
PIONEERS IN NEUROLOGY

L. O. Darkshevich (1858–1925) (150th anniversary)

Enver I. Bogdanov Æ Ravil Z. Mukhamedzyanov Æ
Alexey S. Sozinov Æ Joel A. Vilensky

Received: 30 January 2009 / Accepted: 18 February 2009 / Published online: 11 March 2009

� Springer-Verlag 2009

Livery Osipovich Darkshevich (sometimes spelled

Darkschewitsch), neurologist and clinician–scientist of the

latter half of nineteenth and early twentieth century, played

a crucial role in developing Russian neurology during this

transitional time in Russian history [1, 9]. His name is not

as well known as some of his contemporaries, such as S. S.

Korsakov, A. Y. Kozhevnikov or V. M. Bekhterev, but he

is especially remembered for his 1889 description of the

lateral interstitial nucleus of the midbrain, which since that

time has been referred to as the nucleus of Darkshevich.

L. O. Darkshevich was born on July 17, 1858, over

150 years ago, into the family of a military doctor. In 1882,

Darkshevich graduated from the Medical Faculty of Mos-

cow University. Between 1883 and 1887, he studied abroad

at Meynert’s laboratory in Vienna, Flechsig’s laboratory in

Leipzig, Westphal’s clinic in Berlin, Goltz’s clinic in

Strasbourg and Charcot’s clinic at the Salpêtrière hospital

in Paris. During this training period, he published 11 papers

in German and French journals including reports on the

neurological manifestations and muscle disturbances in

tabes dorsalis in collaboration with J. Dejerine. Addition-

ally, he collaborated with Sigmund Freud [3, 4], discussing

the brainstem connections of the VIIIth cranial nerve and

erroneously concluding that the ‘‘vestibular nucleus of

Deiters’’ was the third auditory nucleus. Darkshevich drew

the illustrations for this work [4, 12].

In 1887, Darkshevich defended his thesis, ‘‘O provod-

nike svetogo razdrazenija s setcatoj obolocki glaza na

glazodvigatel’nyj nerv’’ (The conduction of light stimulus

from the retina to the oculomotor nucleus) under Dr. A. Y.

Kozhevnikov in Moscow.

In 1889, he identified the nucleus of the posterior

commissure (nucleus of Darkshevich) [5]. Modern studies

have found that isolated lesions of this accessory oculo-

motor nucleus lead to vertical gaze palsy [2]. Subsequently,

Darkshevich became an associate professor at Moscow

University and a prominent member of the Moscow neu-

rological school, which was founded by his mentor, Dr. A.

Y. Kozhevnikov. In 1892, he became the director of the

Department of Neurology at Kazan based on recommen-

dations by Kozhevnikov and Bekhterev, who directed the

Psychiatry department at Kazan Imperial University from

1885 until 1893. His appointment to this position marked
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the foundation of the Kazan school of neurology. During

his tenure at Kazan, he developed the University neuro-

logical clinic and laboratory. After a few years, it included

a separate out-patient department, a laboratory with superb

microscopes, X-ray facilities, electrotherapy facilities,

operating rooms and a museum. During this period,

Darkshevich described the distribution of the posterior root

fibers projecting to Clarke’s column, the distribution of the

fibres arising from Goll’s and Burdach’s nuclei as part of

the restiform bodies, secondary degeneration of nerve

fibres, and degeneration of the posterior columns secondary

to damage of the cauda equina or other posterior roots, as

in tabes dorsalis. In 1892, he published the first Russian

case of ophthalmoplegic migraine as ‘‘recurrent oculomo-

tor neuropathy,’’ noting its vascular nature. He also

demonstrated arthrogenic muscular atrophies, autonomic

components in peripheral nervous system disorders and

arthropathies in syringomyelia. As a teacher and academic

neurologist, Darkshevich always tried to bridge the gap

between anatomy and patients. Between 1904 and 1917, he

published Course of Nervous Diseases, in three volumes,

the first Russian textbook on neurological diseases [6]. The

section on myology was reprinted in the well known

German neurology text, Handbuch der Pathologischen

Anatomie des Nervensystems in 1904 [7]. Darkshevich

organized and became the first editor of the Kazan Medical

Journal (Kazanskii Medicinskii Jurnal), which has been

continually published since 1901. In 1905, Darkshevich

became the chairman of the Kazan Society for Neurologists

and Psychiatrists, which was founded in 1892 by

V. M.Bekhterev. One of the operating rooms of Kazan

University clinic was reserved for major brain surgery; the

neurosurgeon Rasumovsky, after detailed discussions with

Darkshevich, performed operations for epilepsy there by

extirpating cortical centers following the technique of

Horsley [10].

In 1917, Darkshevich became head of the Department of

Neurological Disorders at the Medical Faculty of Moscow

University and director of the Moscow Regional Clinical

Institute, while also taking an active part in the organiza-

tion and leadership of the third Moscow Medical Institute.

Darkshevich became a medical consultant for Lenin in

1922 with other leading European neurologists (A.

Strumpell, S. Henschen, V. M. Bekhterev, and G. I.

Rossolimo). In that period, Darkshevich was one of the first

Russian physicians to study epidemic encephalitis. He

preferred the term ‘‘encephalo-myelo-meningitis epidemi-

ca,’’ and reported that sometimes the disease began with

psychological symptoms [11]. He also published the

brochure Apostle Paul as part of the series Brief Charac-

teristics of the Figures from the Holy Bible Times. On the

Problem of Hysteria in the History of Nations [8], con-

cluding that Paul and his companions influenced masses of

people by means of ‘‘suggestion’’. Darkshevich died in

Moscow in March, 1925 from complications of cerebro-

vascular disease and uremia. He was buried at the famous

Novodevichy cemetery in Moscow.
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