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Abstract
Hospitals in Paris underwent considerable change at the end
of the 19th century. As they moved from providing accom-
modation to care, their mission shifted from helping to heal-
ing. The glorification of scientific progress, as opposed to
religious obscurantism, affected all of French ‘Republican’
society, in particular a significant part of the medical profes-
sion, led by figures such as D.M. Bourneville, former interne
(house officer) under J.M. Charcot and also his publisher.
Bourneville helped bring about the creation of nursing
schools and the gradual replacement of religious orders by
educated secular nurses. Marguerite Bottard, Charcot’s chief
nurse made famous by A. Brouillet’s painting ‘Une lecon cli-
nique a La Salpétriere’, would be glorified and decorated as
amodelfor this movement. A letter by G. Gilles de la Tourette
to Charcot’s successor F. Raymond, never before published,
illustrates this progressive current of thought and revisits
the struggle to secularise hospitals under the Third Republic
in France. At the same time, it renews interest in the exem-
plary career of a nurse whose name was recently given to a
building at La Salpétriere Hospital.
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At a time when impressionist painting was emerging
and flourishing, André Brouillet (1857-1914), a student of
Jean-Léon Gérome (1824-1904), remained a very aca-
demic painter of countrysides and historical events dur-
ing the French Third Republic (the Czar, Czarina and
French President at a meeting of the Académie Francaise
on 7 October 1896; Jules Ferry approving the drawings
for the new Sorbonne University; Emile Roux adminis-
tering the croup vaccine at the Hopital Trousseau in
1895). He has remained well known for a painting he pre-
sented at the ‘Salon des Indépendants’ in 1887, entitled
‘Une lecon clinique a La Salpétriere’ (A clinical lesson at
La Salpétriere) [1, 2]. The central figure is Jean-Martin
Charcot (1825-1893), who occupied the first Chair of
Neurology created for him in 1882. Charcot is conducting
one of his famous ‘Friday lessons’. We see him examining
the hysterical patient ‘Blanche’ Marie Wittmann, who is
being supported by Joseph Babinski (1857-1932). The au-
dience is composed of Charcot ‘coterie of students, friends
and admirers, who filled the back and sides of the class-
room’ as Pierre Marie reported (1853-1940) [3]. Except
for the patient, this painting only shows two female faces.
In the background, to the far right, stands a young nurse,
Mrs. Ecary, but the older woman in front of her, holding
out her arms as if to support the fainting patient, is Mar-
guerite Bottard (1822-1906), Charcot’s chief nurse or sur-
veillante (fig. 1).
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As we discuss below, this devoted woman would be-
come, unbeknownst to her, a heroine of the French repub-
lican ideal and a model of the secularisation of hospital
personnel at the end of the 19th century in France [4].

Marguerite Bottard was born on 29 January 1822 in
Charny in Bourgogne (fig. 2). She was the fourth of 15
children in a family of poor peasants. Ata very young age
she learned to care for her younger siblings, while they
were working in the fields. In 1840, at age 18, she went to
Paris to be with one of her sisters, who was working as a
maid for the La Salpétriére Hospital économe (supplies
manager/bookkeeper). On the recommendation of the
économe, Bottard was hired at La Salpétriére on 12 Janu-
ary 1841 as a fille de salle (cleaning duties, assisted with
simple care-giving). The nursing profession did not yet
exist at the time; care was provided by the religious orders
(5, 6]. On 20 March 1841, due to a lack of personnel, Bot-
tard became a substitute soignante (care-giver). Eleven
years later in January 1852, at the age of 30, she was as-
signed to the department that cared for ‘alienated’ or psy-
chiatric patients. She became sous-surveillante (assistant
chief nurse) in September 1852, after a terrible cholera
epidemic in 1849. She successively worked under two stu-
dents of Jean-Etienne Esquirol (1772-1840), first Jean-
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Fig. 2. Photo of Marguerite Bottard. Archives
AP-HP, Paris, France (with permission).
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Pierre Falret (1794-1870) for 9 years, followed by Ulysse
Trélat (1795-1879). She then worked under Louis Dela-
siauve (1804-1893) and Henri Legrand du Saulle (1830-
1886). She became surveillante on 1 October 1861 in the
‘Petites Loges’ department for hysterics and epileptics,
the position she held when Charcot incorporated this ser-
vice into his division in 1870, during a smallpox epidem-
icin Paris. She worked for Charcot until his death in 1893,
then for Edouard Brissaud (1852-1909), interim succes-
sor to the Chair of Neurology, and finally for Fulgence
Raymond (1844-1910). Bottard retired on 1 August 1901
at the age of 79 after 60 years of service. She moved into
the Pavillon des Reposantes, a house on the grounds of
the hospital where employees who had worked for more
than 20 years were given room and board, a privilege dat-
ing from Cardinal Jules Mazarin (1602-1661). She died at
age 84, on 14 November 1906 [7, 8].

Bottard led a life of abnegation and self-imposed reclu-
sion; legend has it that during a period of 3 years she nev-
er once left La Salpétriere and asked for no holidays. Hon-
oured in 1889 by the Ordre des Palmes Académiques,
Bottard’s exemplary career helped advance the seculari-
sation of hospital nursing staff, a cause defended by Dé-
siré-Magloire Bourneville (1840-1909), founder of the
tirst nursing school [9]. Known for his Republican con-
victions, Bourneville met Bottard when he was an interne
(house officer) under Charcot, who shared his ideas. This
is revealed in a posthumous homage to Charcot in the
newspaper L'Univers dated 18 August 1893: ‘a worker and
a scholar, whose studies would have benefitted from tak-
ing an antireligious turn less often’ [10, 11]. Charcot’s bi-
ographer Georges Guillain (1876-1961) highlighted that
Charcot was a friend of Léon Gambetta (1838-1882), a
politician who emphasised social and economic reforms
and opposition to the regime of the Second Empire, a re-
publican leader who later became the President of the
Council of Ministers [12]. Bourneville’s major journalis-
tic work was the foundation and the editorship of Le
Progrés Médical, a militant republican journal that pro-
moted medicine as a science, institutional reform and
was seen as the voice of Charcot and the medical avant-
garde [13].

On 12 January 1891, Charcot paid a hagiographic trib-
ute to his surveillante at the ceremony for the 50th anni-
versary of her arrival at La Salpétriere, attended by rep-
resentatives of the administration, guests and Charcot’s
family. In the fight to secularise hospitals, the glory of
Marguerite Bottard may seem like the instrumentalisa-
tion of a quiet career entirely devoted to the relief of im-
mense suffering. As Bottard was in charge of 400 patients
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simultaneously, Charcot was able to say of her: ‘As a sim-
plelayperson, having no other stimulant than the imperi-
ous sense of professional dignity and determination -
which is indeed sharpened in you by a profound sympa-
thy for the disinherited, the incurable, the physically and
morally deformed, in short for the unfortunate of all
sorts — have you not for more than 50 years, quietly, mod-
estly, with no other aim than the satisfaction of your con-
science, with no other support than your ardent heart, for
the sake of goodness, have you not led this life of abnega-
tion and sacrifice demanded by your honourable posi-
tion? For thirty years, perhaps a little more, you and I
have walked side by side here each day, in this great asy-
lum of human misery known as La Salpétriere, treating
and comforting patients as best we can, each according
to our special functions. There are some who claim that
secular surveillantes in our hospitals are incapable of
exercising their functions with this absolute selflessness,
this unlimited devotion, these moral qualities they claim
are unique to surveillantes of the other system. Having
known you, I will not hesitate to say it, I even insist on
declaring loud and clear, on proclaiming publicly that
those who hold this view are fooling themselves or fool-
ing everyone else [...]. Yes, on behalf of the physicians of
this hospital, whom you have so intelligently, so gener-
ously seconded in the accomplishment of their task, on
behalf of the innumerable patients whose pain you have
relieved, whom you have loved, uplifted even and how
many times (who can say?), without any other motivation
than your love of humanity; patients you have brought
back to the straight and narrow ... I thank you on behalf
of all these people’ [14].

These words should be compared with those of physi-
cian Carl Potain (1825-1901), student of Jean-Baptiste
Bouillaud (1796-1881) and teacher of Henri Vaquez
(1860-1936), and notably with those of surgeon Armand
Després (1834-1896) as reported by Bourneville, his col-
league on the Conseil Municipal de Paris. Bourneville
wrote in Le Progrés Médical on 5 March 1881: ‘For Mr.
Després, the secular nurse, a wife and mother, will al-
ways choose her household over her patients [...]. At La
Salpétriere, whether married or not, surveillantes are at
their stations whenever they should be, and if one of them
were to leave her duties and return home, the director
would swiftly correct this issue [...]. As for nuns, although
they have no households, do they not have other, equally
distracting preoccupations, because of the rules of their
communities? Mass, the rosary, salvation, the chapter,
penance, the month of Mary, the month of Saint-Joseph,
the stations of the cross, Advent, Lent, etc., etc. [...] we
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Fig. 3. LActualité, 1 September 1901 (10th year,
No. 84) (author’s private collection).

maintain that by allowing its surveillantes the time to
take care of their households, the Assistance can ask more
hours from them than it can from nuns [..]. One can
scarcely accept the notion that sisters will always win out
over secular nurses, “as zealous and knowledgeable as
they are in other domains”. What then are the requisite
qualities set forth by Mr. Potain? The greatest zeal, the
greatest knowledge does not satisfy him. Alas, what he
requires is ignorance; for him, the knowledge imparted
on surveillantes makes them inferior. They are disagree-
able pedants, pretentious fools, affecting an understand-
ing of medicine’ [15-17].

In this context, it is easy understand how Marguerite
Bottard became the prototype secular nurse shaped by the
Republic and by the most progressive contingent of the
medical profession, represented by Charcot and his stu-
dents Bourneville and Georges Gilles de la Tourette (1957-
1904) [18, 19]. The latter, interne then chef de clinique
(specialist registrar) under Charcot, was very fond of Bot-
tard, whom he called ‘Mum Bottard’. His personal ar-
chives contain moving accounts of how he joined forces
with his friend Octave Lebesgue, a journalist at L'Eclair
then at Le Temps (1857-1933, pen name Georges Mon-
torgueil) to ensure Bottard was publicly honoured. On
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two occasions, he met with Louis Barthou (1862-1934),
French Minister of the Interior at the time. In two letters
from December 1897 to his journalist friend, Gilles de la
Tourette reports ‘having spoken of Mademoiselle Bottard
during a meeting the Minister, who was very kind’. It is
likely he went to support Bottard’s candidature for the
rank of chevalier in the Légion d’'Honneur, a rare distinc-
tion for a woman at that time. Gilles de la Tourette praised
Bottard highly in an article in Le Progrés Médical entitled
‘Distinguished nurses: Mademoiselle Bottard”. The article
summed up her service record, her selflessness and her
devotion to her work [20, 21]. As for Montorgueil, he pub-
lished a mainstream article in the 5 January 1898 issue of
L’Eclair, in which he took up the secularisation cause.
Bottard was awarded the Légion d"'Honneur on 16 Jan-
uary 1898 (fig. 3). In La Revue Hebdomadaire (weekly pa-
per specialising in fiction), Gilles de la Tourette published
the following on 22 January 1898: “‘When I took a bouquet
of violets to Mlle Bottard, chevalier of the Légion
d’Honneur, to congratulate her on 2 January, she said to
e: “I am very happy. I have only one regret, that Mr.
Charcot is not there ... You have all been so good to me”.
I have known Mlle Bottard for nearly 15 years. Having
worked in various positions in the hospital department
where she is surveillante, I was able to observe her emi-
nent character; she wears her modest head scarfas proud-
ly as the Légion d’Honneur medal. Mlle Bottard is seven-
ty-six years old according to her birth certificate, but she
is still young and affable under the small black bonnet
that covers her white locks. Everything in her exudes
compassionate goodness, a virtue she has practised wide-
ly for the fifty-seven years she has lived amongst suffering
patients [...]. The founding of the Clinic for Nervous Sys-
tem Disorders increased her duties and responsibilities.
Charcot’s growing renown drew hundreds of patients,
and students flocked from everywhere, jostling for the
chance to hear the master speak. Mlle Bottard watched
over everything, such as the care given the patients and
the arrangements for Charcot’s teaching. She was the first
to rise in the morning and the last to retire at night. Man-
aging such a department was not always easy; Mlle Bot-
tard knew how to smooth away problems. Her beneficial
influence was felt everywhere, even during the petty ri-
valries that sometimes sprang up between the students.
At these times she would enter Mr. Charcot’s office and
clear the clouds with a few words, dissolving the threat-
ening storm. She did all of this quietly and simply, with
the dignity that characterises her, based on her respect for
herself and for other people, based on her deep abnega-
tion and her inalterable and serene goodness’ [14].
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Hommsage & MYe Bottard,
(Plaquette de M. C. Vincenl.)

Fig. 4. La Vie Illustrée, No. 108, 9 November
1900. ‘Hommage a Mlle Bottard (Plaquette de
M.C. Vincent)’. Paris, Juven, 1898-1912 (au-
thor’s private collection).

On 27 October 1900, Gilles de la Tourette once again
took up his pen to write to Fulgence Raymond (‘You may
find this material useful’) to help him prepare the speech
written to commemorate Marguerite Bottard’s retire-
ment [22]. Gilles de la Tourette notes that on this occa-
sion, Bottard would be given a sculpture by G. Vincent ‘as
a gift from himself and 5 or 6 friends’ (fig. 4).

Paris, 27 October 1900

My Dear Teacher,

I am sending you a few details on Mademoiselle Bottard. As
you will of course be giving her the sculpture, if you want to say a
few words to her, here is some information you may find useful.

Mlle B., 78 years old, began working at La Salpétriere as a nurse
around 60 years ago. She came straight out of her little village in
Bourgogne with a willing heart, but she was the fourth of 15
brothers and sisters and during the bad years, her parents had sold
everything on the little farm they ran.

On 12 January 1840, after 3 weeks of training, she became a
nurse and rapidly began working as a substitute. Ten years later,
she had risen to the position of sous-surveillante and for nine
years directed the lunatic department run by Falret the elder. In
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September 1861, she became surveillante at ‘Petites Loges’, the
department run by Trélat the elder, which Charcot took over 14
years later. For 39 years, she did not leave the little glass box where
she dominated and monitored a department of more than 400
people, all of whom she knew by name.

She never asked for a day of leave. Although she journeyed to
Dijon, Blois, Saint Dizier, Ariége and even London, it was to ac-
company the unfortunate lunatics that the city of Paris no longer
wanted to keep. This was the case when war was declared in 1870.
She left with 200 patients, considered useless mouths to feed. No
one was concerned with helping them escape from Paris, but she
led them amongst the solders and trucks, having to sleep under the
stars and struggling at every outpost to obtain bread.

She survived several terrible epidemics: smallpox and three
outbreaks of cholera, notably the 1849 epidemic which killed hun-
dreds of old patients, not to mention the Director of La Salpétriére
along with internes, surveillantes, administrative personnel, etc.

In 1889, I nominated her for the Ordre des Palmes Acadé-
miques.

In 1891, she received the gold medal from the Assistance Pub-
lique for her 50 years of service.

In 1893, she was awarded the bronze medal from the Minister
of the Interior, rather than the Croix de la Légion d’Honneur for
which she had been nominated.

Finally in 1898, on my recommendation, you helped her to ob-
tain the Croix de la Légion d’Honneur, of which she was very de-
serving.

She has remained humble. While she acknowledges she would
have liked to go out with the others to dance, she could not afford
adress ‘paid for with her own money’ on 10 francs a month, which
was her salary for 11 years. Then she earned 17 francs 50. Only
after 20 years of service did she begin to earn 35 francs. Over the
last few years, she has become rich with her 70 francs a month.

Her sisters had several children, and she took one of her neph-
ews into her care. She would have perhaps married but the man
she chose and whom she remembers fondly fell victim to cholera
in 1849.

Always cheerful, always calm, she directed with as much firm-
ness as benevolence the Clinic Charcot, where the Chair of Ner-
vous System Disorders was established. She plans to retire soon,
in January 1901, after 60 years of uninterrupted service. She will
leave her two small, low-ceilinged rooms, the walls of which are
hung with portraits of Charcot and his students, grouped around
their teacher by year. In the box that contains her medals, she has
kept letters of congratulations from the many people, some of
them illustrious, who have written, met and loved her. She will
take them with her and enjoy her memories in the little pavilion
called ‘Reposantes’ (a pretty word evoking rest) where she will
pass peacefully away.

She could not imagine living anywhere other than La
Salpétriére; the world beyond these walls is unknown to her.

Don’t you think, my dear Teacher, that this constitutes a pret-
ty ‘Vie de Paris’ for your heart? I think you’ve already done it, in
part, but not completely.

‘Mum Bottard’, as we call her, is a secular saint, and St. Vincent
de Paul, who set up La Salpétriére, was right to employ only lay-
women.
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Charcot had a great deal of esteem for Mlle Bottard. She was
always by his side when the department was not working prop-
erly; she was the one who patched up the small quarrels, the rival-
ries between students. After working as an interne under Charcot
in 1884, when I became his chef de clinique in November 1887, 1
ran up against major material difficulties which I will explain to
you if you are unaware of them. Disheartened by what was hap-
pening, I almost gave up the ghost ... Iwould have lost everything!
‘Mum Bottard’ did not hesitate. She told Charcot how much re-
spect and affection I had for him, how poorly assisted I was in my
work, etc., etc. And my old Teacher finally understood how much
I'loved him; since then he has not ceased to show me the same af-
fection. His children understood this and have become our best
friends.

If you wish to know, my dear Teacher, this is why I love Mum
Bottard; why I nominated her for the Ordre des Palmes Aca-
démiques by the intermediary of our friend Leroy, the Office Man-
ager for the Minister of Public Instruction and formerly secretary
to Jules Ferry; why I asked you to consider her for the red ribbon
[Légion d’Honneur] that your generous heart accorded her.

After having been an interne in this department, after having
done 2 years as chef de clinique, I became a professor and began
substituting for Charcot last year. You know this because you did
me the honour of attending my first lesson. I served as Charcot’s
replacement for 6 months and perform this duty every year dur-
ing the holidays.

When I joyfully arrive at work in the department, I start by
kissing Mum Bottard on both cheeks, a gesture she returns warm-
ly. I am sad to leave and she is sad to see me go. I wanted to always
have an image of her good face before me. This is why, along with
4 or 5 friends and students, I ordered a bronze cast of her, which
is very beautiful, very skilfully made. I have set aside a nice copy
for you. It will remind of you La Salpétriere. You loved it there and
that is where I met you, which was one of the joys of my life.

Monday morning I will present you with the beautiful sculp-
ture by the artist Vincent along with a modest bouquet, and for
all of us there will be rejoicing in heaven. I send you all my affec-
tion and respect.

(signed) Gilles de la Tourette (fig. 5)
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In addition to speaking of Marguerite Bottard, this
text illustrates the megalomaniacal style used by Gilles de
la Tourette. It also reveals the first symptoms of the gen-
eral paralysis that would take his life in 1904. Finally,
Gilles de la Tourette wrote this letter on official paper
from the 1900 World’s Fair in Paris, for which he served
as head physician [23, 24].
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