
Sirs:
The work of the French physician, Joseph Claude Ant-
helme Récamier (1774–1852) is regularly quoted as an
historical reference for the concept of metastasis, and
particularly as the first report of the dissemination of
cancer cells via the bloodstream. For example, Lance A.
Liotta wrote in 1992 that “He (Récamier) was the first to
provide anatomical evidence that metastases were caused
by cancer cells that enter the circulation and travel to dis-
tance sites in the body” [2]. In the course of our work we
have obtained data suggesting that this might not be so.
We therefore examined Récamier’s 1829 treatise “Rec-
herches sur le traitement du cancer par la compression
méthodique simple ou combinée et sur l’histoire
générale de la même maladie”[4] to determine exactly
what he had done. We were somewhat surprised to find
that what Récamier actually wrote was quite different
from what is now imputed to him. He was undoubtedly
the first person to use the term metastasis, and he cer-
tainly regarded the veins as “les signes de sa propagation
hors du foyer primitif” [indications of its (cancer’s)
propagation outside its primary site]. But in fact, Ré-
camier’s view of metastasis is summarized in the follow-
ing statement (p. 78): “Si l’on considère comment l’état
cancéreux se propage en suivant la continuité des tissus,
ce que je viens de dire de sa propagation le long des par-
ois veineuses ne paraîtra pas hasardé” [which translates
as: if one considers how the cancerous state propagates
itself by following the continuity of tissues, what I just
said about its propagation along the walls of veins will
not appear rash].

It seems to us that the current misinterpretation of Ré-
camier’s position stems directly from an inaccurate read-
ing of an article published in 1956 by Robert Jay Wilder
[5], who in fact stated: “Récamier also described the lo-
cal infiltration of cancer and the invasion of the veins by
cancer …”

Thus, although the dissemination of cancer via the
blood and/or lymph is widely accepted [1], at least one
of the pioneers in the field was not of that opinion. Later
workers, notably Virchow, also had a tissue-based con-
cept of metastasis, and there is now some work suggest-
ing an intramesenchymal dissemination of cancer associ-
ated with specific features of tissues [3]. This type of tu-
mour spread might be a further mode of dissemination in
addition to the haematogenous mechanism.

References

1. Ellis LM, Fidler IJ (1996) Angiogenesis and metastasis. Am J
Cancer 324:2451–2460

2. Liotta LA (1992) Cancer cell invasion and metastasis. Sci Am
February: 34–41

3. Lugassy C, Eyden BP, Christensen L, Escande JP (1997) An-
gio-tumoral complex in human malignant melanoma character-
ised by free laminin. J Submicrosc Cytol Pathol 29:19–28

4. Récamier JCA (1829) In: Recherches sur le traitement du can-
cer. Gabon, Paris

5. Wilder RJ (1956) The historical development of the concept of
metastasis. J Mt Sinaï Hosp 23:728–734

C. Lugassy · J.-P. Escande
Hôpital Tarnier-Cochin, Laboratoire d’Oncologie, 89 rue d’Assas,
F-75006 Paris, France&/fn-block:&bdy:

Virchows Arch (1997) 431:371 © Springer-Verlag 1997

L E T T E R S  T O  T H E  E D I T O R S

&roles:C. Lugassy · J.-P. Escande

The haematogenous theory of metastasis: Récamier did not propose it


