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Fifty years have passed since the 1973 publication of Awakenings, a ; y a remarkable
author, Oliver Sacks.® At the time he wrote it, Sacks was a newlyfi and, approaching

survivors. While thgextraordi rmacological outcomes he encountered might have been sufficient
material for a good t visioned a far more encompassing project for his book.
Having immersed himself in learning all he could about his post-encephalitic patients, Sacks then devoted
months to write their stories. The result was a collection of twenty case reports together with details about
their levodopa experiences. Each of these detailed vignettes went beyond the usual content of a
neurological history, chronicling each patient’s early years, personality, and aspirations for levodopa
treatment. Much of the book is devoted to describing levodopa’s almost metaphysical prowess at
unlocking frozen minds and bodies - “the uncanny lifting of blockage and the return of ease, of grace, of
joy and delight and resolve.” [Weschler®, p. 88]. The dramatic motor and behavioral improvements after
treatment give Awakenings its special appeal. While today the routine clinical practice of administering

levodopa can be unremarkable, in 1969 this experience seemed much like witnessing magic. For Sacks,
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these therapeutic ventures provided him with fascinating insights into how dopamine fuels the brain.
Though the clinical results could be exhilarating, he also came to recognize the less fortunate outcomes
that commonly occurred with the drug. That levodopa did not enhance cognition eventually became
evident to him.

Beyond the sensational descriptions of levodopa in action, readers of Awakenings fell under the spell of
the author’s storytelling as they became familiar with the lives of the twenty patients he described.
Readers became privy to the unique doctor-patient relationship Sacks fostered; how he befriended his

patients and agonized over their disabilities is a driving force of Awakenings. Along with his own day-by-

and hallucinations) were ¢
encephalitic Parkinsonism

disease today®®. The,phrase ¢

Incurable’ [WeschlefR nas an apt metaphor framing the bittersweet experience of levodopa. For

Sacks, stress and burnout from his devotion to work also weighed heavily on him:

“...one of the main things that made it possible to live with what might otherwise be
unbearable therapeutic pressures is that ultimately, as I say, I’m a naturalist before I’'m a
doctor. I didn’t enter medicine for ... Freud talks about the ‘lie of salvation,” he
continued, “and this business of feeling myself a naturalist in the landscape of
postencephalitics enabled me to work amid atrocious affliction and insoluble therapeutic
dilemmas.” [Weschler®, p. 90].
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Shortly after its publication, the neurological community gave Awakenings scant recognition [Sacks®, p.
205] though it quickly became popular among a diverse readership. Praise from the literary world
included the British poet W.H. Auden and the novelist Doris Lessing. With its fame and mystique
spreading, Awakenings received a prestigious British literary award, the 1974 Hawthornden Prize for
"imaginative literature." The book also left its mark elsewhere on the cultural landscape. It inspired a
theatrical adaptation in 1982 by Harold Pinter (a one-act play titled A Kind of Alaska’) as well as an
opera® and a ballet®. Hollywood took note of the book and transformed it into an acclaimed 1993 film of
the same name. The cinematic treatment of Awakenings stayed close to the book’s themes, presenting to a
wide audience a realistic and compassionate portrayal of Sacks and his patients.

later noted that “it seems to me that I discover my thoug
writing.” [Sacks®, p.180]. Almost every page was doge

S

itorial challenge [Sacks®, p. 195].

eet its publication deadline. Readers may

the patients and their treatment and becomes broadly philosophical. But the abundant musings and literary

analogies — quotes Niet ne, Auden, Proust, and many others - only add to the work’s
charm. Despite the ¢ fforts initially expended to create Awakenings, Sacks revised the book

twice, in 1976 and 19

Awakenings was notable for how thoroughly it conveyed its author’s compassion for the thwarted lives of
people under his care. Not everyone viewed his efforts as beneficent, however. Since they divulged highly
personal information, the intimate portraits of his patients engendered controversy. While Sacks claimed
that he wrote their stories with good intentions, it is uncertain if all patients authorized these invasions of
their privacy. Riffing on the title of Sacks’ book The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat™, the British
disability rights activist Tom Shakespeare tartly described Sacks as ““a man who mistook his patients for a
literary career.”*” Other criticism came from Leonard Cassuto, who likened the popularization of

disabling neurological maladies to “freak show” entertainment™, In later writings, Sacks acknowledged
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these concerns, commenting on his challenges at navigating the space between compassionate accounts in

the case histories and the glorification of human oddity.

As extraordinary as was the story of levodopa and post-encephalitic Parkinsonism, the publication of
Awakenings exerted a broader influence, one that was transformative for the literature of neurology. In
subsequent years, a new genre of writing emerged. This was especially evident in the prolific literary
career of Sacks, whose inquiring mind traveled widely into many realms of brain science and human
experience. Around that time, other eminent neuroscientists also turned to general audiences for sharing
neurological insights — examples are works by Antonio Damasio*®, Harold Klawans™, and Michael
Gazzaniga®. Leading neurological journals started to add sections reflectipg erspectives on brain
disease and the interface between physician and patient. For example start [5Neurology has

Another influence that can fe tied to i Sacks was an evolution in the identity of neurology as a

professional calling. Long after its 1973 publication, Awakenings continues to be popular among medical

trainees. It has inspiked caree ices”-- my own path as a Parkinson disease clinician and researcher, for

example -- and other ave concurred. One clue to the impact of Sacks’ writings comes from a

study of personal statefgents submitted by medical students seeking neurology residency training. In a
word search analysis of their applications, a frequent citation was “Oliver Sacks™"°. Sacks was sometimes
regarded as merely a popularizer of neurological topics, though his writings and inquiries became the
impetus for scholarly pursuits by others. The British neurologist and writer Andrew Lees commented on

his considerable influence at bridging neurology and the humanities:

Neurophilics transfixed by the connections between brain science and culture regard him
as their leader. His writing has also inspired and fertilized the work of a wide array of
scientists researching subjects ranging from the mechanics of visual and auditory

perception to the workings of memory and consciousness itself. [Lees"’, p. 3826].
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As a classic for the knowledge and perspective it conveys, Awakenings has a well-earned place on the
bookshelf next to James Parkinson’s 1817 Essay on the Shaking Palsy'®. Perhaps its neighbor should be
Alexander Luria’s The Mind of a Mnemonist™, an enthralling in-depth neurological case history that
inspired Sacks to write Awakenings [Sacks®, p. 179]. Awakenings has other legacies. Beyond its value as
literature, it also informed readers with a warning that a mysterious illness rapidly arising and spreading
through the world could have devastating consequences. In the opening section of the book, Sacks
researched several past instances of epidemic encephalitic disorders, each followed by Parkinsonism (the
last one in the 1880s). Fortunately, since the 1920s, there have been only rare sporadic cases”*.
Nevertheless, the continuing mystery of encephalitis lethargica challenges neurologists to be on the

lookout for future recurrences.

assessments. Sacks offered a balanced view of the drug,
imperfections. At the time, this opinion was disconcesii
encountered and reported similar adverse effects. w

al section’ of Awakenings entitled

recognize and what his patients taught him:

One must allow the possibi

accommodations of all chemical, and hormonal levels to the organization of

the self — the “will s again and again, not merely in the context of L-DOPA
and Parkinsonism, , tuberculosis, neurosis — all diseases — remarkable, unexpected,
and “inex at times when it seems that everything is lost. One must allow -

DOPA as well\{Sacks™, p. 228]

Now a half century after publication, Awakenings still offers messages resonant with our times. It

continues to inspire explorations and a focus upon neurology’s human stories and insights.

Copyright © 2023 American Academy of Neurology. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited



References

1. Sacks O. Awakenings. First Edition. Doubleday & Company; 1974.

2. Sacks OW. Postencephalitic syndromes. In: Stern G, ed. Parkinson’s Disease. Chapman
& Hall; 1990:415-428.

3. Hoffman, LA, Vilensky JA. Encephalitis lethargica: 100 years after the epidemic. Brain.
2017;140(8):2246-2251. doi: 10.1093/brain/awx177.

4. Sacks O. On the Move: A Life. Alfred A. Knopf; 2015.

5. Calne DB, Stern G, Laurence DRM, Sharkey J,
encephalitic Parkinsonism. Lancet 1969;1(7598).
6736(69)91751-6.

6. Weschler L. And How Are You,

Farrar, &traus and Giroux; 2019.

7. Pinter H. A Kind of Alas Othex Plac our Plays. Dramatists Play Service, 1984.

8. Barone J. An Oliver Sacks Book Becomes an Opera, With Help From Friends. The New
York Times. May 29, 2022, Section AR, p 7. Accessed 26 Dec 2022.

9. Rambert Dance Company. The Making of Awakenings. http://www.theballetbag.com
>2010 > AcC 6 Dec 2022.

10. Sacks Q. The'Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat. Vintage Books; 1988.

11. Shakespeare T. Book review: an Anthropologist on Mars. Disabil Soc. 1996;11(1):137—
142. doi:10.1080/09687599650023380.

12. Cassuto L. Oliver Sacks: The P.T. Barnum of the postmodern world? Am Quart. 2000;
52(2);326-333. doi:10.1353/aq.2000.0015.

13. Damasio A. Descartes' Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain. Putnam, 1994,

Copyright © 2023 American Academy of Neurology. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dramatists_Play_Service
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/25/arts/music/awakenings-opera-oliver-sacks.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_New_York_Times
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_New_York_Times
file:///C:/Users/aa1142/Downloads/Rambert%20Dance%20Company.%20The%20Making%20of%20Awakenings
http://www.the/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1080%2F09687599650023380
http://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2000.0015
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Descartes%27_Error:_Emotion,_Reason,_and_the_Human_Brain

14. Klawans HL. Toscanini's Fumble and Other Tales of Clinical Neurology. McGraw-
Hill/Contemporary; 1988.

15. Gazzaniga MS. Mind Matters: How Mind and Brain Interact to Create Our Conscious
Lives. Houghton Mifflin; 1988.

16. Grzebinski S, Cheung H, Sanky C, Ouyang J, Krieger S. Educational research: why
medical students choose neurology: a computational linguistics analysis of personal
statements. Neurology. 2021;97(1):e103-108. doi: 10.1212/WNL.0000000000011753. Epub
2021 Mar 3.

17. Lees AJ. One is always nearer by not keeping still{Brain, 2015% 2):3822-
3826. doi.org/10.1093/brain/awv280.

18. Parkinson J. An Essay on the Shaki y. Sh od, Neely, and Jones; 1817.

19. Luria AR. The Mind of a Mp€monist:
University Press; 1968.

ittle Book About a Vast Memory. Harvard

20. Dale RC, Church Surtees

and evidence mmunity. Brain. 2004;127(Pt 1):21-33. doi:

, et al. Encephalitis lethargica syndrome: 20 new cases

, Georgiou M, Sfakianakis GN, Singer C, Papapetropoulos S.
Contemporary encephalitis lethargica: phenotype, laboratory findings and treatment

outcomes. JNeurol. 2009;256(3):396-404. doi: 10.1007/s00415-009-0074-4.

Copyright © 2023 American Academy of Neurology. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited


https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awv280

Neurology

A Half-century of Awakenings
Peter Alfred LeWitt
Neurology published online June 19, 2023
DOI 10.1212/WNL.0000000000207461

Thisinformation is current as of June 19, 2023

Updated Information & including high resolution figures, can be found at:

Services http://n.neurol ogy.org/content/early/2023/06/16/WNL .0000000000207461.
citation.full

Subspecialty Collections This article, along with others on similar topics, appears in the following
collection(s):

Parkinson's disease/Par kinsonism
http://n.neurology.org/cgi/collection/parkinsons_disease parkinsonism

Permissions & Licensing Information about reproducing this article in parts (figures,tables) or in its
entirety can be found online at:
http://www.neurol ogy.org/about/about_the_journal#permissions

Reprints Information about ordering reprints can be found online:
http://n.neurol ogy.org/subscribers/advertise

Neurology ® isthe official journal of the American Academy of Neurology. Published continuously since 1951, it
is now aweekly with 48 issues per year. Copyright © 2023 American Academy of Neurology. All rights reserved.
Print ISSN: 0028-3878. Online ISSN: 1526-632X.

AMERICAN ACADEMY OF

NEUROLOGY.



http://n.neurology.org/content/early/2023/06/16/WNL.0000000000207461.citation.full
http://n.neurology.org/content/early/2023/06/16/WNL.0000000000207461.citation.full
http://n.neurology.org/cgi/collection/parkinsons_disease_parkinsonism
http://www.neurology.org/about/about_the_journal#permissions
http://n.neurology.org/subscribers/advertise

