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The concept of primary writing tremor (PWT) was first
introduced by Rothwell et al in 1979 to describe a type of
task-specific tremor in which tremor predominantly occurs
and interferes with handwriting.1 PWT is a rare form of
tremor2 and in one of the largest series reported so far two types
of PWT could be identified, type A or type B depending on
whether tremor appeared during writing (type A: task-induced
tremor) or whilst writing and also on adopting the hand position
normally used for writing (type B: positionally sensitive tremor).1

The nature of this entity has been disputed over the years with
evidence supporting its relationship with either essential tremor
(ET) or dystonic tremors (DT).3–5 The debate on what PWT rep-
resents has not been settled and, according to the new consensus

on tremor classification, task-specific tremors are classified sepa-
rately from both ET and DT.

We have personally observed that in patients with tremulous
task-specific dystonia, writing on a wall ameliorates the dystonic
posturing as well as their tremor (an exemplificative case with
tremulous writer’s cramp is shown in Video 1), a phenomenon
that we did not encounter in patients with ET (Video 2). We,
therefore, tested whether performing the same maneuver could
ameliorate tremor in PWT and here report on two such patients
in whom the “writing on the wall maneuver” led to a dramatic
improvement of their tremor.

These two male patients aged 45 and 72 years, respectively,
had a 1 to 4-year duration of tremor that was only visible upon

Video 1. A writer’s cramp with clear index finger hyper-
extension and an additional tremor component is shown. The
“writing on the wall maneuver” ameliorates both the dystonic
movements and the tremor.
Video content can be viewed at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1002/mdc3.14248

Video 2. In this essential tremor patient (who has both postural
and kinetic tremor of the upper limbs) the “writing on the wall
maneuver” fails to improve his tremor.
Video content can be viewed at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1002/mdc3.14248
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writing and not when performing any other activities. Their tremor
did not appear simply when adopting the position used from writ-
ing, hence fulfilling the criteria for PWT type A. There were no
signs of overt dystonia in the right arm or elsewhere, or any other
neurological sign. In both cases, writing on a wall led to a dramatic
improvement of their tremor (Video 3 and 4). We interpret the
improvement as a result of the engagement of a different motor
program used to accomplish the task, in keeping with a dystonic
pathophysiological mechanism, although we cannot entirely exclude
a contribution stemming from the change in the position of the
arm. However, we do not believe the latter was the main factor
explaining the improvement since our patients had a type A (task-
specific) rather than type B (positionally sensitive tremor) PWT.

“The writing on the wall” is an idiom that suggests a portent of
doom, based on the story of Belshazzar’s feast in the Book of Daniel

(Fig. 1). We suggest that the “writing on the wall maneuver” could
disclose the dystonic nature of PWT. Larger and longitudinal obser-
vations on PWT patients are required to assess: (1) whether the
“writing on the wall maneuver” could predict the development
of overt dystonia; (2) if it improves tremor also in non task-specific
dystonia of the upper limb; and (3) its specificity against ET and
ET-plus, especially in the presence of soft dystonic signs.
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Video 3. This patient has a tremor as soon as he initiates writing
and not simply adopting the position used to write. There might
be a hint of hyper-extension of the first two fingers, but this was
attributed to the tremor activity. No supporting features of
dystonia such as over-flow, mirroring or sensory trick were
present. A marked reduction of the tremor is observed during
the “writing on the wall maneuver” as also shown by the
comparison between the writing outputs.
Video content can be viewed at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1002/mdc3.14248

Video 4. This patient also has a tremor that appears only during
writing and not during other tasks. A marked reduction of the
tremor is observed during the “writing on the wall maneuver”.
Video content can be viewed at https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1002/mdc3.14248

Figure 1. Rembrandt’s depiction of the biblical account of
Belshazzar seeing “the writing on the wall.”
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