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1817. This is the year when someone described for the first time 

disease. Since then, a great deal has happened and many discoveries have been made on this disease. By 

having a perspective allowing us a global view, 

had a significant impact on our understanding of the disease and its treatment.  

Dr James Parkinson was born on April 11, 1755. The essay he published is called « An essay on the shaking 

Palsy ».  

experience and a keen observation sense, this is how he described the disease: An involuntary tremulous 

motion, with lessened muscular power, in parts not in action and even when supported; with a propensity to 

bend the trunk forwards, and to pass from a walking to a running pace; the senses and intellects being 

This description is not fully exact, because we know that important cognitive deficits are 

sometimes associated with the disease. However, it is remarkable to note how his observations were close to 

the current definition of the disease.  

It was the starting point to study the disease. However, between 1817 and 2017, many discoveries were 

made. These discoveries allowed to better understand the disease or improve the quality of life of those living 

with the disease. Below are the most important discoveries made on the disease, in chronological order: 

1861: Dr Jean-

Martin Charcot, a distinguished neurologist, suggested to change the name the disease known as shaking 

palsy Therefore, 70 years following his death, the disease described by 

James Parkinson was named after him.   

1910: Dopamine, the neurotransmitt .  

1912: Discovery of the Lewy bodies by German neurologist Friedrich Lewy. The presence of these proteins in 

the brain of deceased patients was one of the most important clue that these persons were living with 

  

1957: Discovery of the functional role of dopamine by Swedish scientist Arvid Carlsson. He further received 

the Nobel Prize in Medicine for this discovery.  

1960: 1960 that Herbert Ehringer and Oleh Hornykiewicz could show that the dopamine 

.  

1961: First clinical trials with levodopa, which is the precursor of dopamine, were performed by Oleh 

Hornykiewicz & Walther Birkmayer. The effect is immediate on patients receiving an injection of this 
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substance: patients condemned to stay in bed were able to get up, persons unable to sit down are able to sit 

down, and those who could not walk when standing are now able to walk.  

1967: The 5 stages of the disease are identified and described by Melvin Yahr and Margaret Hoehn. It 

incidentally became the Hoehn and Yahr scale.  

 

1972  1977: Other therapeutic agents are discovered, such as dopaminergic agonists and certain enzyme 

inhibitors.  

 

1985: A deep brain stimulation technique was developed. Electrodes carefully implanted in the brain and 

linked to an electrical stimulator activate certain parts of the brain (thalamus and sub thalamic nucleus).  

 

1997: A dysfunction of the alpha- . It is the first gene identified 

and associated to the disease.  

1998-2004: Numerous other genes are associated to the disease (Parkin; Pnik1; LRRK2; Park2, etc.) 

2006: Discovery of pluripotent stem cells: differentiated cells that we can program to become stem cells. 

These same stem cells may further be reprogrammed to become brain cells, for instance.  

2008: Exercise is identified as a neuro-protector activity following tests on rodents.  

2014: Preclinical trials on animals showed the efficiency of dopaminergic brain cells produced by embryonic 

stem cells. These cells could correct motor deficits displayed by the animals.  

2016: Recent studies increasingly bring to light the possible link between the type of bacteria in the gut 

. 
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