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Riassunto: La professione medica è sempre stata piena di minacce mortali, come ci ricordano anche i recenti 
eventi legati alle epidemie di Covid-19. Alcune vicende che sono entrate a far parte della storia della medi-
cina ci raccontano come, di fronte a questi rischi, ci siano stati medici capaci di agire con grande altruismo e 
abnegazione, mettendo da parte se stessi per salvare vite. Il ricordo di questi uomini di valore merita di essere 
mantenuto vivo.
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Abstract: The medical profession has always been full of deadly threats, as the recent events related to the 
Covid-19 epidemics also remind us. Some events that have become part of the history of medicine tell us 
how, in the face of these risks, there were doctors capable of acting with great altruism and self-denial, putting 
themselves aside to save lives. The memory of these men of worth deserves to be kept alive.
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Resumen: La profesión médica siempre ha estado llena de amenazas mortales, como también nos recuerdan 
los recientes acontecimientos relacionados con las epidemias de Covid-19. Algunos hechos que han pasado 
a formar parte de la historia de la medicina nos cuentan cómo, ante estos riesgos, ha habido médicos capaces 
de actuar con gran altruismo y abnegación, poniendo su salvación en un segundo plano para salvar vidas. La 
memoria de estos hombres valiosos merece mantenerse viva.
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Extreme ethical altruism in medicine. A forgotten 
case

The medical profession has always been rife with 
deadly threats, especially during the epidemic diseases, 
as the recent Covid-19 outbreak reminds us. 

The history of medicine bears witness to events 
in which doctors forced themselves to outline in a few 
decisive moments the boundaries between the duty to 
do everything possible for the patient’s life and their 
own safety. Sometimes, with great self-denial – we 

could say also with great heroism – some doctors have 
made choices that have overshadowed the protection 
of their own health, certainly arousing admiration but 
also legitimate doubts in the community of colleagues 
about the appropriateness of such extreme acts.

A surgical instrument preserved in the Museum 
for the history of Pavia University recalls one of the-
se stories. It is actually a material testimony of two 
dramatic events that had among the protagonists two 
doctors, both of whom died of an illness contracted in 
the exercise of the profession.
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The instrument is the “Cintrat’s serre noeud” – from 
the name of the French surgeon who had developed it. 

It was a tool for making ligatures to stop bleeding 
and it was used in Pavia in April 1876 by the obste-
trician Edoardo Porro during a life-saving operation 
that constituted a turning point in the history of ob-
stetrics and, in particular, in the history of caesarean 
section. Porro had become full professor of obstetric 
clinic in 1875, and he was head of the maternity di-
vision. He had been in Pavia for five months when a 
young woman, the 25-year-old Giulia Cavallini, who 
had reached her eight month of pregnancy and was 
therefore close to giving birth, was hospitalized in the 
obstetric clinic of the San Matteo hospital in Pavia. 
However, the girl had a narrow and deformed pelvis 
due to rickets, a situation that foreshadowed the im-
possibility of a natural childbirth. The pregnancy was 
now too advanced for an early birth and even an em-
bryo surgery would certainly have killed, in addition to 
the child, the mother, condemned to die of infection. 
The only way forward therefore seemed to resort to a 
caesarean section that might have saved at least the 
child but which up to that moment constituted an al-
most certain sentence for the mother.

However, Porro, had begun to design a new type 
of caesarean section. He was inspired by the positi-
ve results obtained in other gynaecological operations 
of the laparotomic type, and by the results obtained 
by the famous French surgeon Jules Émile Pean, who 
had been successful in ovarian amputations performed 
in cases of various pathologies. Porro had come to the 

conclusion that the uterus left in place was the source 
of the tragic consequences that led to death the women 
subjected to caesarean section, allowing the entry of 
septic processes and constituting the source of serious 
bleeding. Removal of the uterus and ovaries, therefo-
re, could have avoid complications. On the advice of a 
colleague, the physiologist Eusebio Oehl, he had per-
formed the surgery on animals and the results streng-
thened his idea.

Faced with the dramatic situation of the new pa-
tient, after a consultation with other colleagues, Porro 
decided to submit her to the operation he had planned.

After making the cut and extracting a baby in 
good health, Porro then proceeded to remove the 
uterus and ovaries, using the “Cintrat’s serre noeud” to 
avoid the risk of bleeding. The instrument essentially 
consists of a metal cannula, which contains and allows 
you to tighten as desired a steel wire loop. Using this 
instrument, Porro was able to take the stump left by 
the removal of the uterus and ovaries out of the abdo-
minal cavity, avoiding the risk of bleeding and infec-
tion (1, 2, 3). The young mother survived and called 
her daughter Maria Alessandrina Cesarina to remem-
ber the intervention that have saved them both. 

Porro died in 1902, due to the syphilitic nephritis 
that he had contracted in the operating room in 1871, 
performing an obstetric reversal - a manual maneuver 
implemented to act on the presentation of the foetus 
so that it became favourable to childbirth - on a wo-
man suffering from syphilis. At that time this was a 
type of bare-handed procedure (rubber gloves were 
only introduced in 1889 by US surgeon William Ste-
wart Halsted) and Porro, injured in a hand, contracted 
the disease that would slowly kill him.

François Frédéric Cintrat, the surgeon who had 
developed the instrument used by Porro, also died of 
a disease contracted in the operating room. Born in a 
village in the Loire valley (Chenonville or La Bourdi-
nière-Saint-Loup) in 1829, he graduated in medici-
ne in Paris, on November 21, 1855 with a thesis on a 
scurvy epidemic (4); then he practiced in Paris, where 
he also worked as a collaborator of Jules Émile Pean, 
for whom he developed several surgical instruments 
(5). He was also specialized in tracheotomy, an inter-
vention that was practiced frequently (and to which 
intubation interventions would gradually be added) to 

Figure 1. Cintrat’s serre noeud, University History Museum, 
University of Pavia
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allow patients to breathe, in the most severe cases of 
diphtheria, the disease that at the time was the terror 
for all parents.

It was one of these interventions that caused the 
doctor’s premature death, which took place in Paris on 
April 6, 1877, due to diphtheria contracted by a little 
8-year-old patient (6, 7, 8). Cintrat had performed a 
tracheotomy on the child, who was about to choke to 
death. But, once the tube was inserted into the inci-
sion, the doctor realized that it was necessary to clear 
the respiratory tract by sucking through the tube the 
material that obstructed it. An extremely dangerous 
operation, given the contagiousness of diphtheria. 

Realizing that he had probably contracted the di-
sease, Cintrat immediately asked to his wife and his 
three children to move away from their home to avoid 
contagion. Many doctors, including Pean himself, 
rushed to his bedside but Cintrat died after five days 
of slow suffocation. The newspapers of the time testify 
to the great condolences for his death. However, the 
British medical journal, reporting a few days later the 
news of the death of another doctor (Loius Carrère) 
in similar circumstances, raised some questions about 
the appropriateness of the surgical method used by the 
two surgeons. «It is impossible not to regret – wrote 
the author of the unsigned note – most bitterly this 
lamentable sacrifice of life, and we cannot but think 
that the risk involved in the proceeding described is 
sometimes needlessly incurred. It is no doubt neces-
sary in some cases, but only very rarely, and would be 

so less frequently if surgeons would perform trache-
otomy more deliberately and, in the case of a child, 
operate above the thyroid cartilage instead of below 
it» (6). These are undoubtedly legitimate doubts that, 
however, do not diminish the great generosity of the 
gesture made.

Cintrat was buried in Monmartre (Paris), where he 
was portrayed in a terracotta medallion made by Pierre 
Gourdel in 1879. In 2009, his tomb, fallen into a state 
of neglect, was removed and his remains were transfer-
red to the municipal ossuary (information obtained by 
Philippe Quillent, Adjoint à la Conservatrice, Cime-
tière Montparnasse and annexes). In addition to his 
eponymous name, his story deserves to be known.

References

1.  1. Mazzarello P. E si salvò anche la madre. L’evento che ri-
voluzionò il taglio cesareo, Torino: Bollati Boringhieri, 2015.

2.  Mazzarello P. An opening for the life. In: Capogna G.ed., 
Anesthesia for cesarean section, Springer: Cham – Switzer-
land, 2017, pp. 1-8.

3.  Porro’s operation. Am J Obstet Dis Women Child 1881, 
14:421-25.

4.  Cintrat F. F. Relation d’une épidémie de scorbut, observée à 
l’hôpital du Gros-Caillou, Paris: Rignoux, Imprimeur de la 
Faculté de Médecine, 1855.

5.  Pean J.é. Hystérotomie: de l’ablation partielle ou totale de 
l’utérus par la gastrotomie, 1873.

6.  British Medical Journal 1877 1: 555.
7.  Faits divers. Journal de Monaco 1877, 17 Avril.
8.  Le Gaulois: littéraire et politique 1877,10 Avril.


