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Abstract. ENT illuminated by literature. Gustave Flaubert and the glory of Gensoul. Doctor Joseph Gensoul (1797-
1858) has at least two claims to fame as an ENT physician: he was the first to practise the total resection of the superi-
or maxillary bone, and he described a disease that was later to be known as “Ludwig’s angina”. In this paper, we try to
project an original light on Gensoul by reference to Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880). We also look at how Flaubert’s
celebrity and Gensoul’s glory fared differently.

H. Brabant,'? J. Willemot® and
J. Michel* have provided excellent
descriptions of the merits of
Joseph Gensoul. Nevertheless, a
quotation from Flaubert in
Madame Bovary** referring to
Gensoul allows us to place the
man of letters and the physician in
a particular light, with the former
making no secret of his admiration
for the latter.

e The personality of Gustave
Flaubert

Flaubert (1821-1888) and Gensoul
(1797-1858) were members of
successive  generations, and
Flaubert was a Norman residing in
the suburbs of Rouen. Gensoul
was from Lyon and the two prob-
ably never met.* Nevertheless,
they were both clear products of
the French nineteenth century,
with a similar class background.
Gustave Flaubert was probably
epileptic. He wrote to his mistress,
a poetess named Louise Collet, on

Figure 1

Portrait of Gustave Flaubert by Eugene
Giraud in about 1868. Gustave Flaubert
was the son and the brother of physicians.
In his Dictionnaire des idées recues
(“Dictionary of generally accepted
ideas”), he wrote under the heading
ILLISIBLE (“ILLEGIBLE”): Une ordon-
nance de médecin doit [’étre. Toute signa-
ture idem. Cela indique qu’on est accablé
de correspondance [A doctor’s prescrip-
tion must be illegible. Every signature
too. This indicates that a physician is
overwhelmed with correspondence].

the 6" of July 1852: le chagrin au
lieu de me rester sur le crdne, a
coulé dans mes membres et les cri-

Figure 2
Photograph of Gensoul, surgeon major at
the Hotel-Dieu of Lyon, taken from the
Notice sur le docteur Gensoul published
in Lyon in 1859.

spait en convulsions. C’était une
déviation. [The sorrow, instead of
remaining on my skull, flowed
into my limbs and tensed them
into convulsions. It was an aberra-
tion].

He had two doctors in his
immediate family’: his father,
Achille-Cleophas, was the chief

* It should, however, be pointed out that Gustave’s physician brother, Achille, probably had professional contacts with Gensoul. See

below.
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surgeon at the Hotel-Dieu of
Rouen, and his brother Achille
succeeded his father in the same
hospital. The appreciation for
Flaubert’s father can be seen in his
nickname: “the Dupuytren of the
provinces”. He was the first direc-
tor of the school of medicine of
Rouen.

Gustave himself was born in the
Hotel-Dieu. Later, his father was
to allow him to perform some of
his first plays in the hospital
amphitheatre.

Gustave’s illness contributed in
part to his isolation and was a con-
tributory factor to the develop-
ment of his literary gifts. In other
respects, his naturalism — which is
evident in Madame Bovary — was
probably influenced by the objec-
tivity required by the exercise of
medicine, abundant examples of
which he received from his family.

Figure 3
Madame Bovary at the ball. Etching made
by Michel Ciry for the Jean Porson edi-
tion (1951).
Elle était la; puis, autour du bal, il n’y
avait plus que de I’ombre, étalée sur tout
le reste [“She was there; then, around the
ball, there was nothing other than shadow,
spread over all the rest”]

Figure 4
Flaubert is dissecting Madame Bovary,
having taken out her heart. One can see
the heroine lying on a table. Caricature by

Lemot published in Parodie of 5
September 1869, during Flaubert’s life-
time.

Flaubert had at least one friend
who was a physician. Jules
Cloquet had been the pupil of
Flaubert’s father and was later to
become his friend. Cloquet was a
well-known  anatomist, who
enjoyed the favour of the empress,
the wife of Napoleon the Third,
whom he would petition on
Flaubert’s behalf during the
author’s legal proceedings (see
below).

Gustave’s brother, Achille, was
eight years older and was to sur-
vive Gustave for a long time. He
probably  collaborated  with
Gensoul on work ending in the
technique of resection of the supe-
rior maxillary bone. This tech-
nique was used by Gensoul him-
self, and later by Flaubert also.*’

In any case, Gensoul had a
national reputation. It would have
been difficult for Gustave
Flaubert, who was sufficiently
well informed about medicine by
his own family and perhaps
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because of his own inclination, to
be unaware of his fame.

¢ Gensoul’s glory

Gensoul’s description of what was
later to be named “Ludwig’s angi-
na” (with which Gensoul’s name
is associated in French medical
literature) had no great impact
on minds at the time. The Clinical
Journal of the Lyon hospitals
founded by Gensoul himself
appeared for only during a brief
period of about two years."”
Moreover, Gensoul made a mis-
take concerning the nature of the
affliction. He took it for a myositis
of the supra hyoid muscles, and
failed to understand its dental
origin.

Gensoul’s merit was to intro-
duce the procedure required to
save the situation: a profound
supra-hyoid incision. He was not
the first person to practice this
procedure.? During the XIV* cen-

Figure 5

The museum of St Bartholomew’s
Hospital of London has this specimen
from a patient who died from Ludwig’s
angina. One can see the posterior face of
the larynx, which has been affected by an
epiglottic oedema extending to the
aryepiglottic folds and the cricoid region.
One can easily imagine the resulting
dyspnoea. Notice also the oedema of the
cervical tissue in general."
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tury, Lanfranchi in Milan followed
the same approach with equal
success. However, Gensoul’s
re-discovery of the appropriate
procedure justifies his name being
listed in the annals of medicine.

On the other hand, Gensoul’s
immediate fame was assured by
his intervention on the superior
maxillary bone. In 1833, he wrote:

J’ai eu la douleur de voir suc-
comber, il y a quelques années, a
la suite d’opérations tres
laborieuses, des malades affectés
de polypes et de fongus cancéreux
du sinus maxillaire: j’ai médité
longuement sur le sort de ces
infortunés, et j’ai cru avoir trouvé
enfin le moyen de guérir des cas
de méme nature, a ’aide d’une
opération qui consiste a découvrir
largement le sinus et le maxillaire
supérieur, pour agir sur les par-
ties saines mises a nu , au lieu
d’attaquer les parties malades et
de chercher, au milieu du sang et
des débris d’un tissu affecté, les
limites précises du mal... Depuis
1827, j’ai pratiqué plusieurs fois
I’ablation compléte du maxillaire
supérieur; le procédé que j’ai mis
en usage a déja recu l’approba-
tion a laquelle j’attache le plus
d’importance, c’est-a-dire qu’il a
été imité par un chirurgien de
Paris, M. le professeur Lisfranc,
dont [’opinion est d’un grand
poids, sur-tout lorsqu’il s’agit de
médecine opératoire.

[Some years ago, I suffered the
grief of seeing patients succumb
to cancerous polyps and fungus of
the maxillary sinus, after very bur-
densome operations: I thought a
lot about these unfortunate cases

Figure 6

This prestige dental chair was made by
the Billard Company of Paris in about
1875." It is a rocking chair, inspired by an
American model, that can be moved from
the front to the back using a pedal. A
crank on the back of the chair allowed for
the regulation of the height of the seat.
The head-rest was adjustable in height,
laterally and from the front to the back
(Museum of the Civilian Hospices of
Lyon, installed in the Hotel-Dieu). It was
on a chair that Gensoul practised his first
amputation of the superior maxillary
bone, le 26 mai 1827 a 10 H du matin, en
présence de plusieurs médecins distingués
de Lyon et d’un grand concours d’éléves
[on the 26" of May 1827, at ten a.m., in
the presence of several distinguished
physicians, and of many pupils]. The
patient was a young man of 17 years of
age, Jean-Marie Véricel* ouvrier en soie
a Saint-Laurent de Chamousset (Rhone)...
doué d’une forte constitution, d’un tem-
pérament  sanguin** [Jean-Marie
Vericel*, a silk-worker from Saint-
Laurent de Chamousset (Rhone)...
endowed with a solid constitution and a
sanguine temperament**]"

for a long time, and I thought that
I had found at last the way to cure
cases of the same nature with the
help of an operation consisting of
the extensive exposure of the
superior maxillary sinus and bone,
and then working on the exposed
healthy parts, instead of tackling
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the diseased portions and looking
for the precise limits of the prob-
lem among the bloody debris of
affected tissue... Since 1827, I
have proceeded on several occa-
sions (eight times, according to
Gensoul himself) with the total
ablation of the superior maxillary
bone; the process used by me has
received the approval to which I
attach the greatest value: it has
been imitated by a surgeon from
Paris, M. Professor Lisfranc,
whose opinion has great influ-
ence, especially in the area of
operative medicine.]"

After these interventions and a
period of scepticism, people
placed Dupuytren, the undisputed
star of Paris, and Gensoul, the sur-
geon from Lyon, on a pedestal.

... Ceci se passait de 1826 a 1831.
C’était le temps ou les
Dupuytren  semblaient — avoir
atteint les dernieres limites des
hardiesses opératoires. Notre col-
legue (Gensoul) ne se borne pas a
suivre la voie ouverte par ces
grands hommes; il fit plus, il créa
l’opération la plus hardie, la plus
éloignée des précédents connus...
Jje veux parler de I’amputation du
maxillaire supérieur... L’opération,
couronnée d’un plein succes, eut
un grand retentissement; sur le
rapport de Dupuytren, elle valut
a son auteur l'un des prix
Monthyon.

[... This happened between
1826 and 1831. It was at this time
that... the Dupuytrens seemed to
have reached the utmost limits of
surgical boldness. Our colleague
(Gensoul) is not content with

* Curiously, Gensoul dedicated his first four observations of resection of the superior maxillary bone au Docteur Véricel, ancien
chirurgien-en chef de I’Hotel-dieu de Lyon. The surname of Véricel was probably quite common in the Lyon region at the time.

** Given the surgical trauma, it was better if the patients undergoing the procedure were not anaemic... Furthermore, three of the four
patients operated by Gensoul are described in the same way and were young subjects (17, 28 and 35 years old). Only the last was
older (60 years of age). Moreover, he suffered from a fatal recurrence.
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following the trail blazed by these
great men; he did more, he
devised the boldest operation, the
one that left known precedents the
farthest behind... I am referring to
the amputation of the superior
maxillary bone... The operation,
which was a complete success,
had an enormous impact; on the
basis of Dupuytren’s report, it
earned for its inventor one of the
Monthyon awards].

Dr. M. Bonnet, Gensoul’s col-
league in the Hotel-Dieu™

L’illustre Dupuytren lui-méme n’a
pas accompli cette grande ampu-
tation... Sa premiere opération (de
Gensoul) date de 1827 et depuis
lors, la chirurgie lyonnaise mar-
chant sur ses traces, a vulgarisé
cette brillante conquéte de l’art, qui
immortalisera le nom de Gensoul.
[The illustrious Dupuytren him-
self did not devise this great
amputation procedure... His first
operation (Gensoul’s procedure)
dates from 1827, and since
then, the surgeon from Lyon has
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Figure 7
The different stages in the resection of the
superior maxillary bone in the 1920s,
inspired by the works of Nélaton (1807-
1873) and Farabeuf (1841-1910).°
After Gensoul, from 1893 onwards, the
amputation of the superior maxillary bone
was indeed codified by the latter.
Gensoul’s incision was modified; the
patient was placed in the Rose position to
prevent the penetration of blood into the
airways. The sitting position adopted by
Gensoul was therefore abandoned; the
arteria carotis externa was ligatured
beforehand and not just compressed as
Gensoul did occasionally.
Figure 7 A shows only the initial tech-
nique of Gensoul. This figure has been
taken from the Cartier thesis from Lyon in
1879 (J. Michel Collection). *

A: Gensoul’s incision. The canal of
Stensen /Steno was sometimes unfortu-
nately sectioned.

B: Nelaton’s incision avoided the canal of
Stensen and was an aesthetic improve-
ment.

C: Section of the malar bone; the crossing
of the needle carrying along the saw with
the Gigli chain. Gensoul preferred scis-
sors to the saw or to the shears qui coupe
toujours en ligne droite, tandis que pour
enlever toutes les parties malades, il faut
décrire tantot une ligne courbe, tantot une
ligne brisée [that cuts only in a straight
line whereas, to take all the diseased parts
away, it is sometimes necessary to cut in
a curved line, or sometimes in a zigzag
pattern].

D: The malar bone sawn; section of the
ascending apophysis

E: Section of the palatine vault. Gensoul
specified next (Vericel’s case): il ne restait
plus qu’a couper les attaches du palatin
avec le voile du palais de maniere a le
laisser tendu entre I’apophyse ptérygoide
et la partie droite du voile du palais qui
était intacte [it only remained to cut the
connections of the palatine bone with the
velum palati, so that the velum remained
tightened between the pterygoid apophysis
and the right portion of the velum palati
that was intact]."

F: Pterygo Maxillaris disjunction

G: Pulling down and extraction of the
superior maxillary bone. The nerve in
view (maxillaris superior nerve) will be
cut with the scissors. Gensoul did not
realise this step, with that type of clamp,
but, as he wrote in 1833, je plongeai
mon ciseau en l'introduisant obliquement
dans ’orbite, de maniére a couper le nerf
maxillaire supérieur et a le faire pénétrer
assez profondément pour qu’il puisse me
servir de levier pour faire basculer la
tumeur dans la bouche [I introduced my
scissors obliquely into the orbit, cutting
the superior maxillary nerve and penetrat-
ing deeply enough to use it as a lever to
make the tumour tip out into the mouth]."
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continued on his path, popularis-
ing that brilliant achievement of
the art that will immortalise the
name of Gensoul.]
Dr. Pétrequin, vice-president of
the Society of Medicine of Lyon'
1l congut et exécuta le projet
d’enlever le maxillaire (supérieur)
tout en entier, n’étant effrayé ni
par les dimensions de la perte
de substance, ni par l’'imminence
de [’hémorragie, ni les conne-
xions nombreuses du maxillaire
supérieur: - I’hémorragie, il sut la
maitriser; les connexions, il sut les
détruire avec adresse et méthode...
[He conceived and executed the
project of removing the maxillary
bone in foto and in one piece;
he was not deterred either by
the dimensions of the loss of
substance, nor by the imminence
of haemorrhage, nor by the
numerous connections of the
superior maxillary bone: - he was
able to control the haemorrhage,
and destroy the connections
skilfully and methodically.]
Dr. M. Desgranges'

After Gensoul’s death in
November 1858, the Parisian
press paid homage to him in
December, mentioning on each
occasion his procedure for the
superior maxillary bone. The
publications in question were the
Moniteur des Hoépitaux de Paris,
the Journal des connaissances
médicales, the Bulletin de
Thérapeutique, the Revue de
Thérapeutique médicochirurgi-
cale and [’Illlustration."

o Where was Gensoul first men-
tioned by Gustave Flaubert?

It was in Madame Bovary that
Flaubert paid tribute to Gensoul.>®
The book was written between

* The instrument used to cut the Achilles’ tendon, in this case the “tali pes equines”.

1851 and 1856, and published in
1857 during Gensoul’s time. At
this time, the surgeon was very ill,
very probably suffering from a
cancer. He died in November of
1858. Curiously, Flaubert’s work
was also subjected to torments
of a different kind, in particular
legal proceedings accusing it of
attacking accepted standards of
good behaviour and religion. But
Flaubert at least survived, as a ver-
dict of not guilty was pronounced.
From a medical point of view,
Madame Bovary is full of medical
allusions. However, two scenes
stand out in particular: the death
throes of Madame Bovary after
she has been poisoned with
arsenic at the end of the novel and,
in the middle, the description of
an operation for a club foot prac-
tised by her husband Charles
Bovary, a medical officer, and an
honest but narrow-minded man.
Flaubert describes the prepara-
tions for the surgery and the state
of mind of Bovary who was to
conduct this operation for the first
time:

Ni Ambroise Paré, appliquant
pour la premiere fois depuis
Celse, apres quinze siécles d’in-
tervalle, la ligature immédiate
d’une artere; ni Dupuytren, allant
ouvrir un abcés a travers une
couche épaisse d’encéphale; ni
Gensoul quand il fit la premiere
ablation du maxillaire supérieur,
n’avaient certes le cceeur si palpi-
tant, la main si frémissante, 1’in-
tellect aussi tendu que M. Bovary
quand il s’approcha d’Hippolyte,
son ténotome* entre les doigts.

[Neither Ambroise Paré con-
ducting, for the first time since
Celsius after an interval of fifteen
centuries, the immediate ligation
of an artery; nor Dupuytren, going
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to open an abscess through a thick
layer of encephalon; nor Gensoul
when he made the first ablation
of the superior maxillary bone,
could have felt their hearts beating
as much, their hands so trembling,
their intelligence so concentrated,
as M. Bovary when he approached
Hippolyte, holding his tendon cut-
ter* between his fingers.]’

e The glory of Gensoul by con-
trast with Flaubert’s anonymity

: : | LYW ': i S :
MPRINENIE DE LOUIS PESEIN
e

Figure 8
The obituary comprises Gensoul’s photo-
graph, his biography, the description of
his funeral, the speeches pronounced on
that occasion, the articles of the Parisian
newspapers and the titles of Gensoul’s
works."

— The obituary for Doctor
Joseph Gensoul published in
1859, one year after his death,
provides us with an indication of
the impact on the public at the
time of the funeral of the surgeon
from Lyon. The man who was
criticised because he had not
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published enough could not be
accused, on the other hand, of
loving too little. Despite their
official nature, the speeches
demonstrate the respect and the
gratitude of his peers and of his
patients:

La mort du docteur Gensoul a
été un deuil public pour sa ville
natale... Ses obseques ont eu lieu
le 6 Novembre (1858) au milieu
d’un immense concours de toutes
les classes de la société. Le corps
médical, la magistrature, le bar-
reau, la Société de Médecine, les
Sceurs hospitalieres de nos hopi-
taux... les vieillards de [’hospice
de la Guillotiere étaient accou-
rus... Quoique sorti des hopitaux
depuis plus de 25 ans, quoique
fuyant par goiit les positions offi-
cielles, il n’avait pas vu diminuer
le prestige de son nom... on s’en
apercut a ses obseques vraiment
imposantes.

[The death of Doctor Gensoul
was an occasion of public
mourning in his native city... His
funeral took place on the 6" of
November (1858) in the middle of
an immense gathering of all social
classes. The medical profession,
the magistracy, the bar, the
Society of Medicine, the Sisters
of our hospitals... the old men of
the Guillotiere home rushed up...
Although he had left the hospitals
25 years previously, although he
had avoided official positions due
to his dislike of them, the prestige
of his name had not declined ... as
was demonstrated by his impres-
sive funeral.]

P. Diday, «Gazette médicale de
Lyon»"

— What a contrast with Flaubert’s
funeral! The writer, described as
“a syphilitic fast liver” by the
municipality, was otherwise com-
pletely ignored by his co-citizens.
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Figure 9
Painting showing Gensoul, “surgeon major of the Hotel-Dieu” (which does not imply
that he was a military physician, but the head of surgery). Gensoul stopped the rebels
who wanted to enter the Hotel-Dieu of Lyon to finish off the wounded men during the
revolt of the “Canuts” (silk workers) in 183 1. The revolt failed and resulted in the death
of six hundred men among the Canuts, who controlled the city hall for a moment."

Emile Zola, who attended his
funeral with Maupassant, Daudet
and Goncourt, wrote these dis-
tressing lines:

Je ne veux nommer personne,
mais beaucoup manquaient que
tous comptaient trouver la. Des
contemporains de  Flaubert,
Edmond de Goncourt se trouvait
seul au triste rendez-vous. Il n’y
avait ensuite que des cadets, les
amis des dernieres années. Encore
s’explique-t-on que beaucoup
aient hésité a venir de Paris;
trente et quelques lieues peuvent
effrayer des santés chancelantes
et d’anciennes affections. Mais ce
qui est inexplicable, ce qui est
impardonnable, c’est que Rouen,
Rouen tout entier n’ait pas suivi le
corps d’un de ses enfants les plus
illustres. On nous a répondu que
les Rouennais, tous commercants,
se moquaient de la littérature.
Cependant, il doit y avoir dans

cette grande ville, des professeurs,
des avocats, des médecins, enfin
une population libérale qui lit des
livres, qui connait au moins
Madame Bovary; il doit y avoir
des colleges, des jeunes gens, des
amoureux, des femmes intelli-
gentes, enfin des esprits cultivés
qui avaient appris par les jour-
naux la perte que venait de faire la
littérature francaise. Eh bien!
Personne n’a bougé; on n’aurait
peut-étre pas compté 200 Rouen-
nais dans le maigre cortege, au
lieu de la foule énorme, de la
queue de monde que nous espéri-
ons... Beaucoup ne savaient méme
pas quel était ce mort qui passait;
et, quand on leur nommait
Flaubert, ils se rappelaient seule-
ment le pere et le frere du grand
romancier, les deux médecins dont
le nom est resté populaire dans la
ville. Les mieux informés, ceux qui
avaient lu les journaux, étaient
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venus voir passer des journalistes
de Paris. Pas le moindre deuil sur
ces physionomies de badauds.
Une ville enfoncée dans le lucre,
abétie, d’une ignorance lourde...
La vérité doit étre que Flaubert, la
veille de sa mort, était inconnu
des quatre cinquiemes de Rouen,
et détesté de [’autre cinquieme.
Voila la gloire.

[T do not wish to name names,
but many people were absent
who everybody thought would
be there. Of Flaubert’s contempo-
raries, only Edmond de Goncourt
was present at the sad appoint-
ment. Otherwise, there were only
the younger generation, friends of
the last years. One can understand
that many hesitated to come from
Paris; thirty leagues and more
can be a determent to frail health
and old ailments. But what is
inexplicable, what is unpardonable
is that Rouen, all Rouen, was not
there to follow the coffin of one of
its most illustrious children.
People explained to us that the
inhabitants of Rouen were all gro-
cers, and did not care about litera-
ture. But surely that great city
must have professors, lawyers,
physicians, in short an open-

minded population who read
books, who know Madame Bovary
at least; there must be schools,
young men, people in love, intelli-
gent women, in short cultured
minds who, have read in the news-
papers about the recent loss suf-
fered by French literature. Well!
Nobody moved; you would not
have counted 200 inhabitants of
Rouen in the sparse funeral pro-
cession, let alone the enormous
crowd, the vast cortege we hoped
for... Many did not even know
who the dead person was; and
when they were told it was
Flaubert, they remembered only
the father and the brother of the
great novelist, the two doctors
whose name remained popular in
the city. The best informed, the
ones who read the newspapers,
came to see the journalists from
Paris. There was not the slightest
trace of mourning on the faces of
these gawpers. A city sunk in
lucre, stupefied, dragged down by
weighty ignorance... The truth
must be that Flaubert, on the day
of his death, was unknown to four-
fifths of Rouen, and detested by
the remaining fifth. This is glory.]
Emile Zola, Etudes critiques.

Figure 10
A burial service in Walloon country by Felicien Rops, 1863.
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e Conclusion

Consult a modern general dictio-
nary of surnames in French or in
English. You will find the name of
Flaubert (Gustave), but neither
Gensoul, nor Ludwig (Wilhelm
von — the surgeon)

Now, consult a modern French
medical dictionary.” You will find
Gensoul and Ludwig (the sur-
geon), but also, in a sense,
Flaubert. This name is implicit in
bovarism, a word expressing the
psychology of young ambitious
women, imaginative and unsatis-
fied, whose aspirations lead them
to covet a social or emotional situ-
ation that is above their position.

On the basis of the evidence
furnished by general dictionaries
today, it would seem that the fame
of Gensoul is a thing of the past; it
lasted only a human lifetime, the
lifetime of Gensoul’s patients.

On the other hand, the
Flaubert’s reputation persists
down to the present, even though
he was ignored by many of his fel-
low citizens during his lifetime!

So it seems that, contrary to the
appréciation of Corneille, appreci-
ation and real glory do indeed
sometimes wait for the passage of
the years.

Almost nobody was present at
Mozart’s funeral.
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