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PIONEERS IN NEUROLOGY
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2021 marks the 50th anniversary of the death of Jakub Roth-
feld-Rostowski, an eminent neurologist, academic teacher,
military doctor and amateur sculptor (Fig. 1) [1, 2]. His
experimental studies and clinical observations, made before
World War 1II, contributed to the development of knowledge
and differential diagnosis of extrapyramidal syndromes,
“gelolepsy” and “orgasmolepsy” [1, 3, 4]. He related the
flexion reflex (Balduzzi-Rothfeld sign), described in 1926 by
the Italian psychiatrist Ottorino Balduzzi (1897-1964), with
the diagnosis of the location of brain tumors [5, 6].

Jakub Rothfeld-Rostowski was born into a Jewish family
on February 4, 1884 in Bukachivtsy which belonged to Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire (eastern Poland between the world
wars, western Ukraine today). He was the son of Mojzesz
Rotfeld and Lea nee Broder. After graduating from gymna-
sium in Lviv, he studied medicine at the Faculty of Medi-
cine at the University of Lviv [2]. He obtained his doctor’s
degree in medicine on March 31, 1909. In 1910, he became
an assistant in the neurological outpatient clinic headed by
Henryk Blumenstok-Halban (1870-1933). Before the out-
break of World War I, he worked in neurological clinics in
Vienna and Hamburg. Rothfeld took an active part in neu-
rological conferences—he gave lectures at the Congress of
Neurologists in Crakow in 1912, and the following year in
Wroclaw and Ghent.

After the outbreak of World War I in 1914, he was called
up to the Austrian Army and worked as a neurologist in
military hospitals. After the end of hostilities, he returned to
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clinical and scientific work at the Institute of Physiology at
the University of Lviv. He obtained his habilitation in 1919
on the basis of the dissertation “On the influence of the fron-
tal lobe on motor reactions from the vestibular ear organ”
[2]. After the restoration of Polish statehood, he joined the
Polish Army, where he was promoted to the rank of major
in the corps of medical sanitary officers. In 1920, he took
part, as a doctor, in the Polish-Soviet War. He went to the
army reserve in 1921. From that time, Rothfeld worked in
the Department of Neurology of the University of Lviv,
established by Blumenstok-Halban as a professor assistant.
He became a titular professor of the Faculty of Medicine at
the Jan Kazimierz University in Lviv in 1928. From 1933 to
1936, he headed the Clinic of Neurology [1, 2].

Shortly, before the outbreak of World War II, he finished
writing a neurology textbook, publication of which was
thwarted by the war. In 1939, as a military doctor, he took
part in the first stage of World War II. After the defeat of
the Polish army in the fight against the Nazi invaders, he
managed to flee via Hungary to France, where he worked as
a neurologist in a military hospital. In June 1940, after the
Third Reich’s aggression against France, Rothfeld evacu-
ated to Great Britain. From 1941, he headed the department
of neurology in a military hospital in Scotland. Then, he
changed his name to Rostowski [2].

He was a member of the Health Committee at the Minis-
try of Labor and Social Welfare of the Polish Government in
London. He was a professor of neurology (from March 1941)
and the Dean (1946-1949) of the Polish School of Medicine
at the University of Edinburgh. Rothfeld-Rostowski did not
return to Poland after World War II. In 1949-54, he worked
as a consultant in the Department of Psychiatry of the Royal
Edinburgh Hospital [1, 2]. In 1966, Rothfeld-Rostowski
received an honorary degree of Doctor of Laws (LL.D.) of
Alma Mater Edinburgensis.

In the post-war period, he started carving. His works
have been exhibited in Edinburgh and London. His sculpture
"Their last Prayer at Belsen Camp" referring to the suffer-
ing of prisoners of the German Nazi concentration camps,
was exhibited at the Royal Scottich Academy [1]. His wife
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Fig.1 Jakub Rothfeld-Rostowski (1884—1971) as the Dean of the
Polish School of Medicine (1946-1949). The photo from: Tomasze-
wski W. (1983) The Polish School of Medicine at the University of
Edinburgh: An album. W. Tomaszewski, Edinburgh

was Franciszka nee Raff (1884—1963), a dentist. Their only
son, Roman Rostowski (1917-1975), a lawyer, worked in the
British Foreign Office [2]. Rothfeld-Rostowski’s grandson
is the former Minister of Finance (2007-2013) and Dep-
uty Prime Minister (2013) of the Republic of Poland—Jan
Antony Vincent-Rostowski. Rothfeld-Rostowski died on July
5, 1971 in London.

Jakub Rothfeld-Rostowski was the author of many experi-
mental and clinical works, including case studies in the
field of nervous system diseases. In the years 1912-1923,
he published experimental papers on labyrinthine reac-
tions and the pathogenesis of multiple sclerosis [1]. Later,
using numerous observations made in clinical settings, he
published papers on differential diagnosis of extrapyrami-
dal syndromes [7]. He introduced the term of gelolepsy
(“gelastic epilepsy”) into neurology [3]. Previously, the
terms “gelosyncopy” and “geloplegia” were used by Her-
mann Oppenheim (1858-1919) to describe patients in whom
laughter precipitated loss of consciousness or postural tone
[8]. Among Rothfeld’s significant contributions in the field
of neurological diagnostics, attention should also be paid to
the introduction of the term “orgasmolepsy” as a cataplexy
concomitant to orgasm [3, 4].

Rothfeld-Rostowski related the flexion reflex described
in 1926 by the Italian psychiatrist Ottorino Balduzzi with
the possibility of diagnosing the location of vascular foci
or tumors in the brain [5]. Balduzzi noted that the vibration
set up by a tap on the sole of the foot causing adduction and

inward rotation of the contrlateral leg got worse in cases
of pyramidal tract disease [5, 9]. Rothfeld presented the
results of the analysis of 56 cases of brain tumors or stroke
lesions of various locations. He found that foci located in
the front of the frontal lobes provoke a flexion reflex on the
opposite lower limb. He showed that the anatomical bound-
ary between the contralateral flexion reflex from the frontal
lobe and the lateral flexion reflex from the posterior part of
frontal lobe is formed by the genu of the corpus callosum.
He also found that in tumors confined to the temporal lobes,
the flexion reflex is negative [6]. This reflex was mentioned
in the neurological literature in the 1930s as the Balduzzi-
Rothfeld sign [10]. Nowadays, it is mentioned as Balduzzi
sign in handbooks of clinical neurology [9].

Jakub Rothfeld-Rostowski was one of the pioneers of
neurology in the interwar period. His case studies were
important for the development of neurological diagnostics
of brain tumors. He was an excellent academic teacher who
perceived the special meaning of neurological diagnostics.
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