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Abstract 

In this paper presentation, I will investigate the metaphor around one of the most important diseases of 

the nineteenth century: hysteria. My thesis is that the visual representation of hysteria in late nineteenth-century 

France demonstrated a prurient fascination with female sexuality which was socially and occupationally 

sanctioned. In the nineteenth century, hysteria had a particularly important role as a metaphor for the shifting 

role of woman in modernity. The anxiety around women’s changing status in modernizing Paris, and anxieties 

about gender, class, and sexuality, manifested prominently as blossoming interest in hysteria. Hysteria was both 

a personal and a social pathology, and the modern metropolis was its locus. 

In support of these assertions, I will examine the metaphor of these diseases through the analysis of two 

paintings: Andre Brouillet’s Une leçon clinique à la Salpêtrière (1887), with a comparison to Thomas Eakins’ 

1875 painting The Gross Clinic, as well as examining photographs commissioned by Dr. Jean-Martin Charcot 

from the Salpêtrière hospital. The Salpêtrière was an important teaching hospital in Paris which became a 

renowned center of neurological research in the nineteenth century under Charcot. Charcot became obsessed 

with the diagnosis of hysteria and sought to legitimize it as a medical pathology. Brouillet’s Academic painting 

and Charcot’s commissioned photographs provide a window into examining an unusual episode in medical 

history, in which hysteria was invented as illness, championed as a cause, and fetishized as an erotic medical 

spectacle. 
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