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The Chartographer of Hysteria and Fibromyalgia Tender Points
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A relevant component of the now largely
discredited theory of hysteria, developed by
the French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot
in the 19t% century, was the concept of the
“hysterogenic zones”. These zones were defined
by Charcot as “more or less circumscribed
regions of the body on which pressure or
simple rubbing produces quite readily the
phenomenon of aura, and which, if you persist,
may be followed by the hysterical attack.
These points or patches may in addition be the
site of permanent hypersensibility and, before
an attack, of spontaneous painful irritation”.!
During his lifelong studies on hysteria, Charcot
conducted a thorough examination with each
patient, managing to plot the distribution of
these hysterogenic points on a body chart.

It is astonishing to consider that most
hysterogenic zones identified by Charcot below
the clavicle, in the submammary region, at the
bottom of the rib cage, across the anterior surface
of the body trunk, and between the shoulder
blades, largely correspond to fibromyalgia’s tender
points, localized areas of tenderness on palpation
which, in patients with at least a three-month

history of diffuse musculoskeletal pain, represent
diagnostic standard for fibromyalgia.?

It is therefore tempting to speculate that, at
least in some cases, Charcot’s patients were
affected by the disorder we nowadays would call
“fibromyalgia”.
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