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In the land of giants: the legacy of José Dantas 
de Souza Leite
Na terra de gigantes: o legado de José Dantas de Souza Leite
Hélio A. G. Teive1, Plínio M. Lima1, Francisco M.B. Germiniani1, César L. Boguszewski2

In the 19th century the Salpêtrière Hospital in Paris, France, 
became recognized throughout the world as a centre of excel-
lence in Neurology. Under the leadership of Prof. Jean-Martin 
Charcot, considered the father of modern Neurology, the 
Neurology School at Salpêtrière began to welcome large num-
bers of physicians with an interest in Neurology from different 
parts of the world, including Brazil1. Following his graduation 
from the Bahia School of Medicine, in Northeast Brazil, Dr. José 
Dantas de Souza Leite was one of the Brazilian physicians who 
was granted a fellowship to study in Prof. Charcot’s service2,3. 
The aim of this paper is to review his fundamental contribution 
to neuroendocrinology as one of the first physicians at the time 
to acknowledge acromegaly as a new clinical condition,

Souza Leite - a short biography

José Dantas de Souza Leite was born on 10 May 1859, in 
the town of Santa Luzia, in the state of Sergipe, Northeast 

Brazil. (Figure 1). He graduated in Medicine in 1880 from 
the Bahia School of Medicine, the first medical school in 
Brazil2,3. The title of his graduation thesis was “Morbid in-
heritance” 2. Souza Leite later moved to France, where he 
again graduated in Medicine, this time from the Faculté 
de Medicine in Paris2,3. Following that, he began to attend 
Prof. Charcot’s service at the Salpêtrière Hospital and be-
came a disciple of Charcot’s most famous pupil, Pierre 
Marie2,3. Under Pierre Marie’s supervision Souza Leite 
completed his doctoral thesis “De l’acromégalie: mala-
die de Marie” in 18902,3,4. Souza Leite also trained at the 
Bicêtre Hospital in Paris and was a member of various sci-
entific societies, including the Anthropological Society of 
London and the Medico-Psychological Association2,3. He 
returned to Brazil in 1890, settling at first in Salvador and 
then later moving to Rio de Janeiro, where he published 
various studies on Neurology and would ultimately die in 
1925, at the age of 662.
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ABSTRACT
The authors describe the extraordinary contribution to science made by José Dantas de Souza Leite, who graduated from the Bahia School 
of Medicine and trained in Prof. Charcot’s Neurology Service under the supervision of Charcot’s most able pupil, Dr. Pierre Marie. Souza Leite 
presented his doctoral thesis on acromegaly, in Paris in 1890, and in the following year both him and Pierre Marie published a book on the 
subject, “Essays on Acromegaly”. This exceptional work established Souza Leite internationally as an important researcher, and the first 
Brazilian physician to contribute to the development of neuroendocrinology in an innovative way.
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RESUMO
Os autores apresentam a extraordinária contribuição científica do Dr. José Dantas de Souza Leite, médico formado pela Faculdade de 
Medicina da Bahia, e interno do Serviço de Neurologia do Professor Charcot, onde estagiou sob supervisão do seu melhor discípulo, Pierre 
Marie. Souza Leite apresentou a sua tese de doutoramento em Paris sobre acromegalia, no ano de 1890. Um ano mais depois, publicou o livro 
“Essays on Acromegaly” em coautoria com Pierre Marie. Este trabalho excepcional consagrou Souza Leite como grande pesquisador no cenário 
internacional e o primeiro médico brasileiro a contribuir de maneira inovadora para o desenvolvimento da neuroendocrinologia mundial.
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Marie’s acromegaly

In 1886, Pierre Marie published a report of two cases of a 
37-year-old woman and 54-year-old woman with acromegaly 
(“Sur deux cas d´ acromégalie: hypertrophie singulière non con-
génitale des extrémités supérieures, inférieures et céphalique”)5. 
This was the first detailed clinical description of the disease, 
which had already been investigated by other authors, but lacked 
a proper definition5,6. It was in this article that Marie used the 
term acromegaly for the first time (“A condition characterized by 
hypertrophy of the hands, feet and face exists which we propose 
to call ‘acromegaly’, which means hypertrophy of the extremi-
ties”)5. Marie published further studies on acromegaly in the peri-
od between 1888 and 1890; and in 1891, in joint authorship with 
Marinescu, published a study of the pathological anatomy of the 
disease, in which an enlarged pituitary gland was defined as a 
hallmark of the condition7,8. In 1890, Marie suggested to Souza 
Leite, who was at that time training at Prof. Charcot’s service un-
der Marie’s direct supervision, that he should write his doctoral 
thesis on acromegaly3,4. Souza Leite defended his thesis in 18904, 
which was published in 1891 by The New Sydenham Society of 
London in a version translated by Dr. Procter S. Hutchinson9. 
The book, jointly authored by Marie and Souza Leite, was pub-
lished under the title “Essays on Acromegaly” and is divided into 
three chapters. In the first chapter Marie presents his original 
description of the disease under the title “Two cases of acromeg-
aly: an usual non-congenital hypertrophy of the head and upper 
and lower extremities” 9. In the introduction Marie clearly states 
where the study was carried out: “The two cases which are the 
subject of this article were observed in Professor Charcot’s clin-
ic” 9. In the same chapter Marie describes eight cases of acro-
megaly investigated by other authors9. At the end of this chap-
ter he draws two conclusions related to acromegaly: 1) “There 
exists a disease specially characterized by a hypertrophy of the 
hands, feet and face, which we propose to call acromegaly”; 

and 2) “Acromegaly is quite distinct from myxedema, and from 
Paget’s disease, as well as from leontiasis ossea of Virchow’’ 9.

Souza Leite’s thesis - on acromegaly 
(“Marie’s disease”)

Souza Leite’s thesis was published as the second chapter 
of the book, under the title “A Thesis on acromegaly (Marie´s 
Malady)” 9. In the introduction to this chapter, Souza Leite 
wrote “To Dr. Pierre Marie is due the merit for recognizing it 
as a distinct malady and of describing it in such a manner 
that it can be identified by everyone” 9. Following that, Souza 
Leite describes the clinical picture of patients with acromegaly 
very comprehensively (Figure 2), emphasizing the presence of 
headache, menstrual irregularities, reduced libido and visual 
disturbances9. He also discusses the evolution of the disease, 
differential diagnosis, prognosis and treatment and even de-
scribes a pioneering study of the pathological anatomy of the 
condition9. His description of the latter, based mainly on the 
results of seven autopsies, is very detailed: “The most specific of 
these lesions, one which may be considered as essential, since it 
has not been found absent, is the considerable increase in size 
of the pituitary body. This gland is changed into a hypertro-
phied mass, of which the size varies from that of a pigeon’s egg 
to that of a hen’s egg, or even an apple” 9. (Figure 3) Finally, in the 
last part of the chapter, Souza Leite introduces all the cases of 
acromegaly studied up to then; eight of these had been investi-
gated at the Neurology Service of the Salpêtrière Hospital and 
thirty in other services, summing up to a total of thirty-eight 
patients studied9. An additional list of ten cases of acromegaly 
that had been published in the literature was also included9. 
After publication of the book, acromegaly, which had previous-
ly been known as Marie’s disease, became known worldwide 
and Souza Leite’s innovative contribution to the initial descrip-
tion of the disease was internationally recognized.3,9,10

Figure 1. José Dantas de Souza Lima (1859-1925). (This picture 
was kindly given by Prof. Dr. Thomaz Rodigues Porto da Cruz 
from the Federal University of Bahia).

Figure 2. Patient with acromegaly. (Extracted from Souza 
Leite’s thesis, 1890).
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Figure 3. Acromegaly – Anatomic and pathologic findings: 
enlarged sella turcica due to a tumor/lesion of the pituitary 
gland. (Extracted from Souza Leite’s thesis, 1890).

Conclusion

José Dantas de Souza Leite, following his gradua-
tion from the Bahia School of Medicine, trained in Prof. 
Charcot’s Neurology Service under the supervision of 
Pierre Marie. Souza Leite defended his doctoral thesis in 
Paris in 1890, and in 1891, along with Pierre Marie, pub-
lished a book with detailed descriptions of a cohort of pa-
tients with acromegaly. This exceptional work established 
Souza Leite internationally as an important researcher in 
the field of neuroendocrinology3,6,9,10. In 2014, the Brazilian 
Society of Endocrinology and Metabolism created, and 
granted for the first time, the “José Dantas de Souza Leite 
Award” to be given to a Brazilian researcher recognized 
by his or her scientific contribution to the development 
of Endocrinology.


