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HISTORICAL NOTES

Charcot’s son, commander Jean-Baptiste 
Charcot: from neurology to “Pourquoi Pas?”
O filho de Charcot, comandante Jean-Baptiste Charcot: da neurologia para o “Pourquoi-Pas?”
Hélio A. G. Teive1, Renato P. Munhoz1, Jefferson C. Simões2

Jean-Martin Charcot ( from 1825 to 1893) can be consid-
ered the founder of Neurology, as well as the first and most 
important professor to undertake the formal study of nervous 
system diseases1-5.

At the age of 39, Professor Charcot married Augustine-
Victoire Durvis, a young widow, with whom he had one 
daughter, Jeanne, and one son, Jean-Baptiste Étienne Auguste 
Charcot (1867-1936)1,3,4.

As a child, Jean-Baptiste loved to go on trips to the 
sea, and he expressed a strong desire to enter the Naval 
Academy, probably influenced by his maternal uncle1,3,4. 

However, Professor Jean-Martin Charcot, true to his 
highly authoritarian personality, opposed his son’s wish 
and insisted that he studied Medicine. In the famous paint-
ing “Une leçon clinique à La Salpêtrière”, by Louis Brouillet, 
Jean-Baptiste Charcot can be seen in the back row on the 
right (Fig 1)6.

Here we describe some aspects of Jean-Baptiste Charcot’s 
life, from his activities as a neurologist at La Salpêtrière 
Hospital to his time as the Commander Charcot, a maritime 
explorer who became famous worldwide.

THE NEUROLOGIST

Jean-Baptiste Charcot was born in 1867 in the town of 
Neuilly-sur-Seine, France, in a Summer house, which be-
longed to the Charcot family.

On several occasions during his childhood, he expressed 
an interest in becoming a maritime navigator1,3,4,7. However, 
his father, Professor Jean-Martin Charcot, always insisted on 
his becoming a doctor, and letters from Professor Charcot 
to his son referred to in the famous biography of Charcot by 
Goetz et al. confirm this: “You will become a doctor: once you 
have your degree, you may do what you see fit, but until that 
time, you do what I say”1.

Following his father’s wish, Jean-Baptiste Charcot started 
medical school and became “Interne des Hôpitaux de Paris”, 
in 1891, at La Salpêtrière Hospital, under the supervision of 
Édouard Brissaud, one of Professor Charcot’s pupils1. 

Two years later, in August 1893, his father suddenly died while 
on vacation in the Morvan, in the countryside in “L’Auberge du 
Lac des Settons”1,2,7. At the time of his father’s death, Jean-Baptiste 
was still a medical student and continued his medical career. 
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ABSTRACT
Charcot name became very famous around the world, firstly because of the work of Professor Jean-Martin Charcot, the founder of Clinical 
Neurology, and, secondly, because of his son, Jean-Baptiste, the world famous maritime explorer.
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RESUmO
O nome Charcot tornou-se muito famoso em todo o mundo, primeiramente, por causa do trabalho do professor Jean-Martin Charcot, o fun-
dador da Neurologia Clínica e, posteriormente, devido ao seu filho, Jean-Baptiste, o famoso explorador marítimo conhecido mundialmente.
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In 1895, Jean-Baptiste defended his doctoral thesis on 
progressive muscular atrophy and became Chief of Clinic un-
der Professor Fulgence Raymond. Later, he left La Salpêtrière 
Hospital and went to the Pasteur Institute to study cancer1,2. 

However, he subsequently decided to give up Medicine 
and Neurology and begin a career as a maritime explorer to 
pursue his first love, sailing, and the sea1,2,8,9.

THE FAmOUS mARITImE EXPLORER

After his father’s death, Jean-Baptiste Charcot inherited 
a considerable sum, which allowed him to embark on his 
seaborne adventures1,2,8. 

Having decided to explore the polar region, he first visit-
ed the Arctic, to which he made several expeditions, gaining 
an enviable reputation for scientific investigation. The British 
Royal Navy officer and the Antarctic explorer Robert Scott 
referred to him as the ‘Polar Gentleman’2,8,10.

In 1896, Jean-Baptiste married the granddaughter of the 
famous writer Victor Hugo, Jeanne Hugo, but sadly the mar-
riage was to become a nightmare for both and to end after his 
wife sought a divorce8,10.

After France became interested in setting up the project 
known as “The French Antarctic Expedition”, Jean-Baptiste 
Charcot obtained financial support from the government as 
well as several societies to start his activities as a maritime 
explorer in the South Pole, known at that time as the great 
Terra Incognita10.

The first expedition to the Antarctic polar ice cap ( from 
1904 to 1907) traveled on the famous ship Français, and the 
second ( from 1908 to 1910) on Pourquoi Pas? (Fig 2)10.

The expedition to the Antarctic on the Français was high-
ly successful, resulting in the discovery of almost 620 miles 

of coasts and islands, and a map of the region was produced. 
After this expedition, Jean-Baptiste became a true star, a new 
hero, known as “Commandant Charcot”10.

The second French Antarctic expedition aboard the ship 
Pourquoi Pas? received considerable support from the French gov-
ernment and left Le Havre on August 15, 1908, with a crew of 22, 
including Commander Charcot’s new wife, Marguerite or Meg10.

Although a huge success, the expedition encountered 
several problems. The first one was very similar to the inci-
dent that befell the expedition with the Français (the ship 
hit a submerged rock), and the second, which occurred after 
this, involved a disease that affected various members of the 
crew (scurvy)10.

The diary of the second French expedition to the South 
Pole was published as “The voyage of the ‘Pourquoi Pas?’ in 
the Antarctic10”.

In 1936, Jean-Baptiste, who was by then 69 years-old, em-
barked on a trip to Northern Iceland aboard Pourquoi Pas?. 
This was to prove his last, as on September 15, the ship was 
caught in a violent storm and sunk off the coast of Iceland2.

Commander Charcot went down with the ship, and only 
one crew member survived. His body was recovered and was 
buried in Montmartre Cemetery, where his father and moth-
er had been buried2.

DISCUSSION

Professor Jean-Martin Charcot encouraged his son to be-
come a physician and a neurologist, but this career was unat-
tractive to Jean-Baptiste, who tried to escape from the shad-
ow of his father1,2,8,10.

After his father’s death, in 1893, Jean-Baptiste gave 
up his medical activities and created his own destiny 

Extracted from Google Images. 
Coolantarctica.com.

Fig 2. Jean-Baptiste Charcot (1867-1936) at Pourquois Pas?.Fig 1. Jean-Baptiste Charcot as an intern of Professor Jean-
Martin Charcot a La Salpêtrière.

Extracted from Doctor Olivier Walusinski site, with authorization.
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becoming a maritime explorer. At the time, he said, “If I 
succeed, that would be the best way to honor the memory 
of my father, because the name of Charcot would be hon-
ored twice”2,10.

The first, and particularly the second, Antarctic expedi-
tion, brought Commander Charcot tremendous fame be-
cause of the great achievements these expeditions represent-
ed for France and the world.

There are several landmarks in the Antarctica that bear 
the Charcot name, most notably Charcot Island, named in 
homage to Jean-Baptiste’s father10.

In conclusion, the Charcot name became very famous 
around the world, firstly because of the work of Professor 
Jean-Martin Charcot, the founder of Clinical Neurology, and 
secondly because of his son, Jean-Baptiste, the world famous 
maritime explorer.
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