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Abstract

Boissier de Sauvages de La Croix and Gilles de la Tourette, French neurologists, noticed that patients with ‘‘anxiety in the lower
limbs, shooting pain, tingling legs” may have an insomnia ‘‘at the time of wake–sleep transition [and] experience sudden jerks in the
lower limbs.” Their descriptions confirm that the clinical features of RLS were previously described in French literature in the 18th
century.
� 2008 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Restless legs syndrome (RLS) is characterized by an
irresistible urge to move the legs usually accompanied
or caused by uncomfortable and unpleasant sensations.
It begins or worsens during periods of rest or inactivity,
is partially or totally relieved by movement such as
walking or stretching, and is exacerbated or occurs at
night and in the evening [1]. RLS is associated with
involuntary periodic leg movements that occur during
sleep and more specifically at sleep onset (PLMs) [1].
The first accurate and modern description of RLS is
attributed to the Swedish neurologist Karl Axel Ekbom

(1907–1977), hence the eponym of the syndrome.
Indeed, by the end of World War II, he was the first
physician to fully characterize the syndrome, to report
series of patients, to establish prevalence, and to link
RLS with iron deficiency [2]. Many scattered cases with
RLS-like symptoms were, however, published before
Ekbom’s substantial contribution. These clinical
descriptions of the syndrome can be traced back to the
17th century with a report of probable RLS by Sir Tho-
mas Willis (1621–1675) [3]. A possible early Swedish
description of the syndrome was made by Huss (1849)
as reported by Ekbom himself [4]. Later, Wittmaack
(1861), Beard (1880), Bing (1913) and Oppenheim
(1923) described RLS-like symptoms by the term: ‘‘Anx-

ietas Tibiarum,” considering it a form of neurosis [5].
The first modern description of PLMs (specifically those
occurring during wakefulness) associated with RLS was
made by Allison in 1943 [6]. Being an RLS sufferer him-
self, Allison described these PLMs during wakefulness
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as ‘‘leg jitters” [5]. We report here two interesting clinical
descriptions of probable RLS and PLMs found in old
French medical books.

1.1. Book 1: ‘‘Methodical nosology” by Francois Boissier

de Sauvages de La Croix (1706–1767)

Boissier de Sauvages wrote the first version of this
book in 1731 in French under the title ‘‘treaty of the

classes of the diseases” (‘‘Traité des classes des mala-
dies”). He published an extended Latin version in 1763
under the title ‘‘Nosologia Methodica” [7]. He devel-
oped a classification system of diseases based on the
framework created by Thomas Sydenham (1624–1689).
He also applied the binomial methodology (genus/spe-
cies) of botanists to name diseases. He listed 10 major
classes of diseases, further broken down into 44 orders,
315 genera, and 2400 species. Under the 7th class of
‘‘Pains,” the 1st order of ‘‘vague pains,” the 5th genus

of ‘‘Anxietas, Anxieties; . . . Restlessness, in English,”
and the 5th species (disease) of ‘‘Anxietas tibiarum, Anx-

iety of the legs,” he wrote: ‘‘We frequently see this disease

in clinical practice, and yet there is no other disease on

which the authors keep a more profound silence. We see

everyday women, and especially men, gouty and suffering
from rheumatisms, who when the evening comes, cannot

keep their legs still for a single minute because of the rest-

lessness they feel in, and that movement transitory

appeases, and that totally ceases as soon as they go to

bed” (translated to English from both the original Latin
version [7] and a posthumous French version of 1772 [8];
Figs. 1 and 2). This description meets the present RLS
criteria [1], as the patients have restlessness in their legs
(urge to move the legs), occurring in the evening, that is
alleviated by fidgeting (relieved by movement). They
cannot keep their legs still (presence of symptoms at
rest), with a time frame nicely illustrated by the term
‘‘for a single minute.” This last detail would suggest a

Fig. 1. Facsimile of the first page of Boissier de Sauvages’s original Latin book (First part of the second tome) and of page 38 where he describes
‘‘Anxietas Tibiarum.”
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