 Boulevard Saint-German in Paris, France, always had at least
one dog in its premises [6].
In regard to Dr. Charcot’s dogs, it was written that “…
there was one with whom I had the most friendly and courteous relations, and another huge dog, with the name of
Sigurd.” The former dog was a Labrador named Carlo
(Fig. 1) [6]. Dr. Charcot adored Carlo and, at times, he
would sign his letters referring to Carlo: “…several of his
letters end with these words: ‘Embrace Carlo – was the
dog’” [7].
Most of us, in addition to the father of the science we
all love, love pets. Our true companions have been keeping us company and inspiring us for many centuries.
From a medical standpoint, the interaction between animals and humans has been repeatedly associated with
better health – including reduction in depression, loneliness, and anxiety as well as improvement in social interaction and physical activity levels. In fact, a recent major
meta-analysis involving more than 3 million subjects
showed that dog ownership is associated with decreased
overall mortality, possibly due to reduction in cardiovascular deaths [9]. It should be noted that Dr. Charcot ironically passed away due to acute pulmonary edema as a
result of a myocardial infarction [10]. Moreover, there are
suggestions that pet ownership modulates autonomic
nervous activity imbalance in patients with lifestyle-related diseases (such as diabetes, hypertension, and hyperlipidemia) [11]. However, it is important to emphasize that
there are also challenges related to pet ownership such as
allergies, zoonoses, animal bites, and falls. Additionally,
one should not overlook the financial burden brought by
caring for pets [12].
Returning to Dr. Charcot, not only did we learn about
his passion for dogs but also how he had different personas – one at work and one at home. In reality, many of us
have home and work personas, irrespective of the time,
place, or profession. Even during recent times, when the
pace of life coupled with technology may mandate that we
bring our work home, most of us still adopt different personalities depending on the circumstances. At times,
home and work personas are notably different, for example, with Dr. Charcot. While the father of neurology
was austere and severe at work, he was kind and tender at
home – reflected by his absolute passion for animals, love
for his family, and warm hospitality during home gatherings with colleagues. We should learn how to traverse between our various personas, as Dr. Charcot did, in order
to achieve similar success in our personal and professional lives.
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