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THE LIFTED VEIL
GEORGE ELIOT

George Eliot (1819-1880; born Mary Ann Evans), began to write fiction at the age of 37, on
the encouragement of her partner George Henry Lewes. Her success was first realised
with four stories serialized in Blackwood's Magazine, later collected as Scenes of Clerical
Life (1858); these were followed by Adam Bede (1859), The Mill on the Floss (1860), and five
further novels, which established her reputation as one of the greatest novelists of the
era.

‘The Lifted Veil’ (1859), which first appeared in Blackwood's, is an early and unusual
short story in Eliot’s oeuvre; it is both a work of mid-Victorian realism and a dark, Gothic
fantasy of scientific experimentation with life and death. It offers a gripping insight into
mid-Victorian ideas about altered states of body and mind — including mesmerism,
phrenology, and the ‘double brain’. This excerpt begins after Latimer, a morbid young
clairvoyant, has experienced a vision of Prague and begins to question its cause and
purpose.

As soon as | was alone again, | began to ask myself whether | had been sleeping. Was this a
dream—this wonderfully distinct vision—minute in its distinctness down to a patch of
rainbow light on the pavement, transmitted through a coloured lamp in the shape of a
star—of a strange city, quite unfamiliar to my imagination? | had seen no picture of Prague:
it lay in my mind as a mere name, with vaguely-remembered historical associations
—ill-defined memories of imperial grandeur and religious wars.

Nothing of this sort had ever occurred in my dreaming experience before, for | had
often been humiliated because my dreams were only saved from being utterly disjointed
and commonplace by the frequent terror of nightmares. But | could not believe that | had
been asleep, for | remembered distinctly the gradual breaking-in of the vision upon me, like
the new images in a dissolving view,' or the growing distinctness of the landscape as the
sun lifts up the veil of the morning mist. [..] No, it was not a dram; was it—the thought was
full of tremulous exultation—was it the poet's nature in me, hitherto only a yearning
sensibility, now manifesting itself suddenly as spontaneous creation? [..] Was it that my
illness had wrought some happy change in my organisation—given a firmer tension to my
nerves—carried off some dull obstruction? | had often read of such effects—in works of
fiction at least. [...]

For several days | was in a state of excited expectation, watching for a recurrence of
my new Qift. | sent my thoughts ranging over my world of knowledge, in the hope that they
would find some object which would send a reawakening vibration through my slumbering
genius. But no; my world remained as dim as ever, and that flash of strange light refused to
come again, though | watched for it with palpitating eagerness.

My father accompanied my every day in a drive, and a gradually lengthening walk as
my powers of walking increased; [..] | felt all the impatience of a convalescent who has

'"Dissolving views' were a popular type of magic lantern show, which exhibited one image dissolving
into another.



nothing particular to do, and who has just taken a tonic in the prospect of immediate
exercise that would carry off the stimulus.

Unable to sit still and reserve my strength, | walked up and down the room, looking
out on the current of the Rhone, just where it leaves the dark-blue lake; but thinking all the
while of the possible causes that could detain my father.

Suddenly | was conscious that my father was in the room, but not alone: there were
two persons with him. Strange! | had heard no footstep, | had not seen the door open; but |
saw my father, and at his right hand our neighbour Mrs Filmore, whom | remembered very
well, though | had not seen her for five years. She was a common-place middle-aged
woman, in silk and cashmere; but the lady on the left of my father was not more than
twenty, a tall, slim, willowy figure, with luxuriant blond hair, arranged in cunning braids and
folds that looked almost too massive for the slight figure and the small-featured,
thin-lipped face they crowned. But the face had not a girlish expression: the features were
sharp, the pale grey eyes ot once acute, restless, and sarcastic. They were fixed on me in
half-smiling curiosity, and | felt a painful sensation as if a sharp wind were cutting me. [...]

‘Well, Latimer, you thought me long,” my father said....

But while the last word was in my ears, the whole group vanished and there was
nothing between me and the Chinese painted folding screen that stood before the door. |
was cold and trembling; | could only totter forward aond throw myself on the sofa. This
strange new power had manifested itself again. ... But was it o power? Might it rather not
be o disease--a sort of intermittent delirium, concentrating my energy of brain into
moments of unhealthy activity, and leaving my saner hours all the more barren? | felt a
dizzy sense of unreality in what my eye rested on; | grasped the bell convulsively, like one
trying to free himself from a nightmare, and rang it twice. Pierre came with a look of alarm
in his face.

‘Monsier ne se trouve pas bien?? he said, anxiously.

I'm tired of waiting, Pierre, | said, as distinctly and emphatically as | could, like a man
determined to be sober in spite of wine; I'm afraid something has happened to my
father—he’s usually so punctual. Run to the Hotel des Bergues and see if he is there!

Pierre left the room at once, with a soothing ‘Bien, Monsieur’; and | felt the better for
this scene of simple, walking prose. Seeking to calm myself still further, | went into my
bedroom, adjoining the salon, and opened a case of eau -de-Cologne; took out a bottle;
went through the process of taking out the cork very neatly, and then rubbed the reviving
spirit over my hands and forehead, and under my nostrils, drawing a new delight from the
scene because | had procured it by slow details of labour, and by no strange sudden
madness. Already | had begun to taste something of the horror that belongs to the lot of a
human being whose nature is not adjusted to simple human conditions.

Still enjoying the scent, | returned to the salon, but it was not unoccupied, as it had
been before | left it. In front of the Chinese folding-screen there was my father, with Mrs
Filmore on his right hand, and on his left—the slim blond- haired girl, with the keen face
and the keen eyes fixed on me in half-smiling curiosity.

‘Well, Latimer, you thought me long,” my father said....

| heard no more, felt no more, till | become conscious that | was lying with my head low
on the sofaq, Pierre and my father by my side. As soon as | was thoroughly revived, my father
left the room, and presently returned, saying,

2 (French) ‘Sir, are you unwell?.



T've been to tell the ladies [Bertha Grant and Mrs Filmore] how you are, Latimer. They
were waiting in the next room. We shall put off our shopping expedition to-day. [...]

He made no further allusion to the fact of my having fainted at the moment of seeing
her [Bertha], and | would not for the world have told him the reason: | shrank from the idea
of disclosing to any one what might be regarded as a pitiable peculiarity, most of all from
betraying it to my father, who would have suspected my sanity ever after. [..]

Shortly after this last occurrence—l think the very next day—l began to be aware of a
phase in my abnormal sensibility, to which, from the languid and slight nature of my
intercourse with others since my illness, | had not been alive before. This was the obtrusion
on my mind of the mental process going forward in first one person, and then another, with
whom | happened to be in contact: the vagrant, frivolous ideas and emotions of some
uninteresting acquaintance—Mrs Filmore, for example—would force themselves on my
consciousness like an importunate, ill-played musical instrument, or the loud activity of an
imprisoned insect. But this unpleasant sensibility was fitful, and left me moments of rest,
when the souls of my companions were once more shut out from me, and | felt a relief such
as silence brings to wearied nerves. | might have believed this importunate insight to be
merely a diseased activity of the imagination, but that my prevision of incalculable words
and actions proved it to have a fixed relation to the mental process in other minds. But this
superadded consciousness, wearying and annoying enough when it urged on me the trivial
experience of indifferent people, became an intense pain and grief when it seemed to be
opening to me the souls of those who were in a close relation to me—when the rational talk,
the graceful attentions, the wittily-turned phrases, and the kindly deeds, which used to
maoke the web of their characters, were seen as if thrust asunder by a microscopic vision,
that showed all the struggling chaos of puerilities, meanness, vague caopricious memories,
and indolent make-shift thoughts, from which human words and deeds emerge like leaflets
covering a fermenting heap.



Mesmerism

and the

Introduction
of Surgical
Anesthesia
to Victorian

England

by Alison Winter

Above: The most famouws
Yictorian mesmerist, John
Ellintson, is portrayed in a
1943 Punch cartoon as a
concert j:i:mist,"prping"
the head of a plebeian
woman with mesmeric
influences, as if her brain

wre a et of plano keys,

Ohne of the most celehrared] moments in the history of surgery is the
introduction of anesthesiv in the 19th cencury. During the 18405, erher,
choroform, and chen nitrous oxide weee first used in surgical practice us
anestheeic agenes. Hisrorians have rradirionally seen chis innovation as the
cricical moment in an age-old battle berween docrors and pain. I'm going t
malke an argument, however, chat might initially seem both ungenerous and
conerary to common senss: Il suggest thar the incroduceion of anesrheric
techniques in the | 840s cercaindy had semerbing co do with the alleviation of
pain, bur & much more imporcane factor was the professional anxieties of
Vicrorian docrors and their seruggles for authority at a cricical moment in
their history. Ether was introduced as an aleernarive to a preexisting anes-
thetic technique that was chrearening to many doctors—the praceice of
MESMErism,

In che first half of the 19th century, British physicians and surgeons were
astensibly governed by three organizations—the Royal Callege of Physicians,
the College of Surgeons, and the Sociery of Apochecariss—Dbut actually there
was very little regulation.  Early Victorian docrors often claimed chat chey
were making grest steides in clinical research and medical education, bur they
were by no means a united and powerful communicy: chere were frw legal
regulutions over medical pracrice, and a wide variety of compering healers
offered cheir services in a chaoric medical markerplace. And Victorian patients
were less impressed wich the progress of medicine than doctors chemselves,
Medical students were caricatured in the press as drunken buffoons, and i was
commonly said that doctors’ ignorance and irresponsibilicy made them as
likely o kill as they were oo cure rheir parients,

There were consrant complaints abour “guackery,” bue these complaines
came from so many dilferent sources as to suggese that the problem was
ubicuitous—there was no single type of practitioner one could seck our who
was sure to be crustworehy, There were "quacks” with formal medical reaining
and withoue it, in the metropalis and in the provinces, on the faculey of the
universities, and engaged in privare practice. Conventional doctors were
accused of quackery, a8 well a3 people we might now identify as fringe or
alternative cherapists, such as homeoparhists, herbalises, hydrotherapsisrs,
mesmerists, and hypuotists. Bur calling them fringe cherapises would be
anachronistic, because the sitnarion was so chaoric in early Viciorian England
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To prove thar the ordinary senses were n:-u.'l[:.- pone, the mesmerist and members

of the audience fired pistols near the subject's ears, pricked her skin wich

needles . .

Right: A mesmaerist creates
a state of unconsciousness
in his subject by maving
his hands closely over her.
Below: Here the magnetic
influence is rendered
visibde (by the imagination
of the artist) as a physical
force radiating from the
mesmerist's body into that
of his subject. (Both
illustrations from Charles
Dupotet, LWrt du
Magnétiseur, 1862.)
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- and waved smelling salcs beneath her noserils,

that they wene noc really marginal ar all—chey
werne just parr of the fray.

Among them, the mesmerists were particularly
significant to the history of anesthesia. Animal
MEAENEtISm, OF MESMErism, Was 4 practice in
which one person claimed to influence anorher
through rhe movement of his hands near the sue-
face of rthe orher person’s bedy. It was invented in
the late 18th century by the Austrian physician
Frunz Anton Mesmer, who thoughe thar he had
discovered a means of manipulating physical
forces, nr “magnetic fuids,” in the service of
health,

Mesmer and his followers thoughr char when the
mesmerist moved his hand in front of che patient,
a physical influence of some kind passed berween
them, The influence created physiological changes
in the patient’s body, Mesmerism was controver-
sial from the very beginning, bur it survived and
spreacd chronghout Burope, In the 19th century, it
became a widespread form of psychological experi-
ment and medical therapy, In the illuseration
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ahove, & mid-19th-century mesmerist moves
closely over his subjecr, his physical proximity
creating a state of artificial sleep or altered con-
scipusness; the illustration below portrays che
magnetic influence as a kind of ray, zkin o light,
Once the mesmeric stare had been achieved,
[urcher manipulations could cure illnesses, or,
ulternatively, produce amazing psychical phenom-
ena such as clairvovance, praphecy, and the
suspensinn of sensation.

Drering the 18408, hundreds of itinern: mes-
merists traveled along Britin's lectwring circuics,
displaying their phenomena before paying andi-
ences. They used public shows ro arrrace privace
clients who might be willing to pay large sums for
personal trearment. During the public demonsera-
tions, mesmerises and skeprics would oussle over
the quescion of wherther che strange phonomena
were real or the subject were faking, This was the
first question people asked, and they went to
extravagant and sometimes horrifying lengehs
ENSWECT L.

‘To prove thar che ordinary senses were really
gone, the mesmerist and members of the audience
fired pistols near the subject’s ears, pricked her
skin with needles (the stereotypical patiens was
always a woman, alchough mesmerism was
praticed on borh genders), and waved smelling
salts beneath ber nosteils, There were more
appressive teses as well: acid poured on berskin,
knives thruse under her fingernails, elecrric shocks
mn through her arms, and noxions substances
placed in her mouth (such as vinegar, scap, and
even ammonia). Experiments sometimes provoked
physical skirmishes over subjects’ bodies as che
mesmerist and his challengers infliceed rival
rormures. I chese produced a response, skeprics
dismissed the experiment. If there was none, the
trance was all the more plansible—or the fakery all
the mare skillful and reprehensible.

This was how mesmerism's anestheric powers
were discovered. Afrer dozens of public demon-



scrations in which unconscious mesmeric subjects
were unwitcingly tortueed, people began to chink
of puarring anesrhesia to a more consLeuctive
purpose, numely, in surgery.

The first well-publicized British operation o
nse mesmeric aneschesia was an ampuration of a
leg at the thigh, The patient was James Wombell,
o 42-vear-old Nottinghamshire laborer, and the
mesmerist & barrister named William Topham.
For several davs Topham used mesmerism o pur
Wombell “inro repeared stares of diminished pain
and deeper sleep.” Finally, he reached a state of
complete insensibility, and during che surgery he
manifested none of the usual signs of pain excepr
for a “low moaning.” This sound was not influ
enced by the course of the opertion; it did not
change, and Wombell did not stir, when the major
nerve oo che spine—the sciatic nerve—rwras cur.
Afrerward Wombell claimed to have felr no pain,
though he did say he had “once felr as if 1 heaed a
kind of crunching.” He recovered and lived for 30
yrars,

It mighe seem obvious thar Wombell would
have had no incentive to misrepresent his experi-
ences—il he saic he felt nothing, then he felt
nothing. But chis was violently disputed when his
case was published. Docrors aggued vehemently
ahout wherher he had been faking his lack of pain
during the operation and lying about it afterward.
Some claimed that he had colluded with the mes-
merist and surgeon to precend that he fele nothing
when he had acrually been conscious the encire
time, ‘Thar is, he had fele all the pain of the am-
putacion but had used whar muscles remained in
that leg to hold ie still even when the lnife cot
through the sciatic nerve.

Iy undersrand chis skepricism, we need o gera
better sense of whar it meant in chis period o lose
semsation. Since cthe late 18ch cenrury, a wide
cunge of drugs, gases, and vapors could suspend
sensarion, but until che 1840s, it seems thar no
one thoughr co wse these agents for the eelief of
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pain in surgery. One mighe think chat chis in-
getion stemmed from che fear of side effeces. Bur
1':”'1".'{“[‘“”'}' docrors were not VELY srrtu:ulnus
about this kind of concern. The fiest half of the
century saw the incroduction of powerful chemi-
cals into therapeuric trearmene, many of which are
rankod as toxic when nsed in lower doses than
those used at che time [or therapeutic purposes.
Doceors had no worries about using uneried chem-
ical cures on charity pacients in hospitals. If chey
had wished to experiment wich aneschesia in che
reaching hospirals, there would have been norhing
to stop them.

MNor can one ateribute the delay to the ignorance
of the general public abour rthese chemicals and
their efteces on the body, Echer and nirrons oxide,

19ul FAGINEERING &

Above: A typical broad-
shoat advertises a public
demonstration of
mesmerism by an itinerant
lecturer. The mesmerist
proclalms that “facts are
stubborn things™ as a
promise that the andience
will find mesmerism’s
reality impossible to deny.
(Courtesy of the Somerset
Records Office.)

CCIENCE WO, 2 33



ENGIMEERING

and their perception- and consciousness-aleering
effects (including insensibilicy o pain) were on
show in music halls and popular scienrific dis-
plays. Their effects were witnessed by vieeually all
eanks of society, and they could be obrained
commercially. A grear proporcion of individuals
had seen the cffects of chemicals like ether,
alcohal, landanum, opium, and nitrous oxide, and
hacl access 1o them.

1t is extraordinary, on the face of it, thas 30 years
should have passed before ether and nirrous oxide
were routinely used in surgery, One racher ob-
vious poinr is cthar sensation and insensibility had
a very dilferent significance in the 19th century
from whae they have come to mean since anesthe-
sia became a coutine pare of medical pracrice. The
connecrion oo surgery, once made and demon-
strated, was obvious, but making chis conpection
wits {10t teivial. If it had been, surgical aneschesia
would have been developed in che late 1 8ch
cenrury, when narural philosophers were mosr
interesred in developing different kinds of gases
and vapors and documenting cheir effeces on the
body. Instead, che deliberare suspension of pain
during surgery came as an afterchoughr in early
Vicrarian mesmeric research. Even after mesmeric
anesrhesia was developed, four years passed before
chemical anesthetic agenes became well known
{alchough there were sporadic, individual experi-
ments with these agenes carlier).

Whar may be cven more surprising is chat many
docroes did nor like che thoughe of aneschesia
when mesmerism's powers were firse demon-

b ovrience wn, 1 1908

Left: The first major surgical operation on record using
mesmerism was performed in 1828 in Cherbourg, France—
a breast amputation on one Mme, Plantin by Dr. Jules
Clocquer, When Plantin appeared to feel none of the pain
af surgery, the expeviment was declared a suceess,
although the patient died soon after, (From Figuler,
Mystires de [z Selence, 1880.)

serated. Some were actually horrified by the
prospece. One medical editor protested char the
iclea of ong person producing insensibilicy in
another was oo terrible even to admit into con-
sideration. If pain could really be suspended, he
rhrearened, "the teech could be pulled from one’s
hend ™ without one’s even realizing it. He con-
cluded that the suspension of pain would “rear
down” all the "fences™ in sociery. It was not
merely the srate of insensibilicy thar was horrify-
ing, of course, since alcohol and opinm could dull
pain und remove consciousness, But these were not
dispensed by someone else; they were consumed
by the individual concerned, and he or she con-
rrolled rhe dosage. For che medical edicor, rhe
thought thar one person could remove from others
their sensitiviey to their surroundings involved a
herrifying vielation of the individual’s agency.
The disturbing narure of the hyporherical scenario
b laid before his readers further accentuares the
difference in bodily sensibility between the 18305
and the late 20ch century.

There is no way of knowing whether the pa-
rients of such ourraged docrors would have reacred
sirnilaely if the connecrion berween the production
of insensibility and its potential use in surgery had
been presented to chem. [am bound o suspece
rthar rhey would have been less fussy than the
melical edivor quored above, Bur eicher way,
putients, like doceors, did not make cthe connec-
tions chat would have given them the choice.

Cine factor in the changing arcitude to pain
wiis the rising power of surgeons, and their rivaley
with physicians, During the early 18405 the Col-
legre of Surgeons lobbied for, and in 1843 received,
the Royal aceredicacion thae had long been the sole
privilege of the Royal College of Physicians. In
the late 18305 and early 18405, che surgeons’
drive to lever themselves into positions of grearer
authority proveked resentful articles about
individual surgeons, represencing them as unre-
generare, inhumane, and barbarous hypocrices whe



ealked reform but practiced barbarism, And in
thess poreraits, pain was porcrayed as something
the surgeon maliciously manipolaced. For in-
stance, in 1840, the Medical Timer ran a seriking
series of “porrrairs” of the master of the London
surgical scene, Robert Liston, professor of surgery
at University College London.  Liston was pre-
eminent for his speed wich the knife and skill

ar manipulacing it, Bur even Liscon could be
represented as @ maliciows, maladvoir rogue wich-
in the reformist medical press. The Medive! Tine
portrayed him as an example of old-fashioned
surgeans’ unfeeling arcinades ro their pacienrs.
The way it sketched Liston's crude, cruel, and
vulgar personality involved Liston's attitude to
his patients’ pain.

The arricle tald a dramaric story of a struggle
berween him and a pacient on the operaring rable.
During a lithotomy the patient “attempted o
cluse his limbs ina vain atcempr co avoid seretch-
ing the gaping wound” and thereby suffer even
grearer pain, His surgeon shouced, “Slack your
legs, mang slack vour legs—or | won't go on,™
Then he “coolly relinguished che operation,” and
stared coldly, “"No, [ won't go on, . . . unless he
loosens his limbs,™ Evencually che parient was

One medical editor protested that the idea of one person producing insensibil-
ity in anocher was too cecciole even to admit into consideration. If pain could

really be suspended, he thrcatened, “the teech could be pulled from one’s head”

without one's even realizing ir.

able to relax his legs. Liston chen proceeded wich
the operation and, elling the parient, “here's your
enermy,” removed the stone from his bledder. The
article concluded with a scormful summing up:
"His element was hlood, and he raised himself
rowards the pinnacle of professicnal renown upon
the mangled trophies of his amputations and the
reeking spoils of the operating theater.” One
could only pity the “rrembling parients” who
waired co “feel che temper of his knife.”

Pain was eraditionally a sign of surgeons’
masterful status, like the cloceed blood chey lef
on their aprons. In the eves of chis journalise,
however, the surgeon was & sinister figure per-
versely vauloing himaelf to geearer power by
making u greater spectacle than necessary of the
patient’s paits and his dependence on the surgeon.
In this instance, mentad concrol of anaocher person’s
body was a greater sign of surgical power chan
hyrical conerol. Ar the same time, though, i
facilirared an indiccment of the surgeon, Pain

3ok

wts rrearcd here not as an inevicable parr of a
parient’s experience, bur as an evil thar should

be mimimized wherever possible, This wes the
implicit assumption that made Liseon’s manipuls-
rion of his patients’ pain pivoeal in che Medical
Times's arcempr to discredic him,

Anorher facror in the conrroversy over mesmeric
anesthesia was relared to Victorians’ fascination
with ultersd states of mind, Victorians used a
dizzyingly large vocabulary for suspended anima-
tion: slecp, coma, insensibilicy, caralepsy, sus-
pended animarion, transient dearh, human
hibernation, and snesthesia were ouly a few of the
terms purperting o describe different conditions.
To Vicrorians, no single behavior could unconera-
versially be vermed "anescherized.” During rhese
debates it was not easy to decide when & patient
was inzsensible. If he moaned, critics claimed he
must have been awake; he had merely forgoreen
the experience. 1F he lay still, critics wook his
motionless state as an indication of conscious
control aver his body. Similar uncertainey sur-
rounded rhe quesrion af che pacient’s testimonsy,
because of course this wounld be one state where
you couldn’t rermain sober as a judge to cesuily,

At the very moment when you were supposed
ro be keeping rrack of what was going on, you
became unconscious,

As the years passed, berween 1842 and 18406,
mesmerism became ncreasingly successful. One
major boon oo the campaign was the introducrion
of mesmerism ro India, where a cerain kind of
aperation was particularly helped by anesthesia,
These were operations [or the removal of large
rumars, or hydmceles, particulacly of the serotum.
Sceoral hydroceles were nor uncommon in Tndia
and could grow (o enormons sizes (in some cases
the diseased scrotum wenrhed more than the rest
of the individual’s body). They were extremely
harel to remeve in che years hefore ancsthesia,
becauze patiencs vsually died of shock on rhe
cperating table. When mesmeric anesthesia began
tor be praceiced in India, it became parcicularly
well known for its successtul application o chese
dramatic and horrible cases. Back in Bricain,
Victorian assumprions about che “simpleminded]”
nacuce of India’s indigenous peoples made chese
operarions into persuasive evidence for the realicy
of mesmeric phenomena. According to the
London journal editors, che Indian subjeces were
either too naive or dim-witted to fake che effeces,

Erher anesthesia

By mid 1846, mesmeric anesthesia looked
poised wo enter hospirals as a rourine surgical tech-
nique. Then, in November, the aneschetic proper-
ties of the vapor of eccher became widely known.

Ether's history was remarkably similar ro
mesmerism’s: irs powers over the body became
known in the late Enlightenment, when doctors
were studying the effects on the body of all kinds
of airs. During the first several decades of the
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Detail of the painting on
page 30 of the first
npu':iiun under ether.
William Morton stands at
left, holding the Inhaler.
Note the pale and

mationless appearance of
the patient and the
professional solemnity of
the surgeons. The scene is
strikingly different from
witnesses” accounts of the

evenk itself,
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Mesmerists were enraged at the welcome ether was receiving from docrors who

had previnusly rejected the possibility of che suspension of pain. FEcher

effectively put paid to mesmerisms’s best hope for medical legirimacy.

19¢h century, ether and mesmerism were both
recreational practices in popular-science demon-
strations. And during the 1840s, echer was
arracked as an ohstacle to medical reform. Medical
srudenrs’ fondness for consuming the inebriating
vapor in “ether (rolics” was undermining cheic
education and encouraging habics of dissiparion.

It weas largely through rthe ineffecriveness of a
Bosron dencist, both in mesmerism and in the
administeation of nitrous vxide, that inhalation
anesthesia was developed in 1846, Horace Wells
had been experimenting for some rime wich mes-
merism in the hope of enescherising his denral
parienis. Bue Wells was no mesmerist. His every
effore was an abysmal failure. Then, in 1845, he
noticed that subjects "drunk”™ on nicrows oxide
during a popular-science demonsrrarion appeaned
ro feel no pein. He immediately arranged a public
demonsceation of his own, and administered che
nitrous oxide himself. He claimed thae his idea
would bring forth a “new era of rooch pulling.”
Unformnartely, the procedure did not anestherize
the patient, Wells found to his dismay that prac-
tice and skill were necessary for suceess. He retired
in humiliation and later commiteed suicide when
his former dencal parcner, William Morton,
received the eredit for discovering mhalation
anesthesia only one year later.

Morton had been presens for Wells's disascroos
performance, and decided ro make his own experi-
ments using ether instead. After much practice
(incidemtally on someone who had asked oo be
mesmerized), Moreon carefully arranged his
demonstrarion of echer on Ocroher 19, 1846,
Morron adminisrered the erher, and D, John
Collins Warren performed che surgery, The
opetation involved a small incision ta the jaw,
[ollowed by some minor dental work, According
to several acoounts, the parient moaned and moved
resclessly under che knife.  Echer had nor made
him insensible, he lacer testified, though his pain
hasd been somewhat dulled. The incision had felt

road

to him as though a “hoe" had been “scraped”
across lis shin, Bue as Warren fnishied the
surgery, the audience wene wild wich cheers,
throwing papers anto the stage and shouring their
enthusiazsm, “Geneclemen,” proclaimed Warren,
“this is no humbug.”

Eventually, ether’s debue as an anesthecic apent
wonld be revised when it was celebrared ina
famous painting of 1880, which hangs in the
Boston Medical Library (see page 300, Here,
instead of the uproar the audience displayed
during the real event, they are sober, calm and
SCTIOLS; (N contrase o che patent’s rsrimony ar
the time, he is nor conscious, and all traces of the
commotivi described in 1A40 are gone,

An ethereal epidemic

The Londan deneise Francis Boorr seems ro have
been the first British peactitioner wo hear the news
gbourt ether, some cheee weeks lacer when the post
arrived by sea from the east coast of America. He
immediarely wrote ro Roberr Lisron, rthe afore-
mentioned professar of surgery at Universicy
Callege Hospital. Liston was on the lookout for
techniques thar would enhance the powers of
surgery withour carrying the sort of caine thar he
thought mesmerism had, and he moved quickly to
seage 4 highly publicized petformance of the first
operation using ether anesthesia,

Liston's operation was dosigned o remind his
audience of landmark mesmeric demanstrations,
The aperation, an amputacion of the leg a1 Lhe
thigh, was the same procedure that Topham and
Ward had performed four years earlier. The
serring, University College Hospiral, had been the
venue for Vicrorian Bricain's very first experiments
in mesmerism almost a decade before, During ehe
operacion, the patient mosned and stirred rest-
lessly, bur did nor ery oue.

When he had finished, Lisron crowed thac “rhis
Yankee dodge bears mesmerism hollow.” Larer
that day he wrote to his friend, Professor James



Miller of Edinburgh, exulring, "FIIUTRRAH!
Rejoice! Mesmerism, and its professors, have mer
with a heavy blow, and great discouragement.”
Whae Liston was celebrating, it would seem, was
at least as much & victory over mesmerism as it
was a rrinmph over pain,

The next stage in the bacele for concrol of anes-
thesin was extensive coverage in the press. In the
first six monchs of 1847, che Lawoee iz said o have
published 112 arricles on erher anesrhesia; and so
intoxicared were British docrors with the new
technigue that one medical journal referred 1o an
“etheren] epidemic” among the profession. The
medical press stressed rhe "medicalness” of ether
by positioning it as che opposice of mesmerism;
thite is, it was scientific and it was resteicted oo
respectable praceitioners. No one specified what
its scientific principles were, and che claim that
ether conld be resericeed o a selecr few profession-
als was wishful thinking, Buor echer’s repurarion as
Leing scientific und professional, in conteadistine-
tion to mesmerism’s quackery, was encouraged
rhroughaur the nexr several years and decades.

The decline of mesmeric and ether anesthesia

Mesmerists were enraged ar the positive
receprion thar ether was receiving from docrors
who had previously rejecred the possibilicy of che
suspension of pain. Brher effectively pur paid to
mesmetism's best hope for medical legitirmacy,
Although mesmerism continued o be a thriving
practice outside che medical communicy, even to
the point of the establishment of several “mes-
meric infirmaries” during the late 18403, the
defeat of mesmeric anesthesia was widely per-
ceived to spell the end of mesmerism’s potencial
legitirmacy wirhin medicine, Mesmerism was not
tuken into hospitals as a preparation flor surgery
during these years, even when first echer, and then
chlorofarm, were deemed unsuitable aneschetic
agents and exchanged for orhers.

The late 18405 saw the decline of both erher and
mesmetisin, The magnetie fluids dissipated from
the surgical scene during the "ethereal epidemic™:
bur cther’s success evaporared as well a couple of
years later, By the end of the decade, chloroform
had superseded it as che agent of choice, Accord-
ing to contemporary sccounts, this was because
ether anesthesia was usually preceded by a stage of
"exhilararion”™—rhe srare associaned with erher
fralics. The association of ether with drunkenness
and with mesmerism could not be eradicated as
long as this entereaining phenomenon persiseed;
nor could rhe surgeon demonstrace complece con-
rrol over rhe subject. Chloroform, on che orher
hand, generally bypassed the seage of exhilamation.
As one surgeon puc it, “The time of che surgeon is
saved [and] . . . the paricne has not che same degree
of tendency to exhilararion and ralking.” One
moment the pacicnr was a conscions subjecr, the
next, he or she was a body on che opemuing rable,

As for the longee-term eflects of anesthesia,

1908

Dr. Robert Liston was
professor of surgery at
University College London
and the acknowledged
master of the early
Victorian surpical stage.

WVictorian hospital reports suggest that it did not
result in an increase of successful surgeries. Deatch
races for surgery were still very high from loss of
blood and from infection. The assumption chat
anesthesia must have caused such a revolution is a
sign of the success of the campaign o create a
perfect profile for erher aneschesia in che pages of
the Laweet for 1847, a veil dropped over the messy
conteoversy surrounding the emergence of inhala-
rion ancschesia.

The controversy over ancsthesia cannot be
explained in cerms of a simple duel berween the
estublishment and the fringe, since it was the
construction of mesmerism as deviance that was at
stake. Mesmerism, then ether, and later chloro-
[ wege seen as potentially imporeant teols in
the construction of a professional elacionship
berween susgeon and patient; mesmerism, then
ether, then chloroform were marginalized within a
short space of oime. One of che mosr general
lessons of this story is that we tend to think of
great sciencific and medical discoveries as being
independent of cheir original cultural and social
contexes. W hen these conrexrs are reconscracred,
the process of discovery can become less of
single, isolated, and sudden event, and more of a
choice berween compering slternatives, whose
merirs look very ditferent when chey are under-
stood [rom the perspective of the people of the
time, L

Thit ariicle was adapted frove Adison Winter's Seminar
Diery bl in May 1998, Winter, wia sarned ber BA
[fram the Ulniversity of Chicage in 1987 and ber PAD
Srom the University of Cambvidge in 1993, bar been
arsstant proferer of bisteey @t Caltech simce 1904, Her
book Mesmerized: powers of mind in Viceorian
Britain, prbliched by the University of Chicago Pres,
will apgpecer thiv falf,
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Excerpt from Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Parasite®

“The Parasite” was first published in Harper's Weekly, and ran from 10th Nov. to Ist Dec.
1894 - just three months after the serial run of George du Maurier’s novel about predatory
and exploitative hypnotism, Trilby, had appeared in Harper's Monthly (Jan.—Aug. 1894).
However, unlike the nefarious Svengali in du Maurier’s novel, who manipulates a young
woman, the mesmerist in “The Parasite” is the mysterious Miss Penclosa from Trinidad, and
her “victim®, a university professor, Gilroy.

Hoping to scientifically (dis)jorove mesmerism, Gilroy agrees to subject himself to Miss
Penclosa’s powers. The story ends with Penclosa trying to force Gilroy via long-distance
mesmerism to poison his fiancé. He awakes before the deed is committed and rushes to
Penclosa’s house, only to find that she died at the exact time he awoke; her death, it is
implied, caused by an over-exertion of her mesmeric powers. The following excerpt details
the gradual revealing of Penclosa’s powers (and desires), beginning with a description of
her.

‘Any one less like my idea of a West Indian could not be imagined. She was a small,
frail creature, well over forty, | should say, with a pale, peaky face, and hair of a very light
shade of chestnut. Her presence was insignificant and her manner retiring. In any group of
ten women she would have been the last whom one would have picked out. Her eyes were
perhaps her most remarkable, and also, | am compelled to say, her least pleasant, feature.
They were gray in color—gray with a shade of green— and their expression struck me as
being decidedly furtive. | wonder if furtive is the word, or should | have said fierce? On
second thoughts, feline would have expressed it better. A crutch leaning against the wall
told me what was painfully evident when she rose: that one of her legs was crippled”

[.]

March 26. Wilson was, as | had anticipated, very exultant over my conversion, and Miss
Penclosa was also demurely pleased at the result of her experiment. Strange what a silent,
colorless creature she is save only when she exercises her power! Even talking about it
gives her color and life. She seems to take a singular interest in me. | cannot help observing
how her eyes follow me about the room. We had the most interesting conversation about
her own powers. It is just as well to put her views on record, though they cannot, of course,
claim any scientific weight. "You are on the very fringe of the subject,” said she, when | had
expressed wonder at the remarkable instance of suggestion which she had shown me. ‘|
had no direct influence upon Miss Marden when she caome round to you. | was not even
thinking of her that morning. What | did was to set her mind as | might set the alarum of a
clock so that at the hour named it would go off of its own accord. If six months instead of
twelve hours had been suggested, it would have been the same." "And if the suggestion had
been to assassinate me?" "She would most inevitably have done so." "But this is a terrible
powerl" | cried. ‘It is, as you say, a terrible power," she answered gravely, "ond the more you
know of it the more terrible will it seem to you." "May | ask,” said |, "what you meant when you
said that this matter of suggestion is only at the fringe of it? What do you consider the
essential?" "l had rather not tell you." | was surprised at the decision of her answer. "You
understand,” said |, "that it is not out of curiosity | ask, but in the hope that | may find some
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scientific explanation for the facts with which you furnish me." "Frankly, Professor Gilroy,"
said she, I am not ot all interested in science, nor do | care whether it con or cannot
classify these powers." "But | was hoping—" "Ah, that is quite another thing. If you make it a
personal matter,” said she, with the pleasantest of smiles, *l shall be only too happy to tell
you any thing you wish to know. Let me see; what was it you asked me? Oh, about the
further powers. Professor Wilson won't believe in them, but they are quite true all the same.
For example, it is possible for an operator to gain complete command over his
subject—presuming that the latter is o good one. Without any previous suggestion he may
make him do whatever he likes." "Without the subject's knowledge?" "That depends. If the
force were strongly exerted, he would know no more about it than Miss Marden did when
she came round and frightened you so. Or, if the influence was less powerful, he might be
conscious of what he was doing, but be quite unable to prevent himself from doing it
"Would he have lost his own will power, then?" "It would be over-ridden by another stronger
one." "Have you ever exercised this power yourself?" "Several times." "Is your own will so
strong, then?" "Well, it does not entirely depend upon that. Many have strong wills which are
not detachable from themselves. The thing is to have the gift of projecting it into another
person aond superseding his own. | find that the power varies with my own strength and
health." "Practically, you send your soul into another person's body." "Well, you might put it
that way." "And what does your own body do?" "It merely feels lethargic.” "Well, but is there no
danger to your own health?" | asked. "There might be a little. You have to be careful never
to let your own consciousness absolutely go; otherwise, you might experience some
difficulty in finding your way back again. You must always preserve the connection, aos it
were. | am afraid | express myself very badly, Professor Gilroy, but of course | don't know
how to put these things in a scientific way. | am just giving you my own experiences and my
own explanations.” Well, | read this over now at my leisure, and | marvel at myself! Is this
Austin Gilroy, the man who has won his way to the front by his hard reasoning power and
by his devotion to fact? Here | am gravely retailing the gossip of a woman who tells me how
her soul may be projected from her body, and how, while she lies in a lethargy, she can
control the actions of people ot a distance. Do | accept it? Certainly not. She must prove
and re-prove before | yield a point. But if | am still a sceptic, | have at least ceased to be a
scoffer. We are to have a sitting this evening, and she is to try if she can produce any
mesmeric effect upon me. If she can, it will moke an excellent starting-point for our
investigation. No one can accuse me, ot any rate, of complicity. If she cannot, we must try
and find some subject who will be like Caesar's wife. Wilson is perfectly impervious.

10 P.M. | believe that | am on the threshold of an epoch-making investigation. To have
the power of examining these phenomena from inside—to have an organism which will
respond, and at the same time a brain which will appreciaote and criticise—that is surely a
unique advantage. | am quite sure that Wilson would give five years of his life to be as
susceptible as | have proved myself to be. There was no one present except Wilson and his
wife. | was seated with my head leaning back, and Miss Penclosa, standing in front and a
little to the left, used the same long, sweeping strokes as with Agatha. At each of them a
warm current of air seemed to strike me, and to suffuse a thrill and glow all through me
from head to foot. My eyes were fixed upon Miss Penclosa’'s face, but as | gozed the
features seemed to blur and to fade away. | was conscious only of her own eyes looking
down ot me, gray, deep, inscrutable. Larger they grew and larger, until they changed
suddenly into two mountain laokes toward which | seemed to be falling with horrible rapidity.
| shuddered, and as | did so some deeper stratum of thought told me that the shudder
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represented the rigor which | had observed in Agatha. An instant later | struck the surface
of the lakes, now joined into one, and down | went beneath the water with a fulness in my
head and a buzzing in my ears. Down | went, down, down, and then with a swoop up again
until | could see the light streaming brightly through the green water. | was almost at the
surface when the word "Awakel" rang through my head, and, with a start, | found myself
back in the arm-chair, with Miss Penclosa leaning on her crutch, and Wilson, his note book
in his hand, peeping over her shoulder. No heaviness or weariness was left behind. On the
contrary, though it is only an hour or so since the experiment, | feel so wakeful that | om
more inclined for my study than my bedroom. | see quite a vista of interesting experiments
extending before us, and am all impatience to begin upon them.

March 27. A blank day, as Miss Penclosa goes with Wilson and his wife to the Suttons.
Have begun Binet and Ferre's "Animal Magnetism." What strange, deep waters these arel
Results, results, results—and the cause aon absolute mystery. It is stimulaoting to the
imagination, but | must be on my guard against that. Let us have no inferences nor
deductions, and nothing but solid facts. | KNOW that the mesmeric trance is true; | KNOW
that mesmeric suggestion is true; | KNOW that | am myself sensitive to this force. That is my
present position. | have a large new note-book which shall be devoted entirely to scientific
detail. Long talk with Agatha and Mrs. Marden in the evening about our marriage. We think
that the summer vac. (the beginning of it) would be the best time for the wedding. Why
should we delay? | grudge even those few months. Still, as Mrs. Marden says, there are a
good many things to be arranged.

March 28. Mesmerized again by Miss Penclosa. Experience much the some as before,
save that insensibility come on more quickly. See Note-book A for temperature of room,
barometric pressure, pulse, and respiration as taken by Professor Wilson.

March 29. Mesmerized again. Details in Note-book A.

March 30. Sunday, and a blank day. | grudge any interruption of our experiments. At
present they merely embrace the physical signs which go with slight, with complete, and
with extreme insensibility. Afterward we hope to pass on to the phenomena of suggestion
and of lucidity. Professors have demonstrated these things upon women at Nancy and at
the Salpetriere. It will be more convincing when a woman demonstrates it upon a professor,
with o second professor as a witness. And that | should be the subject—|, the sceptic, the
materialist! At least, | have shown that my devotion to science is greater than to my own
personal consistency. The eating of our own words is the greatest sacrifice which truth ever
requires of us. My neighbor, Charles Sadler, the handsome young demonstrator of
anatomy, came in this evening to return a volume of Virchow's "Archives” which | had lent
him. | call him young, but, as a matter of fact, he is a year older than | am. "I understand,
Gilroy," said he, "that you are being experimented upon by Miss Penclosa." "Well," he went on,
when | had acknowledged it, "if | were you, | should not let it go any further. You will think me
very impertinent, no doubt, but, none the less, | feel it to be my duty to advise you to have
no more to do with her." Of course | asked him why. “I om so placed that | cannot enter into
particulars as freely as | could wish,” said he. "Miss Penclosa is the friend of my friend, and
my position is o delicate one. | can only say this: that | have myself been the subject of
some of the woman's experiments, and that they have left a most unpleasant impression
upon my mind." He could hardly expect me to be satisfied with that, and | tried hard to get
something more definite out of him, but without success. Is it conceivable that he could be
jealous at my having superseded him? Or is he one of those men of science who feel
personally injured when facts run counter to their preconceived opinions? He cannot

13



seriously suppose that because he has some vague grievance | am, therefore, to abandon
a series of experiments which promise to be so fruitful of results. He appeared to be
annoyed at the light way in which | treated his shadowy warnings, and we parted with some
little coldness on both sides.

March 31. Mesmerized by Miss P.

April 1. Mesmerized by Miss P. (Note-book A))

April 2. Mesmerized by Miss P. (Sphygmographic chart taken by Professor Wilson.)

April 3. It is possible that this course of mesmerism may be a little trying to the general
constitution. Agatha says that | am thinner and darker under the eyes. | am conscious of a
nervous irritability which | had not observed in myself before. The least noise, for example,
mokes me start, and the stupidity of a student causes me exasperation instead of
amusement. Agatha wishes me to stop, but | tell her that every course of study is trying,
and that one can never attain a result with out paying some price for it. When she sees the
sensation which my forthcoming paper on "The Relation between Mind and Matter” may
make, she will understand that it is worth a little nervous wear and tear. | should not be
surprised if | got my F. R. S. over it. Mesmerized again in the evening. The effect is produced
more rapidly now, and the subjective visions are less marked. | keep full notes of each
sitting. Wilson is leaving for town for a week or ten days, but we shall not interrupt the
experiments, which depend for their value as much upon my sensations as on his
observations.

April 4. | must be carefully on my guard. A complication has crept into our
experiments which | had not reckoned upon. In my eagerness for scientific facts | have
been foolishly blind to the human relations between Miss Penclosa and myself. | can write
here what | would not breathe to a living soul. The unhappy woman appears to have
formed an attachment for me. | should not say such a thing, even in the privacy of my own
intimate journal, if it had not come to such a pass that it is impossible to ignore it. For
some time—that is, for the last week,—there have been signs which | have brushed aside
and refused to think of. Her brightness when | come, her dejection when | go, her eagerness
that | should come often, the expression of her eyes, the tone of her voice—! tried to think
that they meant nothing, and were, perhaps, only her ardent West Indian manner. But last
night, as | awoke from the mesmeric sleep, | put out my hand, unconsciously, involuntarily,
and clasped hers. When | came fully to myself, we were sitting with them locked, she looking
up at me with an expectant smile. And the horrible thing was that | felt impelled to say what
she expected me to say. What a false wretch | should have been! How | should have loathed
myself to-day had | yielded to the temptation of that moment! But, thank God, | was strong
enough to spring up and hurry from the room. | was rude, | fear, but | could not, no, |
COULD not, trust myself another moment. I, a gentleman, a man of honor, engaged to one
of the sweetest girls in England—and yet in o moment of reasonless passion | nearly
professed love for this woman whom | hardly know. She is far older than myself and a
cripple. It is monstrous, odious; and yet the impulse was so strong that, had | stayed
another minute in her presence, | should have committed myself. What was it? | have to
teach others the workings of our organism, and what do | know of it myself? Was it the
sudden upcropping of some lower stratum in my nature—a brutal primitive instinct
suddenly asserting itself? | could almost believe the tales of obsession by evil spirits, so
overmastering was the feeling. Well, the incident places me in a most unfortunate position.
On the one hand, | am very loath to abandon a series of experiments which have already
gone so far, and which promise such brilliant results. On the other, if this unhappy woman
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has conceived a passion for me—But surely even now | must have made some hideous
mistake. She, with her age and her deformity! It is impossible. And then she knew about
Agatha. She understood how | was placed. She only smiled out of amusement, perhaps,
when in my dazed state | seized her hand. It was my half-mesmerized brain which gave it a
meaning, and sprang with such bestial swiftness to meet it. | wish | could persuade myself
that it was indeed so. On the whole, perhaps, my wisest plan would be to postpone our
other experiments until Wilson's return. | have written a note to Miss Penclosaq, therefore,
making no allusion to last night, but saying that o press of work would cause me to
interrupt our sittings for o few days. She has answered, formally enough, to say that if |
should change my mind | should find her at home at the usual hour.

10 P.M. Well, well, what a thing of straw | am! | am coming to know myself better of late,
and the more | know the lower | fall in my own estimation. Surely | was not always so weak as
this. At four o'clock | should have smiled had any one told me that | should go to Miss
Penclosa's to-night, and yet, at eight, | was at Wilson's door as usual. | don't know how it
occurred. The influence of habit, | suppose. Perhaps there is a mesmeric craze as there is
an opium craze, and | am a victim to it. | only know that as | worked in my study | became
more and more uneasy. | fidgeted. | worried. | could not concentrate my mind upon the
papers in front of me. And then, at last, almost before | knew what | was doing, | seized my
hat and hurried round to keep my usual appointment. We had an interesting evening. Mrs.
Wilson was present during most of the time, which prevented the embarrassment which
one at least of us must have felt. Miss Penclosa’'s manner was quite the same as usual, and
she expressed no surprise at my having come in spite of my note. There was nothing in her
bearing to show that yesterday's incident had made any impression upon her, and so | am
inclined to hope that | overrated it.

April 6 (evening). No, no, no, | did not overrate it. | can no longer attempt to conceal
from myself that this woman has conceived a passion for me. It is monstrous, but it is true.
Again, tonight, | awoke from the mesmeric trance to find my hand in hers, and to suffer that
odious feeling which urges me to throw away my honor, my career, every thing, for the sake
of this creature who, as | can plainly see when | am away from her influence, possesses no
single charm upon earth. But when | am near her, | do not feel this. She rouses something in
me, something evil, something | had rather not think of. She paralyzes my better nature,
too, at the moment when she stimulates my worse. Decidedly it is not good for me to be
near her. Last night was worse than before. Instead of flying | actually sat for some time
with my hand in hers talking over the most intimate subjects with her. We spoke of Agatha,
among other things. What could | have been dreaming of? Miss Penclosa said that she was
conventional, and | agreed with her. She spoke once or twice in a disparaging way of her,
and | did not protest. What a creature | have been! Weak as | have proved myself to be, | am
still strong enough to bring this sort of thing to an end. It shall not happen again. | have
sense enough to fly when | cannot fight. From this Sunday night onward | shall never sit
with Miss Penclosa again. Never! Let the experiments go, let the research come to an eng;
any thing is better than facing this monstrous temptation which drags me so low. | have
said nothing to Miss Penclosa, but | shall simply stay away. She can tell the reason without
any words of mine.

April 7. Have stayed away as | said. It is a pity to ruin such an interesting investigation,
but it would be a greater pity still to ruin my life, and | KNOW that | cannot trust myself with
thaot woman.
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11 P.M. God help mel What is the matter with me? Am | going mad? Let me try and be
calm and reason with myself. First of all | shall set down exactly what occurred. It was nearly
eight when | wrote the lines with which this day begins. Feeling strangely restless and
uneasy, | left my rooms and walked round to spend the evening with Agatha and her
mother. They both remarked that | was pale and haggard. About nine Professor
Prott-Haldone came in, and we played a game of whist. | tried hard to concentrate my
attention upon the cards, but the feeling of restlessness grew and grew until | found it
impossible to struggle against it. | simply COULD not sit still at the table. At last, in the very
middle of a hand, | threw my cards down and, with some sort of an incoherent apology
about having an appointment, | rushed from the room. As if in a dream | have a vague
recollection of tearing through the hall, snatching my hat from the stand, and slamming
the door behind me. As in a dream, too, | have the impression of the double line of
gas-lamps, and my bespattered boots tell me that | must have run down the middle of the
road. It was all misty and strange and unnatural. | caome to Wilson's house; | saw Mrs. Wilson
and | saw Miss Penclosa. | hardly recall what we talked about, but | do remember that Miss
P. shook the head of her crutch at me in a playful way, and accused me of being late and of
losing interest in our experiments. There was no mesmerism, but | stayed some time and
have only just returned. My brain is quite clear again now, and | can think over what has
occurred. It is absurd to suppose that it is merely weakness and force of habit. | tried to
explain it in that way the other night, but it will no longer suffice. It is something much
deeper and more terrible than that. Why, when | was at the Mardens' whist-table, | was
dragged away as if the noose of a rope had been cast round me. | can no longer disguise it
from myself. The woman has her grip upon me. | am in her clutch. But | must keep my head
and reason it out and see what is best to be done. But what a blind fool | have been! In my
enthusiasm over my research | have walked straight into the pit, although it lay gaping
before me. Did she not herself warn me? Did she not tell me, as | can read in my own
journal, that when she has acquired power over a subject she can make him do her will?
And she has acquired that power over me. | am for the moment at the beck and call of this
creature with the crutch. | must come when she wills it. | must do as she wills. Worst of all, |
must feel as she wills. | loathe her and fear her, yet, while | am under the spell, she can
doubtless maoke me love her. There is some consolation in the thought, then, that those
odious impulses for which | have blomed myself do not really come from me at all. They are
all transferred from her, little as | could have guessed it at the time. | feel cleaner and
lighter for the thought.

April 8. Yes, now, in broad daylight, writing coolly and with time for reflection, | am
compelled to confirm every thing which | wrote in my journal last night. | am in a horrible
position, but, above all, | must not lose my head. | must pit my intellect against her powers.
After all, I am no silly puppet, to dance ot the end of a string. | have energy, brains,
courage. For all her devil's tricks | may beat her yet. May! | MUST, or what is to become of
me? Let me try to reason it out! This woman, by her own explanation, can dominate my
nervous organism. She can project herself into my body and take command of it. She has a
parasite soul; yes, she is a parasite, a monstrous parasite. She creeps into my frame as the
hermit crab does into the whelk's shell. | om powerless What can | do? | am dealing with
forces of which | know nothing. And | can tell no one of my trouble. They would set me down
as a madman. Certainly, if it got noised abroad, the university would say that they had no
need of a devil-ridden professor. And Agathal No, no, | must face it alone.
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Extracts from The Theosophist

Founded by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky in 1875, The Theosophical Society operated under the rubric
of ‘universal brotherhood", and sought to introduce Eastern and esoteric teachings, literature, and
philosophy, to the Western world. Their journal, The Theosophist, appeared in 1879. Framed as an
‘occult science’, Theosophy's aims and practices intersect with almost every nineteenth-century
occult discourse. In the following extracts, Henry Olcott, the first president of the Theosophical
Society, uses occult theory to hazard an explanation of vampirism:

A MONTHLY JOURNAL DEVOTED TO ORIENTAL PHILOSOPHY, ART, LITERATURE AKD OCCULTISM : EMBHACING

MESMERISM, SPIRITUALISM, AND OTHER SECRET SCIENCES

— e e e = - —
V. 1 BUMBAY, MAY Ixs0 Niw &

THE THEOSOPHIST.

YOL. XII. NO. 7. APRIL, 1891.

gerg Al S0 ui; |

THERE 15 NO RELIGION HIGHER THAN TRUTH.
[Pamily matts of the Maharajohs of Bemares )

THE VAMPIRE.

F all the forms of the real or supposed intercourse between the
living and dead, that of the vampire is the most loathsome. The
horrid pliysical effects which follow after the burial of a corpse, have,
no doubt, had moch to do in cresting the sentiment of disgust and
terror which associates with the thought of this retarn of the dead to
prey upon the living.  And it is another argument in favor of mml.l‘;ioﬂ
—if any were needed by thoughtful persons—that thers aro no vampirea
save in conntries where the dead are buried. We do not hear of Hindu
vam pires, but where snch eases ocour in India, it tarns out that the rever-
H ant in & deceased Mussalman, Christian or Jow, whose body had been
jnterred. Bome years ago the grandmother of our Mr. Gopalacharlu
had & neigbbour, a Hindu woman, who was supposed to bave been
obsessed by a dovil (pisicha). For nbout a year she would find herself
every morning on awakening deprived of all strength, pale and anzmic.
Twice becoming pregnant, she had miscarriages. Finally resort was had
to & Mussslman manfriki, or exorcisi, who, by arts known to himself,
discovered that the * control” was a deceased man of his own faith.
He went secretly to the country, opened the grave of the suspect, found
the corpse fresh and life-like, made m cut on its hand near the thomb
and found fresh blood spurting out from the wound. He them per-
formed tho ususl placatory rites, recited his mantrams, and drove the
phantom away from his victim and back to its grave. The woman
recovered and no fresh victim was visited.
1 do not know the derivation of the word vampire. In French it
is spelt as in English ; in Spanish and ltalian vampiro; in German sod
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Contents page from William B. Carpenter’'s Mesmerism,

Spiritualism, &c. Historically and Scientifically Considered

(1877)

This book by the renowned physiologist, zoologist, and neurologist, William Benjamin
Carter, is one of a number of sustained critiques of nineteenth-century occultism and
pseudoscience. Carpenter dismissed occult phenomena as anomalous psychological
events - ‘epidemic delusions”. The book’s contents page captures the history and breadth
of the movements under consideration, their struggle for legitimacy, and their status as

interrelated phenomena.
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&8 MESMERISM, ODYLISM,

Compare this with another curious demand upon
public credence—the *panasilinic telegraph '—which
was made by an ingenious hoaxer about the time that
the success of land electric telegraphy first set the
world to dream of uniting the New World with the Old
by the like means. It was gravely announced that a
French savant had discovered that if two snails were
brought for a time into mutual relation, such a sym-
pathy would be established between them, that, how-
ever widely they might be separated, the movements
of each would correspond with those of the other ; so
that if a couple of friends, one in New York and the
other in Paris, wished to converse, they had only to
provide themselves with an alphabet and figure dial,
get a pair of sympathetic snails, and appoint a time
for their conversation. The one who led off was to
make his snail walk over the dial, and to stop him at
the letter or figure he wished to indicate ; his friend’s
snail would do exactly the same, and thus the mes-
sage would be gradually spelled out.—Now 1 per-
fectly well remember that this ridiculous absurdity
found many believers. My old friend Dr. Robert
Chambers, ever on the watch for scientific novelties,
gave currency to the statement in Chambers's Tournal,
without, however, committing himsell to its truth
And I am sure that its very marvellousness had an
attraction for those credulous subjects, who are ready
to surrender their common sense to any pretender to
occult powers,—the more readily, it often scems, in
proportion to the extravagance of his claims.

I might cite the Spectroscope and the Radiometer
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Possible Questions to Consider/Talking Points:

1.

Both ‘The Parasite’ and ‘The Lifted Veil feature male protagonists, in contrast to the
‘stereotypical [mesmeric] patient [who] was always a woman' (Winter). How do these
narratives about altered states of body/mind, and others you have read, challenge
or reinforce Victorian stereotypes of gender and race?

What do these accounts suggest is the link (or not) between body and mind?

To what extent is it possible to narrate altered states of mind and body? What
strategies are used in these excerpts or elsewhere as ways of doing so?

What does the fear of madness and/or loss of control as a result of altering one’s
body/mind reveal about Victorian ideas of power, agency, and selfhood? Are these
fears still pertinent today?

What is the relationship between science and religion in the period, and how does
mesmerism, Theosophy, or other “occult sciences" complicate this relationship?

Jarlath Killeen writes that “no major Victorian thinker or writer, from the Brontés to
the Brownings, from Dickens to Darwin, was unconcerned about the occult” (Gothic
Literature 1825-1914,121). To what extent is the occult an overlooked context in
Victorian studies? How does it feature, if it does, in your own research?
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