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Sir Charles Bell 1774-1842

In non-medical circles the best-known Bell is Joseph
Bell (1837-1911) who was the source of inspiration
and example for Conan Doyle's living legend-
Sherlock Holmes. Bell's palsy is probably better
known to doctors, but was not described by Joseph,
but by the unrelated Sir Charles Bell,' though
Avicenna had much earlier described spastic, atonic
and convulsive types of facial palsy.23

Born in Edinburgh, Charles Bell lectured in
anatomy and surgery. In 1807 he distinguished
between the sensory and motor nerves of the brain. In
1812 he was appointed to the Middlesex Hospital and
studied gunshot wounds at Haslar Hospital after the
battle of Corunna in 1809. After Waterloo he worked
in Brussels. Studies of the spinal nerves led to furious
arguments with Francois Magendie. Bell's
experiments showed that: "stimulation of the anterior
portion of the spinal marrow (spinal roots) convulsed
animals more certainly than injury to the posterior
portions". He recognised "four brains": two anterior
(cerebral) and two posterior (cerebellar) . . with full
communications to ensure "their acting with perfect
sympathy".4 He concluded: "the cerebrum and
cerebellum were parts distinct in function and that
every nerve possessing a double function obtained that
by having a double root."
He worked on the brain which united the mind to

the body: "Into it all the nerves from the external
organs of the senses enter . .. nerves from the surface,
nerves of touch, and nerves of peculiar sensibility; ...

and from it all the nerves which are agents of the will
pass out" (via the anterior columns of the cord and its
roots). "The cerebellum governs the operation of the
viscera . . . their nerves go everywhere for the secret
operations of the bodily frame ."

The facial nerve he called "the respiratory nerve of
the face". "In all the exhilarating emotions, the
eyebrows, eyelids, the nostrils and the angles of the
mouth are raised. In the depressing passions it is the
reverse."5

Bell entered another controversy when after
experiments on the nerves in the ass, he erred in
asserting that the fifth and seventh cranial nerves
innervated the muscles of the face. Mayo
(1796-1852) had earlier given the correct anatomy,
but Bell later corrected his error: "the sensibility of the
head and face depend upon the fifth pair of nerves ...
the portio dura of the seventh nerve is the principal
muscular nerve of the face".6

Bell was a brilliant and versatile if controversial
figure, well versed in comparative morphology, a
prolific writer and a gifted water colour painter: the
Royal College of Surgeons in Edinburgh contains
many of his superb pictures of war injuries and
anatomical exposures.
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