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‘This far-famed skull’: exhumation and
the autopsy of talent

Suppose, for the sake of argument, that on opening Shakespeare’s
grave we should find nothing but his skull and a few bones. Of what
good would they be to us?
Joseph Parker Norris, The Portraits of Shakespeare (1885)1

The remains of William Shakespeare, reputedly, have lain undisturbed
in their Warwickshire grave since their interment on 25 April, 1616.2
Their uninterrupted repose might well be prompted by the due
respect that is conventionally accorded in the British Isles to ‘the
mighty genius of which Englishmen are so justly proud’, though it
may equally be a consequence of the four lines of doggerel verse
that distinguish the poet’s monumental slab.3 This sepulchral quatrain,
which may not have been written by Shakespeare himself, implores
its reader thus:
Good friend, for Jesus’ sake forebeare
To digg the dust enclosed heare;
Bleste be the man that spares thes stones,
And curst be he that moves my bones.

These ominous words protect the mortal remains of William Shakespeare the Stratford burgher, a tithe-holder and man of consequence
in his local community who had purchased the right to be buried
within the chancel of Holy Trinity Church in 1605. The career and
reputation of William Shakespeare the London actor, playwright
and impresario are more colourfully memorialised, however, in the
adjoining three-dimensional bust sculpted by the monumental mason
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Geraert Janssen (whose Dutch name is sometimes anglicised as Gerard
Johnson) around 1620.
Unprotected by any graven curse, and for many years regarded
as one of only two authentic records of the dramatist’s visage, this
polychrome monument has, however, been treated with somewhat
less reverence and respect than the hallowed plot upon which its
sculpted occupant gazes blankly.4 The nocturnal removal of the bust
from its niche in 1973 or 1974 – variously attributed to ‘vandals’
or to thieves apparently searching for concealed Shakespearean
manuscripts – is but the most recent of a succession of indignities
to which the Bard’s head and shoulders have periodically been
subjected.5 Leaving aside the ongoing academic debate as to whether
the effigy as it appears today is indeed the same one as was installed
in the seventeenth century, or whether it was substantially modified
(or even replaced) in 1649, 1748, 1814 or 1836, it is documented
fact that the facial characteristics of the bust have been repeatedly
copied and reproduced, not merely in the form of one-dimensional
portraiture but on occasion as three-dimensional facsimiles.6 Shakespeare’s purported head, it would appear, engages an enduring fascination all of its own – and one which is not necessarily aesthetic.
The bust appears to have been first removed from its niche in
1748, a plaster cast being acquired at the time by Joseph Greene,
then Master of the Free Grammar School in Stratford.7 Another
authorised casting was made in 1815, this latter occurrence being
reported by a correspondent to the Gentleman’s Magazine.8 At least
one unauthorised casting is also supposed to have been taken from
the head in the nineteenth century, and this alleged event was fictionalised in 1851 by Wilkie Collins (1824–89) in the sentimental
Christmas novella Mr Wray’s Cash-Box.9 Reuben Wray, a one-time
minor actor at Drury Lane and now penurious teacher of elocution
in the provinces, utilises the enunciation of the actor John Kemble
(1757–1823) and the diction of Shakespeare’s blank verse as his
professional tools.10 On visiting the burial place of the Bard, Wray
– who was once apprenticed to a statue-maker – is emboldened to
spend a night in Holy Trinity Church without permission, and to
take a reverent casting from the bust at daybreak. In justification
of this apparently illegal act – which has inspired the inducement
of a £10 reward for the apprehension of its perpetrator – Wray
intimates to his daughter the profound effect exerted upon him by
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the purported authenticity, as much as the actual physical presence,
of the bust. He informs her:
You looked at it, like other people, just as a curiosity – I looked at
it, as the greatest treasure in the world; the only true likeness of
Shakspeare! It’s been done from a mask, taken from his own face,
after death – I know it; I don’t care what people say, I know it. Well,
when we went home, I felt as if I’d seen Shakspeare himself, risen
from the dead! Strangers would laugh if I told them so; but it’s true
– I did feel it. And this thought came across me, quick, like the
shooting of a sudden pain: – I must make that face of Shakspeare
mine; my possession, my companion, my great treasure that no money
can pay for! And I’ve got it! – Here – the only cast in the world from
the Stratford bust is locked up in this old cash-box!11

Collins’s story is as topical as it is ironic and amusing. Reuben Wray
may choose to believe that he is in possession of ‘the only true
likeness of Shakespeare’ outside of Holy Trinity Church, though it
is evident from the contemporary press that several other castings
were in circulation – and, indeed, on public display – at the time.12
The topicality of Collins’s narrative, though, is vested not in the
concrete reproduction of the bust but rather in Wray’s ascription
of that portrait’s apparent accuracy to its origins in a death-mask.
No less an authority than the Council of the Shakespeare Society
was prepared to concede in 1851 that a death-mask recently sent
from Belgium to Britain was not merely ‘an extraordinary relic’ but
quite possibly the most intimate record of the Bard’s likeness.13 The
so-called Becker Mask or Darmstadt Death-Mask was to become
the fulcrum of a significant body of popular, as well as academic,
debate which persisted into the early years of the twentieth century.14
Intriguingly, the putative relationship between the Darmstadt DeathMask and other incarnations of Shakespeare’s face continues to
surface sporadically in debate, even in a twenty-first century dominated
by information technology and evidenced by forensic science.15 The
liveliness of the debate regarding the authenticity or otherwise of
the Stratford memorial and its purported parallels, the Darmstadt
Death-Mask and the Martin Droeshout engraving which prefaces
the 1623 First Folio, somewhat occludes the potentially more
interesting question as to why such ephemera mattered then – and,
indeed, continue to matter – to both academics and the general
public. The author’s head, the bony enclosure that frames the creative
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mind, is surely no more than an evocative human signifier for the
written word which forms, variously, the focus of a lifetime’s study
or an evening’s entertainment. Its enduring place in the appreciation
of textuality, therefore, might well be regarded as a residual remnant
of an earlier phase in cultural and critical history, one where the
face particularly, and the body more generally, were seen as somehow
intimate to both character and the products of that perceived character
– be they letters, poems, plays, novels, paintings or music. Shakespeare’s duly authenticated face – which continues to grace the
covers of critical responses to his works – is, perhaps, but the most
extreme example of this phenomenon.16 Any author’s face, it would
appear, is significant not merely because it reassures us as to the
unique and human origins of a work or works, but because it also,
somehow, implicitly says something about those origins, imparts
some secret or advances some explanation with regard to character,
motivation or inspiration.
The bardolatrous Mr Wray succinctly fictionalises this whole
issue. He wishes to own the image of his literary idol, to be sure,
but in a sense he desires also somehow to possess, as much as to
understand, the qualities it represents – those very qualities, it might
be added, which he deploys in training and, explicitly, improving
others. This much is borne out by Collins’s narrator’s contention
with regard to Wray’s (notably few) pupils:
… out of what book were they to be taught? From what manual
were the clergymen and orators, the aspirants for dramatic fame, the
young ladies whose delivery was ungraceful, the young gentlemen
whose diction was improper, to be all alike improved! From Shakspeare
– every one of them from Shakspeare!17

The name, as enunciated here by the narrator, elides the author and
his writings: it is through silently reading or vocally declaiming
Shakespeare’s works that these individuals will be ‘improved’ but
it is the qualities represented in the visage of the dramatist which
must surely be sought, and fostered, in the characters of those whom
he inspires. That is why – to Wray and perhaps to others – the
authentic head of Shakespeare is in many respects as important as
his writings.
This much is subtly inferred in Wray’s deliberate and rather
meticulously described efforts to fabricate ‘a mask … just a forehead
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and face without the head’ directly from the bust, which he has
soaped and properly prepared in order to make his matrix.18 The
emphasis placed by Wray upon certain components of the face of
Shakespeare is significant, and quite in accord with how his nonfictional contemporaries were apt to appreciate this – or any other
– mask of genius. Wray, having reproduced the Stratford Bust from
forehead to chin, declaims its qualities to his daughter in the silent
presence of that monumental visage:
Look at the forehead! Who’s got such a forehead now! Look at his
eyes; look at his nose. He was not only the greatest man that ever
lived, but the handsomest, too! Who says this isn’t just what his face
was; his face taken after death? Who’s bold enough to say so?19

The elision of perceived beauty and acknowledged intellectual
worthiness here may suggest, in the first instance, that Wray is little
more than a bardolatrous amateur physiognomist, a practitioner of
a pseudoscience-cum-parlour-game which insisted that the secrets
of individual character might be readily discerned from the involuntary
droop of an eyelid, the habitual grimace of a mouth, or the cartilaginous contours of the ears and nose.20 Be that as it may, Wray’s
words betray substantially more than a mere obsession with facial
characteristics.
Irrespective of its inconsistencies as a practice, the perceptive and
interpretative gaze of physiognomy must be regarded as a negotiation
between the fixed – or bone-determined – contours and protrusions
of the face and those aspects into which the features might be thrown
by a habitual propensity to anger, melancholy, levity or some other
powerful emotion.21 These latter provoke contortions in the soft
tissue, this being a pliable medium manipulated by muscle rather
than a thin dermal surface held rigid by unyielding and immobile
bone.22 Shakespeare’s face, as depicted in the Stratford Bust, would
appear to be excessive in its fleshiness, almost to the point of obscuring
the finer qualities that must be associated with the Bard himself. In
part such things may be a matter of mere degree, or even of artistic
licence. John Seeley Hart (1810–77), for example, argued that ‘artists,
in moulding a bust or painting a picture, from a death-mask, always
make allowance for the falling away of the flesh, and fill it out to
the supposed fullness of life’.23 Even this observation, though, does
not adequately disarm a later remark by Hart, in which he contends
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of the Stratford Bust that ‘the expression of the eyes, so far as they
have any expression, is simply that of easy, well-conditioned good
nature, not overburdened with sense or intellect’.24
It is the problem posed by the ‘full and puffy’ visage of the
Stratford Bust that surely underpins what might be argued to be
the consistent mode of perceiving and analysing the face of Shakespeare in the nineteenth century.25 For all Wray’s enthusiasm, the
Stratford Bust is, implicitly, aesthetically unpleasing and thus constitutes an inadequate signifier of the greatness which once reposed
within the skull beneath its purported model’s skin. Beyond this,
its fleshiness encodes inconsistencies which set it apart from the
other authenticated versions of the Bard’s face. These inconsistencies
cluster around the soft-tissue features of eyelids, lips and nose – key
signifiers of character in the intellectual regime of physiognomy.26
William Page, for example, perceives in the Stratford Bust an explicitly
false portrait of the dramatist, his ‘eyes and nose grossly maimed
and his cheeks hanging with formless redundancy’: the iconic threedimensional representation of Shakespeare, therefore, can at best
be regarded ‘as a hieroglyphic, or certain sign, standing for his looks
rather than as an actual portrait of his face’.27
It is arguably this inconsistency between the actual appearance
of the Stratford Bust and what it must represent in cultural and
nationalistic terms that generated an abiding interest not merely in
the ‘equally authentic’ and widely circulated Droeshout engraving
but in the Darmstadt Death-Mask which was to come to public
notice in Britain only in the mid-nineteenth century. This latter, for
both Hart and Page, was the authentic portrait. Unencumbered by
artistic interpretation and stripped of excessive fleshiness by age
and the wastage of death, the Darmstadt Death-Mask represented
hard fact through hard tissue – the true character embodied in the
true face.28 The genius of Shakespeare and the authenticity of the
death-mask are thus simultaneously verified when the artefact is
presented to the interpretative gaze of a perceiver who has no
foreknowledge regarding the identity of the dead face he beholds.
Hart recalls:
The experiment has been frequently made and uniformly with this
result. It was exhibited, without a word of explanation to Hermann
Grimm, the celebrated art critic of Berlin. ‘At the very first glance’,
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said Grimm, ‘I thought to myself that I had never seen a nobler
countenance.’ ‘What a noble, clean-cut, aquiline nose; what a wonderfully shaped brow! I felt that this must have been a man in whose
brain dwelt noble thoughts.’

Grimm was, quite naturally, unsurprised when he was finally informed
that this was the purported face of Shakespeare – though he might
well have deduced as much upon reading the date of the alleged
model’s death, which was inscribed into the artefact’s reverse.29
The nose, in physiognomical thought, is a feature of primarily
‘ethnical and … aesthetic’ significance rather than a profound index
of character.30 Though the Italian physiognomist Paolo Mantegazza
(1831-1910) was to proclaim the nose ‘nearly immobile’ in its fleshy
objectivity, and thus apparently unresponsive to emotion, that facial
feature is not supported to its full extent by unyielding bone but
rather by pliable cartilage.31 Even in the death-mask, therefore, the
ostensibly aquiline nose remains an unreliable index of character
– indicative, perhaps, but not an authoritative guide. In life the nose
may be contorted by some violent impact, whether accidentally or
deliberately inflicted; immediately after death it may be compressed
by the action of forming the matrix from which the death-mask is
taken; years later, the skull denuded of flesh will exhibit no more
than the recessed vertical septum and the short eminence of the
nasal bone. It is arguably a consequence of the variability of pliable
flesh that virtually all nineteenth-century analyses of Shakespeare’s
visage stress one facial component above all others, this being the
only part of the mask upon which the flesh may be regarded as
being unequivocally supported by bone rather than kept taut by
cartilage or muscle.
The brow or forehead – accentuated in Wray’s fictional account
as well as in the purportedly more serious nineteenth-century
interpretations of Hart, Page and Grimm – is the consistent focus
of writings which read and affirm Shakespeare’s genius in and through
the various concrete records of his physiognomy.32 Admittedly, the
brow is a conspicuous – even spacious – component of the Stratford
Bust, the Droeshout engraving and their supposed derivatives. It is
a prominent feature, needless to say, of the Darmstadt Death-Mask
also. Not every nineteenth-century commentator, however, appears
to have been convinced that its much-stressed eminence was simply

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

8

The dome of thought

a consequence of unerringly accurate reproduction. Reviewing J.
Hain Friswell’s Life Portraits of William Shakspeare (1864), for
example, an anonymous columnist for the Morning Post suggests
that the facial characteristics of a nineteenth-century mezzotint
engraving of one of the derivative portraits have been manipulated
to satisfy the abiding prejudice regarding the connection between
Shakespeare’s face and his character. The reviewer notes:
This artist seems to have been insensibly influenced by a prevailing
ideal to improve the original into a resemblance, which more nearly
than any other personalises our conceptions of Shakspere. He has
portrayed a man of refined and superior intellect. The forehead is
ample; the eyes clear, mild, and benignant, the lips thin, the mouth
small and well closed, the beard graceful, and the moustache delicate.

This process of manipulation, the reviewer subsequently asserts,
may in itself characterise Friswell’s own attempt to produce ‘a correct
description of Shakspere’ from original and derivative sources.
Admittedly, this summative Bard is no more than ‘an imaginary
head of Shakspere … intimately associated with our popular ideas
of the poet’s appearance’, but such a compound, the reviewer suggests,
can be no more than ‘a Frankenstein image’ symptomatic not so
much of genius itself but rather redolent of those signifiers of enhanced
humanity commonly esteemed in contemporary culture.33
The forehead has long functioned as a cultural signifier of a
capacity for thoughtfulness or originality. Johann Caspar Lavater
(1741–1801), whose eighteenth-century writings were to popularise
physiognomy as a putative science in Britain, for example, stated
unequivocally that ‘The form, height, arching, proportion, obliquity,
and position of the skull, or bone of the forehead, show the propensity,
degree of power, thought and sensibility of man’.34 Certainly, for
enthusiasts of Shakespeare’s work, the very presence of that feature
served to confirm the genius of the Bard. Addressing the Town
Council of Stratford-on-Avon in October 1883, for example, Alderman E. Gibbs was provoked to remark that ‘A low-browed man
never portrayed all the workings, passions, and foibles of our natures,
nor possessed such a brilliant imagination as our immortal bard’.35
The signifying forehead, though, is not the unique property of the
physiognomist, amateur or professional. The brow’s positioning at
the junction of face and scalp facilitates its parallel signification in
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the rather more elaborate pseudoscience of phrenology. The two
pseudosciences are, at times, almost congruent not merely in terms
of their specific epistemologies but also because the practitioners of
one discipline might, on occasion, be found as explicit practitioners
of the other. Consider here the opinion of R. B. D. Wells, writing
in a popular manual of physiognomy, Faces We Meet and How to
Read Them (c. 1875):‘Phrenologists usually claim the forehead as
belonging exclusively to their science, inasmuch as it is a part of
the head. Physiognomists, on the other hand, insist that it is a part
of the face, and hence claim it as their own, but we think that each
may just claim an equal share.’ 36 Wells was not a physiognomist
but, as the title page of his book intimates, a professional phrenologist,
with consulting rooms in Pavilion Place, Scarborough.37
Acknowledging Wells’s ascription of the place accorded to the
forehead in both physiognomy and phrenology, the twenty-firstcentury reader might be forgiven for wondering why Wray did not
cast the entire head of Shakespeare’s bust, in order to make a
phrenological rather than physiognomical cast. The reasons for his
actions can be readily identified from contemporary descriptions of
the Stratford Bust. The opinion of the novelist and biographer J.
Hain Friswell (1825–78), in Life Portraits of William Shakspeare,
is unequivocal. Friswell writes:
The skull of the figure, rudely cut and heavy, without any feeling, is
a mere block; a phrenologist would be puzzled at its smoothness and
roundness. It has no more individuality or power in it than a boy’s
marble. The cheeks are fat and sensual, the neck just rounded out of
the soft stone; the linen collar of the dress like a sheet of bent block
tin. Still a certain veneration and love for the old statue must be
accorded by all lovers of Shakspeare; bad as it is, it is the most
universally accredited and beloved likeness of the poet.38

Writer and reviewer concur on the veneration customarily accorded
to the familiar image. As an icon, it has answered the purposes of
the times during which it has been reproduced, and has mobilised
– however obliquely – a cultural function that unites, in the body
of the man as much as in the body of his work, original creativity
and a type of national identity. Likewise, the compound – or
‘Frankenstein’ – image advanced by Friswell at the conclusion of
Life Portraits of William Shakspeare may be said to serve much the
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same purpose as the variants on the familiar Bardic visage that
precede it in his study. Like Victor Frankenstein, Friswell has carefully
selected the physiognomical components of his creation, though in
this case not for primarily aesthetic purposes.39 Their function here
is not to please but to signify within the grammar of two popular
Victorian models of character. This is the face, in other words, that
Shakespeare ought to have, one which testifies to and affirms his
genius, according to the overlapping conventions of physiognomy
and phrenology. Friswell’s sculptural Bard is thus familiar, yet heavily
accented, and presents its salient features with the authority of
corroborative evidence. Witness, therefore, ‘the chin round and full
(Bust, Droeshout Print, and Print by Marshall); the jaw strong and
powerful (Droeshout Print and Bust); the forehead ample, broad,
and high, the supra-orbital ridges oval and well marked (Felton,
Head, Bust and Droeshout)’.40
This is an image of Shakespeare determined by hard bony contours
rather than soft, malleable flesh. Far from being a singular statement,
it is one of several Victorian interpretations of the relics of Shakespeare’s head which prioritise those bony prominences. With regard
to the Stratford Bust, for example, William Page asserted his own
convictions regarding ‘the want of harmony or congruity between
the bony structure of the frontal head and posterior, and the other
parts, such as the eyes and cheeks and nose, which the ignorance
of the sculptor interfered with’.41 Indeed, for Page as for Friswell,
‘The bones of the facial part of the bust alone bear some congruity
to nature. The back part has no family likeness to her or to Shakespeare himself’.42 From interpretations such as these, it seems clear
that if we have no authenticated skull from which to take a cast,
then we must speculate those qualities into being, and map the
missing head from the reputation as much as from variant portraiture.
As the Morning Post’s reviewer suggests, Friswell is engaged in a
search for ‘symptoms of the genius’ of his chosen subject.43
Collins’s associate, Charles Dickens (1812–70), was, characteristically, wryly ironic on the apparent relationships which may pertain
between an exhumed head and a presumed genius. Writing to William
Sandys on 13 June 1847 – just two years before the first British
exhibition of the Darmstadt Death-Mask – the popular novelist
expressed a sense of relief that so much about the Bard remained
obscure in the nineteenth century, observing pithily that ‘If he had
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had a Boswell, society wouldn’t have respected his grave, but would
calmly have had his skull in the phrenological shop-windows’.44
Such a proposal of exhumation and explication was indeed mooted
in 1864, in Dickens’s lifetime, ‘in the interests of physical and moral
science’.45 Some twenty years later, Dr Clement Ingleby, a life-trustee
of the Shakespeare birthplace museum, again proposed an exhumation, in part to settle the ongoing debate regarding the authenticity
or otherwise of the various portraits of the dramatist.46 This latter
proposal was firmly repulsed by the secular guardians of Stratford’s
heritage – the redoubtable Alderman Gibbs among them – even
though the incumbent of Holy Trinity Church was himself widely
reported to be in favour of exhuming the Bard’s skull.47 The popular
press, though, at times exhibited a somewhat exasperated impatience
with the speciousness of the whole project. What, indeed, was the
point of exhuming and exhibiting an authenticated skull ‘scientifically
scrutinised by a commission of artists’ in the context of a public
perception already so firmly shaped by variant portraiture? As the
Morning Post noted,
Though existing busts and portraits may differ in detail, they have
sufficed to create in all our minds an ideal picture of Shakspere.
Who would care to be convinced, even on the clearest evidence, that
he had not the noble square brow, the firm lips, deep set eyes, and
somewhat severe and melancholy face we have all been familiar with
from childhood?48

Coverage of the debate around Ingleby’s proposal was substantial
in the British popular press.49 The tone, when not exasperated, was
characteristically saturated with the rhetoric of nationalistic and
cultural indignation. An anonymous contributor to the Morning
Post, for example, truculently asserted that
It will be nothing less than a great national scandal should a few
enthusiasts succeed in carrying out this desecration of our proudest
ashes, and the assertion of foreign countries that we were and are
unworthy of our immortal bard will at length be abundantly justified.50

This pointed indignation from a correspondent to the English popular
press, however, contrasts with how the British press generally, and
the Scottish press specifically, had marked the exhumation of another
national bard, Robert Burns (1759–96), some fifty years earlier.
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Burns’s death on 21 July 1796 was reported with a mixture of
admiration, pity and condescension in the English press. He was,
for the General Evening Post, ‘the pupil of nature, the poet of
inspiration’, though his personal excesses were remarked upon in
as much detail as his rise from a ploughman’s humble status.51 The
Scottish press, its words syndicated to English periodicals, was perhaps
a little more indulgent: a short notice in the St James’s Chronicle,
or the British Evening Post, for example, lamented the passing of
‘a mind guided only by the lights of Nature and the inspirations
of Genius’.52 Burns’s funeral, in a relatively obscure corner of St
Michael’s Kirkyard, Dumfries, was noted for its solemnity and the
military honours accorded to the poet by his brethren in arms.53 The
fate of Jean Armour Burns (1765–1834), the poet’s widow, who was
at the time pregnant with his final child, also claimed the sympathy
of the press across Britain both before and following his interment.54
Scottish sentiment, though, was extended to the dead as much
as to the living, and the canonising of Burns as a national, as well
as dialect, poet prompted a subscription in support of a more
conspicuous monument to his memory on the opposite side of the
kirkyard.55 In consequence of this, and with full public knowledge
and approval, the poet’s remains were – according to a report
syndicated to the Morning Chronicle from the Dumfries Courier
on the occasion of the death of Jean Armour Burns – ‘exhumed
privately, on the 19th September 1815, and deposited with every
regard to decency, in the arched vault attached to the Mausoleum,
newly erected in honour of his memory’.56
Whatever the nature of the solemn decorum originally intended
to accompany Burns’s disinterment, the fragile state of his coffin
was to facilitate a rather more intimate encounter with the poet’s
remains. Burns’s tomb was opened before sunrise on 19 September
1815, specifically to prevent the scene being perceived by ‘early
risers and accidental observers’. Despite this wise precaution, ‘an
immense crowd besieged the front of St Michael’s’, some even gaining
a vantage point near the opened tomb in defiance of the ‘carefully
locked’ gates of the kirkyard. Those formally in attendance, the
Morning Chronicle testily notes, ‘discharged, with the greatest
sternness, their duty as sentinels, by repressing all attempts at obtaining bones, relics, or indeed anything connected with the respective
coffins of the Bard and his two sons’.57 Their proximity to the tomb,
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however, made them witnesses of a spectacle, the significance of
which would come to be again emphasised at the reopening of the
Burns Mausoleum for the interment of the poet’s widow twenty-nine
years later. The Morning Chronicle, again, pictures in evocative
detail the events of 19 September 1815, when Burns’s insubstantial
casket was accidentally opened:
the lid partially removed, a spectacle unfolded, which, considering the
fame of the mighty dead, has rarely been witnessed by a single human
being. There lay the remains of the great poet, to all appearance entire,
retaining various traces of recent vitality, or, to speak more correctly,
exhibiting the features of one who had newly sunk into the sleep of
death. The forehead struck everyone as beautifully arched, if not so
high as might have been reasonably supposed, while the scalp was
rather thickly covered with hair, and the teeth perfectly firm and white.

Despite the writer’s apparent disappointment regarding the expanse
of the Scottish bard’s brow, the face as presented here represents
all that a physiognomist might desire in order to make some authoritative statement with regard to personal character. The dead face is
preserved seemingly in a verisimilitude of its living counterpart, the
character written large across its integuments. The moment of perception was all too brief, however: as seems to be the convention in
the exposure of naturally mummified remains to the open air, on
being transferred to a more substantial coffin ‘the head separated
from the trunk, and the whole body, with the exception of the
bones, crumbled into dust’.58
The writer’s understated emphasis upon the accidental separation
of Burns’s skull from his body is significant. Elsewhere in the recollection of that first exhumation the columnist notes that: ‘Notwithstanding the solemnity the occasion required, at least a few felt
constrained to lift and examine the skull – probably under the
inspiration of feelings akin to those of Hamlet when he leant and
moralized over Yorrick’s grave’.59 Whilst still reassuring the reader
that, despite this manhandling of the poet’s remains, ‘everything
was conducted with the greatest propriety and care’ on that dark
morning in 1815, the columnist is none the less quietly preparing
him or her for certain events associated with the interment of the
poet’s relict in the Mausoleum in 1834. As a prelude to that solemn
occasion the writer and a number of associates gathered at the
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opened vault of the Mausoleum under cover of darkness. The rhetoric
is uneasy here. The party ‘conferred quietly and proceeded stealthily
by the quietest paths’ and gained admission to the cemetery by
indecorously ‘clambering over the church-yard walls’, thereby avoiding
the gaze of ‘anxious eyes’. As the columnist recalls:
In this, it must be confessed, there was something degrading, which
reminded us of the horrid tale of body-snatching; but the most profound
secrecy was indispensable, and if there be any who feel inclined to
impute blame, all we say is – our motives were good, and totally
alien to those of idle curiosity.

Indeed, the expedition was carried out with the ‘reluctant and
conditional consent’ of the poet’s brother-in-law, under the light of
‘a muffled lantern’ and with one of the party stationed on watch
outside of the tomb. The gentlemen in attendance were, if not all
professional men, at least highly respectable. They included the
editor of the Dumfries Courier; a local surgeon; Mr Hamilton, the
chief magistrate; and Rector M’Millan, incumbent of St Michael’s.
Another of those in attendance – James Bogie – had witnessed the
disinterment and reburial in 1815.
The imputed motives of the group were, in a sense, both scientific
and biographical. The whole event appears to have been undertaken
in order to integrate the poet’s body unequivocally and authoritatively
with his enduring reputation, in much the same manner as had
already been done through the tradition of analysis associated with
Shakespearean portraiture.60 The tone, again, is perceptibly uneasy.
The columnist continues:
And here it may be best to confess the whole truth, and conceal
nothing. Ever since we became acquainted with what occurred on
the 19th September 1815, we have regretted that so favourable an
opportunity was missed of taking a cast from the poet’s skull; and
the more so, when informed that the phrenologists had made an
imaginary one from the portrait, and on this theory assigned to Burns
all the qualities of a great statesman.

A great statesman need not be a poet of genius, and the reputation
of the latter – as the myth of Shakespeare surely suggests – may
persist in nationalistic as well as aesthetic memory far beyond any
laurels won in the political debating chamber. Scotland, already
redolent with nationalistic, warlike heroes – Robert the Bruce is
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mentioned with reverence in the same report – is surely lacking a
recent domestic and demotic poet of stature. Sir Walter Scott
(1771–1832), who had died only two years previously, was perhaps
too much associated with the novel, too politically Tory and – quite
possibly – too anglicised to serve such an important cultural purpose.
If there is a motive here, it is to correct any misconceptions regarding
the nature of the genius of ‘our great national poet’, to pinpoint
accurately his excellences and to confirm as pre-eminent his bardic
status in defiance of any lesser imputation of merit.61
As the writer notes of Archibald Blacklock (1791–1875), the
local doctor who attended the partial exhumation, ‘it was well we
had a gentleman with us qualified to give a scientific account of the
appearance, qualities and preservation of the skull’.62 Blacklock’s
report of the condition of the bones is as technical as might be
expected from the pen of a medical practitioner, its observations
couched in the clinical language of anatomy and punctuated by
observations regarding those areas of decay visible upon close
scrutiny. Blacklock, though, appeared delighted to be able to
report that, despite this latter, ‘The cranial bones were perfect in
every respect’:
Indeed, nothing could exceed the high state of preservation in which
we found the bones of the cranium, or offer a fairer opportunity of
supplying what has so long been desiderated by phrenologists – a
correct model of our immortal poet’s head: and in order to accomplish
this in the most accurate and satisfactory manner, every particle of
sand or other foreign body, was carefully washed off and the plaster
of Paris applied with all the tact and accuracy of an experienced
artist. The cast is admirably taken, and cannot fail to prove highly
interesting to phrenologists and others.63

Indeed, the cast appears to have served its implicit purpose admirably.
Rapidly exhibited to a curious public, and analysed almost as quickly
by the leading Scottish phrenologist George Combe (1788–1858),
Burns’s sizeable cranium was advanced as a likely index of his
ability.64 As Combe economically suggested in his Phrenological
Development of Robert Burns (1834), ‘Size in the brain … is the
measure of mental power. The Skull of Burns indicates a large brain.’65
Indeed, Burns appears gifted in all of the talents that might be
indicated by the variable contours of his skull, Combe’s tabulating
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of these consistently placing them, whether creative or destructive,
as exceeding the average Scot.66 Even the poet’s potentially disappointing brow is compensated for in this revaluation of Burns as
an exceptional figure within the contexts of both his nation and
literary calling. Combe asserts:
An unskilful observer looking at the forehead might suppose it to be
moderate in size; but when the dimensions of the anterior lobe, in
both length and breadth, are attended to, the Intellectual organs will
be recognised to have been large. The anterior lobe projects so much
that it gives an appearance of narrowness to the forehead which is
not real. This is the cause, also, why Benevolence appears to lie farther
back than usual. An anterior lobe of this magnitude indicates great
Intellectual power. The combination of large Perceptive and Reflecting
organs (Causality predominant), with large Concentrativeness and
large organs of the feelings, gives that sagacity and vigorous common
sense for which Burns was distinguished.67

Combe’s language here seamlessly interfaces anatomical terminology
with phrenological interpretation. Though such a rhetorical strategy
is not unusual in phrenological discourse, its presence here adds
weight to what might be otherwise regarded as a highly moralised
and withal apologist account of the poet’s character. Combe deduces
from the skull, for example, that Burns’s ‘strong animal passions’ were
balanced ‘with equally powerful moral emotions’.68 The excesses, for
which the poet was on occasion criticised, Combe suggests, were not
predominant in his temperament. The closing words of Phrenological
Development of Robert Burns, therefore, have something of an elegiac
quality, suggesting an even greater achievement unfairly thwarted
but still discernible to those with interpretative ability:
No Phrenologist can look upon this head, and consider the circumstances in which Burns was placed, without vivid feelings of regret.
Burns must have walked the earth with a consciousness of great
superiority over his associates in the station in which he was placed – of
powers calculated for a far higher sphere than that which he was able
to reach – and of passions which he could with difficulty restrain, and
which it was fatal to indulge. If he had been placed from infancy in
the higher ranks of life, liberally educated, and employed in pursuits
corresponding to his powers, the inferior portion of his nature would
have lost part of its energy, while his better qualities would have
assumed a decided and permanent superiority.69
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Rhetorically, this closing statement burdens the reader – and the
patriotic Scottish reader in particular – to affirm the popular and
positive cultural image of Burns through recourse to a visage more
authentic than any mere portrait or sculpted bust. The reputation
and the interpretation lie in reciprocal relationship to each other,
just as they have been made to do in interpretations of Shakespearean
portraiture. That it is a Scot who affirms these things of another
Scot, the latter being perhaps one of the greatest of Scots, adds
further weight to the nationalistic potential of such interpretations.
The implications of phrenology, it would appear, are as much cultural
as they are individual, and the analyses made by phrenologists may
impact upon the living and the dead, and indeed influence those
who entertain guardianship over the bodies and reputations of both.
The question which must be asked here is – again – why should
such a debatable detail as the shape of a skull, the cranial outline
of a portrait or the depicted contours of a sculpted head be sufficient
grounds to justify a disinterment or the handling of a treasured
human relic? Phrenology has characteristically been dismissed, even
in some serious twentieth- and twenty-first-century histories of its
perceived Victorian heyday, as being little more than a voguish
pastime. If not a parlour game, it is a pseudoscience – grounded,
perhaps, in the languages of regular medicine and anatomy but
idiosyncratically divergent from any credible form of science or
psychology. At best a distraction for the idle and the ignorant, it is,
at worst, a tool by which quack doctors and predatory impostors
may deprive fools of their money, if not their reputations, through
spurious treatment, immodest manipulations and injudicious revelation.70 If such things were, indeed, the case, phrenology would surely
enjoy comparatively small influence within the educated culture of
its day and, it might be argued, little more than an ephemeral status
in nineteenth-century popular thought.
That the exhumation of a national bard on phrenological grounds
should even be contemplated, however, is a telling index of how
seriously the intellectual claims of phrenology were taken in the
nineteenth century – indeed, the exhumed cranium of Dean Swift
(1667–1745) was subjected to similar analysis in Ireland, and Scottish
phrenologists were accorded a degree of credibility sufficient to
secure for them access to the disinterred skull of an iconic monarch,
King Robert the Bruce (1274–1329).71 Phrenology, widely perceived
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in the twenty-first century as a discredited, faintly ridiculous and
specifically Victorian pseudoscience, must thus be understood as a
far more serious matter for the many commentators – medical
practitioners, clerics, authors and biographers as well as enthusiastic
amateurs – who were to debate its contentions and implications in
print and on the lecturer’s podium before, during and long after the
sixty-three-year reign of Queen Victoria.
In addition to its consistent appearance in the pages of both
educated monthly periodicals and popular daily newspapers, phrenology maintains a significant presence in fiction from the earlier years
of the nineteenth century to the fin de siècle, as may be deduced by
the explicit referencing of phrenologists, phrenological artefacts and
character traits derived from the study of the contours of the head
in works as generically diverse as Thomas Love Peacock’s Headlong
Hall (1815), Charles Dickens’s Sketches by Boz (1836), Henry
Cockton’s Valentine Vox (1840), Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847)
and Wilkie Collins’s The Evil Genius (1885–6).72 The focus in these
fictional works is, almost invariably, the living subject. One might
consider here how the head of George Eliot’s neurasthenic hero,
Latimer, in ‘The Lifted Veil’ (1859) is examined by the phrenologist
Mr Letherall, the young man’s education thereafter being determined
by advice tendered as to what qualities in his perceived character
must be ‘brought out’ and which ‘laid to sleep’.73 Eliot had herself
been examined phrenologically by George Combe, a cast having
being taken of her shaven head for that purpose in 1844.74 Combe
was to be formally consulted regarding the education of the Prince
of Wales in 1846, and phrenologically examined the future King
Edward VII in 1850, and the Princesses Victoria and Alice in 1852,
at the request of the Queen and the Prince Consort.75 Such consultations, conducted at the behest of intellectual and influential individuals
and motivated by a specific focus upon education and attainment,
seem hardly the stuff of idle caprice.
The educationally prescriptive experience of the fictional Latimer
– which reflects but one specific application of phrenology in
nineteenth-century British culture – is in itself suggestive of how the
tenets of this ostensible pseudoscience were imbricated into those
respectable and abiding doctrines of self-knowledge and selfimprovement through which the Victorian period has often been
typified.76 Phrenology is not an adjunct to nineteenth-century British
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culture. Nor indeed does it necessarily represent a peculiar departure
from those standards of evident proof and practical utility which
arguably underwrote the incorporation of any new intellectual or
technological development across the century. Phrenology was applied
and demonstrated at all levels of printed reportage across the
nineteenth century as frequently as its claims were variously debated
and disputed in essentially the same media. In the context of its
own time, therefore, phrenology must be understood as being
considerably more than a fad and, whatever its intellectual credibility
in twentieth- and twenty-first-century eyes, its nineteenth-century
influence may be regarded as being on occasions equivalent to that
exercised by any legitimate science of the time. As Roger Cooter,
writing in 1989, suggests, phrenology
is one of the most significant, if curious, social and intellectual manifestations of the last century. It is seen as having impinged on virtually
every aspect of life, thought and belief – élite and popular, religious
and secular, local and national; and it is regarded as having contributed
instrumentally to developments in anthropology, criminology, medicine,
psychiatry and education, in particular.

One should note, here, Cooter’s stress on both the ‘social and intellectual’. While he subsequently acknowledges a selection of those
nineteenth-century figures of public stature who either embraced
or expressed antagonism towards phrenology – John Stuart Mill,
Richard Cobden, Robert Owen, Thomas Wakley, John Elliotson,
Lord Palmerston, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Prince Albert among
them – Cooter’s statement, above, implicates also that vast and
anonymous body of people, literate and illiterate, from all social
classes, whose lives were touched, influenced or, on occasions,
significantly shaped by phrenological thought.77 That twentiethand twenty-first-century writings on phrenology have so often
neglected this popular and anonymous participation, conscious or
otherwise, in the concepts and language of the pseudoscience is a
great omission in the cultural history of the nineteenth century. As a
(pseudo)science of its time, phrenology is indicative of a breadth of
culture that embraces, on the one hand, the parlour savant and the
earnest, speculative, medical practitioner and, on the other, the hostile
dilettante intellectual and the sceptical, professionally committed
physiologist.
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It seems curious, therefore, that those few detailed histories of
phrenology available to the twenty-first-century reader tend to
concentrate upon the more technical discussions of the pseudoscience
associated with specialist publications written specifically for the
practitioner and the partisan. Stanley Finger and Paul Eling’s recent
and laudably detailed study of the first significant theorist of phrenology, Franz Joseph Gall: Naturalist of the Mind, Visionary of the
Brain (2019) is, to be sure, far more than a biography.78 It is, though,
necessarily concerned with the Continental exposition of Gall’s
theories and his complex relationship with his one-time demonstrator
and later collaborator, Johann Gaspar Spurzheim (1776–1832). In
dwelling on the specialist writings of Franz Joseph Gall (1758–1828),
it excusably eschews British popular contemplations of nascent
phrenology, though these are admittedly acknowledged by Finger
and Eling as a context worthy of consideration. The reception and
reputation of Gall as the earliest theorist of an identifiable phrenology
forms the matter of the first chapter of The dome of thought.
It is evident, though, that historians of phrenology have, prior
to Eling and Finger’s various studies of the subject, emphasised those
works published by and for committed phrenologists over and above
lay appreciations of the topic. Without doubt, those articles published
in periodicals such as the Phrenological Journal, or its mesmeric
counterpart, the Zoist, constitute a credible index of what phrenology
meant to those who actively embraced or practised its tenets. Equally,
the reportage, variously favourable and hostile associated with
orthodox medical periodicals such as the Medico-Chirurgical Review
and the Lancet, is indicative of how professional physicians responded
to the claims of a pseudoscience which embodied many of the practical
functions of a nascent psychology. To date, considerably less has
been said, however, regarding the knowledge of phrenology enjoyed
by those who were neither practitioners nor partisans to one side
or other of the debate – the readers, in other words, of accessible
and widely distributed reportage and fiction.
Of those recent studies concerned more or less exclusively with
the pseudoscience, John van Wyhe’s Phrenology and the Origins of
Victorian Scientific Naturalism (2004) perhaps does most to address
this imbalance – though even this work’s admirable research favours
the well-wrought rhetoric of educated magazines, most notably the
Edinburgh Review, rather than the more demotic reportage associated
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with popular newspapers. More problematic, though, is van Wyhe’s
concentration on what is arguably an unduly narrow compass of
phrenological influence. Much of the drama of Phrenology and the
Origins of Victorian Scientific Naturalism is vested in its meticulous
charting of the uneasy and competitive relationships between those
personalities who constituted the evocative public face of the pseudoscience. Hence, the book argues consistently that ‘The history of
phrenology could be written as the doings of a sequence of egotistical
men’, beginning with the pseudoscience’s earliest Continental theorists,
and proceeding through to its British institutionalisation under George
Combe, his associates and competitors.79 Combe, indeed, lies at the
centre of van Wyhe’s vision of the ebb and flow of phrenological
thought from the first decade of the nineteenth century to the revival
of the pseudoscience’s fortunes in the 1860s. In consequence, the
presence of other significant figures in British phrenology – most
notably, John Elliotson (1791–1868), who combined mesmerism
and phrenology in mid-century London – is somewhat underplayed
in Phrenology and the Origins of Victorian Scientific Naturalism,
even though the at-times spectacular and controversial activities of
such practitioners were widely reported across all classes of society.
Much of van Wyhe’s study – more than two chapters, in fact – is
concerned specifically with Combe’s influential and extensive exercise
in philosophical naturalism, The Constitution of Man Considered
in Relation to External Objects (1828), even though only a fraction of this work, as van Wyhe suggests, is explicitly concerned
with phrenology.80 The contribution of van Wyhe to the debate
upon the cultural function of phrenology is therefore one primarily
concerned with its role in promulgating a type of naturalism whose
intricacies were accessible for the most part only to the educated
and philosophically minded. As van Wyhe himself admits elsewhere,
‘phrenology’s authoritative role was epistemological’ and ‘provided
the authority of a scientific seer to the phrenologist’, empowering that
individual to evaluate and demarcate others, as well as elevate his
or her own status.81 Phrenology, in van Wyhe’s analysis, is centred
at the intersection of a network of power struggles. Regional and
infra-national rivalries, ‘egotistical men’ in competitive practice,
and rival interpretations of mind, body and character are made to
crystallise around Combe’s writings and career in Phrenology and
the Origins of Victorian Scientific Naturalism, rendering van Wyhe’s
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book an evocative but extremely partial study of a movement that
well exceeded its earliest celebrated British exponent.
The life and career of George Combe is likewise the pivot of
David Stack’s 2008 study, Queen Victoria’s Skull: George Combe
and the Mid-Victorian Mind. Combe’s highly influential work is
placed in context here through an extensive recourse to previously
unseen manuscript letters and journals, these being imbricated with
matter derived from contemporary periodicals. The opinions expressed
in British popular newspapers play a comparatively small role in
Stack’s exhaustive reading of Combe’s career, though their utility
as an index of public feeling, especially in phrenology’s discrete
development in the United States, is at least acknowledged.82 Phrenology, though, is not the singular focus of Queen Victoria’s Skull.
Indeed this work, which is so admirably detailed regarding Combe’s
extensive lecturing career and crucial role in the formation and
development of the Edinburgh Phrenological Society – the paradigm
for many similar bodies founded across the nineteenth century – is
somewhat understated when considering the cultures of phrenology
in the period preceding the Edinburgh savant’s encounter with his
mentor, Johann Gaspar Spurzheim. Like van Wyhe, Stack dwells at
some length upon the intellectual influence of Combe’s The Constitution of Man, a work which has a more than phrenological input
into the shaping of, to recall the volume’s indicative subtitle, ‘the
mid-Victorian mind’.83 Stack’s study represents, none the less, the
most extensive consideration of Combe’s influence upon education
both as a theorist and as a practical organiser of schools and similar
educative bodies founded upon a systematic context of radical social
and political commitment.84
The later history of phrenology is curiously underrepresented in
full-length studies of the pseudoscience. There are, admittedly, some
excellent interventions into the history of phrenological periodicals
– most notably, Jennifer Ruth’s detailed study of the Zoist – and a
significant cadre of critical articles which contemplate the underacknowledged presence of phrenology in the writings of British and
American poets and authors.85 Of the few book-length studies that
address the later century, Steven Tomlinson’s Head Masters: Phrenology, Secular Education, and Nineteenth-Century Social Thought
(2005), as its title suggests, emphasises the pedagogical and institutional legacies of phrenology, with due acknowledgement to George
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Combe’s interest in this field, and Roger Cooter’s admirable The
Cultural Meaning of Popular Science: Phrenology and the Organization of Consent in Nineteenth-Century Britain (1984), though
extending at its conclusion to the later century, is likewise at its
most perceptive when interrogating phrenological culture in the age
of Combe.86 Only Heads and Headlines: The Phrenological Fowlers
(1972) by Madeleine B. Stern, though, considers the declining years
of the pseudoscience at length, albeit in a context very much mindful
of phrenology’s American incarnation.87 A revisionary study of this
aspect of phrenology’s influence, tempered by due acknowledgement
of the earlier nineteenth century, is long overdue.
The dome of thought thus aspires to a considerably broader
comprehension of how phrenology functioned across nineteenthcentury British culture than has characterised recent scholarship.
Much of the matter of phrenology exists not in what it said in and
of itself, through writings authorised by its own savants and practitioners, but rather in what was said about it. Hitherto, this side
of a lively and long debate has been expressed with reference to a
limited range of clinical sources and an extensive body of non-clinical
commentary written originally for the educated, primarily middle-class
and often Victorian, reader. In contrast to this consensus, The dome
of thought seeks to address the absence of a history of the popular
consciousness of phrenology and phrenological thought in the specifically British nineteenth century. It is thus not a study of the major
practitioners of phrenology, and not a history of the pseudoscience
premised only upon a practitioner’s understanding of the subject.
Rather, this present study contemplates the appearance of both
phrenology and phrenologists in the popular and pervasive media
of newspaper reportage and monthly journals. It aspires to chart
not so much the rise and thought of the pseudoscience, but instead
considers its modulation, the ebb and flow of its imagery and
conceptuality in a public consciousness indexed on both local and
national levels by mass, printed media. It is a history both of ideas
and of their dissemination.
The dome of thought is, essentially, a chronological study which
contemplates phrenology from its earliest exposition on the European
continent, through its development as a peculiarly British pseudoscience, to its decadence in the twentieth century, and a final ironic
resurgence in the twenty-first century. Its contentions are supported
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by a disparate archive of material that has, for the most part, remained
unquoted and thus unknown since its original publication.
The first chapter begins with an interrogation of the newspaper
reportage through which Gall’s theory and practice were introduced
to the British public, exposing therein a range of religious and political subtexts which were to resurface sporadically in accounts of
phrenological activity across the century. Chapter 1 also provides a
uniquely detailed survey of the phrenological organs which makes
reference to the earliest translated works available to anglophone
readers, as well as to the reviews of these published in the British
press. Chapter 2 contemplates the arrival of practical phrenology
on British soil by way of the first lecture tour undertaken by Gall’s
disciple, Spurzheim. The doctor’s lectures, which began in London
and took him first to the English provinces, then to Ireland and
finally to Scotland, have never been discussed at length. The reports
given of these lectures in the popular press provide an insight into
expository practice and medical celebrity in the early nineteenth
century. Chapter 3 follows naturally from this point by considering Spurzheim’s sojourn in Edinburgh, a pivotal moment for the
development of British phrenology. The controversy surrounding
Spurzheim’s clinical practice as well as his theory of character is
discussed with reference to contemporary reports, and its influence
upon George Combe – the most influential British theorist of phrenology – acknowledged. The chapter then moves to a discussion of the
dissemination of phrenological knowledge by way of a network of
specialist societies, from the first in Edinburgh to smaller bodies across
the British provinces and in Ireland, which disseminated knowledge
of the pseudoscience well into the 1840s. The social demographic
of these bodies provides a significant context for Chapter 4, in
which the rise of a more commercialised (rather than speculative
or theoretical) phrenology is investigated. This latter chapter also
embodies the first sustained consideration of the hybrid practice of
phreno-magnetism beyond its association with the clinical mesmerist John Elliotson. The chapter is also very much concerned with
provincial, as opposed to metropolitan, phrenology in the second half
of the century, and closes with an account of how British phrenology
changed irrevocably on being exposed to American entrepreneurship.
Finally, the conclusion charts the decline of organised phrenology in
twentieth-century Britain, and finishes with a coda which demonstrates
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how phrenological imagery retains a surprising residual value even
in the first quarter of the twenty-first century.
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1
‘Dr Gall, the anatomist, who gives
lectures on the skull’: phrenology in
Britain during the first decade of the
nineteenth century

Mr F. J. Gall, at Vienna, has finished a most elaborate work on the
Exercise of the Brain, and on the possibility of recognising the several
Faculties and Propensities from the Construction and Form of the
Head and Skull. Mr Geisweiler, of Parliament Street, has in his possession a part of the manuscript, and several drawings, finished in
the most correct and excellent style, deserving the attention of the
curious. The author intends to publish the work at the same time
both in England and Germany.
Medical and Physical Journal (July 1800)1

On their initial publication in 1798, Gall’s ideas were available to
readers only in the original German.2 This small notice, in the Medical
and Physical Journal for July 1800, is quite possibly the first published
announcement regarding the system that was to become known as
phrenology – for that term was coined only in 1815 – in the English
language.3 The tone is bland, and the news most likely based on
information provided by Constantine Geisweiler (1769–1849), who
was a German-speaking bookseller in Westminster, rather than
through any direct access to the manuscript itself.4 The promised
publication in English did not appear, however, and it was to be
another two years before Gall’s theory was outlined at any length
to an anglophone readership, and before the name of this obscure
but conventionally qualified European physician was to become
popularly associated in Britain with a systematic study of character
premised upon the external contours of the skull.
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The eventual reception of Gall’s ideas in Britain, however, was
significantly affected by the political controversy surrounding their
initial exposure in fin-de-siècle Vienna. Gall had for five years been
conducting relatively small private symposia in the Austrian capital
during which he proposed an ostensible relationship between cranial
conformation and perceived character. In late 1801, however, these
gatherings were suddenly proscribed, apparently by Imperial decree.
This appears a somewhat heavy-handed decision in context, given
that it impacted upon a relatively small number of people in Vienna,
but it was to have far-reaching consequences. Certainly, it affected
how and where Gall’s practice would develop across the following
fifteen years. Eschewing by necessity the intimate domestic settings
of his modest Viennese lectures, Gall was eventually to become a
peripatetic speaker with a reputation sufficient to command the
attention of audiences in universities and public auditoria across
the continent of Europe. The expanded compass of his pedagogy
brought, in turn, new opportunities for him publicly to examine
and exemplify the crania of the living and the dead – including
subjects incarcerated in prisons, hospitals and lunatic asylums who
would have been previously unavailable to him – in several European
countries. His extensive tour would further prompt the development
of his theory as these new craniological subjects concretised or
undermined his initial assertions – and his constantly revised findings
would be reported by those in attendance as well as being summarised
by commentators not actually present at the lectures. These reports,
which appeared in newspapers and in popular and specialist journals
were, in turn, translated, condensed and, on occasion distorted, as
Dr Gall’s reputation preceded him to his final engagements in Paris,
where he settled in 1807.
In early nineteenth-century Europe, Gall’s reputation was thus
essentially dependent upon a pervasive public comprehension of the
nature of his demonstrations and the specific theory they advanced.
British perception, in contrast to this, was more immediately shaped
not by knowledge of Gall’s practice but rather through an enduring
consciousness of its prohibition. The reporting of the latter, indeed,
ought to be recognised as a central conceit whose residual presence
was arguably to undermine any positive reception of Gall’s ideas
until halfway through the second decade of the century. British
readers first became aware of the proscription of Gall’s lectures
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through a short, and rather enigmatic, statement published in The
Times on 28 January 1802:
Dr Gall, lecturer on Osteology, at Vienna, has received an order to
suspend his course until his system, and the conclusions he makes
from the particular conformations of the organs, shall be examined
by a commission, in order to ascertain whether they be consistent
with morality.5

Subsequent commentators were more fulsome in detailing the
implications of the edict. The following report, which appeared in
another London newspaper, the Sun, a few days following the notice
in The Times, purports to embody a translation of the prohibitive
document itself:
The decree which the Territorial Government of Vienna has transmitted
to Dr Gall is as follows:
By virtue of a Court Decree of the 27th ult: Whereas it has come
to our knowledge that M. Gall, Doctor of Medicine, reads private
Lectures at his house, on a new theory relative to the human skull,
which Lectures are attended, not only by men, but even women and
young girls; and as this new doctrine concerning the skull, which is
enthusiastically extolled, can only tend to derange the heads of the
hearers, since it appears that it is contrary to the first principles of
religion and morality; the Doctor is hereby required to desist from
giving any such Lectures on skulls, and to notify, in writing, to this
Government, what privilege or licence he may have received for
commencing the same.
Dr Gall, however, in consequence of the application of several
Foreign Ministers, has been permitted to proceed in his Lectures on
Skulls, but only to Foreigners and excluding women.6

There is a thinly veiled mockery behind the ostensible reportage
here. In part, the humour depends upon the contention that the
Austrian men in attendance are as likely to become deranged as the
– implicitly, morally or intellectually weaker – ‘women and young
girls’ who are also present. Similar sentiments were expressed regarding the collective derangement of ‘men, women, and girls’ during
Gall’s lectures in a considerably shorter report published in the
Morning Post on the same day – albeit without any allusion to
those gentlemen whose unspecified foreignness apparently inhibits
their susceptibility to immoral, irreligious or otherwise pernicious
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knowledge.7 The account printed in the Sun, it should be noted,
began to circulate across England within a week and appeared
verbatim in, for example, the Kentish Weekly Post, Ipswich Journal
and Chester Courant, while a heavily condensed summary appeared
in the Salisbury and Winchester Journal on 8 February.8 A month
later, another London newspaper, the Star, noted briefly that ‘Dr
Gall has at length obtained permission to continue his lectures on
osteology at his house in Vienna; but he is obliged to transmit to
the Government a list of his auditors’.9 This small detail appears to
have been overlooked by historians of phrenology, who characteristically recommence the narrative of Gall’s pedagogy with his departure
from Austria in March 1805. Gall’s work in Vienna, therefore, may
well have continued across three years, albeit with no further negative
publicity or prohibition and, as John van Wyhe points out, a modest
quantum of German-language commentary.10
Be that as it may, The Times was quick to return to its mockery
of Gall’s speculations, a columnist remarking jocularly on 3 February
1802 how ‘Dr Gall, the Anatomist, who gives Lectures on the skull
may fairly be said to be at the head of his profession!’ 11 Just over
a week later, and with more than a hint of irony, the same newspaper
speculated upon the fearful consequences that might attend Gall’s
possible arrival upon English shores, should the doctor one day be
minded to deliver his course of lectures outside of the European
landmass. The anonymous columnist noted that:
A general panic prevails among those gentlemen who have attended
to the body rather than to the brain, lest the famous Dr Gall should
make his appearance in England. No restraint is here laid on the
discoveries of learned men; and as his lectures might not be confined
to the skulls of Ladies and Foreigners as they now are, he would
probably, on examining those of modern loungers, jockies, and
pedestrians, prove them to be as miserably decorated within as they
are without.12

In this context, ‘jockies’ implies dilettante vagabonds rather than
literal horsemen, where ‘pedestrian’ connotes the merely mundane or
unexceptional rather than the distinguished.13 However shallow this
satire upon metropolitan dandyism may be, it none the less enforces
a connection between the skulls of those who are phrenologically
examined and some perceived weakness or debility – that weakness
being potentially exposed in the domestic male population because
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no equivalent restrictive edict would likely be imposed upon Gall’s
work in Protestant England.14 Gall did not extend his European
tour of 1805–7 to British shores, no doubt because of the political
hostilities that divided England from the Continent.15 To speculate
that he might have done so, even in such satirical terms as are
deployed by The Times’ columnist, is surely an acknowledgement
of the growing currency of his still-untranslated ideas in Britain,
at least in outline, within three years of their initial appearance on
the Continent.

‘As the brain is moulded by the skull’: craniognomy and the
British press
Historians of phrenology are apt to assert that the first reasonably
detailed attempt to explain Gall’s interpretative system in the English
language was published in the pages of the Gentleman’s Magazine
in March 1802. That article’s somewhat ponderous title, ‘Explanation of Dr Gall’s theory of skulls, extracted from a French paper’,
appears to be, at first sight, commendably frank in acknowledging
its initial appearance in a Continental periodical.16 The purported
editor of the Gentleman’s Magazine, the pseudonymous Sylvanus
Urban, fails, however, to admit that the translation in question
had in fact graced the more widely disseminated English-language
pages of The Times in the preceding month, under the more
restrained title of ‘Gall’s theory of skulls’.17 The Times’ article,
indeed, ought rightly to be regarded as a central source text in the
anglophone dissemination of phrenological thought at the turn of
the century, given that it was reproduced (albeit with some editing)
not merely in the metropolitan Gentleman’s Magazine but also in
the provincial press, successively gracing the pages of the Lancaster Gazetteer, Derby Mercury and Caledonian Mercury, to name
but three.18
The ‘Explanation’ is, in fact, not so much a derivative as a verbatim
reproduction of the earlier work, the central difference being the
omission of the short editorial preface which appears in The Times.19
This excised paragraph intimates that The Times has ‘extracted the
following, said to be an explanation of the theory of Dr Gall, from
a French paper, for the amusement of our readers’. Leaving aside
the slight equivocation – ‘said to be’ – the reference to ‘amusement’
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here more likely invites the reader to a dilettante dalliance with a
curious subject matter rather than to hearty humour.20 Hence, the
matter which follows is delivered with relative restraint and a notable
absence of polemic or irony. Acknowledging first the prohibition
placed upon Gall’s pedagogical activities, the translation moves
quickly to summarise the essential physiological and osteological
core of Gall’s new theory. The columnist asserts:
As the brain is moulded by the skull, Dr Gall, who thinks he has
found in the conformation of the brain an explanation for the different
moral and intellectual faculties of man, establishes the convexity of
the skull as the rule from which he is to form his judgement; and
contends that the more convex the skull, the greater the capacity of
the individual, which he supports by the examples of the skulls of
many celebrated men. This convexity is generally remarkable in every
great man; but handsome men, whose heads are generally more round
and gracefully formed, have seldom much genius.21

The columnist has, in one respect, misrepresented the theory. Gall’s
contention is that the brain shapes the skull, rather than vice versa,
the cranial organs themselves expanding according to their differing
strengths and imposing contours cognisant with their relative force
upon the malleable bones of youth.22 The writer, though, is correct
with regard to the implications of the rounded skull under Gall’s
system. The greater cranial capacity inferred by a bulbous skull
does not necessarily imply an enhanced level of intelligence, nor a
more finely tuned moral sensibility. Explicitly, it is the shape of the
skull, not its comparative size, which is flagged from the outset as
significant in the formation of character.23 Hence, osseous prominence
indicates plenitude or excess in a localised quality or attribute, troughs
or depressions a relative state of deficiency, and unexceptional
smoothness a median which seemingly serves to demarcate mundanity
from mediocrity. Aesthetic considerations, likewise, are superficial,
pace the projected concerns of British ‘loungers, jockies and pedestrians’: a visibly rounded skull might prototypically suggest an
intellectually rounded individual, in other words – an intellectual
generalist, rather than one who displays specific development or
deficiency in a specific métier or character trait. Certainly, the lapse
of a mere fortnight has advanced both a balancing and a broadening
of Gall’s theory to British public attention, the second Times report
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upon the system configuring it as a science of general character
rather than one concerned specifically with deficiency.
The skull is thus configured by the report as the ostensible index
to the brain – an organ which, under the medical conditions of the
period, could not itself be safely or directly studied whilst the patient
was alive. By deploying the conformity of the skull as a concrete
guide to character – with specific components of the personality
mapped onto the significantly contoured cranial surface by the brain
which lies beneath – an overview of a person’s perceived individuality
might thus be ascertained with a conceit of scientific authority during
their lifetime rather than posthumously. Intellectual capability is but
one attribute which the study of the surface of the skull ought,
theoretically, to reveal, as The Times infers:
[Gall] has found in the skulls of singing birds, in those of celebrated
Musicians, and, above all, in that of Mozart, the organ of music.
Finally, the wily brain of the fox and the cat, as well as those of men
whom he had known remarkable for craft, point out to him the organ
of cunning.24

If Gall appears somewhat radical in his commitment to comparative
anatomy some six or seven decades before Charles Darwin, then
the pointed use of terms such as ‘wily’, ‘craft’ and ‘cunning’ to
imbricate perceived character traits in the human, the feline and the
canine bespeaks a pervasive commitment to judgement and morality,
as well as an inclination towards Aesopian literary clichés.25 Though
genius or superior mental capacity is mentioned in passing, the
essential focus of the article is character and innate ability.
Gall’s modelling of the cranium, in other words, claims a prerogative to reveal, with supposed objectivity, the relative proportions of
culturally or socially positive and negative attributes in an individual’s
habits, aspirations and tastes.26 Morality thus becomes a reflex of
physiology, with moral deviance becoming a matter of concern as
much for the physician as it has hitherto been for the cleric and the
lawyer. For all that, however, the final conformation of the skull
may not be congruent with its youthful contours. Citing Gall once
more, the columnist continues:
He likewise believes himself able to determine the place of each of
our mental faculties in the brain; the faculty of observation, for example,
lies just behind the forehead. This part is very convex in children,
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who, as is well known, are remarkable for this faculty. This convexity
diminishes insensibly, and even becomes a concave, unless in great
observers; and Dr Gall concludes that liberty and custom may induce
great changes in this faculty in man.27

An important assumption is implicitly advanced here. Character is
not a fixed thing, and though certain qualities might be naturally
diminished as the brain passes from youth to maturity, these may
possibly be retained within those whose capacity is ‘great’ (that is,
exceptional).
The potential for the deployment of phrenology as an educational
tool, or as a device for social control, may thus be said to be latent
in Gall’s initial model, and discernible even in this early and highly
derivative account.28 If an exceptional character will naturally preserve
its peculiar characteristics, then it ought to be possible to foster and
preserve such elements in any human individual by training and
exercise, assuming that their presence – or relative absence – might
be ascertained from an inspection of the youthful skull. Likewise,
undesirable or antisocial qualities might be detected and discouraged
by a judicious restriction of their expression.29 With respect to the
adult skull, any faculties ascertained as deficient or absent following
inspection of the external conformation of the cranium might be
conveniently developed, again by the imposition of some form of
training, exercise, restriction or encouragement. From its earliest
days, therefore, it would appear that phrenology was not perceived
as merely a diagnostic science but held the potential to be a therapeutic
one also, its administration having both individual and social
consequences.30 The association of Mozart’s prodigious musicality
with the perceived tunefulness of birds is likewise portentous. Wild
animals and birds may be tamed, their behaviour modified or mollified
at the behest of those who know how to train them.
The highlighting of Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–91) as an
exalted and internationally accredited musical talent in the report
is also indicative of another central preoccupation of early phrenology:
celebrity. The rhetorical ease with which a diagnosis may be compared
with – or adjusted to fit – a public reputation or perceived personality
in such exemplifications is, inevitably, problematic. Though passed
over in The Times’ report, the subjective risk to supposedly scientific
objectivity in phrenology would later resurface in those debates
which tested and undermined the absolutes supposedly imposed by
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the interrogation of immutable osseous matter.31 That said, it is
apparent from the earliest days of phrenology that the exceptional
skull is specifically advanced as the one which ought rightly to be
exemplified.32 Later reports of Gall’s lecture tour of Europe intimated
his examination and diagnosis of the skulls of incarcerated criminals
in Spandau, Berlin and Torgau.33 In The Times’ account, though, it
is the physicality of the celebrity skull that ostensibly provides the
clearest illustration of character in itself – and the most potent
evidential foil to lay in contrast against the average or the deficient.
Hence, Gall is specifically emphasised in his explanation of the
character traits and creative abilities apparently revealed – or else
confirmed – not merely by way of Mozart’s skull but also through
the examination of the crania of the celebrated Austrian poets Aloys
Blumauer (1755–98) and Johann Baptist von Alxinger (1755–97),
and the tactician Field Marshal Dagobert Sigmund von Wurmser
(1724–97).34 No inglorious or average man, nor any woman whatsoever, is named in this reported diagnostic manifesto.
If The Times conveyed its earliest report on Gall’s theory to the
general public by way of generalisation and summary, the doctor’s
ideas were to be presented for a second time that year in a significantly
enhanced form befitting a possibly more discerning audience. ‘A
short view of the craniognomic system of Dr Gall, of Vienna’, an
acknowledged translation of a French-language article by Ludwig
Heinrich Bojanus (1776–1827), an Alsatian physician with a practice
in Vienna, appeared in volume 14 of the Philosophical Magazine,
a periodical edited by Alexander Tilloch (1759–1825), a Fellow of
the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland and ‘Member of the London
Philosophical Society, etc’.35 This highly detailed exploration of Gall’s
theory advances not merely a specific name for nascent phrenology
– craniognomy, an appellation which recalls the earlier systematic
physiognomy of Lavater – but also discrete definitions for the
individual organs of the craniognomical system, as well as what is
almost certainly the earliest illustration of an organically demarcated
skull to be published in Britain.36 The specific naming of Gall’s
system in this English translation, intriguingly, draws upon only a
portion of the original French title in which Gall’s ‘Système craniognomique’ was also denominated ‘Encephalo-cranioscopie’.37
Bojanus’s translated account is crucial. Its appearance in a serious
and intellectual periodical – one which published avowedly scientific
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papers concerning chemistry, biology and meteorology – enhanced
the implicit authority already communicated by the author’s medical
postnomials and accredited status as a ‘Member of the Medical
Societies of Jena and Paris, and of the Society of the Observers of
Man’.38 The emphasis placed upon the writer’s intellectual legitimacy
may have been prompted by the publication of the first part of
another translation, economically and clumsily attributed to ‘Dr
Bojames’, in the March 1802 edition of the Journal of Natural
Philosophy, Chemistry and the Arts, edited by William Nicholson
(1753–1815).39 The two translations differ in style, though they
clearly derive from the same French-language original: those readers
accessing Bojanus’s account by way of the Philosophical Magazine
in late 1802 would, however, have been the first to comprehend it
in its entirety, Nicholson’s journal completing the account only in
April 1803.
Arguably, Bojanus’s ‘A short view’ establishes a structural paradigm
that will effectively underwrite more than a decade of summaries,
interrogations and critiques of nascent phrenology. The account is
unashamedly critical, and commentaries, interpretation and occasional
rejoinders are appended – in brackets, so as to enhance clarity – after
each organ is described.40 Before the writer outlines the thirty-three
cranial organs then enumerated in Gall’s theory, he takes pains to
note how earlier systems of a similar nature – ‘those of Baptista
Porta and Lavater’ as well as ‘the theory of the facial angle’ – have
proved, variously, ‘too bold, too little founded on rational observation’, capable of being appreciated ‘only by an imagination equally
exalted’ to the level of Lavater’s ‘genius’, or else capable of expressing
‘only general points of view’ rather than specifics.41 The matter of
the proportionate balance between different faculties is, as in The
Times’ account, acknowledged, though Bojanus seems less certain
with regard to the corrective possibilities which might be afforded
by education, experience or age. The point is conveyed equivocally.
Bojanus notes:
It is however to be remarked, that exercise has a great influence on
the force of the faculties, and that an organ moderately expanded,
but often exercised, can give a faculty superior to that which accompanies a very extensive organ never put in action; as we see that a
man of a weak conformation acquires, by continued exercise, strength
superior to another of a more athletic structure.
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The brain is configured by this argument as being analogous to any
physiological organ or muscle capable, in other words, of development
through exercise or atrophy due to relative lack of use. However,
when Bojanus turns to Gall’s attempts to enforce his theory through
comparative anatomy – this being an element of Dr Gall’s practice
from its earliest days in Vienna – the commentator appears less
sure of the efficacy of corrective guidance, training or education.
While acknowledging that not all animals embody a full suite of
craniognomical organs, for ‘the quantity of the organs fixes the
difference of the genus of animals, their reciprocal proportion that
of individuals’, Bojanus makes clear ‘that the disposition originally
given to each faculty by nature may be called forth by exercise,
and favourable circumstances, and sometimes by disease, but that
it can never be created in the case where it has not been given by
nature’. If this equivocation were not sufficiently clear, Bojanus
appends a footnote that states, baldly, ‘The germ of every organ must
exist in embryo, if the expansion of that organ is to be afterwards
called forth’.42
This is a small point, perhaps, but it has far-reaching implications.
Logically, an animal not possessed of those craniognomical organs
associated with speech cannot be taught to speak, irrespective of
whether it actually embodies the physiological structures in throat
and mouth by which speech itself might be expressed. In the human
body, the cranium of which is theoretically assumed to possess the
full – that is, ‘perfect’ 43 – range of organs, it should theoretically
be possible to apply some form of corrective or educative antidote
to any deficiency, in order to create what might be considered a
balanced individual. Later accounts of Gall’s practice were, however,
to stress not merely deficiencies in, but on occasion the complete
absence of, certain organs, particularly in the skulls of persistent
criminals and the insane. Humanity, it appears, may at times approach
the bestial when the skull is examined not merely holistically but
also in intimate detail, and the hopeful doctrine of proportion and
balance may necessarily have to yield in some extreme cases to a
contemplation of organic absence and a consequent and uncorrectable
imbalance in character. The truly balanced individual, for Bojanus
at least, is thus seemingly a myth, and the difficulty of detecting
such a chimera is evoked by him in an image which curiously
anticipates the later phrenological debate on Shakespeare’s skull.
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Pithily, Bojanus remarks that ‘a cranium, perfectly round, of whatever
size it may be, is never a proof of many or of great faculties’.44
Beyond this cautionary preface, Bojanus enumerates the thirty-three
organs characteristic of ‘Dr Gall’s ‘system’ at the time, this being
the first occasion upon which they were both named and described
at length in the English language. The numbering system employed
by Bojanus relates to the somewhat crude engraving of an organically
divided skull, displayed in front, rear and side profile, which accompanies the article as ‘Philo. Mag. Pl. II. Vol. XIV’, and which is
almost certainly derived from the same original as ‘Philos Journal
Vol. IV. Pl. X. p. 208’ which illustrates the account by ‘Bojames
MD’ in the Journal of Natural Philosophy (see Figure 1).45 Though
a precedent is theoretically being set regarding how Gall’s system
might be graphically comprehended in future, it must be noted that
the numbering system and, indeed, the nomenclature of the organs
remained mutable well into mid-century. Similarly, the boundaries
of the respective organs were apt to expand, contract and on occasions
to blur and merge across the same period. In fact, in Bojanus’s
account, two demarcated but ‘Unknown Organs’ – numbered 10
– ‘are as yet unknown in regard to their functions’: later versions
of the organically divided cranium absorbed these discrete organs
into those adjoining them rather than allocating them a function of
their own.46
Gall’s nomenclature was to be criticised later in the decade for
its perceived clumsiness. The extent to which the naming of the
organs and the phrasing of their respective definitions might be
satisfactorily referred back to their originator, though, is highly
debatable in British context. The processes of translation and
retranslation were continually to modify both Gall’s initial terminology
and the moral or rhetorical implications of the organs to which it
was nominally attached. The parallel to Franz Anton Mesmer –
another German physician who, having courted controversy with
his practice in Vienna, fled with his theory to Paris – is noteworthy.
Despite initially constraining those who had purchased the right to
practise mesmerism through their membership of a hermetic brotherhood, Mesmer ultimately saw animal magnetism flow from his control
into the unregulated hands of former adepts and mere imitators.47
Gall appears to have been dismissive of those other writers who
summarised his ideas in the first decade of the nineteenth century,
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1 ‘The Craniognomic System of Dr Gall of Vienna’, Journal of Natural
Philosophy, 4 (March 1803), Plate X, following p. 208
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perhaps because his own personal celebrity was instrumental in
maintaining his authoritative prominence as theorist and practitioner.48
In England, though, where Gall’s presence was manifested only
through a reputation tinted at least initially by association with the
prohibitive Viennese edict, Gall’s control over the definition and
application of his theory was severely impaired. Hence, this earliest
English-language evocation of Gall’s system is worthy of specific
and protracted attention quite simply because it precedes the more
substantial revisions undertaken by later British commentators and
enthusiasts. Bojanus, even in translation, must be seen as advancing
an account far closer to Gall’s original ideas – which Bojanus had
himself witnessed being demonstrated in Vienna – than anything
that was to succeed his 1802 article in the Philosophical Journal.49
Bojanus’s testimony thus provides, as it were, an insight into the
Continental foundation upon which the later, and more distinctively
British, tradition of phrenology was raised.
In Bojanus’s account, the various organs are for the most part
distinguished by one or two paragraphs of description, the writer
having by his own admission elided Gall’s more fulsome and lengthy
descriptions of the attributes of each. The terminology differs slightly
in the Bojames account, though the numbering is constant and the
organs are essentially the same in both. Bojanus’s tabulation opens
with the ‘Organ of the Tenacity of Life’, numbered 1, though the
definition of this organ – which Gall locates in the medulla oblongata
or embedded continuation of the spinal cord rather than on the
surface of the brain itself – seems somewhat close to that of the
adjacent ‘Organ of the Instinct of Self-preservation’, numbered 2.
Despite having predicated the latter through its putative role in the
prevention or facilitation of human suicide, Gall appears to be unsure
of its discrete existence, and – as Bojanus discreetly puts it – ‘waits
for further examples’. Presumably the ‘Organ for the Choice of
Nourishment’ – numbered 3 – is somehow related to the instinct
for self-preservation, though its shape is apparently variable, with
its frontal area ‘being larger in carnivorous animals, the posterior
more expanded in graminivorous’, while, logically, its dualistic
contours ‘are of equal size’ in omnivorous subjects. The ‘Cerebral
Organs of the external Senses’ – numbered 4 – presumably also
have some association with the survival instinct, though this possibility
is not mentioned in Bojanus’s account.50
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A more substantial portion of the article is given over to the next
two organs enumerated, those of ‘Instinct and Copulation’ and ‘the
reciprocal Love of Parents and Children’, numbered 5 and 6 respectively. The former – which is ‘situated at the base of the occipital
bone’ – seems to enjoy a somewhat phallic prominence, not merely
because it ‘never expands but at the age of puberty’ but likewise
through its association in Gall’s work with rampant and fecund
sexuality. Hence, its presence is muted in oxen and geldings but:
In the ape, the hare, and the cock, this organ is very apparent; and in
pigeons and sparrows the occipital forms a particular bag, which seems
to be an appendage of the head; and it is well known that these animals
are exceedingly ardent in copulation. The same disposition is sometimes
found in the cranium of man; and Dr Gall has in his collection the
skulls of several fools, who were distinguished by their lasciviousness,
and whose occipital bone presents an enormous projection.

Though Bojanus does not render this organ explicitly in gendered
terms – the ‘animals’ and ‘fools’ that succeed the two castrated
beasts of burden not being allocated a biological sex – later writers
were to develop this organ into a rhetorical device through which
dissonant female subjects might be judged. The organ which governs
the degree of reciprocal love between parent and child, though, is
specifically gendered, and the suggestion that it is ‘intimately connected
with the preceding organ’ conditions somewhat the putative polysexuality of the ‘Organ of Instinct and Copulation’ through its
conclusion that ‘This organ in general is more striking in women
than men, and throughout all nature more so in the female than in
the male sex’. The ‘Organ of Attachment and Friendship’, intriguingly,
is defined only by reference to dogs, of all breeds the greyhound
apparently being ‘the least susceptible of attachment’.51
Bojanus’s account in the Philosophical Magazine is presented in
two parts, and the first of these closes with the descriptions of four
further organs, all of which appear logically related to each other
on account of the tendencies they variously inspire or regulate. The
most extensively explored of these is the ‘Organ of Courage’ (numbered 8), and ‘its proximity to the three preceding organs explains
to us the fury of animals in rutting time, and the excess of courage
in those which have young, or which protect the female and the
individuals of their society’. Animals, again – specifically, ‘the hyena,
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the lion, the wolf’ – are made to exemplify the quality of this organ,
though a small aside towards the end of this definition intimates a
specific manner of manipulating the craniognomical organs which
would reappear again later in the century at the point at which
phrenology was to join with mesmerism to produce the hybrid
pseudoscience of phreno-magnetism. Bojanus first recalls Gall’s
opinion before adding his own coda:
A very surprising phænomenon seems to support the opinion of Dr
Gall on the seat of this organ: it is a certain involuntary motion of
man when he loses courage. He scratches behind his ears, as if desirous
to excite the action of the organ which gives him that faculty.
[We have remarked a movement in cats which appears to have
some resemblance to the above, and which relates to the organ of
attachment. When fawning on man, they always present the posterior
part of the head to rub it against him.]52

Ingenious though this may be, the data itself is so broadly generalised
as to defy any semblance of scientific credibility. Such unsubstantiated
– and, withal, unverifiable –generalisations, it might be added,
punctuate not merely this but most other contemporary accounts
of craniognomical and phrenological theory.
The functional nature of the physical proximity of the organs
enumerated by Bojanus has not escaped the notice of historians of
phrenology.53 The complementary attributes of certain adjacent
organs may appear, without doubt, all too convenient to modern
scientific eyes and, logically, their proximity may further serve to
blur the putative organic boundaries rather than stabilise their
demarcation. The ‘Organ of Courage’, it might be argued, must
therefore be considered not merely in the context of those organs
which Bojanus lists as numerically preceding it, but has reciprocal
implications for the ‘Organ of the Instinct to assassinate’ (numbered
9), which lies above it on the side of the cranium, as well as to the
‘Organ of Cunning’ (numbered 11) and the ‘Organ of Circumspection’, which sit in a position somewhat above it, divided by the two
‘Unknown Organs’ (both numbered 10), whose ostensible duality
is none the less not demarcated within their engraved boundary. In
context, it seems curious that these latter organs were never associated
with their aggressive or acquisitive counterparts, and equally strange
that no speculation as to their nature was advanced either by the
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theorising Gall or the commentatorial Bojanus. Of the three positively
identified organs, two enjoin – presumably in their full development
– highly antisocial potential, whilst the third may, if developed,
function as a realistic check upon the drives of murder and theft.
The ‘Organ of the Instinct to assassinate’ is but briefly defined here,
other than to say that ‘It appears in all carnivorous animals which
live on prey’ and that ‘Dr Gall found it in the crania of several
assassins who had been executed’. The ‘Organ of Cunning’ is again
exemplified through an obvious range of bestial exemplars including
‘the fox, polecat [and] domestic cat’: logically, given that physical
proximity is again asserted, it ‘is in intimate connection with the
organ of theft’. Intriguingly, the latter organ – ‘l’organe du larcin’– is
never named as such, nor is its location identified, in either the
original or the translation.54 The ‘Organ of Circumspection’ might
well regulate the urge to murder or to steal, though Bojanus notes
that ‘The excessive development of it produces irresolution; want
of it, stupidity’. In the original French, however, ‘l’étourderie’ is
perhaps more suggestive of thoughtlessness or foolhardiness than
outright stupidity.55
As Bojanus progresses through the table of Gall’s organs, their
titles – and on occasions, their definitions also – become increasingly
idiosyncratic with regard to the basis upon which their putative
discreteness is predicated. Rather imaginatively, for example, Gall
finds the ‘Organ of the Instinct of exalting oneself’, numbered 13,
‘well expanded in the chamois goat’ and present ‘in several men
distinguished for their pride’. The literal and metaphorical definitions
of elevation are here seemingly conflated, for the ‘the chamois goat
inhabits the most elevated peaks of the mountains’, where human
‘pride, when attentively examined, is only a degree of being superior
to others’. The adjoining ‘Organ of the Love of Glory’ (numbered
14) – the presence of which apparently infers ‘an inclination very
analogous to pride’ – is nominated as a discrete entity even though
Bojanus’s rhetoric might it suggest it to be a questionable extension
of its numerical predecessor.56 The ostensible ‘Organ of the Love of
Truth’ (numbered 15), moreover, appears not so much questionable
as deficient in Bojanus’s continued description of the upper-rear
portion of the demarcated cranium. There is a wonderful irony in
the rhetoric applied to this organic region, for Bojanus finds ‘some
difficulty in being persuaded that there is any truth in regard to this
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function ascribed by Dr Gall to the last-mentioned organ’. Apparently,
its elevation in the skulls of animals – which implicitly have no
conception of philosophical truth – suggests to Bojanus that this
organ in fact relates to some other quality, albeit an attribute that
he neither names nor speculates upon.57
Bojanus prefaces his next group of organs – those located ‘In the
anterior and inferior part of the frontal bone’ – through a preface
that suggests that they are experientially intimate to the senses,
reproductively implicated in memory and productive of those
phenomena or objects which might be considered the consequences
of human imagination. A generalisation regarding an apparently
sympathetic manual gesture again provides Bojanus with sufficient
confirmation of the location of these organs:
The spontaneous movement of the man who endeavours to recollect
something, seems to have a relation to these organs. He carries his
hand, as if involuntarily, to the base of the forehead. This action,
though not perceived by the person who performs it, is however
constant, and is never confounded with that already mentioned in
speaking of the organ of courage.58

The location of the ‘Organ of the Sense of Facts’ (numbered 17)
is similarly validated, for ‘The autonomous motion of a man who
perceives that he has acted wrong, seems to support these conjectures:
he strikes the middle of his forehead with his hand’. That which
is deemed ‘wrong’ here is not so much a matter of transgression,
but rather of the consciousness of error or of misremembering –
as such, it anticipates the modern ‘facepalm’ emoji indicative of
personal embarrassment. The quality of memory in this organ is
emblematised by as great a cliché as has hitherto been voiced in
Bojanus’s account, for ‘Among animals the elephant is particularly
distinguished by the expansion of this organ. This animal remembers,
with the greatest accuracy, every circumstance and fact which has
any relation to it.’ 59 Again, though, the suggestion is advanced that
to indicate or touch the organ is somehow to stimulate its latent
qualities into activity.
Of the other organs of the forehead, that of ‘the Sense of Locality’
(numbered 16) is associated with ‘birds of passage’, human explorers
and those military strategists who utilise it to deploy their troops
effectively on the battlefield. A note of caution is, however, sounded:
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At an advanced age this organ is one of those which gradually decrease;
it is known also that memory of every kind, and imagination, are
lost as a man grows old: the frontal sinuses are then increased interiorly;
the action of the brain no longer opposes so much re12sistance to
their expansion.

This is an intriguing physiological point. In extreme youth, Gall
argues, the skull is moulded by the pressure exerted by the developing
brain. Advancing age, it is here argued, inverts the precedence, and
the organic centres of the brain would themselves appear to be
compressed by a casing which thickens inwardly while the physical
resistance offered by the cerebrum decreases. This point undermines
the enduring and comprehensive reliability of any character diagnosis
effected by craniognomy or phrenology. The thickening of the interior
of the cranial cavity, at any age, renders the reliability of diagnosis
by way of the exterior somewhat questionable.60
Vagueness and observational distance, however, characterise the
other organs in this sensual and creative category. The ‘Organ of
Painting and of the Sense for Colours’, numbered 18, is exemplified
not through any living artist but rather by way of ‘the head of
Raphael, in the national Museum, No. 57’; that of the ‘Sense for
Numbers’ (numbered 19) is likewise evidenced by ‘the busts of
several men which furnish very instructive examples’; one must also
assume that, when considering the ‘Organ of Liberality’ (numbered
25) – which is, logically, ‘wanting in misers’ – the ‘numerous examples’
which ‘Dr Gall has in his possession’ are anonymous busts or the
casts of skulls. Elsewhere, the ‘Organ of Mildness’ (numbered 30)
is supposedly ‘constantly found in the heads of Christ and Mary
painted by Raphael and Correggio’, as if Renaissance art might be
considered a mimesis wholly free from painterly conventions of
representation and perspective; and the ‘Organ of Theatrical Talents’
(numbered 31) is, appropriately, to be readily observed upon ‘the
heads of the great actors of the different theatres of Paris’ – none
of whom is named.61
Even more abstract observations are marshalled in support of
other organs in this category, as if such generalisations might be
regarded as scientifically self-evident. The ‘Organ for the Sense for
Mechanics’, numbered 21, advances no named engineer or inventor
though ‘it is found in men who have a talent the mechanical objects
[sic], who construct with ease any kind of machine, and who

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

52

The dome of thought

distinguish themselves in the different arts that require manual
labour’. Even vaguer is the advancing of a location for the ‘Organ
of the Spirit of Satire’ (numbered 29), where ‘Dr Gall observed
several examples which prove the truth of this opinion’ although
Bojanus neglected to name even one exemplary wit. The explanation of the ‘Organ of verbal Memory’ (numbered 22), by contrast,
is compromised by the interface of vagueness with biographically
derivative examples, for ‘Dr Gall, when young, remarked this
faculty in several of his schoolfellows’, though – small comfort,
this – ‘A great many observations in regard to this organ have
since confirmed the truth of its existence and of its function’. Other
organs – those of ‘the Sense for Languages’ and ‘the Memory for
Persons’ (numbered 23 and 24 respectively) – are merely noted as
having been observed by Gall. Even the more explicitly evidenced
organs appear, on closer observation, rhetorically brittle, with the
‘Organ of the musical Sense’ (numbered 20) featuring the merest
acknowledgement of ‘the great musicians Gluck, Mozart, Haydn,
and Pleyel’ although, as Bojanus observes, ‘Dr Gall himself is
evidently furnished with the ‘Organ of the Spirit of Observation’
(numbered 28).62
The ostensibly ‘superior’ organs identified by later writers on the
subject – those connected with abstract systems of thought such as
philosophy or theology, and fittingly located between the forehead
and the crown – are reproduced by Bojanus without differentiation,
suggesting that no such priority was initially advanced by Gall.63
‘Satire’, for example, is given none of the precedence in Bojanus’s
account that it was later to accrue as a symbol of rhetorical or
intellectual sophistication under the title of ‘Wit’.64 The remaining
organs are those of the ‘Spirit of Comparison’ (numbered 26), which
is ‘found in men who in speaking have a ready command of figures
or tropes; who are not at a loss for expressions; who relate well;
and have a great deal of eloquence’; that of ‘the metaphysical Spirit’
(numbered 27), which is exemplified through the known cranial
contours of Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) and the more speculative
silhouette of Socrates (469–399 bce), which is apparently consistent
among ‘the busts of the antient philosophers’. The ‘Organ of Theosophia’ (numbered 32) may apparently be observed on ‘All the
representations of the old saints preserved to us’, though ‘An excessive
expansion of it is observed in religious fanatics, and in men become
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religious by superstition’. Finally, ‘The last of the organs hitherto
found by Dr Gall is that of perseverance, constancy, and firmness
of character’ (numbered 33). If developed in excess, it produces
‘obstinacy’; when lacking, ‘inconsistency’.65
These thirty-three demarcated organs thus represent the structuring
of phrenology as it was understood during its earliest days in British
medical, philosophical and popular thought. Craniognomy is, by
Gall’s own admission, very much a work in progress. As Bojanus’s
account makes clear, the functions of some organs have not yet been
identified, and several others display an apparent uncertainty with
regard to their defined attributes. Hence, even for the largely favourable Bojanus, the Craniognomic System, as it is termed, remains
incomplete and requiring further development in pursuit of its final
acceptance as a credible system of thought:
In regard to those parts of the cranium in which Dr Gall has not yet
found organs, it is probable that his further researches will someday
enable him to discover more; and the work he intends to publish will
furnish us with further details on the subject. It belongs therefore to
him to convince us, in an incontrovertible manner, of the truth of
his system, a detail of which cannot be satisfactory in a treatise so
incomplete.

The closing paragraphs of Bojanus’s account, while not dismissing
the system out of hand, thus problematise what they have hitherto
advanced with balance and moderation. Without questioning
the rather unconvincing evidence afforded by Classical statuary,
Renaissance painting and Gall’s personal encounters with representative subjects, Bojanus does raise an enduring problem associated
with exemplification in an age of relatively rudimentary scientific
investigation.
We find it necessary to remark also, that all the organs here enumerated
cannot be distinctly perceived but in individuals who possess any
faculty in an eminent degree; and that it is impossible to judge properly
of a moderate talent, when its organ is too much confounded with
the neighbouring one.

Certainly, the proximity of apparently complementary organs, as
identified by Bojanus, and the relatively small variations in height
that distinguished elevations and depressions upon the nominal (and
curved) plane of the cranial surface, perceptibly hindered definitive
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statements with regard to both the demarcation of the organs and
the ascription of individual character tendencies. Phrenological
examinations throughout the century were, after all, conducted
by a combination of visual inspection and fingertip examination,
some – but not all – subjects having their heads shaved prior to
investigation. A mechanical device to render such inspections more
objective – the psychograph – was invented only in the twentieth
century.66
In his final paragraph, Bojanus refers – for the first time – to
the controversy surrounding Gall’s Viennese lectures, or at least to
the imputation of materialism within the nascent system. Bojanus’s
rejection of the charge of materialism is founded upon the contention that ‘the will still remains entire; it is it which ought to
counterbalance the action of the organs; and the passions ought to
be restrained by morality’. Clearly, no consideration is here given
by Gall’s interpreter to the less restrained passions of the insane
or pathologically obsessive, not indeed is there any acknowledgement that a practitioner who has knowledge of a subject’s skull
might potentially become a manipulator of the qualities apparently manifested in their cranial elevations and depressions. Such
matters, though, were to preoccupy later reports of Gall’s activities as the German-born doctor embarked upon his lecture tour
of Europe.67

‘The celebrated Dr Gall is arrived in Paris’: Gall’s Continental
lecture tour and the British press
With his course of public lectures having been proscribed in Vienna,
and the consequent notoriety quite possibly impinging upon his
profitable medical practice in the Austrian capital, Gall was prompted
to embark upon a lecture tour through what he presumably hoped
would be territories more receptive to his system.68 Reports of Gall’s
lectures appeared sporadically in the British popular press between
the start of his tour on 6 March 1805 and the conclusion of the
physician’s travels in Paris in 1807.69 In the latter city, he was – like
Mesmer – received initially with some enthusiasm, though his theories
appear to have attracted a level of suspicion from the Napoleonic
state comparable to that encountered in Imperial Vienna.70 Gall
died in the French capital on 22 August 1828, having apparently
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built up an enduringly successful medical practice over twenty years
as a conventional physician.
In Britain, reports of Gall’s Continental symposia failed to provoke
the formal censure of the state but drew instead a characteristically
satirical dismissal from the popular press. By October 1805 Gall
had travelled through northern Germany before reaching Denmark,
where his lectures again touched upon the supposed evidence for
his theories advanced by way of comparative anatomy. His analysis
of the non-human subject became the focus of trenchant irony in
a short report published in the Morning Chronicle on 1 November
1805, in which the columnist blandly reports a reading of piscatorial
temperament which is surely self-evident, given the savage reputation
of the species in question:
The celebrated Dr Gall, the German Craniologist, was at Copenhagen
the beginning of last month, where he opened a course of ten lectures.
He had previously dissected and analysed the head of a shark which
had been taken on the Danish coast. It is said that he discovered on
the skull all the characteristic marks of ferocity and gluttony.71

Gall’s Continental lectures appear to have attracted ‘large and
fashionable audiences’ for much of their duration, the dilettante
component of these gatherings no doubt drawn to attend by the
novelty of both the physician’s contentions and their accessible
demonstration by way of the exhibition of animal as well as human
skulls. It is noteworthy, though, that amongst those who attended
a repeated course of lectures by Gall in Copenhagen, were to be
found, according to another report in the Morning Chronicle, ‘public
teachers, surgeons, and anatomists’. Again, there is surely a hint of
irony, if not incredulity, in the latter columnist’s quiet contention
that ‘The people in that capital imagine, that they have found a
key to great discoveries with respect to the abilities of mankind’.72
The evident success of Gall’s sojourn in Denmark, however,
arguably marks the likely high point in the popularity of his system
– which now appears to have gained the alternative appellation of
‘Craniology’ – on the Continent. The Mercure de France for May
1806, for example, announced Gall’s return from Copenhagen to
Hamburg, where he was to deliver ‘ses leçons de Cranologie’, but
where he was also greeted by a comedy written by the German
dramatist August von Kotzebue (1761–1819) that lampooned both
the system and its proselytes.73 The waning fortunes of Gall in his
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native land were, likewise, acknowledged by a rather terse notice
in the Scots Magazine, dated 1 March 1807:
The reputation of Dr Gall, the craniologist, seems to be on the decline
in Germany. At Munster, Cologne, Franckfort [sic], and other places,
he was not able to collect a sufficient number of subscribers for a
course of lectures; and his system is now deemed in his own, as well
as other countries, one of the most absurd and visionary that ever
presented itself to the credulity of mankind.74

Despite this apparent reversal of fortunes in the country of his birth,
as the Hampshire Telegraph reported some six months later, Gall
continued to tour the Continent in order to publicise ‘his favourite
system of craniology’.75
By the time that the British public was informed, on 14 November 1807, that ‘The celebrated Dr Gall is arrived in Paris’ – being
received in that city, according to John van Wyhe, with some measure
of celebrity – the British press had become almost as uniformly
dismissive of the man as of his theories.76 Even where Gall’s organs
were summarised in succinct detail – for example in a letter from
Paris by Ingeniosus, a pseudonymous correspondent to the Literary
Panorama – the limitations of the system, in its current form at least,
were impossible to avoid. Hence, as Ingeniosus tentatively suggests,
‘that there are such points on the human skull is undeniable; and
though the difficulty of appropriating them, is confessedly great, yet
science may demonstrate that it is not insuperable’.77 In contrast,
a short notice in The Times for 26 December 1807 was rather
more disparaging of those who apparently embraced the doctor’s
theories, aligning itself instead with those wits who, as in Hamburg,
parodied them:
Dr Gall, whose craniology has attracted so much attention in Germany,
and excited so little attention here, is now at Paris, examining other
people’s heads and exposing his own. The idle and curious, of course,
run after him, while the laughers do not fail to make sport of his
system. Among other whimsical attacks, a system of podiology has
been published. The author gravely addresses the German Doctor,
and says ‘I will lay bare my skull to you, if you will exhibit your
great toe to me.’ This is indeed criticizing from head to foot.78

Podiology was, apparently, an actual – though, by all accounts, facetious
– rejoinder to Gall’s claims by a ‘Mr Mercier, the author of La Tableau
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de Paris’ – that is, Louis-Sébastien Mercier (1740–1814), the French
writer of drame bourgeois. Reported in the Literary Panorama for
January 1808, ‘Mercier’s wit’ was also, perhaps surprisingly, advanced
to the colonial reader by way of the Madras Courier. The latter
concluded its account, possibly in the spirit intended by the French
dramatist, with the words ‘a joke more or less passed in the course
of a frivolous conversation, is but a trifling inconvenience, which
Dr Gall and M. Mercier will have the good sense to overlook’. The
Literary Panorama, by contrast, mocks its own readership with the
unlikely prospect of both men visiting British shores:
We have not yet heard whether Dr Gall has expressed any design of
visiting Britain; but, from the tenor of a letter, received from our
correspondent Ingeniosus (vide p. 806), we are inclined to believe
that he intends us that favour: we have therefore given these communications a place in our work, that the public may be forewarned,
and well advised, how they suffer their heads to come under the
hands of the Doctor; and indeed, if Mercier should come with him,
how they suffer him to obtain the length of their foot!79

Leaving irony and facetiousness aside, Gall’s reputation would appear
to have become established in anglophone culture during the first
decade of the nineteenth century – despite his never having conducted
a course of lectures on British soil. Indeed, a basic understanding
of how his system ostensibly functioned in diagnostic terms had
expanded far beyond the specialist readers of relatively low-circulation
periodicals such as the Medical and Physical Journal.
The British reading public was conscious that Gall’s theory involved
the localisation of character traits upon the surface of the skull;
that it had prognostic as well as diagnostic implications; and that
it was best exemplified through a consideration of the apparently
exceptional crania of men distinguished by genius or retardation.
British readers, though, were without doubt less knowledgeable
with regard to the more intimate details of Gall’s system and its
practical application than their Continental counterparts. The latter,
as van Wyhe notes, enjoyed a familiarity with the system by way
of Gall’s own writings in German, through extensive pamphleteering
and – in anticipation of the Victorian mass production of phrenological busts and charts – in the concrete form of marked-up specimen
crania and ‘prints of skulls with Gall-like markings’.80 Be that as it
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may, within six years of the first recorded mention of Gall’s system
in the English language, the German theorist’s assertions were sufficiently well known for them to appear as an allusion in popular
reportage. The writer of a short article on the subject of scandal
and hypocrisy, printed in La Belle Assemblée; or, Bell’s Court and
Fashionable Magazine on 1 April 1806, makes a statement regarding
the transparency of human expression before rhetorically proclaiming
to the reader, ‘I appeal for the truth of this to the doctrine of Dr
Gall’.81 Six years previously, the columnist’s favoured referent would
arguably have been the Swiss physiognomist Johann Caspar Lavater
rather than the German craniologist, Franz Joseph Gall.82
In the same month, the interest of educated British readers was
further piqued by an anonymous double-column feature which
stretched over the first seven pages of the April 1806 number of the
Monthly Magazine. Entitled simply ‘Account of Dr Gall’s System
of the Brain, or Craniology’, this essay was – like so many other
discussions of nascent phrenology in the decade – a more or less
verbatim reprint of a work originally published in a specialist journal.
Appearing first in the Medical and Physical Journal for March 1806,
the piece is based explicitly upon a German-language account written
in 1805 by a ‘Prof. Boettiger, now settled at Dresden’ – almost
certainly the anthropologist and classicist Karl August Böttiger
(1760–1835) – this latter having been forwarded to the Medical
and Physical Journal by an unnamed ‘Correspondent at Dresden’.83
The piece was reprinted in a condensed form some two months
later in the Boston periodical the Emerald, this third publication
being quite possibly the earliest detailed English-language summary
of Gall’s system to be published in the United States.84
Böttiger’s account is no mere repetition of Bojanus’s tabulation
of Gall’s theory: rather, it embodies what is almost certainly the
first account of Gall’s diagnostic and analytical practice in the English
language. The article represents a significant advance upon the earlier
work, for in both its British incarnations it is supported by an
exceptionally clear engraving of a skull, pictured from the front,
side and rear (Figure 2). This skull is divided into twenty-seven –
rather than thirty-three – faculties, identically numbered across both
periodicals and essentially the same in implication, albeit with some
minor changes of terminology which demarcate the specialist incarnation from its non-clinical successor (see Table 1).
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2 ‘Dr Gall’s Craniology’, engraving accompanying Monthly Magazine,
21/3 (1 April 1806), 197

The article is perceptibly favourable to the theoretical proposals
of the ‘eminent physician’. Dismissing both the early machinations
of ‘fanatical priests’ in Vienna and the later ‘rancorous attack’ made
by ‘Doctor Walter, first anatomist in Berlin’ – this latter being the
celebrated Johann Gottlieb Walter (1734–1818) – its preface claims
that, when reference was made to the protuberances in both animal
and human skulls, Gall’s ‘new hypothesis was always found to be
true’. Indeed, during his sojourn in Saxony, the doctor ‘incontestably
proved by observations, that his Craniology was founded upon the
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Table 1 The organs of the brain as tabulated in 1806
Medical and Physical Journal,
March 1806

Monthly Magazine, April
1806

1 The organ of lust, or of mutual
instinct of both sexes
2 The organ of a person’s love for
his children, or of an animal for
his young ones
3 The organ of being tractable in
education, memoria realis
4 The organ of finding, and
remembering places
5 The organ of recollecting persons
(in the eye-hole)
6 The organ of recollecting and
comparing colours
7 The organ of music
8 The organ of arithmetic
9 The organ of finding and
remembering words (in the
eye-hole)
10 The organ of language (in the
eye-hole)
11 The organ of mechanical arts
12 The organ of friendship and
attachment
13 The organ of fighting
14 The organ of murder
15 The organ of cunning
16 The organ of thieving
17 The organ of highness

The organ of sexual instinct

18
19
20
21
22

The organ of thirst for glory, and
that of vanity
The organ of reflection
The organ of comparing judgement
The organ of philosophical
judgement (includes No. 20)
The organs [sic] of wit

The organ of parental and
filial love
The organ of susceptibility for
instruction, memoria realis
The organ of finding and
remembering places
The organ of recollecting
persons (in the eye-hole)
The organ of comparing
colours
The organ of music
The organ of arithmetic
The organ of finding and
remembering words (in the
eye-hole)
The organ of philology (in the
eye-hole)
The organ of mechanical arts
The organ of friendship and
attachment
The organ of fighting
The organ of murder
The organ of cunning
The organ of thieving
The organ of loftiness and
high-mindedness
The organ of thirst for glory,
and of vanity
The organ of reflection
The organ of ingenuity
The organ of philosophical
judgement (includes No. 20)
The organs [sic] of wit
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Table 1 The organs of the brain as tabulated in 1806 (Continued)
Medical and Physical Journal,
March 1806

Monthly Magazine, April
1806

24

The organ of the power of
induction (includes the organs No.
20, 21, and 22)
The organ of being good-natured

25

The organ of theosophy

26
27

The organ of constancy
The organ of representation
(includes No. 24)
+ Are places not marked

The organ of induction
(includes the organs No. 20,
21, and 22)
The organ of meekness or
good-nature
The organ of religious
fanaticism
The organ of constancy
The organ of imitative power
(includes No. 24)
+ Are places not marked
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firmest basis’.85 Much of the article concerns Gall’s discerning of
the purported characters of prisoners housed in two facilities in the
Nordsachsen town of Torgau: these being a gaol in which ‘about
four hundred prisoners are kept for punishment’ and a state asylum
containing an almost equal number of ‘ideots [sic], melancholists,
cripples, and persons afflicted with some incurable disease’, all
arbitrarily grouped together under the heading of ‘the poor’.86 Böttiger
was evidently a sympathetic witness to Gall’s investigations at Torgau,
his embedded ‘abstract’ (as it is described in the preface) being
reproduced under the subtitle ‘A faithful account of Dr Gall’s visiting
the house of correction, and the hospital of Torgau in Saxony, the
4th and 5th of July, 1805’.
Gall’s visit to the corrective facility was managed as a form
of blind diagnosis, the steward and the chaplain – ‘both men of
judgement and penetration’ – having been requested to tabulate
the crimes and characters of seven exemplified male felons in a
list not made available to the doctor ether prior to, or after, his
visit.87 Following his analysis of these exemplars – a process which
appears to have proved satisfactory to his auditors – Gall was
guided to inspect ‘all the rest of the prisoners of both sexes’, duly
divided ‘into two separate ranks’ in the prison yard.88 After this
‘interesting inspection of sculls and organs’, the doctor was taken
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to visit ‘the female ideots and lunatics’, some of whom were held
under restraint, before concluding his visit at the ‘Electoral hospital
for the poor and orphans’. In defiance of its name, this particular
institution also housed the mentally afflicted, the incurably blind,
the deaf and dumb, ‘and many more, who, on account of their
natural stupidity, made every attempt of instruction unsuccessful,
but could nevertheless furnish materials to many physiological and
craniological reflections’.89 A second day of inspections saw Gall
conduct ‘a more minute investigation’ of a number of criminal and
mentally ill subjects within the committee room of the Electoral
Hospital, so ‘that he might practise his organoscopy, being less
interrupted by a croud [sic] of spectators’.90
Almost inevitably, Gall’s first analyses at the corrective facility
accentuate the antisocial tendencies of the subjects chosen for him
and, indeed, those of the felons he himself selected during his inspection of the prison population as a whole. Particular stress, not surprisingly, is consistently laid upon ‘the organ of thieving’ – number 16
in Böttiger’s tabulated organoscopy – this being an entirely new
projection out of the cranial curtilage of the earlier ‘Organ of
Cunning’. Proximity of organs is here, as in Bojanus’s account,
significant. Böttiger observes:
In the prisoner A——, he [Gall] observed less the instinct for thieving,
than that of lust, with violence, as an effect of his organ, for fighting.
By comparing the list with his assertions, it was found, that he had
been guilty of highway robberies, and a rape, and that he was subject
to epileptic fits.

Böttiger’s ‘organ for fighting’ (numbered 13) is congruent to Bojanus’s
‘Organ of Courage’, just as ‘the organ of lust’ (numbered 1) is
identical to the former ‘organ of instinct and copulation’.91 In acting
upon the ‘organ of thieving’, though, these collectively incline the
felon towards violent and lustful encounters rather than simple
theft. With a specific ‘organ of thieving’ now identified, Gall’s
craniology becomes a psychological tool that embodies specifically
forensic implications.92 The craniological indices of two specific
criminal tendencies – murder (numbered 14) and theft – have now
been identified craniologically, thus presenting enhanced possibilities
for the prediction of latent antisocial inclinations. To be able to
predict is, in essence, to be able also to forestall or to prevent. It is
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notable that in a later phase of the visit, when Gall had ascertained
the presence of ‘the organ of murder in a strange degree’ upon the
skull of ‘a young man half grown’, the doctor ‘recommended a
particularly strict vigilance over him’, having learned ‘that both his
parents had been found guilty of being incendiaries’.93
Much is made of the subtle influence of proximity in Böttiger’s
account. Gall was notably particular in his consideration of those
male prisoners convicted for arson – a crime which, Böttiger asserts,
was apparently endemic in Saxony but unknown in Austria. As
Böttiger notes, an inclination towards pyromania could be interpreted
as ‘the effect of several co-operating organs’, a conclusion which
Gall exemplified through two of the subjects offered to him. The
account recalls:
In one of these incendiaries, who was about forty-nine years of age,
he discovered the organs for cunning, for thieving, for finding, and
remembering places easily, for recollecting words and the flat and
unfortunate organisation, which he says is adapted for everything
that is bad.
In another he met with the organ for thieving and cunning in a
superior degree, and with all the other symptoms which characterize
avaricious and envious people; but in none of them did he distinguish
the instinct for murder, or any other organ leading to violence.94

The organ of thieving, in its association with the two arsonists,
would appear to indicate not so much a desire to acquire on the
part of the self as need to deprive others of what they have. Envy
here would seem to balance or condition crude avarice, creating a
compulsive need to destroy that is, in its own achievement of the
annihilation of property – or depriving others of the enjoyment of
that property – psychologically sufficient.
Gall’s reported rhetoric, despite its tone of assured certainty in
diagnosis, is not as deterministic as it might superficially appear.
Though certainly a warning sign with regard to the presence of
potential antisocial tendencies, the organ of thieving is not an invariable index of immanent criminality. As Böttiger recalls,
But here Dr Gall protested, in the most solemn manner, against all
misinterpretations, by repeating several times, the restriction to those
who were present, that though the organ for thieving was eminent
in most of the prisoners, it would be wrong and dangerous to judge,
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that every person provided with the same organ must be a thief. It
was however remarkable, that in most of the whole company of
rogues, the organ for reflection, which is placed on both sides of the
upper part of the scull, was scarcely to be seen at all; as, on the
contrary, the organ of lust was eminently disclosed in many of them.
The want of the former, makes careless beggars and vagabonds; and
the stronger existence of the latter, lends often to pilfering and cheating,
particularly in servants.95

The absence or deficiency of the organ of reflection (here numbered
19) in Gall’s organoscopy – a slightly relocated descendant of Bojanus’s
‘organ of circumspection’ – is crucial here. It is in proximate relationship to the antisocial organs of murder and of cunning (numbered
14 and 15 respectively) as mapped by Böttiger, though curiously
more distant from that of theft. That said, a well-developed organ
of reflection ought theoretically to impose what might be considered
a sort of Reality Principle or psychological check upon individual
desire and inclination. Implicitly, even if this latter organ were present
but less developed, its perceptible conjunction with better-developed
though nominally antisocial organs such as thieving, cunning or
murder may act as a prompt towards the imposition of corrective
or restorative remedies in the form of education or training.
The possibility that an application of Gall’s system might guide
the active shaping, rather than the mere interpretation, of character
is advanced more than once in the report, though the hardened
nature of the criminals investigated at Torgau would appear to
provide little hope of any late diversion from habitual felony. It is
possible, even, to sense a hint of regret in the unrealised potential
of one of the exemplified criminals initially presented to the doctor:
Dr G was struck at the sight of T—— (a notorious fellow, who had
formerly belonged to a gang of robbers) on account of his particular
instinct for fighting. ‘This man’, said he, ‘might have been a good
soldier and freebooter.’ He discerned likewise in him the instinct for
music, and it appeared that he had learned to play on the violin
without any instruction.96

Which combination of ‘co-operating organs’, or what mode of training
or restriction, could have changed ‘might have been’ into ‘is’ or
‘will be’ is not specified by Gall or his auditor.97 Crucially, though,
it is intimated here that the prisoner’s tendency towards fighting is
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one that might have been successfully diverted to militarily honourable
or else more conventionally profitable pursuits, a freebooter being
in this context a government-sanctioned privateer.
Bearing this in mind, it seems odd that so many of the individuals
examined by Gall and his early associates were of mature age and
seemingly immutable in their habits, where a more proactive demonstration of the educative potential of nascent phrenology might
have been achieved through the application of the system to adolescents. This is the more surprising when Gall sought to exemplify
his theory by ordering prisoners
whose sculls and organs were similar to stand next to each other,
that they might be readier for inspection and comparison. This happened with four particularly distinguished heads, whose depressed
and flat sculls seemed to shew something particularly sullen and beastly.
Dr G took this opportunity to explain, how these people might have
been assisted by an early education, and by a prudent choice of their
profession.98

Elsewhere the doctor observed in another prisoner, who had been
incarcerated for ‘sedition and obstinacy’, how ‘the organ of the
desire for glory and steadiness, which degenerates so often into
obstinacy’ was ‘uncommonly prominent’.99 Again, the implication
would seem to be that this truculent tendency might have been
moderated had it been comprehended in youth – though Gall signally
fails to enforce that point on this occasion.
Of the women – variously, remanded and convicted prisoners,
‘ideots and lunatics’ – inspected by Gall at Torgau, very little is
explicitly communicated regarding the conformation of their skulls.
The insane patients exhibit ‘extravagant lust’, quarrelsomeness,
delusions of grandeur or else ‘rough and unmannerly demonstrations
of joy’.100 No suggestion is made with regard to how these ‘wretched
creatures’ might have evaded what seems to be their inevitable fate,
nor is any special interest associated with their biological sex or
gendered education.101 A more sustained investigation is conducted
by Gall on his second day in Torgau, where an encounter with a
proven murderess and another woman accused of murder and
awaiting trial is recorded. With regard to the former, an infanticide
who had thrown her four-year-old child into the water and left it
to drown, Gall is notably noncommittal with regard to the lack of
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congruence between her cranial conformation and the fatal deed
for which ‘she shewed an undisguised repentance’. While noting the
relative flatness of the rear of her skull, and the consequent lack of
prominence in the ‘organ of love for her children’ (numbered 2),
Gall observed that the organ ‘of murder is not to be discovered in
her’: his conclusion is that ‘The want of the necessaries of life …
probably brought her to the dreadful resolution of committing
murder’.102 The other prisoner – Elizabeth Wedekind – was supposed
to possess, in the words of the prison chaplain, ‘the cunning of
covering herself with the cloak of piety and devotion’. Reserving
judgement upon what remained, after all, a sub judice case, Gall
none the less commented that:
The organ of murder was found on her in a very small degree; as,
on the contrary, the organ of talking shewed itself more, and still
more that of cunning. Neither the organ of ambition, nor of vanity,
nor of highness was visible … The construction of her scull is a
favourable one, particularly on account of the organs placed on her
forehead.103

The doctor, though, passes over these two cases in under a page of
printed text, his interest being drawn away by a trio of male thieves
whom he considers at much greater length. The extreme nature of
the crimes associated with the two female prisoners does not seem
sufficient to compensate for their apparently less-interesting gendered
status. The report ends somewhat abruptly some two pages after
the consideration of the two women, eschewing any summative or
synthetic conclusion for a bland statement regarding the efficacy of
‘topical remedies and poultices’ in the treatment of lunacy, these
remedies being endorsed by Gall in the care of non-chronic cases.104
From the comparisons drawn above, and indeed from the renumbering of the organs themselves, it is apparent that Gall’s cranial
map has changed significantly in the period between the respective
accounts of his practice provided by Bojanus and Böttiger. The
reduction of the number of organs is but a symptom of more profound
changes in the organisation of craniognomical – or craniological
– knowledge. Böttiger is perceptibly more concerned with the
application of Gall’s theory rather than with the definition of the
organs themselves. His account, though, does provide something of
an index to those ongoing changes which were to become yet more
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apparent a year after it appeared, when Böttiger’s work was effectively
superseded by two considerably more expansive English-language
publications on the topic.
The reduction in the number of the cranial organs between the
earlier and later accounts is for the most part a consequence of the
deletion of the first four listed by Bojanus – those of ‘the Tenacity
of Life’, ‘the Instinct of Self-preservation’, ‘the Choice of Nourishment’
and the ‘Cerebral Organs of the external Senses’. These were located
either in the medulla oblongata or else in the quadrigemini tubercles
– deep within the brain itself, in other words. In part, their omission
might be a tacit acceptance of the logic that something so deeply
embedded in tissue would struggle to make an impression on the
distant surface of the skull – the more so given that this lowest part
of the brain-stem, intimate as it is to the spinal cord, might well be
more associated with the neck than the base of the cranium. Significantly, the base of the skull retains its possession of the organ
associated with the desire to reproduce in Böttiger’s account, though
its redenomination as ‘The organ of lust’ rather than of ‘copulation’
adds a polemically moral dimension to the ‘mutual instinct’ which
the organ mobilises. Copulation is for animals; lust for adulterers
and sexual predators: the importance of self-control is, perhaps,
emphasised here for those who comprehend such a tumescent organ
in their own lower cerebrum, or else have witnessed the consequences
of carnal excess in others so endowed.105
The etching which accompanies Böttiger’s account is more finely
executed than its predecessor. Only the lambdoid suture is depicted
in the engraving which accompanies Bojanus’s account, and this is
the sole reference point by which the organs on the rear of the skull
can be properly mapped. Many organs retain their approximate
place in both versions – specifically, those which are associated with
(using Böttiger’s revised terminology) fighting, murder, reflection
and theosophy. Some have had their boundaries redrawn in the later
diagram: the organ of love for children, for example, is smaller and
more distinctly outlined, as is the organ of friendship and attachment
which lies adjacent to it on both sides of the lower skull. Others,
though, have been moved from their original locations. Cunning,
for example, has been displaced backwards towards the ear, and its
place occupied by the smaller, and wholly novel, organ of thieving.
At the rear of the skull, the love of truth has likewise been entirely

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

68

The dome of thought

displaced by the inclination to highness. The organ of constancy
– another new organ – has in turn occupied the former space of the
organ of highness. Truth has thus been excised from the organic
diet of the skull, its cultural necessity presumably being displaced
to the workings of other cranial components such as constancy,
comparing judgement, or induction. Liberality is likewise lost in the
later diagram, its former area being delineated with a simple + to
indicate an unknown function. The organ of reflection – formerly
that of circumspection – has come to occupy a portion of the hitherto
unknown organic field numbered 10 by Bojanus. Böttiger’s diagrammatic skull, though, continues to exhibit four still-undefined zones
to the rear, upper sides and front of the cranium.
The manifest differences between the craniognomy of Bojanus
and the craniology of Böttiger are admittedly small but still significant.
The loss and physical movements of the cranial organs suggest a
process of refinement and of redefinition, conducted in part by Gall
himself as empiricist and experimenter, but amplified and rhetoricised
for the British market by the processes of précis, translation and
editing. Gall’s system, by whatever name, clearly remained in flux
in the first decade of the century, and as such stayed subject to
intervention by those approaching the subject from outside the
immediate intellectual circle of its Continental creator and his
associates. The British public, though, was slowly but surely being
prepared for the penetration of nascent phrenological ideas into
everyday culture, and the closing three years of the decade were to
witness the arrival of even more detailed expositions of Gall’s doctrine,
these latter being the foundation upon which the evident enthusiasm
for phrenology among professional men in the succeeding decade
was to rest.

‘The disadvantage of having no delineation of the subject
from the author’s own hand’:106 Gall’s system in summary
and translation
The last three years of the decade arguably mark a watershed in
how both medical and non-clinical readers comprehended nascent
phrenology. Indeed, it is possible to perceive a change in perception,
where the focus shifted from the progenitor of the system and
his peripatetic activities and became more forcibly fixed onto the
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doctrine itself. This change in focus was advanced not by Gall’s
progressive publication of his developing ideas from his new base
in Paris – the Discours d’ouverture, lu par M. le Dr Gall à la
première séance de son cours public sur la physiologie du cerveau
was published in 1808 and Recherches sur le système nerveux en
général, et sur celui du cerveau en particulier, written with his
associate Johann Gaspar Spurzheim in 1809 – but rather by a
range of more extensive translations and summaries which served
to facilitate the transformation of a Continental mode of thought
into an increasingly British one.
These were still, admittedly, early days for British phrenology,
by whatever name it might be called. Systematic examinations of
British crania – or even of crania in Britain – are not recorded in
the published writings of this period. Phrenology was very much
still a theoretical or a hypothetical science on British shores, therefore:
even though detailed images of the craniological organs were available
to guide the tyro phrenologist in Britain from as early as 1807, that
theoretical individual seems never to have committed himself to
print. What is evident, though, is that nascent phrenology appears
to have moved from being little more than a momentary amusement
or curiosity into an intellectual place from whence it might form
an appropriate subject for protracted debate or interrogation. The
first decade of the nineteenth century, in this respect, laid the intellectual foundation for those investigations and debates which were
to take place, particularly in the capital cities of Edinburgh and
London, across the following ten years. Without this initial interest,
Spurzheim’s eventual visit to Britain would arguably have generated
very little attention, and his public dissections of the human brain
might never have enjoyed the demonstrable controversy they ultimately attracted.107
It is uncertain whether the account presented to the non-medical
public in the pages of the Monthly Magazine in April 1806 stimulated
new interest in Gall’s evolving system, or merely responded to an
already growing consciousness of nascent phrenology. Whatever the
case, the account was without doubt topical. For medical professionals, the skull was fast becoming a symptomatic locus in the
study of mental pathology: an advertisement in the Sun, for example,
advised readers on 2 December 1806 that a newly translated nosological ‘Treatise on Insanity’ by P. H. Pinel (1745–1826) was that day
published ‘with Plates, illustrative of the Craniology of Maniacs
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and Ideots’.108 Gall’s practice, also, was increasingly being depicted
in the context of institutional rather than individual scrutiny: a short
notice in the Hereford Journal for 25 November 1807, for example,
revealed that
Dr Gall, upon his arrival in Paris, was presented to the Society of
Medicine, where his opinions have undergone a very severe examination. The Class of the Sciences in the Institute have named a Commission of eight members to examine his system of Craniology. It is
added, that the skull of an assassin, who had suffered death being
presented to him, though entirely ignorant of the circumstance, the
Doctor declared that the skull bore the character of a murderer.109

Perhaps more significantly, the impedimenta of Gall’s system, which
had hitherto been available only to his Continental followers, had
penetrated not merely the English consciousness but also its public
marketplace. An advertisement placed on the front page of the
Morning Chronicle for 8 January 1807, for example, informed the
newspaper’s readers that:
Dr GALL’S SYSTEM of CRANIOLOGY, lately published on the
Continent, having met with an unparalleled sale, RANDOM and Co.
have been induced, at the instigation of some of the first Medical
Men in the Metropolis, to import a number of PLASTER SKULLS,
on which the different organs are marked, so as to afford the clearest
and most satisfactory explanation of that ingenious and wonderful
theory. A Translation of the Doctor’s Lectures, held at Dresden, on
the above subject, is accordingly offered for sale by Random & Co.
No. 5, Hart Street, Bloomsbury, at the low price (skull included) of
12s, 6d. As a large proportion have already been privately disposed
of to those who advised the importation, such as wish to inform
themselves on this interesting subject (and Random & Co. are led to
believe that no friend of Medical and Philosophical Science will leave
the book unread), are recommended to apply soon, the quantity
remaining on hand being now inconsiderable.110

While the suggestion that earlier, unadvertised, sales had already
diminished ready stocks of both skulls and books may well be an
advertising ploy, their specific marketing to those dilettantes who
were friends ‘to Medical and Philosophical Science’ acknowledges
the early appeal to non-clinicians of a quasi-medical doctrine
the knowledge of which required no prolonged and expensive
training in surgery or the administration of materia medica. This
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12/6d package might well be regarded as a pioneer in the provision of self-taught alternative medicine in its anticipating of the
twentieth- and twenty-first-century vogues for accessible and paramedical palliative systems such as aromatherapy or neuro-linguistic
programming.
Random and Company’s innovative product, being launched in
a manner somewhat resembling a subscription publication, would
have been directly encountered by comparatively few members of
the public. A handful of copies of this indubitably scarce ninety-twopage duodecimo volume survive in university or copyright libraries,
and none of these appears to have retained its appendant plaster
skull. A second, and possibly unauthorised, edition seems to have
been issued in New York in 1830, but does not bear the name
of a publisher.111 The 1807 volume is based upon notes taken at
Gall’s Dresden lectures by the German polymath and mineralogist
Karl August Blöde (1773–1820), rather than directly from the
writings of the peripatetic lecturer himself. These notes were in
turn ‘conscientiously and faithfully presented in a comprehensible
form’ – according to the original title page – in 1806 as D. F. J.
Gall’s Lehre über die Verrichtungen des Gehirns: the name of their
translator remains obscure.112
If relatively few members of the British general public were able
to encounter this English translation of Blöde’s work directly, because
of the peculiar nature of its publication and distribution, considerably
more were informed of its content and implications by way of a
summary published in the Critical Review in the same month that
the volume was advertised in the Morning Chronicle. Ponderously
prefaced with the full title of the translation – Dr J. F. Gall’s Systems
of the Function of the Brain Extracted from Charles Augustus Blode’s
Account of Dr Gall’s Lectures Held on the Above Subject at Dresden.
Translated from the German to Serve as an Explanatory Attendant
to Dr Gall’s Figured Plaster Sculls – the review opens with a somewhat
prescient vision of how Gall’s system might ultimately meet the
same fate as that of the earlier Lavater, whose own mode of reading
character through facial characteristics has, in later days, ‘tended
more to the amusement of prying idleness than to any solid or useful
information’.113
From the opening of the piece, the anonymous reviewer adopts
a consistently sceptical position. Having stated that ‘the credulity
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or the inquisitiveness of the world is not yet exhausted’ with
regard to seeking an understanding of character by way of physical
characteristics, the reviewer infers of Gall’s system that though he
‘cannot always admit the truth of the conclusion’ there remains
something perversely admirable in ‘the ingenuity with which a
false or a doubtful proposition is supported’.114 The first ‘doubtful
proposition’ – Gall’s opinion that the brain is somehow the ‘fruit’
or result of the developing spinal marrow and nervous system rather
than their matrix – is summarily dismissed, even in the face of the
ostensible evidence the doctor presents by way of the comparative
anatomies of invertebrates, fish and ‘viviparous animals up to a
man’. Drily, the reviewer remarks: ‘We would confess that it would
be satisfactory to hear of a confirmation of these discoveries from
an unprejudiced and skilful anatomist’.115
Similarly, the anecdotal examples with which Gall illustrates his
lectures – four child prodigies who exhibited an unusual facility
in music, mathematics and acting – appear singularly unconvincing in context. The reviewer takes pains to accentuate that one of
these – Lewis Robert Desvaux, an illiterate French mathematical
prodigy – is referenced only through quotations lifted from a French
periodical, La Revue Philosophique, Littéraire et Politique. Though
that work states that Desvaux’s ‘head is long and prolonged on
the hind part, his face flat and broad’, there is no suggestion in
Blöde’s translated account that Gall has himself examined the child’s
skull, let alone demarcated its individual organs with precision.
Likewise, another of Gall’s exemplars – William Henry West Betty
(1791–1874), a famous English child-actor popularly known as
‘the young Roscius’ – could not have been physically examined by
Gall himself during a lecturing tour which never took the doctor to
England. Of the remaining two exemplars, Gall may possibly have
encountered ‘the son of the late Mozart, only fourteen years of age,
who is said to possess already a musical genius, fully as distinguished
as his father’ in Vienna. The other, a ten-year-old Russian concert
violinist domiciled in Dresden, is probably the only one of the four
whom Gall did actually observe in person. The reviewer concludes,
pithily, ‘That many of the propositions of Dr Gall are extremely
questionable, we need hardly spend much time in explaining. Of
many of them indeed it would be little troublesome to imagine any
possible mode of proof.’ 116
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If the review fails to accord any unequivocal intellectual credibility
to Gall’s system, it retains an important documentary value in its
succinct descriptions of the parameters and tenets of nascent phrenology in the first decade of the nineteenth century. The reviewer takes
pains not merely to quote directly from the translation, but to
summarise the central propositions of the system before interrogating
their implications. For all the elaborate nature of Gall’s rhetoric,
the basic principles of the system seem, on the surface, to be remarkably straightforward:
In general however it does not seem at all difficult to convey a tolerably
clear idea of the means by which this theory proposes to instruct us
in the knowledge of the heart, or rather as we must now say, the
head of man. It is assumed that there are innate dispositions, and
that these dispositions are exerted by the aid of certain parts of the
brain, which are therefore called the organs. These organs are not
solely in the internal parts of the brain, as might be imagined, but
project on its surface, and occasion certain protuberances in the bony
covering of the head, which we can observe externally. Thus then is
the chain completed; men’s dispositions to peculiar kinds of conduct,
are caused or accompanied by the projections on the brain, and the
degree of the disposition is marked by the size of the prominence.117

The argumentative substance which follows this summary, though
relatively short, has definite implications for the later development
of phrenology in England. Observing how Gall associates aphasia
with damage to localised areas within the brain, the reviewer moves
to consider how such damage might impair the function of the
organs there located. Hence, ‘Dreaming, noctambulations, and extasies
are explained in the same way, and arise, in the opinion of Gall,
from the activity of a part only of the organs’.118
More importantly, though, the reviewer draws attention to a
plausible application of the then-fashionable pseudoscience of
mesmerism to the clearly demarcated craniological organs of Gall’s
system. This, certainly, is a possibility that has not escaped the
German doctor’s own notice, as Gall is quoted as having excited
certain otherwise inexplicable sensations in his hands and torso
‘upon gently stroking the hair on his forehead’. The implication
here is that the doctor has essentially transferred his personal animal
magnetism from one part of his body to another, this conclusion
being confirmed for him by his ability to repeat the sensation, to
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greater effect, upon the body of an associate. Gall is explicitly recorded
in Blöde’s account as having read ‘a book on animal magnetism’
following this experiment. A second incident in which Gall again
tentatively associated his system with the dogmas of Mesmer is also
noted. Though both translator and reviewer stop short of enforcing
an integration between mesmerism and nascent phrenology that
anticipates the mid-century British tradition of phreno-magnetism,
the association of the two pseudosciences, and the possibility of
them both being implicated in a form of charlatanry, is certainly
inferred as early as the first decade of the century.119 The review
concludes, following some wry satire regarding the organs of the
plaster skull, with a dismissive suggestion that ‘we can safely recommend the book and scull as a source of considerable amusement to
those who delight in such investigations’.120
Just over a month following the announcement of Random and
Company’s subscription translation of Blöde’s account, a further
work on the subject was announced in the British Press for 18
February 1807:
This day is published, in one volume 8vo. price 6s in boards, Some
Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory of Physiognomy, founded
upon the Anatomy and Physiology of the Brain, and the Form of the
Skull. With the Critical Strictures of C. W. Hufeland, MD, Author
of the Art of Prolonging Life, &c. Printed for Longman, Hurst, Rees
and Orme, Paternoster Row.121

The advertisement appeared in the Morning Post on the same day,
and reappeared in the Star five days later. If the anonymous volume’s
advertising appears to have been confined to London newspapers,
its actual circulation was somewhat wider: it was reported for sale,
for example, at Samuel Archer’s high-street bookshop in Belfast at
the end of the year.122 Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory of
Physiognomy was literally a more substantial work than its immediate
predecessor, being produced in a larger physical format – octavo as
opposed to duodecimo – and extending over 179 printed pages as
opposed to the ninety-two pages of Blode’s version of Gall’s Lehre
über die Verrichtungen des Gehirns. The former work has attracted
surprisingly little attention from historians of the pseudosciences.
This is curious, for it embodies a chapter-length exposition of
twenty-six – rather than twenty-seven – numbered organs, this chapter
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being complemented by two three-quarter engravings of a human
skull with the organs clearly delineated, attributed to the celebrated
Scottish engraver James Stewart (1791–1863).123 Though noteworthy
for its extensive delineation of the organs, it is perhaps more significant
as an index to the evident prejudices and preoccupations embodied
in the pseudoscience from its earliest days.
The change in titular terminology from craniology to physiognomy
is curious, the latter being a term more readily associated with
Lavater rather than Gall. It is possible that interest in Lavater’s
system may have revived as a consequence of the developing knowledge of Gall’s system: certainly, a new and abridged English translation
of Lavater’s essays was to be issued on 8 November 1808.124 Lavater’s
physiognomical system, though, was conceptually immutable by
1807, whilst Gall’s craniology remained fluid. The loss of one of
Böttiger’s enumerated organs in Some Account of Dr Gall’s New
Theory, for example, can be attributed to its silent incorporation
into an adjoining organ which enjoys an ostensibly similar function.125
Indeed, the author – who is variously a commentator, translator
and interlocutor for the absent Dr Gall – is equivocal with regard
to this somewhat changeable situation, openly admitting that ‘We
may well conceive the existence of the organs, tho’ we may not be
able to point out where they appear’.126
The significance of Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory arguably
lies less in its tabulation and explanation of the craniological organs
and more in the extended moral and political significations imposed
upon them. The predominant motif throughout is the necessity of
self-control as much as that of self-knowledge. The various organs
thus assume the significance of potentials that need to be policed as
well as recognised in order to maintain the stability of civil society.
The organs are explicated in considerably greater detail than was the
case in the shorter translated accounts of Bojanus, Böttiger and Blöde.
Their exemplification embraces not merely the demeanour of the
nominally sane or intellectually conventional European male but also
the at-times dissonant or deviant behaviours and beliefs supposedly
exhibited by women, the young, the mentally ill, the socially excluded
and non-Europeans. An aspiration with regard to attaining the status
of a universal science is inherent in such a broad extension of the
evidential base, for the same patterns of cranial protuberance and
concavity are presumed to occur on the heads of exemplar individuals
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sourced from all of these categories. Comparisons may therefore
be drawn within the human species which permit the expression
of prejudices deeply rooted in the cultures of ageism, sexism and
racism – and if certain qualities are ostensibly best exhibited ‘not
on common every-day persons, but on those who are marked by
strong peculiarities of mind and character’, then the exceptional
may come to function as a comparative standard of inferiority as
much as of elevated aptitude.127 This is, in other words, a far more
potent rhetorical tool for the inscription of deviance than Gall’s
earlier comparative anatomy where humanity was contextualised
largely through the mute testimony provided by non-human skulls.
In many ways, Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory treads
a quite conventional Enlightenment path between nature and nurture,
where the civilising processes of self-knowledge and understanding
may condition and explain the drives of instinct. Nowhere is this
more apparent than in the work’s extensive – and, in places, remarkably frank – engagement with sexuality. Perhaps inevitably, the cranial
organ specifically associated with carnality and reproduction – here
recast as the ‘Organ of Sexual Love’, and conventionally located at
the base of the skull, immediately above the neck – is a focus of
the work’s gendered message of self-control. Noting that a thicker
neck is apparently characteristic of male rather than female physiology,
and conditioning that dubious generalisation with an intimation
that ‘Gall attributes this to the longer sexual appetite of the male’,
the author quickly moves to pathologise female desire by stating
that ‘In the nymphomania Gall has found the neck to be very hot,
swollen, and painfully inflamed’. If this in itself were not sufficient,
the account then advances an anecdotal case study which Gall may
– or may not – have personally observed:
He [Gall] related the case of a woman of rank and character in Vienna,
subject to the most violent attacks [of nymphomania]. She was frequently seized with convulsive affections in the neck; and in a sort
of madness would violently knock the back of her head against her
back and shoulders till she obtained relief by means of a seminal
discharge.

Whether or not orgasm – the ‘seminal discharge’ of the nymphomaniac
– might be considered a form of temporary madness is immaterial
here. What is clear is that the customary modesty associated with

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

Phrenology in Britain during the early nineteenth century 77
both gendered biology and social class has been breached. In her
abnegation of self-control, the exemplified woman has expressed
not merely a momentary release or relief but the more extensive
and underlying desire that prompted it also. No comment is made
regarding the actual physical development of the subject’s skull or
neck, a lack of specificity which perhaps suggests that the evidence
is anecdotal rather than based upon first-hand observation. The
attention paid to her actions, though – which constitute an essentially
masturbatory stimulation of the cranial and physiological components
of the organ in question – are sufficient to indicate the presence of
an assertive or aggressive sexuality not appropriate to sane and
conventional femininity. Elsewhere in the account, Gall associates
excessive or uncontrolled sexuality with mental disorder in both
sexes, exemplifying an insane male patient whose ‘cerebellum was
found monstrously large after his death’ and ‘a mad woman uttering
the grossest obscenities’ whose skull was, as the doctor predicted,
‘remarkably large behind’.128 It is female sexuality, though, that is
most substantially problematised, however, for any expansion of
the ‘organ of sexual desire’ must surely be contemplated as a departure
from ‘normal’ biological femininity.
The rhetorical basis of this pathologising of female desire does
not rest solely upon its direct comparison with a male sexuality
vested in cranial anatomy, however. It is further configured by
comprehending sexuality within a holistic vision of female temperament. Essentially, this is an application of the tacitly accepted
phrenological convention that no single organ may in itself determine
character, and it premises an approved model of female behaviour
ideally determined by a specific organic balance.129 Hence, a perceptible excess in the ‘Organ of Sexual Love’ infers a corresponding
deficiency elsewhere in the cranial diet, and in the case of the female
subject this lack would be characteristically located in the equally
gendered – and cranially adjacent – ‘Organ of Parental and Filial
Love and the Animal Storge’. Significantly, little attention is paid
in the book to the filial aspect of this organ. Given, indeed, that it
is ‘never found in the same degree in male animals’, it might better
be considered an organ of maternal love – the more so because it
is rhetorically deployed to further pathologise active female sexuality
in Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory. This much is implicit
in the author’s observation, that:
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It is one of the most interesting of Gall’s observations (if in fact it be
correct) that women, notorious for their licentious habits, are generally
bad mothers, and indifferent to their offspring: and in like manner
that affectionate and tender parents are generally known to be at the
same time among the chastest of wives.

The very notion of the ‘storge’ mentioned in the organ’s cumbersome
title – this being defined as an innate rather than intellectually derived
affection for offspring – further configures the female as an intrinsically nurturing being, concerned primarily with the immediate needs
of offspring. As the author observes, ‘Those animals, G. adds, are
the most lascivious, which are most neglectful of their young’.130
Curiously, the ‘Organ of Friendship or Fidelity’ – which is also
craniologically adjacent to that of ‘Sexual Love’ – is not advanced
as a clubbable masculine equivalent to ‘Parental Love’, though it is
exemplified through that most faithful of dedicated followers, the
domestic dog.131
If this much might appear a mere extension of preoccupations
already evident in earlier accounts of craniognomy and craniology,
then Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory should be seen as
innovative for its introduction of a specific sectarian dimension to
the British understanding of Gall’s evolving system. The Christian
religion is specifically referenced in the exposition of a number of
organs which tend towards antisocial patterns of behaviour. The
organ of cunning – here renamed that of ‘address’ – is associated
not with wily proletarian tricksters or indigent criminals but with
self-serving casuists and ruthless parvenus: Gall, indeed, ‘asserts
its frequency in persons of a low, mean, tricking turn of mind, in
priests who ingratiate themselves with the wealthy, in upstarts who
have risen by their savoir faire’. It is also a quality shared by actors
and politicians, for all such figures are in some respects hypocrites
and liars.132
More pointedly, the organ of ‘cupidity’ – that of ‘the impulse
privately and secretly to take away’ – has been significantly reconfigured to remove much of the stigma associated with its former
nominal association with ‘theft’. Gall’s decision to rename the organ
was apparently prompted because ‘it is occasionally found connected
with no desire whatever to retain what has been so taken’ and,
indeed, on the doctor’s realisation that theft may be an involuntary
impulse ‘arising after a person had been trepanned’ or ‘where some
organ has been excited by disease or accident’.133 When considering
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those subjects who volitionally commit acts of theft, however, the
broad Biblical imperative advanced by the Eighth Commandment
as rendered in Exodus, 20: 15 is given a notably sectarian emphasis.
The author notes:
The organ, he [Gall] observes, he has found more strikingly marked
in the thieves of protestant [sic] countries, than in those among the
Catholics, because there are among the one people fewer moral
restraints from religion, &c. than the other; so that the prevalence
of the vice requires a stronger natural impulse among Protestants
than among Catholics.134

The rhetoric here is cultural rather than biological in its focus.
Protestant thieves seemingly exhibit enhanced prominence in the
‘organ of cupidity’ because their desire to commit theft must necessarily overcome an apparently far stronger moral prohibition than
is applied to their Roman Catholic counterparts. The Reformed
Faith has historically prioritised the personal over the sacerdotal in
the contemplation and discharge of sin. The Roman Catholic felon,
who after all has ready recourse to priestly absolution for his sins,
presumably finds it far easier both to commit – and to discharge –
them. Gall, intriguingly, was himself raised a Roman Catholic, one
of his brothers being ordained a priest. Whether this pugnacious
aside was prompted by actual observation on the doctor’s part, or
else by some lingering disdain for Austrian priestcraft, is uncertain.
If the sectarian prejudice within this element of Gall’s system
appears to be distributed with credible equality, there are elements
of determinism elsewhere in the volume which facilitate a more
pointed and prescriptive racism. ‘The Organ of the Sense of Colour’,
for example, is one of two organs whose possession is in part associated with specific racial origins in Some Account of Dr Gall’s New
Theory. This organ, which apparently dictates ‘the characteristic
physiognomy of painters’, ‘is found also in those who are fond of
gay and gaudy colours, and oftener in men than in women, and is
characteristic of the Chinese countenance. It is in general found
more among Asiatics than Europeans, and is seen but little in Englishmen.’ 135 The size of the demographic sample upon which this
extraordinary generalisation is based is, needless to say, not specified
– though its racist implications appear temperate when compared
to the book’s rendering of the ‘Organ of aptness to learn and retain
Numbers’. Emphatically, ‘Animals are deficient in this organ and
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negroes have it very seldom’. No comfort is provided in the work’s
passing ascription of blame for this situation, for where ‘a remarkable
smallness and thickness of the skull’ is indicative of a brain ‘generally
diseased’, such a conformation may likewise be observed ‘not only
in idiots, but in whole races that have been brutalised by long subjection and slavery’.136 Nascent phrenology must thus be regarded as
being very much a science of its own time, embodying enduring
prejudices of gender and of race even at the point where it pretends
to an ostensibly progressive concern for the diagnosis and non-invasive
treatment of mental illness.
As was the case with Blöde’s 1807 translation of Gall’s Dresden
lectures, Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory probably enjoyed
a relatively modest circulation, its likely market being amongst clinical
practitioners and those intellectual dilettantes with an affinity towards
‘Medical and Philosophical Science’.137 The volume was, though,
reviewed in the popular press, and such reviews arguably provide
an insight into how Gall’s ideas were perceived by the non-clinical
public. A year after the publication of Some Account of Dr Gall’s
New Theory, an anonymous contributor to the Monthly Review
directed a somewhat critical – if not openly sceptical – gaze across
the volume, rhetorically placing the non-clinical reader in opposition
to the German doctor whose work was under scrutiny. The review
opens with the somewhat telling insistence that ‘Medical readers
are no stranger to the new theory of Dr Gall of Vienna’. The reviewer,
notably, makes no immediate comment as to the specific manner in
which British clinicians have received or responded to Gall’s ideas,
but instead moves quickly to explain the distinction between craniology – which he determines to be the study of the nerves and ganglia
that support the cerebral organs – and cranioscopy, that part of the
doctrine which proposes that we might ‘infer the form of the brain
from the outward shape of the skull’.138
This latter is, the reviewer insists, ‘essential to the theory of Dr
Gall’ and this small remark rhetorically steers the literally hard-headed
reader towards an incredulous attitude. Paraphrasing not Gall himself
but, rather, ‘his commentator’, the reviewer continues:
He infers its truth from the progr3ess of the ossification of the cranium,
and from the examination of different skulls; in which it seemed that
the bones easily yielded to pressure from within, and were modelled
in consequence of some accidental circumstance changing the figure
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of the brain. He further adds that the inner table of the skull is
immediately generated from the brain itself; and, while it is in its
soft state, it must necessarily take the form of the part from which
it is produced.

If the notion of a pliable or malleable skull, supposedly susceptible
to the pressure exercised by a soft internal organ but so easily
shattered by any external trauma, was not sufficiently problematic
in its evident contradictoriness, the reader is further provoked into
questioning the very possibility of associating a particular organ
with some expression of human character or talent, for:
It is remarked that we are not to expect any organ for those talents
or capacities which are the result of a number of united powers, such
as those which form the poet or the astronomer; nor distinct organs
for those faculties which are common to all the mental powers, and
which differ only in degree, as memory, judgement, imagination, &c.

This is, of course, not a misrepresentation of the anonymous author’s
own cautious approach to Gall’s system, nor indeed of the corresponding note sounded by the appended strictures of the Weimar physician,
Christoph Wilhelm Hufeland (1762–1836).139 The reviewer’s tone
is equivocal and suggests a lack of conviction with regard to the
application of Gall’s thought.140 Implicitly, if the exceptional individual
– ‘the poet or the astronomer’ – may not be readily identified by
some peculiar and distinctive cranial conformation, it is hardly likely
that the putative science may demonstrate its utility through analysis
of the average skull.
This uncertainty is further compounded by the reviewer’s pointed
presentation of the organic system as both excessively intricate and
as yet, apparently, incomplete:
The whole number of organs described is twenty six; and we are not
to suppose that these constitute all that exist but only those that have
been hitherto detected. Indeed, if we are to proceed on the same plan
of minute division through the whole range of the human powers, it
is obvious that the number of organs must be exceedingly multiplied;
so greatly, that this circumstance alone would form a very powerful
objection to the whole system.141

The reviewer’s closing gesture is worthy of reproduction in full, the
depth of its irony being evident in its ostensible attempt to enforce
an ambience of rhetorical fairness:
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Probably, most of our readers will agree with us in thinking that the
theory is altogether much too fanciful and rests on too slender a
foundation, to require a minute criticism in all its parts. We have,
however, deemed it proper to give as favourable a representation of
it as the view exhibited by the author would admit; and we have
endeavoured to divest it of every circumstance that might excite any
feelings of ridicule; judging it fair that Dr Gall should not be made
answerable for any inconsistencies which may perhaps be chargeable
to his disciple. At the same time, we consider it as necessary to inform
our readers that critics, who possessed the organ of good nature in
a state of less perfect development than ourselves, might have had
many opportunities of indulging their malicious propensities in the
perusal of this volume, which is ill written, and abounds with weak
and trifling observations.142

This could hardly be considered a strong endorsement either of the
book under review or, indeed, of the body of beliefs and practices
on which it was based. It is, however, emphatically the system of
Dr Gall, rather than its progenitor, that is the focus of the review’s
sustained polemic. Indeed, Gall himself presents a somewhat understated figure in the British media at the time. Though the Morning
Chronicle was to publish a mocking and imaginative letter, based
upon the conceit that Gall had travelled to England and considered
the crania of, among others, Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh
(1769–1822), in July 1808, little more is said regarding the German
doctor or his activities.143 The man, it appears, had become eclipsed
by his system, retaining a presence in little more than the ascriptive
association of his name until his brief visit to London in 1823 – an
occasion which saw him unfavourably compared to his British
disciples.144 One of his final appearances in any singular capacity
was in the manner of a forensic witness involved in the identification
of a body rendered unrecognisable following a fire at a Parisian ball
– an event, ironically for the Viennese exile, hosted by the Austrian
ambassador, Karl Phillip, Prince of Schwarzenberg (1771–1820).145
With regard to the development and reputation of nascent phrenology, the first decade of the nineteenth century is emphatically that
of Gall, the second being more accurately that of Gall and Spurzheim.
Spurzheim, who undertook what were frequently quite menial duties
as the touring doctor’s assistant from 1800 until 1813, is not
mentioned by name in any sustained English-language account of

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

Phrenology in Britain during the early nineteenth century 83
Gall’s practice in that decade, and indeed is referenced only towards
its close in the context of his acknowledged contribution to Gall’s
publications.146 Though Spurzheim’s name was credited alongside
that of Gall on the title page of Recherches sur le système nerveux
en général, et sur celui du cerveau en particulier in 1808, as well
as on the title pages of the first two volumes of Anatomie et physiologie du système nerveux en général et du cerveau en particulier
(1810; 1812), it must be acknowledged that the younger man
remained very much the junior partner – if he might be considered
a partner at all – throughout their association.147 Gall, comfortably
domiciled in Paris following his lecture tour of Europe, arguably
remained the central protagonist in the Continental consciousness
of nascent phrenology until his death in 1828. His original works,
following Spurzheim’s apparently acrimonious departure in 1813,
were published exclusively in the French language.148
Spurzheim, by contrast, was to publish extensively in English
and, most emphatically, to demonstrate his ideas practically across
Britain, and not merely through lectures and dissections but also
by way of spirited public debate. He was, in other words, a topical
and present figure rather than a distant one, his ideas gaining an
almost immediate currency because of their accessible Englishlanguage medium. The influence of the two phrenological savants
must therefore be understood as individual and successive rather
than collaborative, at least in British context. If Gall was the pioneer,
Spurzheim was the populariser.
This much was certainly understood even in the year before Gall’s
death. When George Combe addressed the ‘elegant and sumptuous’
annual dinner of the Phrenological Society in London on 23 November
1826, he directed the meeting’s attention first to ‘the great founder
of the science, – Dr Gall’, toasting him formally with the words
‘great honour and prosperity to him; and may he be allowed to live
till he see his merits appreciated by Europe and the world, as they
now are by the Phrenological Society’. Immediately rising to propose
a second toast, Combe, however, intimated the relative status of the
two Germans within the society. Though the name, he admitted,
was ‘inseparably connected’ with that of Dr Gall, the individual
whom he was imminently to toast was one ‘to whom the British
phrenologists, and they in particular, were under deep obligations;
– he alluded to Dr Spurzheim’. The toast itself – ‘To the health and
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happiness of Dr Spurzheim’ – is far shorter than that offered to
Gall. Its associated encomium, though, is longer, less anecdotal and
considerably more detailed with regard to the apparent virtues of
its subject. Dr Gall’s toast was received by those present with ‘Great
applause’, Dr Spurzheim’s ‘with loud and continued applause’. As
a subsequent speaker put it, ‘The light of Phrenology … first glimmered and was extinguished on the Danube; but the star which set
to Germany rose in Britain. Hither came the genius of the nascent
truth to claim the better inheritance of British intellect, British energy,
and British virtue.’ British phrenologists, it appears, were under no
illusion as to whom they owed their intellectual allegiance, and
likewise as to where they comprehended their putative science might
best develop. There is a small hint of triumph in a footnote to the
event which states, quietly, that ‘Dr Spurzheim has made arrangements
to reside permanently in London’.149
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Bojanus’s organs with those in Gall’s On the Functions of the Brain
and of Each of its Parts (translated 1835) but pass no comment on
the omission: ‘Ludwig Heinrich Bojanus’, p. 36, cf. p. 37.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, p. 84; Bojanus, ‘Encephalo-cranioscopie’,
p. 458.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, p. 131.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, pp. 131–2.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, p. 132, cf. p. 83.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, pp. 134, 133.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, p. 133. A belief in the mutable inner surface
of the skull remained consistent in British phrenology. See, for example,
George Combe, A System of Phrenology, third edition (Edinburgh:
John Anderson, Junior, 1830), p. 77.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, pp. 134, 136, 137.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, pp. 135–7, passim.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory of Physiognomy, pp.
126–31.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, p. 129. Note the
change in terminology here, for the anonymous writer associates this
organ with ‘Observation’.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, pp. 136, 137, 138.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, p. 138; O. Parker Jones, F. Alfaro-Almagro and
S. Jbabdi, ‘An empirical twenty-first century evaluation of phrenology’,
Cortex, 106 (September 2018), 26–35; Nick Joyce and David B. Baker,
‘Applying technology to phrenology’, Monitor on Psychology, 29/6
(June 2008), p. 22. The psychograph, an American invention, appears
to have been deployed primarily as a curiosity or novelty, rather than
as a serious medical tool.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, p. 138; Bojanus addresses the loss of some
faculties due to ‘old age’, ‘disease’ and ‘madness’ in passing on
p. 78.
That tour has been more than adequately described in its Continental
aspect by John van Wyhe. See ‘The authority of human nature’, pp.
26–30.
van Wyhe, ‘The authority of human nature’, p. 26.
See Angus McLaren, ‘A prehistory of the social sciences: phrenology
in France’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 23/1 (January
1981), 3–22 at p. 5; Anon., ‘Phrenology – opinions of scientific men –
no. III – Baron Cuvier’, Edinburgh Journal of Natural and Geographical
Science, 1 May 1830, pp. 69–70.
Anon., ‘The mirror of fashion’, Morning Chronicle, 1 November 1805,
pp. 2–3, at p. 3, col. 1, original italics.
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72 Anon., ‘The mirror of fashion’, Morning Chronicle, 23 January 1806,
p. 3, col. 4, my italics.
73 Anon., ‘Variétés: littérature, sciences, arts, spectacles’, Mercure de
France, May 1806, pp. 280–6 at p. 285. The play in question is Die
Organe des Gehirns (Leipzig: Paul Gottfhelf Kummer, 1806) – literally,
The Organs of the Brain. In one British account, a ‘Mr Kotzebue’ is
described as an ‘intimate friend’ of Gall: Anon., ‘An account of Dr
Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 202.
74 Anon., ‘Literary intelligence, English and foreign’, Scots Magazine, 1
March 1807, p. 203, col. 2; reprinted verbatim in Anon., ‘Varieties of
literature, science, &c.’, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle,
16 March 1807, p. 4, col. 4. See, also Anon., ‘Medical and physical
intelligence’, Medical and Physical Journal, 17/97 (March 1807), 293–6
at p. 295.
75 See Anon., ‘Dr Gall has travelled into Switzerland’, Hampshire Telegraph
and Sussex Chronicle, 31 August 1807, p. 4, col. 3.
76 Anon., ‘The mirror of fashion’, Morning Chronicle, 14 November
1807, p. 3, col. 1; van Wyhe, ‘The authority of human nature’, p. 29.
77 Ingeniosus, [pseud.], ‘Dr Gall and his hypothesis’, Literary Panorama
(January 1808), unpaginated, cols 806–7 at col. 807.
78 Anon., ‘London, Saturday, December 26th’, The Times, 26 December
1807, p. 3, col. 3.
79 Anon., ‘Observanda externa: Mercier and Dr Gall’, Literary Panorama
(January 1808), unpaginated, col. 843; G. [pseud.], ‘Dr Gall’, Supplement to the Madras Courier, 27 April 1808, p. 5, col. 4.
80 van Wyhe, ‘The authority of human nature’, pp. 24, 37, 27. Frenchlanguage publication of Gall’s ideas was similarly prolific, two highlights
being Bischoff’s 1806 summary of Gall’s work and the first translation
of the doctor’s own lectures in 1808. See Christoph Heinrich Ernst
Bischoff, Exposition de la doctrine de Gall sur le cerveau et le crane,
trans. Germain Barbeguière (Berlin: Chez C. Quien, 1806); Franz Josef
Gall, Discours d’ouverture, lu par M. le Dr Gall à la première séance
de son cours public sur la physiologie du cerveau, le 15 Janvier 1808
(Paris: Chez Firmin Didot, 1808).
81 Anon., ‘On slander’, La Belle Assemblée; or, Bell’s Court and Fashionable Magazine, 1 April 1806, pp. 145–6 at p. 145, col. 2. A similar
allusion to ‘Dr Gall, the famous lecturer on skulls in Vienna’ is to
be found in Anon., ‘Madeira’, Sun, 22 April 1808, p. 4, cols 2–3 at
col. 3.
82 For an account of Lavater’s popularity at the eighteenth-century fin
de siècle see Anon., ‘Sketch of Lavater’, Lady’s Monthly Museum, 1
April 1801, pp. 301–3. For a contrasting view which, nevertheless,
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still accentuates Gall’s topicality, see ‘London, November 5 1805’,
The Times, 5 November 1805, p. 2, col. 3.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 202,
201.
Anon., ‘Account of Dr Gall’s system of the brain, or craniology’,
Monthly Magazine, 1 April 1806, pp. 197–203; Anon., ‘Some account of
Dr Gall’s system of craniology condensed from the Monthly Magazine’,
Emerald, 21 June 1806, pp. 89–91.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 201–02.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 203.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 203.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 205.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 206, 207.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 209.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s System of craniology’, p. 204; Bojanus,
‘A Short View’, p. 87.
In his interpretation, Gall also appears to anticipate the Victorian
fin-de-siècle association of epilepsy with ‘moral insanity, and born
criminality’, albeit with a less prescriptive emphasis than that of the
celebrated Italian criminologist, Cesare Lombroso (1835–1909). See
Cesare Lombroso, Criminal Man, fourth edition (1889), trans. Mary
Gibson and Nicole Hahn Rafter (Durham, NC: Duke University Press,
2006), p. 263.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 208.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 204–5.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 205.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 204.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 204.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 205–6.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 206. This
organ is in approximately the same position as its equivalent in Bojanus’s
account, though it is somewhat larger in its coverage of the skull.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 208.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 206–7.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 210. This
organ is congruent in the accounts of Bojanus and Böttiger.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, pp. 209–10.
Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 213.
Bojanus, ‘A short view’, pp. 81–2; Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s
system of craniology’, p. 213, cf. pp. 204, 206.
Anon., ‘Craniology’, in Abraham Rees, ed., The Cyclopædia; or, Universal Dictionary of Arts, Sciences and Literature (London: Longman,
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Hurst, Rees, Orme and Brown, 1819), 39 vols, Vol. 10, unpaginated
(p. 2, col. 1 of the entry).
George Combe, Essays on Phrenology, or an Inquiry into the Principles
and Utility of the System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim, and into the
Objections Made Against It (Edinburgh: Bell and Bradfute, 1819),
pp. ix–x.
‘A treatise on insanity’ [advertisement], Star, 29 November 1806, p.
1, col. 4. The same advertisement appeared in the Morning Post, 29
November 1806, p. 2, col. 1 and the Sun, 2 December 1806, p. 1,
col. 2.
Anon., ‘Friday’s post concluded’, Hereford Journal, 25 November
1807, p. 4, col. 2.
‘Gall’s craniology’ [advertisement], Morning Chronicle, 8 January
1807, p. 1, col. 1.
See, for example, the copy held at the National Library of Scotland
as part of the George Combe collection: Combe.2.g.1.(1) MMSID:
9942157163804341.
D. F. J. Galls Lehre über die Verrichtungen des Gehirns: nach dessen
zu Dresden gehaltenen Vorlesungen in einer fasslichen Ordnung mit
gewissenhafter Treue dargestellt, trans. Karl August Blöde (Dresden:
in der Arnoldischen Buchhandlung, 1806).
Anon., ‘Art. VII – Dr J. F. Gall’s Systems of the Function of the Brain
Extracted from Charles Augustus Blode’s Account of Dr Gall’s Lectures
Held on the above Subject at Dresden. Translated from the German
to Serve as an Explanatory Attendant to Dr Gall’s Figured Plaster
Sculls. 12mo 1806’, Critical Review, 10/1 (January 1807), 184–92
at p. 185. This review was reprinted in the Monthly Repertory of
English Literature, 3/11 (February 1808), 241–8.
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, p. 185.
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, p. 186.
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, pp. 187–8.
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, pp. 188–9. The reviewer is here summarising
Blöde, stating on p. 187 that ‘Man and animals are born with certain
dispositions, and inclinations, and … for the exertion of them they
have received certain organs … These organs of the innate dispositions are expressed on the surface of the brain and form … Certain
protuberances on the exterior osseous cover of the scull, by which
… the existence of the organs may be ascertained under certain
strictures.’
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, p. 190.
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, p. 190. See also ‘A Barrister on the Northern Circuit’
[pseud.], ‘Remarks on phreno-magnetism’, Provincial Medical Journal
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and Retrospect of the Medical Sciences, 5/124 (11 February 1843),
398–402 at pp. 400, col. 1; 402, col. 1.
Anon., ‘Art. VII’, p. 191.
‘Some account of Dr Gall’s new theory of physiognomy’ [advertisement],
British Press, 18 February 1807, p. 2, col. 2; cf. Anon., ‘Monthly
list of publications for February’, British Press, 2 March 1807, p. 4,
col. 1.
‘Some account of Dr Gall’s new theory of physiognomy’ [advertisement],
Morning Post, 18 February 1807, p. 2, col. 1; cf. Star, 23 February
1807, p. 1, col. 3; Anon., ‘New books’, Belfast Commercial Chronicle,
23 December 1807, p. 3, col. 1. Archer, a bookseller, printer and
stationer, opened his shop at 37, High Street, Belfast, in 1800: see Ian
Forsythe, ‘Aids for research from old journals’, North Irish Roots,
2/5 (1990), 180–3 at p. 181.
Anon., ‘Obituary: James S. Stewart RSA’, Art Journal, 1 August 1863,
p. 165, cols 1–2.
‘Lavater’s essays on physiognomy’ [advertisement], Globe, 8 November
1808, p. 1, col. 2.
The missing organ –’The organ of the power of induction’ – has, in
fact, been subsumed into the adjacent ‘Organ of Aptness to learn
and retain Things’, known in Böttiger’s account as ‘The organ of
being tractable in education’. An osseous outstation or extension of
Böttiger’s ‘Organ of Comparing Judgement’, located within the eye
socket, is also excised from the volume’s diagrammatic skull, albeit
without effect on the numbering of organs.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, p. 80, cf. point 3
on p. 90. Uncertainty regarding the location or existence of various
organs, or the veracity of Gall’s evidence, punctuates the account: see
pp. 92–3, 104–5, 120, 153.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, p. 68.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 82–3, 84.
Cf. Anon., ‘An account of Dr Gall’s system of craniology’, p. 204.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 85, 89–90.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 92–3. Animal
clichés punctuate this account, as indeed they do its predecessors.
They include the loyal hound, wily fox and memorious elephant as
well as the tuneful bird: see pp. 111, 116, 103, 109, 123, 120, 121.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 98–9.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, p. 100; a similar
example of disease having impaired the function of an organ is advanced
on pp. 112–13.
Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 101–2.
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135 Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 114, 115.
136 Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory, pp. 119, 53.
137 ‘Gall’s craniology’ [advertisement], Morning Chronicle, 8 January
1807, p. 1, col. 1.
138 Anon., ‘Art IV. Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory of Physiognomy,
founded upon the anatomy and physiology of the brain, and the form
of the skull, with the critical strictures of C. W. Hufeland MD. 8vo.
pp. 190. 6s. Boards. Longman & Co. 1807’, Monthly Review; or
Literary Journal, Enlarged, 55 (January 1808), 36–9 at pp. 36, 37,
original italics.
139 Hufeland states that Gall’s ‘organology is on the whole true, but the
organoscopy cannot be relied upon’, thereby distinguishing viable
theory from untenable practice: see Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s
New Theory, p. 162.
140 Anon., ‘Art IV’, p. 37; Anon., Some Account of Dr Gall’s New Theory,
p. 62.
141 Anon., ‘Art IV’, p. 38.
142 Anon., ‘Art IV’, pp. 38–9. The ‘disciple’ here is, in context, the translator
of the volume rather than Spurzheim.
143 John Whiteburne [pseud.?], ‘A lecture on heads. To the editor of the
Morning Chronicle’, Morning Chronicle, 21 July 1808, p. 3, cols 1–2.
144 Anon., ‘From a correspondent’, Caledonian Mercury, 15 May 1823,
p. 3, col. 3.
145 Anon., ‘Paris papers’, Morning Chronicle, 13 July 1810, p. 2, cols
1–2.
146 See, for example, ‘The archives and review of universal science’
[advertisement], Star, 30 January 1810, p. 1, col. 4.
147 Franz Josef Gall and Johann Gaspar Spurzheim, Recherches sur le
système nerveux en général, et sur celui du cerveau en particulier;
mémoire pour sent l’Institut de France, le 14 Mars, 1808; suivi
d’observations sur le rapport qui en a été fait cette compagnie par
ses commissaires (Paris: F. Schoell, 1809); Anatomie et physiologie du
système nerveux en général et du cerveau en particulier, Vol. 1 (Paris:
F. Schoell, 1810); Vol. 2 (Paris: F. Schoell, 1812). Spurzheim is also
credited as co-author with Gall of Des Dispositions innées de l’âme
et de l’esprit: du matérialisme, du fatalisme et de la liberté morale,
avec des réflexions sur l’éducation et sur la législation criminelle (Paris:
F. Schoell, 1811), which is partly derived from the 1810 and 1812
volumes. None of these works appear to have been reviewed in the
British press.
148 Gall’s lectures and later works were represented in English during his
lifetime primarily by way of the excerpts and verbatim transcripts
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published in the Weekly Medico-Chirurgical and Philosophical Magazine: see Franz Josef Gall, ‘Dr Gall’s lectures on the physiology of
the brain’, 24 May 1823, pp. 241–7; ‘Dr Gall. Of illusive liberty’, 12
July 1823, pp. 353–7 and 19 July 1823, p. 369; ‘Dr Gall. Of partial
alienation’, 26 July 1823, pp. 2–3; ‘Dr Gall. Of reasoning alienations’,
2 August 1823, pp. 18–21; ‘Dr Gall. Of alienations accompanied
with visions and inspirations’, 9 August 1823, pp. 35–6; ‘Dr Gall.
Of alienations which incline the patients to attempt the life of their
neighbours, their children, or other persons innocent with respect
to them’, 16 August 1823, pp. 51–2 and 23 August 1823, pp 67–8;
‘Dr Gall on the brain as the seat of sensation and voluntary motion’,
6 September 1823, pp. 100–1, 13 September 1823, pp. 114–16, 20
September 1823, pp. 134–6, and 27 September 1823, pp. 150–3;
‘Dr Gall on the functions of the brain’, 4 October 1823, pp. 167–8.
See also ‘Article V. Dr Gall on the organ and faculty of locality’,
Phrenological Journal and Miscellany, 4 (1827), 524–38.
149 Anon., ‘Article VII. Dinner of the Phrenological Society’, Phrenological
Journal and Miscellany, 4 (1826–7), 133–54 at pp. 133, 136 142,
143.
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‘A field for quacks to fatten in’:
phrenology in the British Isles

My first information concerning the system of Drs Gall and Spurzheim,
was derived from No. 49 of the Edinburgh Review. Led away by the
boldness of that piece of criticism, I regarded the doctrine as contemptibly absurd, and the authors of it as the most disingenuous of men.
George Combe, Essays on Phrenology (1819)1

In common with many of his Edinburgh compatriots, George Combe’s
introduction to the claims of nascent phrenology came by way of
polemic printed in one of the many journals which periodically
stimulated the intellects and tastes of the British educated classes.
The debate to which he alludes is, in many respects, a local one with
national implications. Combe, a Writer to the Signet – a solicitor
within the Scottish legal system – is engaging with a work written by
another Edinburgh professional in a journal published in the same
city but enjoying a readership that extended across the breadth of
the United Kingdom. The rhetorically persuasive ‘piece of criticism’
to which Combe refers was published anonymously in the Edinburgh
Review for June 1815 by Dr John Gordon (1786–1818), a lecturer
in anatomy and physiology in one of the Scottish capital’s many
medical schools. It is likely, as Stanley Finger and Paul Eling suggest,
that the identity of the author was an open secret, ‘especially in
Edinburgh’.2
Gordon’s critique is, without doubt, a significant intervention,
though its assertions were ultimately to be discarded by Combe,
who became, within four years, an advocate of a more nuanced
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and, withal, very British revision of ‘The writings of Drs Gall and
Spurzheim’ with its own cranial map.3 This hostile account may
function, certainly, as yet another momentary summary of the
developing system, a supplement to the earlier accounts of Bojanus,
Böttiger and Blöde in its tabulation of thirty-three ‘mental faculties’.4
More importantly, though, it must necessarily be considered an
indicative landmark in the developing British public consciousness
of phrenology. This much has long been recognised by historians
of the pseudoscience, and Gordon’s words have been conventionally
deployed as representative of prevailing attitudes towards craniology.
Combe’s biographer, David Stack, for example, asserts that Gordon’s
trenchant rhetoric ‘was universally accepted by the educated classes
in Edinburgh’. Likewise, certain more pungent elements of that
rhetoric are quoted by Stephen Tomlinson, a historian of education
as well as of pseudomedicine, to emblematise the apparent hostility
experienced by Gall’s compatriot and former assistant, Johann Gaspar
Spurzheim, upon his arrival in England in 1814.5 John van Wyhe
is, perhaps, the most emphatic of recent commentators, going so
far as to claim that Gordon’s account was ‘The most important
publication for elevating phrenology and especially the little-known
Spurzheim to international notice’.6
It is equally possible, though, to read Gordon’s work – which is,
strictly speaking, a review rather than, as Stack and van Wyhe suggest,
an article – not as an index of prevailing hostility towards the claims
of nascent phrenology but, on the contrary, as an anxious anticipation of the implications vested in its growing popularity. Gordon’s
review is thus arguably motivated not merely by the circulation
of two significant volumes on the subject – Gall and Spurzheim’s
Anatomie et physiologie and Spurzheim’s The Physiognomical System
of Drs Gall and Spurzheim – but also by the novelty of the system
being practically demonstrated for the first time on British soil,
and to audiences having a dilettante rather than clinical interest.
Gordon is explicit with regard to the aspirations of his review. The
motivation for the work is not merely to conduct ‘a formal exposé
and exposure of the contents of the volumes before us’ but more
emphatically ‘to save the purses of our readers if possible, before
it be too late, by satisfying that curiosity which might otherwise
lead them to purchase the books themselves, or attend the lectures
of these cunning craniologers’.7
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‘A piece of thorough quackery from beginning to end’:
Continental cynics, Scottish sceptics and English disciples
Gordon’s review is premised upon the reader’s presumed familiarity
with, and implicit hostility towards, a doctrine which the writer
infers has already been proved spurious. The review opens with a
gesture of complicity and foreknowledge, the implications of which
rhetorically link the past with the present, and the elder with the
younger savant:
Our readers will here recognize, without any difficulty, the same
man of skulls, whom we had occasion to take notice of, more than
twelve years ago. Long before this time, we should have looked for
his craniological death. But he seems somewhat cleverer than most
of his tribe, and has discovered the inestimable secret, that a man’s
reputation, as well as his health, may often be prolonged, by a little
well-timed locomotion. So far, therefore, from suffering the demise we
had confidently anticipated, he has gone on, it would appear, exercising
his calling with indefatigable industry, and extending his fame.

The ‘well-timed locomotion’ is, of course, an allusion to Gall’s
Continental lecture tour of 1805–7. It has a further – and more
contemporary – referent, however. Gall, by 1815, was a far less
substantial figure in the British public eye than he had been during
the height of his fame a decade earlier. His associate and assistant
during that tour, Johann Gaspar Spurzheim, was however immensely
topical in 1815, having himself begun a series of craniological lectures
and demonstrations in England in the previous year. Gordon’s opening
gambit is thus tactically misleading, as it is not a singular ‘man of
skulls’ to whom the review rightly refers, but rather to two men of
skulls, Gall and Spurzheim, whose successive theories and travels
become progressively elided in the Scot’s robust dismissal. The
ostensibly discredited reputation of the elder doctor is, by implication,
brought to bear on the growing fame of the younger, with a tacit
intimation that history is very likely to repeat itself, given that
Spurzheim’s own doctrine is configured as being little more than an
expansion upon Gall’s precedent.8
The earlier consideration of craniology to which Gordon directs
his reader is another review from the same periodical, published in
1803 and recounting a translated correspondence regarding Gall’s
proposals between the philosopher Charles de Villers (1765–1815)
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and the naturalist Georges Cuvier (1769–1832).9 Gordon is sarcastically blunt in his opinion that the two publications currently under
review have signally failed to advance either the content or the
credibility of Gall’s initial theory:
Villers’s letter to Cuvier had, we confess, left very little doubt in our
minds as to the real merits and the real views of this formidable
personage; and the present publications have not only confirmed our
original judgement with respect to him, but led us to extend the same
opinion, without the slightest modification, to the partner he has
since assumed, Dr J. G. Spurzheim. We look upon the whole doctrines
[sic] taught by these two modern peripatetics, anatomical, physiological,
and physiognomical, as a piece of thorough quackery from beginning
to end; and we are persuaded, that every intelligent person who takes
the trouble to read a single chapter of the volumes before us, will
view them precisely in the same light.10

That ‘intelligent person’ will, over forty-one pages, be assailed with
Biblical quotations, anatomical observations, and appeals to both
philosophical logic and common sense interleaved with occasional
asides regarding the supposed evidence deployed by Gall and
Spurzheim.
Gordon’s review addresses two discrete readerships. A significant
proportion of it is clearly targeted at those unwary clinicians who
might tacitly accept the anatomical observations and assertions made
by Gall and Spurzheim. Gordon is somewhat indulgent with regard
to his fellow professionals in the British Isles, though they are
presented as a naively trusting body of practitioners, not at all
attuned to the opportunism of the Continental quack. Hence, Gordon
attributes a discreditable degree of cynicism to Gall and Spurzheim,
stating, ‘These gentlemen are too knowing not to have perceived,
that the science of anatomy is in general cultivated with most zeal,
by those who have the least leisure to devote to it; that is, by persons
who are toiling with weariness through medical practice’. He further
insinuates of the two that
They calculated, no doubt, that as the number of individuals is
inconsiderable, who are not only zealous in anatomical pursuits, but,
by a fortunate combination of circumstances, are enabled to bestow
their whole time on them, the chance that a few bold affirmations
respecting the structure of a delicate and complicated organ would
be put to the test of experiment, was proportionately small.
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At this juncture, the second audience is implicitly acknowledged, if
not engaged. Gordon reminds the reader of the puissance of endorsement by way of medical authorities, thus intimating a further act
of mala fides on the part of the two doctors. He continues:
Perhaps it would occur to them, too, that as unprofessional people
are in no respect aware how very little familiar even physicians of
the first eminence are with the structure of the brain, it might contribute
materially towards their reputation with the public, to delude a few
of the medical tribe, who are naturally looked up to as judges in
questions of this sort.

The argument is crowned, as it were, with Gordon noting how ‘that
strange association of talents and obsequiousness, the Institute of
France’ has ostensibly acknowledged the two as credible anatomists
even whilst withholding its ‘good opinion’ with regard to their
‘craniological doctrines’.11
It is this second audience of ostensibly intelligent non-clinicians
that Gordon specifically wishes to discourage from any active
engagement with nascent phrenology. These careless dilettantes are,
apparently, even more characteristically vulnerable to questionable
dogma than the distracted and hard-working scholar of medicine.
Mindful, no doubt, of the mixed audiences attracted by the public
lectures of both Gall and Spurzheim, Gordon informs his reader
that ‘There are a certain number of individuals … in every community,
who are destined to be the dupes of empirics; so it would be rather
matter of surprise [sic], if these itinerant philosophers did not make
some proselytes wherever they come’.12
Rhetorically, of course, the discerning reader of the Edinburgh
Review would not be so easily duped, and is guided to contemplate
with pity and condescension those who fall easy prey to such pretentions. With nationalistic relish, Gordon celebrates the hypothetical
common sense of his own countrymen – who are yet to be exposed
to Spurzheim’s practical demonstrations, even where they may have
read his theoretical writings – while mocking the comparative gullibility of those domiciled south of the Scottish border. Of the ‘dupes
of empirics’ already mentioned, Gordon states, disdainfully:
How many disciples Dr Spurzheim may have collected from this class
in England, by his English book, or his lectures in the metropolis, we
do not feel very anxious to inquire; because we are quite certain we
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should find, that they are more than ten times the number he has
seduced, from the same proportion of persons, in any other nation
in Europe. Great Britain is a field for quacks to fatten in; they flock
to it from all quarters of the world; and England is the sweetest corner
of the pasture.

John Bull – at that time a conventional personification of England,
rather than of greater Britain – is thus perceived by Gordon as
almost comically vulnerable and unworldly, a victim of ‘the credulity
of an honest and unsuspicious nature’. Though the incredulity of
the Scots is yet to be tested – Spurzheim arrived in Scotland only
in June 1816 – the trenchant Gordon seems sure of their native
discrimination, the more so given his own association with a capital
city famed for its teaching of practical anatomy:
That Drs Gall and Spurzheim, however, should have brought over
any of the better informed in the island, particularly from among
those with whom anatomy and physiology are either favourite or
professional pursuits, into a belief of any of the amazing absurdities
they are bold enough to teach, is, we should hope, a thing really
impossible.13

Gordon’s professed hope, of course, was a vain one. Combe, a
Scot for whom medicine was a ‘favourite’ rather than ‘professional’
pursuit, was to become a leading advocate of phrenology at just such
a gathering as Gordon so clearly despised. Indeed, Gordon’s own
invective – described by one biographer of Spurzheim as ‘a miserable
specimen of malignity without wit’ – may well have provoked not
merely interest in the topic but an active and deliberate countering
of its rhetoric by the maligned German doctor himself.14 Much of the
review is provocatively technical and anatomical in nature, disputing
in particular the authors’ observations and assertions regarding the
converging and diverging fibres of the cerebellum and the putative
relationship of the white and brown matter that is brain substance.
Such a structured and informed critique, it goes without saying,
demands a response not by a follower but by the theorist himself.
The challenge was in due course to be taken up, point by point and
with deliberate recourse to practical dissection, by Spurzheim. The
German’s apparently painstaking refutation of Gordon’s anatomical
assertions was, in turn, heavily reported both within and beyond
Scotland. This reportage was in turn to generate an expanding public
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knowledge of, and enthusiasm for, craniology – the very thing, it
might be noted, which Gordon had so emphatically tried to forestall
by his contribution to the Edinburgh Review.
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‘A schism in the copartnery’: Spurzheim’s London lectures
Modern historians of phrenology are often inclined to concur with
their nineteenth-century predecessors with regard to the apparent
hostility displayed towards the pseudoscience by British journals
and monthly reviews at the time of Spurzheim’s lecture tour. Without
doubt, the negativity often expressed towards craniology in these
publications was accentuated or exaggerated by enthusiasts of the
pseudoscience for rhetorical purposes. Acceptance of a theory, as it
were, ought not be merely granted but must be visibly achieved, an
ostensibly universal truth being thus the more validated and valued
on account of the great cost of its proclaiming. Spurzheim, in this
respect, was to endure a form of rhetorical martyrdom in the British
media somewhat different to his mentor’s experience in Vienna.
Invited to speak, rather than prohibited from speaking, Spurzheim
found his writings fastened upon – in the words of Andrew Carmichael, a contemporary biographer – by ‘a swarm of reviewers’,
writing for ‘the Quarterly, the Eclectic, the British, the Edinburgh,
the Critical, and the Monthly, the London Medical Repository and
the British Critic’, all of whom, without exception, ‘exerted their
powers of ridicule, invective and argument’.15 ‘[N]ot one reviewer’,
Carmichael indignantly concludes, ‘was found to stand up in defence
of these novel truths’ for it was ‘seemingly their duty as reviewers,
to extinguish them because they were new’.16
Be that as it may, it is evident that where the intellectual monthlies
were on the whole scathing with regard to the claims made in
Spurzheim’s written advocacy of craniology, the demotic newspaper
press characteristically looked with more favour upon the doctor’s
practical demonstrations of his theory. These latter accounts, the
opinions of which on occasions diverge widely from those of the
more learned periodicals, have been seldom explored in histories of
the pseudoscience. They are, though, arguably as much an index of
wider public knowledge and attitudes as their more exclusive
counterparts might be said to be representative of educated thought.
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The history of phrenology will continue incomplete so long as their
presence remains so obviously unexplored.
Gordon’s review is notably emphatic in indicating those areas in
which the assertions of the co-authored Anatomie et physiologie
and those within Spurzheim’s The Physiognomical System of Drs
Gall and Spurzheim fail to be satisfactorily congruent. Though this
pointedness, first and foremost, must reflect the Scot’s dismissal of
craniology as a whole, it provides also a telling insight into the first
serious fracture within the nascent phrenological movement. The
dissolution of the ostensible partnership between Gall and Spurzheim
– whatever the actual nature of their association – has been well
documented by historians of phrenology.17 Gordon, though, was
possibly one of the first commentators to comprehend that Spurzheim
was engaged not merely in expanding the system of his mentor but
also in redefining both its organic parameters and potential application. Gordon notes, for example, that Spurzheim had numbered
and graphically placed his cranial organs in a manner visibly different
to that used in the earlier, co-authored volume, gleefully pointing
out, also, where the disciple infers that his erstwhile master ‘has
altogether quite overlooked’ a certain point. More particularly though,
Gordon states of the variant organic classifications offered by the
two savants:
All our information on the subject is derived from Dr Spurzheim’s
book. Now, this gentleman has altered, and, as he conceives, very
materially enlarged and amended the doctrines of his master in this
department. And indeed it is obvious from the tone, not only of this,
but of many other parts of the separate work which he has done us
the honour to publish in our language, that he and Gall are far from
being at one. There se.ems a schism in the copartnery; the house is
divided against itself; and it would by no means surprise us to see,
in the course of a twelvemonth, a quarto or two put forth by Gall
against Spurzheim, and as many by Spurzheim against Gall.18

Gall was, indeed, to pass comment upon Spurzheim’s apparent
presumption, albeit not through a series of monographs.19 The ‘schism
in the copartnery’, while noted by Gordon, does not seem to have
attracted the interest of the popular press in Britain. It was, perhaps,
not sufficiently controversial.
Spurzheim arrived in London in March 1814 and appears to
have lost no time in promulgating his system, as a later – and notably
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unsympathetic – encyclopedia entry on the topic of ‘Phrenology’
intimates:
In March 1814, Dr Spurzheim came to Britain, and proceeded to
London, where he exhibited at the Medico-Chirurgical Society’s hall,
commencing by a dissection of the brain. He delivered a course of
lectures, but his auditors were not more than forty and his second
course was equally thinly attended.20

The lecture hall of the London Medical and Chirurgical Society in
Lincoln’s Inn was a logical choice for Spurzheim to promote both
his theory and prospective lecture series. He was himself a member
of the society, which had been founded in 1805 following a schism
within the Medical Society of London, founded in 1773. The society
maintained a prestigious list of honorary and subscribing members,
including Matthew Baillie (1761–1823), ‘Physician Extraordinary
to the King’, and Andrew Bain (d. 1827), ‘Physician Extraordinary
to the Prince Regent’, as well as such pioneers of controversial
medicine as the vaccinator Edward Jenner (1749–1823) and the
mesmerist John Elliotson.21 Though not all of its subscribers may
have been active members, they would doubtless have received due
notice of the lectures promoted on its premises – and Spurzheim
might in turn draw upon a modicum of the professional glamour
which accompanies acceptance within such reputable institutions.
Members of the society were to be found in the cities to which
Spurzheim took his lectures and demonstrations – and, notably,
include several senior members of the medical faculty within the
University of Edinburgh whom Spurzheim was later to meet formally
in the Scottish capital.22
Spurzheim, like Gall, perceived craniology as a diagnostic, prognostic and corrective tool which might be both comprehended and
applied by those without practical clinical experience. Public dissection
was a necessary adjunct to this philosophy. While aspiring to satisfy
the experimental demands of a sceptical profession, its enactment
also demonstrated both the physiological principles of nascent
phrenology and the clinical expertise of the lecturer to lay practitioners
of the system. Given Spurzheim’s likely desire to publicise craniology
more widely, it should come as no surprise, that he was to move
his demonstrations from an avowedly clinical milieu to one more
congenial to the lay practitioner. This next phase of his lecture tour
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was reported in retrospect by a columnist in the Morning Chronicle
for 20 October 1814:
An introductory lecture was delivered last night, by Dr Spurzheim,
in Rathbone-place, on the structure of the brain, and the influence
which the configuration of the human skull is supposed to have in
determining the intellectual character. This is the first attempt, we
believe, which has been made in this country, to develope [sic] the
craniological system of Gall. The theory has long been known on the
Continent, and Dr Spurzheim has undertaken to unfold its peculiar
principles, in a course of lectures which he intends to deliver.23

The use of ‘determining’ here intimates a conceptual misreading – or
misunderstanding – of the theory, in that conventionally it is the
brain that shapes the skull and not vice versa.24 This reporter was,
possibly, less familiar with Gall’s work than those individuals who
had already enjoyed access to the translated accounts of Bojanus,
Böttiger or Blöde. As Stanley Finger and Paul Eling rightly observe,
Spurzheim was sufficiently worldly as to market his own practice
by drawing upon previously established knowledge of his mentor’s
work, whatever emotions were associated with their parting.25 The
speaker’s auditorium was – as an advertisement announcing the
lecture series in The Times for 10 October 1814 advised – ‘his residence, no. 11, Rathbone-place’ and ‘ladies’, it appeared, were on
this occasion eligible to be admitted – and at the favourable rate of
two guineas, a third less than the admission charge levied for a
gentleman.26 The lectures were delivered ‘continuously’ each Monday,
Wednesday and Friday, with no concluding date being specified.
The advertisement was repeated on the cover-page of the Morning
Post the next day.27
The venue for this pioneer exposition, though, might itself be considered somewhat unpropitious, and was certainly not on a par with
the hotels and university chambers which hosted Gall on the European
continent. Rathbone Place is a historically commercial thoroughfare
located on the north-western side of Oxford Street; number 11 – a
building which has in recent years successively housed a prestigious
art gallery and a private members’ club – was, according to that year’s
Post-Office Annual Directory for London, the business premises of
James Barker, ironmonger.28 Spurzheim was almost certainly renting
all or part of the upper portion of the Georgian building from either
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Barker or his landlord. The building’s uncompromisingly commercial
neighbours were, likewise, hardly prestigious and included a dentist
supplying ‘Artificial [and] Natural Teeth’ at number 17, and an
undertaker ‘at the corner’.29 Given the involvement of these two
particular trades with the dead – prosthetic dentists were known
to utilise ‘natural’ teeth sourced from cadavers as well as from
living donors – it was indeed an unfortunate juxtaposition, given the
subject of Spurzheim’s lectures. Whatever pretentions Spurzheim might
have entertained with regard to his status as a medical practitioner,
the location of his apparently commodious residence – Finger and
Eling suggest, without advancing evidence, that ‘His drawing room
accommodated approximately 50 listeners’ – intimates that these
early expositions were cheaply undertaken and projected to gather as
many successive auditors as the current market for medical curiosity
could stand.30 An anonymous – and sceptical – correspondent to
the Gentleman’s Magazine noted of Spurzheim that ‘his lectures are
well attended’. Later writers were less sure of this.31 The audience
may well have been small but select, however, for the Examiner
informed its readers that ‘These lectures have been attended by
some of the most respectable and eminent professional characters,
and the system has already numerous adherents’.32
However modest this public introduction to the ‘Physiognomical
System’ might be, the Morning Chronicle was commendably thorough
in its report. Though the reporter in attendance notes that the lecture
– being ‘merely introductory’ and concerned with ‘the great leading
facts by which the system is supported’ – ‘furnished but few points
that could be considered as explanatory of its object or corroborative
of its truth’, he takes pains to describe in detail the mode of Spurzheim’s delivery:
Dr Spurzheim exhibited the models of the heads of various great men,
from Homer and Socrates, down to Shakespear, Milton, and Newton;
and the difference of their configuration was certainly obvious, whether
contrasted with each other, or with those of idiots, whose heads were
also displayed.

Spurzheim’s programme broadly follows a paradigm which the
younger man would have observed on an almost nightly basis
whilst touring the Continent as Gall’s demonstrator. His deployment of such a tactic is possibly an index of a lack of confidence
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rather than of originality – this was, after all, a first lecture and
a dramatic dissection might well have brought a negative degree
of notoriety and a hint of charlatan showmanship to tincture the
reception of future demonstrations. As the reporter was quick to
observe, though, an undue reliance upon sculptural busts – exemplified
representations which may be compromised by a lack of access to
the original cranium as well as by aesthetic considerations of style
and convention – may compromise the argument at a basic level. The
columnist suggests:
To say that the head of Plato, in its exterior formation, differed from
that of Socrates, or that Milton’s skull was more developed than
Settle’s, would only be announcing what everyone knows or may be
presumed to know; but if anything like a classification can be made,
so as to prove that the skulls of men who have similarly distinguished
themselves have uniformly a similar or an approximating similarity
of shape, then it might, perhaps, be philosophically inferred that the
energy and extent of the intellectual character depend in a certain
degree upon the physical organization of the brain.

To prove the validity of such a classification, in other words, the
skulls of known and accredited figures must be displayed rather
than those of Classical thinkers, historical poets and anonymous
‘idiots’. There is an imperative here to match skull with skull, and
to map cranial formation over accredited reputation. Spurzheim,
having produced as his next exemplar another and more recent
British worthy, is suddenly forced to admit that his evidence falls
short of congruence with the theory. The evasiveness of the thwarted
theoretician here is advanced blandly and seemingly without malice
by the columnist, though on close reading the criticism is barbed.
The account continues:
Something analogous to this seems, indeed, to form a part of this
theory, for Dr Spurzheim, in holding up the bust of Nelson expressed
his opinion, that the different artists who had taken that hero had
neglected to trace, with accuracy, the outline of the back part of the
head, because it was wholly unlike the conformation observable in
all the heroes of antiquity. He observed also, that modern artists are
chiefly attentive to catching the likeness of an individual, and that
while they have faithfully copied his features, and the expression of
the countenance, they neglect, as of subordinate importance, the general
configuration of the head.
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Spurzheim’s putative conflict between craniological archetype and
physiological prototype, with its summary dismissal of the sculptors
of the early nineteenth century, reads as an extraordinarily arrogant
generalisation, the more so given his specific lack of familiarity with
British art as much as national perceptions of contemporary heroism.
With studied restraint, the columnist quietly retorts: ‘How far this
inference with respect to Lord Nelson, may, or may not be just, we
cannot determine, or whether his head was really different in its
posterior structure from that of Hannibal, Scipio, or Cæsar’ before
turning to a somewhat more light-hearted review of Spurzheim’s
osteological distinction between male and female skulls in the context
of the prejudices of ‘crabbed husbands and old bachelors’. Though
women, according to Spurzheim, apparently ‘have certainly longer
heads, if not larger ones than the men’, a definitive statement on
how this might enhance intellectual capacity is left wanting, with
the audience being left to wait ‘for the further exposition of this
ingenious theory’. The columnist closes with the reassurance that
the theory as here expressed ‘has no tendency to generate either
fatalism or materialism’, thus dispensing with the perceived Continental objections to craniology; an intimation of its relevance to
‘the moralist and the legislator … the philosopher, the artist and
the physician’; and the promise that ‘We shall communicate the
substance of the subsequent lectures to our readers as they proceed’.33
The promised communications, however, failed to materialise in
the Morning Post, though the original account of the preliminary
lecture was reproduced verbatim in other London publications before
circulating, again, without significant change, across the provincial
press.34 Taking advantage of whatever reputation he had secured,
Spurzheim quickly began advertising The Physiognomical System
of Drs Gall and Spurzheim in the same newspapers that had reported
on or advertised his first lecture.35 It would appear that these notices
were little more than a rather rushed attempt to establish a foothold
in the literary market: a rather unfortunately timed advertisement,
placed in the Courier for Friday, 13 January 1815, announced that
‘This day is published by Baldwin, Craddock and Joy … The
Physiognomical System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim’, a concluding
note intimating to the potential purchaser that ‘This work serves
as a Book of Reference to Dr Spurzheim’s Demonstrative Lectures’.
Curiously, the advertisement appeared a week later in the same
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newspaper, with exactly the same wording, the copy-editor no doubt
feeling no necessity to change the advertised date of publication. 36
If the Morning Post signally failed to keep its word, other metropolitan and provincial newspapers were to report on Spurzheim’s
pedagogical activities in the capital, and not always with avowed
disapproval. An early report in the Star, a popular London paper,
was for example reproduced with a few small modifications in the
Royal Cornwall Gazette around a month following its first appearance
on 5 November 1814. The anonymous columnist opens his account
by noting that ‘Craniology’ – the title of the article in question – is
a matter ‘which of late has so much engaged the attention of medical
men in the metropolis’, whilst flattering the publication’s non-clinical
readers by suggesting that they may, too, ‘have probably heard by
this time of the new physiognomical system of Drs Gall and
Spurzheim’. The correspondent in question, it appears, has been
more diligent than his counterpart at the Morning Chronicle, for
he has ‘closely followed up the lectures and demonstrations of Dr
Spurzheim’, though he is insistent with regard to Gall’s status as
‘the original founder of the system’, depicting the younger physician
explicitly as ‘his learned colleague’. Organising the theory into four
broad points, the columnist rehearses first the familiar doctrine of
the brain as a determinant of innate character, but not of a fatalistic
fixed destiny, before making two quite telling statements with regard
to the applicability – and limitations – of ‘the new method of
determining the character of the mind by the particular form of the
head’. The final two points state:
3.

4.

Education may strengthen any faculty by calling forth its activity,
or may depress any one by establishing a counteraction. But it
can never give a feeling where the organ of that feeling is wanting.
The different organs have external signs on the outside of the
head, consisting of the shape and size of its different parts, whereby
the craniologist can discern the particular turn of the mind. – This
is a very important thing to know in the education of children,
as by ascertaining early the child’s particular powers of mind,
we may be directed in the choice of a profession for him, and
may adapt an education to his wants.

At this juncture Spurzheim was around ten days into his course of
lectures at Rathbone Place. While acknowledging that the lectures
have been ‘chiefly introductory’, the concluding editorial voice reveals
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that Spurzheim was considerably more proactive in terms of demonstration and experimentation during his time in London than has
hitherto been suspected by historians of phrenology. The account
concludes with a promise of further reportage and the statement:
Our correspondent, who communicated this article, has followed him
[Spurzheim] to many schools and places where a number of persons
are collected together, and has been witness of the surprising manner
in which he has pronounced the character of the mind immediately
by the form of the head, to the astonishment of by-standers, who
knew the character of the persons on whom he pronounced. He has
visited the physical schools of the metropolis with this view.37

Spurzheim’s practice is, again, reminiscent of Gall’s visits to the
hospitals, madhouses and prisons of Europe, and the unspecified
‘places where a number of persons are collected together’ may well
constitute a somewhat mealy-mouthed mode of referring to these
latter. Certainly, the practice of effective aggregation, where close
comparisons might be made between individuals displaying ostensibly
similar characteristics – young scholars, habitual criminals, congenital
idiots – was characteristic of the nascent system, which sought to
prove its veracity through the visible recurrence of cranial formations
in controlled or selective environments. As craniology shaded into
phrenology later in the century, however, these generalisations were
arguably taken more and more for granted, and the attention of
practical phrenologists turned more emphatically to the individual
under scrutiny.
Unlike the Morning Post, the Star was not to renege upon its
promise of further coverage. A week later, the newspaper reported
that, having completed the introductory section, Spurzheim ‘has
continued and got into the demonstrative part of the course’.
Spurzheim’s demonstrations are, for the most part, recorded successively and without comment beyond the interpretation with which
the doctor concluded each element of his discourse. The craniological
organs were demonstrated in the customary order of precedence
associated with phrenological publication, beginning with ‘The organs
of the propensities’ towards the lower and rear portion of the head,
‘the intellectual faculties in the front’ and ‘those of the sentiments
at the upper part’. The lecture series appears to have been somewhat
detailed and relatively leisured in its progress across the cranium.
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Though no mention is made as to the gendered composition of the
audience, the columnist coyly remarks:
The first lecture was principally on the cerebellum, or that small brain
situated in the lower part of the occiput. He considers this as the
organ of physical love, and gave numerous and satisfactory proofs
of this opinion, which the public nature of a newspaper will not allow
us to detail, we shall be contented, therefore, with observing, that
such a display of heads, both of men and animals, was made, and
the deductions so clearly drawn from facts, as to leave no doubt in
the minds of the class of the validity of this opinion.

This particular topic appears to have occupied more or less the
whole of the first lecture that followed the introductory meeting on
which the columnist had previously reported. The second substantial
lecture seems to have moved far more rapidly over the cranium,
first embracing ‘the organ of love for children’ – ‘a distinct and
primitive faculty’ – and then proceeding to ‘the organs of inhabitation,
or love of pleasure, of country, of friendship, of concealment, of
appropriation, and of fear’. After this, surely with extraordinary
haste, the audience were led to contemplate both ‘the sentiments
and intellectual facilities’, namely ‘the organs of Benevolence, of
Hope, of Justice, Religion, &c., &c.’ and those ‘of music, of numbers,
of colour, or the painter’s organ, and so of others’. These were, as
before, exemplified through the display of sculptural busts. No
suggestion is made that these latter – accessible to, and adapted for,
a British audience in the form of representations of Bacon, Shakespeare
and Milton – were marked with any craniological features. No
indication is likewise given that any practical dissection was featured
in the evening’s exposition. The account closes by revealing the
name of the hitherto anonymous correspondent who had attended
Spurzheim’s pioneering lectures.38 It was the polymath-Cantabrigian
Thomas Ignatius Maria Forster (1789–1860), who, as the author
of articles in the Philosophical Magazine and the Pamphleteer, was
to become a major populariser of a system which he successively
denominated ‘Phrenology’ and ‘Zoonomy’.39 No report of Spurzheim’s
presumably continuing lectures appears on the subsequent Saturday,
the pages of the Star being taken up almost entirely with topical
American and Parliamentary matters.
Forster, an associate of Thomas Love Peacock (1785–1866) and
Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792–1822), was a prolific reviewer as well
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as a writer of original, though eclectic, articles on scientific topics.40
His report for the Star must be seen, therefore, as being something
of an aside – conversational almost – to the more substantial accounts
he submitted to the Philosophical Magazine. Forster’s ‘Observations
on a new system of phrenology’, published in volume 45 of that
periodical, is well known, certainly to historians of the pseudoscience.
His detailed and extensive recollections of Spurzheim’s London
lectures, which in part preceded the ‘Observations’, remain curiously
obscure, however, and are certainly worthy of notice. Forster began
to publish his record of Spurzheim’s London lectures in volume 44
of the Philosophical Magazine in October 1814 – the same month,
indeed, in which they were delivered – and concluded in February
1815 with an account of the final event. The reader’s appetite,
though, was whetted somewhat earlier by an anonymous notice – most
likely by Forster himself – which pointed out that ‘Dr S. resumes
his lectures on the 18th of October at seven in the evening’. An
entertaining as well as informative series of lectures was no doubt
in prospect, given that Spurzheim ‘has collected many thousand
skulls of persons of different characters of mind, and moulded many
busts to illustrate by example his peculiar doctrines’.41 The promised
article was divided into three discretely numbered parts and appeared
sporadically across two successive volumes of the Philosophical
Magazine. The first part covered the introductory lecture and the
eight which followed it. Little information is conveyed with regard
to the venue or the audience, though much is vouchsafed on Spurzheim’s demonstrative technique and his recourse to materials and
examples clearly sourced whilst in London or else adapted for a
specifically British audience.
Much of Forster’s recollection of the introductory lecture serves
to confirm, albeit with a freighting of additional moralising and
amplification, the short report published in the Morning Post. The
commentary upon gender, though, is more emphatically rendered
in the longer account, Forster being unapologetic in his acceptance
of the proposition that ‘Women in general are less profound reasoners
than men, and indulge more in feeling’. In contradiction to the
account rendered by the Morning Chronicle on 20 October 1814,
Forster proclaimed the female skull ‘longer and smaller’ than that
of the male, albeit with the caveat that women’s skulls ‘are less
elevated before, and project more behind, than men’s’.42 When
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depicting the nominal first lecture of the series, Forster makes no
reference at all to the apparently salacious details which preoccupied
the editor of the Star when preparing Forster’s report for publication
in that newspaper. Instead, he dwells on less contentious topics – the
comparative anatomy of amphibian and human crania; the hemispherical nature of brain matter; and a reiteration of the mantra
that ‘the skull only bears the marks of the brain’ and not vice versa
– before making reference to the ostensible evidence produced by
Spurzheim. In this case, the sculptural busts were eschewed in favour
of the ‘Case (the 14th seen by the lecturer) of a hydrocephalic patient,
a young man of 19, in London, whose skull is greatly enlarged with
water’ and, elsewhere, ‘two very intelligent Negroes now learning
the British System of Education at the Borough-road School, in
order to practise it in their own country’.43
Forster’s subsequent recollections, though always positive, are
notably variable in both detail of recollection and depth of analysis.
The substance of the second lecture is given in the form of a succession of terse notes, the most significant matter accentuated being
the contention that ‘The most elevated points in a skull … always
indicate the centre of the organ’ and ‘Great elevations on the skull
always indicate a peculiar bias of the mind’. The third lecture, by
contrast, is more lyrically rendered, perhaps necessarily so, given that
its central imperative is to address the limitations of craniology as
a diagnostic science. The account opens bluntly with the statement
that ‘There are three states in which the physiognomical system
cannot be rigorously employed: in infancy, old age, and disease’.
This being the case, the system appears utterly reliable only when
applied to a condition of mature selfhood which takes place in
the wake of childhood growth and before the shrinkage associated
with senility. Even this period of ostensible organic stability may
be compromised by some issue of physiological damage or mental
incapacity, the consequences of which may disrupt the indexical
status of the cranium. None the less, Forster notes that constant
observation would appear to be the foundation of the craniologist’s practice, irrespective of the variant subjects upon which his
generalisations are premised. Gall is referenced frequently by Spurzheim, Forster notes, though it is suggested that ‘his physiognomical
system … may be learned and improved by succeeding students of
human nature’.44
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The fourth lecture in the series was delivered, as Forster’s next
report states, on Friday, 28 October 1814. This appears to have
been primarily a consideration of Gall’s definition of the organs of
reproduction and human relationship, and highlights the case of
the Viennese widow mentioned in Some Account of Dr Gall’s New
Theory (1807), albeit without the salacious details of her ‘seminal
discharge’: it is merely noted that ‘she uniformly fell backwards,
and in supporting her he [Gall] perceived an unusual enlargement
of the back of the neck, and a decided peculiarity in that part; it
was also hotter than the rest of the body’.45 Forster appears somewhat
reticent when addressing explicitly sexual matters. Spurzheim, though,
places these organs – with their established freighting of gendered
distinction – at the very centre of his recension of the system, concluding ‘that if a single fact could be produced contrary to what he had
advanced in this lecture, it would overturn the whole system he was
striving to inculcate’. Whether this was an invitation to challenge,
or else an expression of trepidation, is uncertain.46 Spurzheim returned
to both gender and national identity in the fifth lecture, where he
noted specifically that ‘the skulls of males and females are much
more different in Germany than in England, and still more so than
in France; in the latter, the heads of males and females are nearly
very similar’. The implications of this point are intriguing. It is not
that the similarity of gendered skulls renders French men effeminate:
instead, French women are seemingly at best lacking in maternal
feeling – ‘philoprogenitiveness, or love of offspring, which English
moralists call storge’ – and at worst appear to be latent childmurderers. Hence, with regard to the organ that governs the love
of offspring:
A few women, indeed, have been found almost destitute of this organ,
and wherever it is wanting, it is a certain indication of a predisposition
to infanticide, should external circumstances encourage the propensity.
In twenty-fives [sic] cases observed by Dr S. in France, where this
organ was defective, infanticide occurred. Some nations have this
propensity stronger than others; in negroes it is particularly conspicuous.
It is, however, peculiarly characteristic of females, and were men to
be nurses infanticide would be much more common. Boys prefer
whips, dogs, &c. girls babies, dresses &c.47

The argument, having considered those other organs conventionally
located in juxtaposition with the desire to procreate and to nurture,
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was concluded with a customary display of plaster busts. This was,
however, one very much adapted for an English audience. In addition
to the bust of a French murderess were exhibited the likenesses of
John Bellingham (1769–1812), who assassinated the British Prime
Minister Spencer Percival (1762–1812); William Henry Hollings and
James Mitchell (both hanged on 19 September 1814); and Thomas
Sharpe (hanged 31 October 1814). All four were executed at Newgate,
and they appeared to have attracted some attention as exemplary
studies of deviance, their crimes and trials being reported by the press
and in the Newgate Calendar.48 Hollings was pointedly described
as ‘a very insane man indeed’ at his trial; Mitchell was reportedly
calm, then ‘agitated’, at the scaffold; and Sharpe was regarded as
‘very hardened’.49 Perhaps most notably, their images were captured
prior to their summary dissection by William Clift (1775–1849),
the first conservator of the Hunterian Museum of the Company
(later, Royal College) of Surgeons.50 As a review of Spurzheim’s The
Physiognomical System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim, published in
the Anti-Jacobin Review and True Churchman’s Magazine in April
1815, reveals with undoubted relish, the casts of Hollings, Mitchell
and Sharpe, all executed just before the lecture, ‘were taken by Dr S.
himself’.51 Sharpe’s remains, indeed, may well have been still upon
the surgeon’s table at St Bartholomew’s Hospital as Spurzheim dilated
on the conformation of the murderer’s unfortunate head. Forster, it
should be recalled, had trained at Bart’s and remained associated
with the hospital’s experimental and demonstrative culture.52
The sixth, seventh and eighth lectures in the series seem to have
been somewhat less spectacular in content, for they are recorded as
a more or less linear travelling across the organs in their customary
order of presentation. There are no innovations advanced in the
three lectures, and the ostensible evidence produced by Spurzheim
seems sufficiently unremarkable as to require no comment beyond
the mere mention of the exemplary nature of the skull of ‘a boy
discovered by Dr S. in the National School, Baldwin’s-gardens’ and
the unbenevolent nature betrayed by the ‘flat’ cranium of the Carib
peoples of the South American seaboard. Spurzheim’s introduction
to the National School appears to have been at the specific request
of a Scottish educationalist, Reverend Andrew Bell (1753–1832),
the founder of the Madras System of education. Bell, the Episcopalian
Prebendary of Westminster, appears to have overlooked Spurzheim’s

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

116

The dome of thought

professed Roman Catholicism and enthusiastically pursued contact
with the doctor by way of two mutual friends, Mr Leo and Mr
Walmsley. However humble the accommodation for Spurzheim’s
London orations, he appears to have maintained good relations
with a number of prestigious European associates. As Bell notes,
‘He has been at our school several times, and has brought there
Monsieur Cuvier, brother to the President of the National Institute
at Paris, the Austrian ambassador, and his lady’. Spurzheim’s interest
in education appears to have been piqued by the invitation and
subsequent visits: Walmsley wrote to Bell, expressing his satisfaction
that ‘Dr Spurzheim has promised to use his utmost endeavours (and,
I have no doubt, with success) to have your admirable system
introduced into Paris, and has already written to some persons of
consequence for that purpose’. The Madras System, also known as
the Lancaster or Monitorial System, would no doubt have appealed
to Spurzheim, given its dependence upon small classes and the
maintenance of a close mentorial relationship between older boys
and younger pupils under the direction of a panoptically overseeing
schoolmaster. It was further, like craniology, a new mode of organising,
developing and fostering knowledge very much at any early stage
of dissemination, promoted by enthusiasts by publication and further
explained through the medium of public meetings.53
The remainder of the course of lectures is presented in the subsequent volume, numbered 45, of the Philosophical Magazine. The
course recommences with Lecture 10, Lecture 9 having apparently
been misplaced and subsequently being reprinted immediately prior
to Lecture 16 on pages 132–4. In the tenth lecture, ‘Having finished
the knowing or perceiving faculties which are common to all animals,
Dr S. proceeded to the reflecting faculties’ – those of ‘reason’ rather
than merely ‘understanding’. His featured exemplars are again
overwhelmingly British – ‘Dryden, Shakespeare, Milton, Locke’,
Laurence Sterne (1713–68) and, in living memory, the statesman
William Pitt the Younger (1759–1806).54 These being duly despatched
(albeit with little commentary applied, other than to the evident
benevolence in the bust of Shakespeare), Spurzheim then proceeds
to a more thoughtful exposition of the system. Forster had earlier
summarised – in passing, admittedly – his own observations regarding
how Spurzheim’s work diverged from that of Gall.55 At this late
stage in the programme, though, Forster makes extensive reference
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to Spurzheim’s own pronouncements on the system as originally
premised and currently practised, and in so doing conveys what is,
in many respects, a definitive statement regarding the nature and
aspirations of craniology. Forster recalls:
Having finished the definition and demonstration of the organs, Dr
S. observed that of some he had spoken positively, of others only as
probable, and as some again as very likely. The entire system is founded
upon facts and experience; prove the facts false and it is annihilated.
Dr S. has added three organs to the number proposed by Dr Gall,
and made them thirty-three.

Observation and empiricism, needless to say, are advanced to justify
the expansion of the suite of organs, and there is no suggestion that
this action is prompted by any desire to appropriate the system
from its nominal ownership by the titular copartnery. It is a matter,
on the contrary, of simple necessity. The account continues: ‘It is
necessary to multiply organs until all the primitive faculties are
explained. The application of these faculties are indefinite. There
are thirty-three organs; and as the letters of the alphabet are sufficient
to indicate sounds and form words, so are they to signify the faculties.’
Implicitly, then, Gall’s work may be viewed as either approximate
or inadequate in its demarcation of the organic faculties, and
Spurzheim’s extension deemed necessary and progressive. Spurzheim,
though, with his apparent zeal for the improvement of education
invigorated by direct and recent contact with both schools and
progressive theorists of education, then turns to the practical application of craniology. The account up to this point has been punctuated
by more or less blunt statements that craniology ought not to be
understood as a materialistic or fatalistic philosophy, interleaved
with reassurances that the speaker is aware of ‘the Great Creator
of all things’ and ‘the divine author of our religion’.56 At this juncture,
though, Spurzheim might be said to become perceptibly more
emphatic, as Forster recalls:
The propensities influence the character; sentiments also influence the
reasoning faculties. Man is a determinate being; education is not
capable of making the character, and teachers all know this. Animals
likewise have a determinate nature; the faculties are innate; ‘he who
has an eye can see; it is given to him’, according to the Scriptures.
God has done for man what he did for other animals, given him
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instinct, however he may be too proud to allow it. Education, indeed,
is nevertheless necessary to put the faculties in action. That genius is
born is a trite truth; education never creates, it only cultivates and
directs the faculties.

As Spurzheim argues, ‘All faculties and moral feelings depend upon
organization’, where this ‘organization’ is vested in the balance that
pertains between these God-given attributes. The imputation of
fatalism may thus be avoided through the association of craniology
with developmental and individually tailored education – such as
might pertain in an idealised Madras System where each monitor
oversees a small group of pupils. Enhance that monitor’s subject
knowledge with an awareness of cranial conformation and, optimistically, genius may be cultivated and virtue encouraged.57
If this mode of enhancement were not sufficient in itself, Spurzheim
moves boldly – and possibly incautiously – towards what is essentially
a redefinition of human emotionality based not upon passing or
present provocations, delightful or otherwise, but more properly
rooted in the permanent ‘organization’ of the cranium. Such is the
substance of the eleventh lecture in the series, where an ostensible
problem of definition is rhetorically transformed into an effective
liberation of the motivations and expressions of affinity and distaste
in all their myriad forms:
It is very difficult to find proper terms; those of affection, passion,
memory, &c. are not facts, they are only names of modes of the
primitive faculties. In like manner, quietness, temperance, &c. only
mean the different degrees of activity in the faculty. Passion is the
highest degree of activity in any faculty; a man devoted to music,
painting, &c. is passionately fond of those arts; and so of all others.
Pleasure or the state of being pleased does not indicate the faculty or
the activity of the faculty; it is therefore only a mode of activity. A
religious man is pleased with religion, &c. a faculty unoccupied is
displeased; hence men are displeased with every thing [sic] that does
not engage their faculties, or, in the familiar phrase, for which they
have no taste.

Common emotions, indeed, are themselves perhaps more primitive
than might be imagined. Leaving aside the ostensibly generative
influence exercised by stimuli such as singular acts of provocation,
emotions are seemingly determined in depth and expression by the
balance of organic conjunction. Forster continues:
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No faculty peculiar to man can be angry; anger is only a mode of
action, an affection of combativeness; anxiety, sorrow, &c. belong to
cautiousness, and compassion to benevolence; jealousy arises from
covetiveness [sic] and self-love, from amativeness if relating to women,
or from approbation if disappointed in praise; envy is jealousy
uninfluenced by benevolence, shame is a compound affection arising
from self-love and approbation.

‘Hatred’, uniquely, ‘is a disagreeable affection of all the faculties’.58
Bleak though this survey of human emotionalism may sound, it may
implicitly be leavened by the understated presence of education.
Negative affections may be contained as well as anticipated, as it
were, by proper inspection of the skull and a degree of educative
correction duly engaged in response to the knowledge of an individual’s cranial ‘organization’. Craniology thus becomes progressively
redefined in Spurzheim’s London lectures as an applied and useful
science, an adjunct to the established disciplines of education and
medical alienism, as well as to progressive criminal jurisprudence.59
This latter is the subject of the final lecture – the sixteenth – which
Forster reported upon in February 1815. Like his recollection of
Spurzheim’s second lecture, Forster’s rhetoric on occasion appears
to be little more than an emphatic collection of statements and
rhetorical questions derived from hastily taken notes. The report
begins thus:
The termination of education is in civil and criminal legislation. Those
who form institutions should know man, otherwise they cannot be
permanent. Have then physiognomical inquiries a tendency to influence
legislation? What is legislation? Subordination of the faculties; one
must be submitted to the others. Very few act morally or do good
merely by love, but numbers do by law. Legislation, if defective,
cannot be universal, and there can be no contradiction between divine
and civil legislation; the happiness of this world is not contrary to
that of the next. All faculties proper to man are the foundation of
legislation. … 60

Though this introductory gesture may appear to be as disconnected
as it is terse, its implications are withal consistent with the aspirations
of nascent phrenology. The recourse to God-given attributes, in
particular, represents far more than a conventional rebuff to accusations of secular materialism, though it may still serve that purpose.
If human faculties are divinely ordained, as Spurzheim has earlier
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insisted, then it is not inappropriate to premise civil legislation upon
the guidance provided by the organs which function as an index to
character. The need for certain faculties to be subordinate to others
in the individual is, likewise, a model for how legal culture might
ideally function, with the craniologically aware legislature necessarily
enforcing the submission of those who are deficient in self-control
or who lack insight into their own predilections. This is the motivation
for Forster’s emphatic point about universality. As craniology is
assumed to have a diagnostic, prognostic and corrective applicability
to all creation, it must necessarily underwrite the governance of the
supremely sentient species which has codified the system not merely
as a reliable index of the human condition but also as an affirmation
of divine Will.
It is the inculcation and fostering of those innate ‘faculties’ which
are ‘proper to man’ that motivates Spurzheim’s effective integration
of penal practice, education and practical alienism in the remainder
of Forster’s concluding report. Spurzheim explicitly prioritises the
prevention of crime above its punishment, and where this is not
possible he proposes a corrective and educative regime premised
upon the theoretically panoptic vision of the craniologist. Hence,
as Forster reports, in both cases ‘education is more powerful than
punishment’ and ‘preventing crimes in adults is the continuation of
education’. Spurzheim, significantly, refers approvingly in passing
to the work of Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832), author of Introduction
to the Principles and Morals of Legislation (1789), and the doctor’s
opinions, on occasion, express something of the flavouring of
contemporary utilitarianism.
Hence, ‘Correction is the end and aim’ of the law for Spurzheim
and, in his expressed opinion, ‘until criminals are corrected, they
should not be allowed to be at large in society’. The prison, in this
sense, may be said to function in a manner somewhat reminiscent
of the hospital or the progressive lunatic asylum. Such institutions
systematically intervene in the individual pathology of their inmates
with curative intent. Beyond this, though, they also ensure that the
problematic conditions of their inmates are duly contained within
institutional curtilage, thereby preventing the onward infection of
others. Conventionally, of course, craniology advances deviance as
a consequence of individual organic development. It must be
remembered, though, that Spurzheim’s increasingly educative recension

Phrenology in the British Isles

121

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

of craniology implies an acute awareness of the likely influence of
more developed characters upon younger or more impressionable
minds. It is this that prompts what might be considered a further,
and quite progressive, imperative in Spurzheim’s vision of a reformed
penal system. Forster recalls:
The houses of correction in their actual state are houses of perversion.
If children be taught or treated as animals are, they must also be
perverse. Suspected persons and children now often live in prisons
with the greatest criminals, where, being idle and ignorant, they learn
nothing but how to commit crimes. If men are designed to be honest,
treat them so; educate and enable them to earn a living rather than
to grow worse.61

Whatever intelligent design may be regarded as motivating Spurzheim’s
closing vision of an ‘honest’ and morally positive humanity, it is
elsewhere made clear that he is aware of the incurable nature of
some who deviate from socially acceptable practices. As he notes,
‘Some criminals are incorrigible and guilty, others incorrigible and
innocent; the former must be punished, the latter being idiots must
be confined’. Idiocy is specifically a matter of an absence of properly
exercised self-control, for ‘Idiots may have some parts of mind, but
not a will, and are consequently not to be punished’. Hence, as
Spurzheim proposes,
In future we must consider the diseases of the brain like those in the
other parts of the body, and that some of them are curable and others
incurable. Such diseases must be divided according to their cause,
and receive a physical and moral treatment. The propensities are to
the brain what food is to the stomach, air to the lungs, or light to
the eye; they must not be aggravated or indulged to excess, any more
than excess to any other organs.62

In subsequently suggesting that even the perceptibly extreme and
antisocial crimes of ‘murder, suicide, and infanticide’ may be ‘often
occasioned by diseases of the mind’, Spurzheim thus advances a
medicalised vision of jurisprudence in which it is a contemplation
of the criminal, rather than of the crime he has committed, which
determines the nature of punishment or restraint. Such an application
of medicine across the disciplines would no doubt appeal to the
dilettante leanings of Spurzheim’s auditor and reporter, Thomas
Forster, a doctor who was also a meteorologist, ornithologist,
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astronomer and philosopher. Certainly, Forster’s likely approval
would seem to be signalled by a marked lack of criticism upon
his part, and by the protracted nature of this significant piece
of reportage.
Within a month, Forster’s contribution to the Pamphleteer on
the same subject was being advertised. A provocative and topical
periodical, this compendious ‘Record of the Best Pamphlets of the
Day’ was available not merely by way of three London booksellers
but also through the offices of Macredie and Company, Edinburgh.63
Alexander Macredie, the proprietor of the latter house, was at that
time serving as vice president of the Edinburgh Select Subscription
Library in Waterloo Place, having been president in the preceding
year. As both a public bookseller and supplier of publications to
the library, Macredie represented yet another potential conduit
through which craniological thought might enter the Scottish
capital.64 By the 1840s, the library was to include in its collection
Spurzheim’s On the Elementary Principles of Education (1821),
Phrenology, or the Doctrine of the Mind (1825), A View of the
Philosophical Principles of Phrenology (1825) and Phrenology in
Connection with Physiognomy (1826) as well as works related to
physiognomy and craniology by, amongst others, Lavater, Andrew
and George Combe, John Epps (1805–69) and Peter Mark Roget
(1779–1869).65
Other commentators were, perhaps, rather less convinced than
Forster had been by Spurzheim’s claims. A columnist for the Star, for
example, tacitly dismisses the system’s scientific and didactic pretensions by suggesting that there is ‘a great deal of amusement in the
theories which this ingenious foreigner endeavours to illustrate, and
his Lectures and Experiments are very entertaining’.66 Elsewhere, the
topicality of Spurzheim’s works seems to have generated not so much
a deep understanding of its principles but rather an easy familiarity
with its terminology. A public demonstration of a new system of
improving the human memory was advertised with the promise that
one of the pupils so educated will ‘name the Organs, Genera, and
Special Faculties of Drs Gall and Spurzheim’s Physiognomical System’
while another ‘will recite Montgomery’s “Battle of Alexandria”
in a manner in which the most extended and continued effort of
the unassisted memory could never aspire’.67 By 1815, therefore,
it appears safe to assume that an awareness of Spurzheim’s theory
and a familiarity with at least the broad outline and terminology
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of nascent phrenology existed to a greater rather than lesser extent
across the British reading public.
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‘From London, Dr Spurzheim went to Bath, Bristol, Cork and
Dublin’: nascent phrenology in the British provinces
Whatever the cultural or intellectual status of craniology – or, indeed,
as it was coming to be known, phrenology – Spurzheim appears to
have been both sufficiently encouraged, and financially rewarded,
by his efforts in Rathbone Place to contemplate a tour not merely
of the English provinces but a deliberately flexible lecturing programme which would take him into the more important intellectual
centres of Ireland and Scotland. There certainly was a ready audience
for such a tour. Spurzheim’s course of lectures, and their incarnation
in the form of The Physiognomical System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim,
had been, in recent months, referenced and reviewed in, among
other periodicals, the Quarterly Review and the Augustan Review,
with varying degrees of hostility and accommodation.68 These topical
interventions were arguably as widely advertised in the popular
press as the actual volume – which was often referred to as ‘Dr
Spurzheim’s lectures’ – itself.69
Spurzheim presumably left London shortly after delivering his
final lecture in Rathbone Place and, to quote an American obituarist,
lectured successively in ‘Bath, Bristol, Cork and Dublin’.70 From Dublin
he sailed to Liverpool and then travelled north towards Scotland,
where his sternest medical critics appear to have keenly anticipated
his arrival.71 In Bath, however, Spurzheim became the subject not of
professional censure but satirical humour. Resident in the fashionable
spa from January 1815, the doctor was quickly lampooned in an
anonymous and locally published ‘squib’ entitled An Intercepted
Epistle from a Person in Bath to his Friend in London.72 Though but
a doggerel quatrain in the satire’s first edition, the lampoon reveals a
previously unknown fact about Spurzheim’s lecturing practice in the
West Country. He was truly peripatetic and quickly moved on after
completing a course of lectures, only returning when a new audience
had generated itself from among the transient visitors to the spa.
In the first edition of An Intercepted Epistle, published on 2
March 1815, the quatrain is embedded in the work’s ongoing mockery
of Bathonian personalities. It reads:
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Dr Spurzheim’s come back for he says he can’t find
Except in this Town, any skulls to his mind;
Here – he’ll make it as clear as the light of the sun, –
Many noddles have meaning – which seem’d to have none.73

The second edition – ‘considerably enlarged, With a Preface and
Notes’, and published on 17 March 1815 – prints the satirical
quatrain across the top of two adjacent pages, in a manner somewhat
resembling a typographical header set above an expansive body of
textual annotation. In the copious notes it is revealed that the ‘Prince
of Craniologists’ has again departed from the city, ‘but will not be
probably long absent’ as therein he appears to have made as many
converts to his system as discoveries which affirm its precepts. The
satire of the annotation is particularly acute in its assessment of the
putative sincerity of Bathonian society. Of Spurzheim, it asserts that:
In going his rounds here for the purpose of making observations, he
has ascertained that the human skull has properties peculiar to the
natives and visitants of Bath. He has descried the organ of ingenuity,
or the art of doing; whereby the possessor is enabled to live on his
wits, however diminutive the stock; and to run about from one public
space to another, run in debt, and, then – run away. The organ of
Impudence, by means of which the owner can talk of politics without
understanding the science, and of books, without being capable of
reading them. Also, the organ of calumnitiveness, which assists the
practitioner to describe the private affairs and histories of others
without knowing any thing [sic] about them.

If the citizens and denizens whom Spurzheim has supposedly observed
in Bath are scripted as being comedically shallow and duplicitous,
those who embrace the doctor’s theories are rendered equally
ridiculous. The ladies and gentlemen of Bath have become inclined
‘to converse on the specific merits of their mutual organs; and even
to feel each other’s heads’. If this unwonted intimacy between the
sexes were not enough, the doctor’s apparent willingness to admit
ladies to his lectures has produced an appropriation of the ostensibly
universal science to the purposes of an exclusive hermetic sorority.
The account continues:
Several hardy female veterans of the bas-bleu corps, who have attended
the Doctor’s lectures, are now such adepts in brains, and so well
satisfied with their own heads, that they intend to go close-shaved
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for the future, and uncovered, which will greatly increase their loveliness. To promote the interests of their favorite [sic] study, they have
formed themselves into a society called the Golgothians, and are to
assemble once a week for business, in a Vestry-room, engaged for
their accommodation, and appropriately fitted up for the reception
of the sisterhood, and such amateurs of the other sex as they choose
to admit.74

No record of the lectures themselves appear in the Bath Chronicle,
the city’s major organ of local and national news. It may be a telling
detail, though, that during Spurzheim’s residence in the West Country,
the same newspaper twice drew attention to the unfavourable remarks
upon craniology published in the Edinburgh Review.75
Spurzheim’s sporadic presence in Bath can be explained by the
physical proximity of that city to Bristol. It appears that the doctor
alternated his lectures between the two cities, as a short report in
the Bristol Mirror for 21 January 1815 makes clear:
In the course of the ensuing week, Dr Spurzheim (who has lately been
lecturing in London and Bath, on the Physiognomical Doctrines of
Dr Gall and himself,) will commence a course on the same subject
in this City. The lectures will be given at seven o’clock in the evening.76

The lecture courses appear to have been self-contained and thus
eminently suitable for delivery in front of a fresh audience. For
example, a discreet advertisement placed in the Bristol Mirror some
six months later advised curious Bristolians that:
Doctor Spurzheim
Intends to commence a course of lectures on Tuesday next, 18th of
July, at half past seven in the evening, at no. 11, College Green, over
the Archway. The Course consists of one Anatomical and twelve
Physiological Lectures. Ticket £2 2s.
There will be a morning course at Mangeon’s Hotel, Clifton, if
there are 30 subscribers to that list. Ticket £1 11s 6d.
Books for subscribers are left at the Commercial Rooms and at
Clifton.77

The ‘Archway’ in question is almost certainly the Great Gatehouse
on College Green, a relic of the city’s ecclesiastical past which featured
chambers that could easily be utilised for the delivery of relatively
intimate symposia. It was a central location in Bristol, being adjacent
to the Cathedral precincts and a short carriage ride from the
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then-fashionable residences of Queen Square. The Commercial Rooms,
where subscribers could register their interest, were located in Corn
Street behind ‘an Ionic portico of four columns’ and featured a
subscription library and a domed reading room, much frequented
by the city’s merchants, ‘where ‘All the London news and commercial
papers, as well as those printed in the principal cities and towns of
the united kingdoms are taken in’. Though avowedly – if not proudly
– provincial, this was an impressive and respectable façade through
which to entice subscribers to the doctor’s continuing activities. The
‘beautiful and salubrious’ suburb of Clifton, with its ‘opulent and
distinguished residents’, likewise represented a prestigious and
profitable venue for Spurzheim’s lectures. Mangeon’s Hotel, on the
east side of Clifton’s central Mall, incorporated an ‘Assembly-Room’
built specifically to accommodate ‘the public-subscription assemblies’
of fashionable life, and was the starting point for coaches to the
city of Bath.78
Spurzheim’s motivation for opening his lecture tour in the West
Country may well have been founded upon a knowledge of the
reputedly curative waters to be found in Bath and Bristol. In addition
to attracting those seeking a cure at the King’s Bath or the Hotwells,
the doctor might likely have anticipated an audience from the many
medical practitioners in attendance upon the invalids of both cities.
The potential dissemination of the theory via two courses of lectures
– a subscription of two guineas in the evening, a considerably cheaper
one for the morning – can be explained by the speaker’s anticipation
of two discrete audiences. A letter written by Spurzheim to his
fiancée from Edinburgh in April 1817 explains that ‘Ladies and idle
people prefer the day’, where ‘professional and scientific gentlemen’
are better accommodated in the evening, presumably after they have
ceased their public avocations.79 The lectures appear to have been
modelled upon their metropolitan predecessors as recorded by the
dutiful Forster. The Lancaster Gazette for 21 January 1815, for
example, reported upon a fifth lecture concerned with philoprogenitiveness, though the reportage is sufficiently ambiguous as to raise
the question as to whether the account may in fact be founded upon
a gathering in Rathbone Place rather than one in Bath or Bristol.80
Spurzheim’s willingness to admit women to his lectures appears
to have attracted particular attention during his sojourn at Bristol
as well during his time in Bath. Commenting on the hostile round
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of pamphleteering between Gordon and Spurzheim in 1817, for
example, a correspondent to Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine
recalled how: ‘At Clifton, particularly, he had gained many proselytes;
and so occupied were the ladies there in settling the manifestations
of mind from the bumps on each other’s skulls, that carefully to
braid the hair, in order to conceal wrong propensities, became a
matter of very serious contention’. If such behaviour amongst
Spurzheim’s ‘fair disciples’ were not in itself comedic in terms of
both its vanity and futility, the anonymous correspondent then
advances ‘a short lesson of caution to their sister craniologists in
Edinburgh, of which there are not a few’:
A lady in a large party remarked pretty audibly, that on a certain
head very near her, she perceived a suspicious bump. The lady to
whom the head belonged, hearing this observation, turned to the
informant, and, declaring that she would instantly remove this organ
which had excited a suspicion of a wrong propensity, immediately
took from her hair a small comb, which, lying concealed, had caused
the manifestation.81

A similar association of phrenology with female vanity appeared in
Punch more than fifty years later, where the fashionable chignon is
depicted as being deployed in order to assert an illusion of philoprogenitiveness on the part of vain Continental women.82
Spurzheim was consistent in affording lecture-room accommodation
to female enquirers after his ideas, though it was quite possible that
he never experienced the specific criticism of professional openness
which had hindered Gall’s expositions to male and female auditors
some thirteen years previously. That said, the admission of women
to his lectures laid the doctor open to the gendered prejudice of his
opponents, as well as to the trivialising of this expression of female
aspiration towards medical knowledge. It remains uncertain whether
women were ever admitted to the practical dissections of human
brains that undoubtedly formed part of Spurzheim’s demonstrative
repertoire. Certainly, though, the admission of women to ostensibly
scientific gatherings – or to learned societies where such matters
were systematically debated – appears to have from the outset
compromised any pretence of intellectual rigour in the eyes of
patriarchal traditionalists, as Elizabeth Fee argues, for ‘the presence
of women made the proceedings seem less serious, if more popular’.83
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In stark contrast to the detailed and somewhat flippant reportage
of his activities in Bath and Bristol, the correspondents and columnists
of Dublin, Cork and, later, of northern England and western Scotland,
which Spurzheim also visited, are reticent – if not, on occasion,
utterly silent – with regard to the lectures the doctor is known to
have delivered in each location. There appears to be no obvious
explanation for this laconic state of affairs, other than that the
subject of craniology may well have appeared less newsworthy to
a permanently domiciled audience not engaged in seeking frivolous
distraction from the tedium of temporary existence in a provincial
spa. In the absence of extensive newspaper reportage, much information can, however, be gained from those works published immediately
following Spurzheim’s death in 1833. These are, admittedly, eulogies
and summaries in which Spurzheim’s historical reputation might be
considered to have been coloured not merely by the respectful reticence
characteristic of the obituarist, but also by recollection of the relative
success of the doctor’s second lecture tour of the United Kingdom
in the late 1820s. Even bearing this likely distortion in mind, such
accounts provide both useful detail regarding Spurzheim’s lecturing
style and likely audience, as well as the specific geographical progress
of his tour.
Of several such accounts, the most detailed and substantial would
appear to be Andrew Carmichael’s A Memoir of the Life and
Philosophy of Spurzheim, published in 1833 and dedicated to ‘The
President, Vice Presidents and Members of the Phrenological Society
of Dublin’ as an ‘imperfect and inadequate Memoir of the efforts
and triumphs of our common Friend’.84 The society itself was relatively
short lived, and its collection of cranial casts was ultimately donated
by Carmichael, a Dublin solicitor, to a revived body in 1845.85
Carmichael was heavily implicated in the radical intellectual culture
of Dublin. He was a member of the Kirwinian Society, a body which
included other enthusiasts for phrenology, most notably the Irish
surgeon Richard Carmichael (1779–1849), who tendered the original
invitation for Spurzheim to lecture at the Dublin Institution in 1815.86
Andrew Carmichael’s personal acceptance of the tenets of phrenology
is couched in terms of almost evangelical fervour within the pages
of A Memoir of the Life and Philosophy of Spurzheim.87 His recollection of other aspects of the doctor’s first and second visits to
Dublin in 1815 are, thankfully, couched in less zealous language,
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though they are still seasoned with the rhetoric of initial reluctance
followed by doctrinal conversion.
During the first course of lectures, Spurzheim was apparently
‘attended by a large and intelligent class of both sexes, and consequently made many ardent converts to phrenology in this city’.88
Though the Dublin University Magazine was to note of these
occasions that Spurzheim’s ‘lectures, on the whole, were well attended’
and, in that city, ‘The very ablest of our medical men were among
the first, and continue among the steadiest of his converts’, the
doctor appears to have experienced somewhat more difficulty engaging
with clinicians in the south-west of Ireland.89 Carmichael recalls:
In January 1816, he went to Cork, where he delivered two courses.
In a letter from that city he observes: – ‘From the beginning the fair
sex has been favourable to our science: it is so in Cork. Very few of
the medical profession think proper [sic] to be interested in our
investigations, and prefer dinners and suppers to phrenology. The
greater number of the gentlemen are occupied with mercantile speculations; ladies, alone, turn their minds towards scientific pursuits. Those
ladies who attended my first course of lectures are desirous of repeating
the lesson, and are anxious that their friends may partake of their
satisfaction, so their will be done.’ 90

This is an intriguing statement, and not merely because it marks
quite possibly the earliest deployment of the term ‘phrenology’ by
Spurzheim himself. The schedule of morning and evening lectures,
which worked so well apparently in England and possibly in Dublin
also, seems to have foundered utterly in Cork. The request extended
by the ladies of Cork appears not to have fallen on deaf ears: a
letter written from Dublin on 18 February 1816, as Matthew H.
Kaufman notes, confirms that Spurzheim extended his visit to Cork
by a fortnight – earning a mere forty guineas for his trouble.91
Hence, as Carmichael notes:
In February he returned to Dublin and delivered two concurrent
courses, repeating in the evening the same lecture he had given in the
morning. Many attended both; and though the topics were the same,
his language, manner, and illustrations varied so much, that his auditors
felt unabated gratification whenever they heard him.

This seems a rather different lecturing style to that suggested by
van Wyhe’s vision of a speaker distinguished in 1814 by little more
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than ‘broken English and a box of skulls’.92 It is uncertain whether
such a specific congruence of content had been a consistent strategy
within his earlier lectures in Ireland. In the second series of Dublin
lectures, though, it would appear that the ‘Ladies and idle people’
in the morning were to receive essentially the same tuition as their
clinical counterparts in the evening.
Having completed – and, indeed, extended – his engagements in
Ireland, Spurzheim returned to England by way of Liverpool. This
part of the lecture tour appears to have deliberately embodied a
certain amount of leisure time, as the doctor’s letters attest.93 Carmichael is succinct in his account of this period:
In the beginning of March he left Ireland and arrived in Liverpool,
where he remained two months waiting for fine weather to visit the
lakes of Cumberland and Westmoreland. He found that the reviewers
had formed the opinion there as elsewhere. He however delivered a
course to a small class, not expecting to make an extensive impression,
but merely to give a better impression of the objects of phrenology,
to those who attended his lectures. The leading men seemed to him
to be governed by a mercantile spirit; and those who wished to be
looked on as scientific, were too jealous to encourage knowledge
which was not their own. He, however, left behind him in Liverpool,
many attached and immutable friends to his science and himself.94

If the Dublin University Magazine is to be believed, Spurzheim ‘did
not meet with much encouragement’ in Liverpool, and the ‘small
class’ he instructed there was presumably the same cohort comprising
‘a small number of medical men’ which the doctor mentions in a
letter dated 17 April 1816. It would appear that the occasion was
privately advertised as no mention is made of it in the local press.95
From Liverpool Spurzheim travelled in May – again apparently
without significant publicity or printed recognition – first to Manchester and then to the county town of Lancaster, before visiting
the Lake District. He then ‘made an extensive tour in Scotland’
across June 1816, visiting ‘Glasgow, Dumbarton, Inverness, Banff,
Aberdeen, Perth, and Stirling’ before arriving in Edinburgh on the
24th of the month. Again, there is seemingly no published record
of Spurzheim’s activities during his sojourn in provincial Scotland.
It is quite possible, though, that the peripatetic doctor was not
engaging in any substantial lecturing commitments during his initial
travels north of the Solway Firth. Carmichael, indeed, suggests that
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this portion of Spurzheim’s visit embodied not merely the appreciation
of sublime landscapes but also some timely research into the national
and racial applications of phrenology. Quoting freely from Spurzheim’s
private correspondence, the biographer notes:
During his excursion he dwelt with pleasure on the lakes, vallies [sic],
and mountains; but the inhabitants of the Highlands engrossed the
greatest share of his attention. ‘Scotland’, he says, ‘contains several races
of inhabitants. The genuine highlanders are, entire feelings: accordingly,
I would consider them as the warmest friends, or the most dangerous
enemies, always acting by strong feelings. They have adhesiveness,
combativeness, destructiveness, secretiveness, self-esteem, approbation,
firmness, and individuality strong; many have cautiousness. The upper
part of the forehead is mostly narrow: tune is good – order is almost
wanting, of this I have seen many confirmations.’ 96

One may only speculate what reception this stark assessment of
demotic national character might receive in cosmopolitan Edinburgh,
even though the intellectuals of that city were on occasions known
to mock and belittle their rustic counterparts.97
In his eighteen-month perambulation from Bath to Edinburgh,
Spurzheim had engaged with his audiences primarily on a didactic
basis. His lectures appear to have been characterised by an uncontested
delivery of the doctrine, the sceptics and the controversialists apparently staying away rather than confronting the doctor at his various
speaking engagements in England, Ireland and – possibly – provincial
Scotland. This lack of open controversy may further explain the
dearth of published reports regarding the later phases of Spurzheim’s
tour, and it is quite possible that Carmichael’s inference that the
doctor faced a general disdain across the United Kingdom on account
of his beliefs may be something of an exaggeration. Indeed, even
the contention that Edinburgh was itself a ‘city which was then up
in arms against his doctrine’ might owe more to Spurzheim’s embracing of self-aggrandising publicity than to any concerted campaign
against phrenology in the Scottish capital.
For all that, though, it appears that Spurzheim’s arrival was
anticipated, albeit possibly with a less general interest than the
doctor perhaps believed might be the case. That anticipation was
centred upon 9, Surgeon’s Square, the extramural premises in which
Dr John Gordon conducted his own lucrative programmes of lectures
and dissections between 1809 and 1818.98 Gordon was, if Finger
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and Eling are to believed, both ‘ambitious and protective of the
field he had carved out for himself’.99 As a clinician who had been
educated in Scotland and in England, Gordon would doubtless have
been aware of the slow but seemingly steady progress of Spurzheim’s
pedagogy following the publication of the Scot’s damning critique
of nascent phrenology in the Edinburgh Review in June 1815.100
News of Spurzheim’s London lecture course had certainly penetrated Scottish public consciousness by way of the Scots Magazine
as early as November 1814.101 Phrenological publications were also
becoming available to circulating-library subscribers in Scotland as
well as to individual purchasers: the Agricultural Library of Perth
took delivery of ‘Dr Spurzheim’s Physiognomical System’ in September
1815.102 Medical, as well as general, journalism in Britain was,
likewise, expressing an interest in Spurzheim far beyond the level
of attention which it had previously accorded to Gall. Indeed, even
as late as 1823, Spurzheim’s ideas were still sufficiently topical as to
be able to claim the front page of the Weekly Medico-Chirurgical
and Philosophical Magazine – albeit behind an illustration whose
rudimentary contours recall Bojanus rather than Böttiger (Figure 3).
Spurzheim’s own publications at the mid-point of the same decade,
however, notably eschewed the skull and proffered instead the placid
countenance of a generic head, denuded of hair in the interest of
satisfactory demarcation, but retaining the fleshy integument of
skin and the familiar appendages of the nose and ears (Figure 4).
This particular development is not indicative of a return to the
physiognomy of Lavater, however. Rather, it is indicative of how
phrenology had come to engage more emphatically with the living
subject rather than concerning itself with the dissected brain and
the objectified skull.
Spurzheim had, by 1825, essentially anticipated the imagery and
ambience that was to accompany the widely disseminated and
mass-produced phrenology of the later nineteenth century. In early
1816, though, Gordon was no doubt contemplating the extent to
which Spurzheim’s literal presence in Scotland might positively tincture
the reception of phrenological ideas amongst the Scot’s clinical
compatriots in the capital. Certainly, what appears to be a strong
disdain on the part of Gordon with regard to the claims of Gall
and Spurzheim generally, and for the latter’s persistence in asserting
those claims specifically, would seem to have been energised by the
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3 Cover of Weekly Medico-Chirurgical and Philosophical Magazine, 22
February 1823
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4 Frontispiece to G. Spurzheim [sic], Phrenology, or the Doctrine of the
Mind; and of the Relations between its Manifestations and the Body,
third edition (London: Treuttel, Wurtz and Richter, 1825)
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Scot’s comprehension that general awareness of craniology was no
longer a prospect but a substantial reality – and a reality that would
imminently seek to test its pretensions in the dissecting rooms and
lecture theatres of Edinburgh itself.
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‘The doctrines of phrenology shall
spread over Britain’: George Combe and
the rise of British phrenology

I intend to go to Scotland to attack my adversaries … One of the
medical men there is suspected as the author of the article in the
Edinburg [sic] Review against us and our doctrine. I shall take a
letter of introduction to him, for perhaps he will [illegible] attend,
then at least I have [the] opportunity of seeing him and his cerebral
organization.
Letter from Johann Gaspar Spurzheim to Honorine Pothier
(26 November 1815)1

Historians of phrenology customarily consider the much-anticipated
confrontation of the Reviewer by the Reviewed as a signal, if not
climactic, event in the history of the pseudoscience. Traditionally,
the scene is set with intimations that Gordon’s polemic in the
Edinburgh Review had thoroughly prejudiced the intelligent burghers
of that city against Spurzheim’s earnest claims, and that the German
was spurned at the very door of the Scottish doctor when he politely
proffered his letter of introduction. The subsequent meeting between
the two is then appropriately structured as a righteous rebuff to the
Scot’s hubris as much as to his dismissive intolerance. Customarily,
Gordon is humiliated, vanquished in his own lecture theatre, and
formally stripped of his anonymity as Spurzheim refutes, point by
point, the allegations made in Edinburgh Review. Spurzheim, victorious, goes on to influence and inspire the impressionable George
Combe, who in turn becomes the indigenous savant of choice for
the further promulgation of British phrenology.
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Such mythic intimations may be found within the pages of sober
modern histories avowedly critical of the pseudoscience, as well
as in unabashedly eulogistic accounts of phrenology written in
the nineteenth century. Whatever the standpoint of the author, be
it favourable towards, or sceptical of, the claims of phrenology,
this myth represents little more than the re-telling of an old and
authorised tale: a proselytising narrative truly fitted to a pseudoscience whose development is so frequently chronicled through the
linguistic paradigms of doctrine and conversion. It is a gospel which
Spurzheim himself both created and authorised, repeating it in his
own writings, encouraging his followers to report it in their accounts
of how phrenology persisted, and indeed flourished, in the face of
opposition. The tale has grown venerable in its telling – but it is
not wholly true.2

‘Demonstrating the anatomy of the brain’: Spurzheim’s
encounters with Gordon
Arguably, much of the significance of the encounter between Gordon
and Spurzheim appears to have accrued with the passage of time.
Indeed, no contemporary report of the now-notorious meeting
between the two rival savants appeared in either the Edinburgh or
wider Scottish press of the day. It might justifiably be suggested,
then, that it was a matter of temporary interest only to the relatively
small medical community that gathered in the genteel drawing
rooms of Edinburgh’s aptly named Surgeon’s Square, and to the
students of medicine who frequented the less salubrious taverns of
the Old Town. Ephemeral moments such as these were apt to be
soon forgotten in a city where the arts and sciences flourished so
vibrantly and theatrically, and where novelty was something of an
everyday occurrence.
In quieter places far beyond the fashionable salons of Edinburgh,
though, events such as this one might gain a gloss of exoticism,
even of topical controversy, in their reporting. It is in one such
provincial location – and this in provincial England – that what
seems to be the sole contemporary published report of Gordon’s
behaviour towards Spurzheim appeared. This account, which takes
the form of a letter to the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle and
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Norwich Gazette by the pseudonymous Philo Veritatis – literally,
Lover of Truth – advances a series of observations purportedly
extracted from the correspondence of ‘a friend at Edinburgh’ who
had attended ‘Dr Spurzheim’s lectures there on the anatomy and
physiology of the brain’. This account has never since been reproduced
and it contains some interesting details, the presence of which may
adjust somewhat the truculent ambience which customarily surrounds
the oft-told narrative of Spurzheim’s encounter with Gordon.
Philo Veritatis is openly favourable with regard to Spurzheim’s
claims, and does not fear to name Gordon pointedly as the author
of ‘that not very courteous article … in the Edinburgh Review’.
More significantly, though, the embedded correspondence which
follows the pseudonymous writer’s introduction serves to undermine
not one, but two, of the customary landmarks associated with the
occasion. The account begins:
You are aware, perhaps, that Dr Spurzheim has been in Edinburgh
for some weeks past. – Reports say, among other letters of introduction
which he brought with him, he had one of the warmest kind to a
private Lecturer on Anatomy, who is said (whether justly or not I do
not know), to have been the author of the article on his system, that
appeared in the Edinburgh Review. I suppose it was in consequence
of this letter or letters, that Dr Gordon permitted Dr S. to give two
public demonstrations of his mode of dissecting the brain in his
Class-room. At the first I was not present, but am told that between
twenty and thirty people were there; at the second meeting I was one
of an audience nearly ten times as numerous, comprehending most
of the medical men and all of the professors.3

Stephen Tomlinson, a historian of phrenology, upholds the conventional view that only one meeting took place, and that the encounter
was not arranged in advance: Spurzheim apparently ‘showed up at his
adversary’s afternoon lecture, and was granted an hour to demonstrate
his method of dissection’.4 On balance, such an invitation seems
hardly likely to have ever been proffered. It would have disrupted a
commercially driven teaching schedule and, indeed, exposed Gordon
to the risk of being outmanoeuvred and undermined in his own
lecture theatre by an opponent whom he knew only by reputation.
The account tendered in the Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich Gazette
presents the intercourse between the two in a quite different light.
Specifically, there is no indication of a rebuff to that warm letter of
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introduction, and so the initial encounter between the two doctors
was most likely moderated by customary professional courtesies.5
Likewise, the tendering to Spurzheim of not one, but two, invitations
to demonstrate his technique also casts the putatively aggressive
Gordon in a slightly different light. It would appear that the Scot
was prepared to debate the matter in public, and that his response
to the effective challenge issued by Spurzheim’s radical approach to
dissection and attitude to cerebral anatomy was probably tempered
by anticipation rather than simply driven by reactionary bluster.
Be that as it may, the encounter is still – even in this account –
tinctured by a rhetorical imperative which necessarily forces a contrast
between the demeanour exhibited by the two men in order to configure
Spurzheim as both rational and mannerly, confident indeed in the
ostensible truth of his dogma. Of the second demonstration, the
account states:
The contest, for such it may be called, since G. was attacking at every
turn, lasted full five hours; and nothing could be more truly ludicrous
than to contrast the imitation [sic] of G. (who saw all that he had
been teaching about the brain for so many years, on the point of
being considered a nonsense), with the German calmness, I was going
to say phlegm, of the Doctor, who went on with his demonstration
as steadily as possible, and only suspended it at intervals to give G.
a gentle tap, or to comment upon the Edinburgh Review.

The extraordinary length of the disputation is confirmed by Spurzheim’s private correspondence, which intimates also that two brains
were dissected before an audience which included ‘several surgeons
of the staff and many pupils’ of the University of Edinburgh. More
importantly, though, that audience featured a number of figures
prominent in the Edinburgh medical establishment, most notably
Gordon’s former tutor, John Barclay (1758–1826) and the forensic
medico-jurist Andrew Duncan secundus (1773–1832).6 This was most
likely, moreover, not even the first occasion upon which Gordon
had witnessed Spurzheim dissect a brain. Gordon’s biographer,
Daniel Ellis, records that the reviewer had attended two earlier
dissections by Spurzheim, undertaken at the lecture theatre of the
military surgeon Dr John Thomson (1765–1846).7 Gordon had
therefore seen Spurzheim lecture and dissect no fewer than three
times before the apparently irritable and reactionary debate enjoined
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in the reviewer’s own lecture rooms.8 If Gordon did indeed lose his
temper during the fourth encounter, he must most likely have been
provoked by a contention or detail not previously deployed by
Spurzheim. It is possible that this irritating factor was Spurzheim’s
more systematic and protracted reference to Gordon’s anonymous
contribution to the Edinburgh Review – or else some provocative
statement regarding that work’s authorship. The latter possibility
is suggested by Spurzheim’s own memoir of the heated encounter,
dated 15 July–2 August 1816.9
Spurzheim, without doubt, used these early expositions to his
own advantage, developing a confident public persona through which
he might most effectively channel his ideas as being progressive and
rational. Certainly, he seems to have impressed his auditors by his
calm demeanour and systematic mode of demonstration, though
reports of Gordon’s consternation – Spurzheim accused the Scot of
‘behaviour which was not that of a gentleman’ – may well have
been exaggerated for dramatic effect.10 It does seem that some
professional sympathy was directed towards the German. Though
not associated in any way with the University of Edinburgh, he was,
as the Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich Gazette observed, invited
to join the faculty of that institution on the dais at the graduation
of medical students on 1 August 1816, having attended the event
initially as a member of the audience. This was, according to the
newspaper correspondent, not merely ‘a pretty compliment’ but a
sincere gesture ‘that honoured both those who paid and him who
received it’. Gordon, as a private or extramural lecturer rather than
a tenured member of the faculty, was apparently not in attendance.
Much is made in the newspaper of the bows tendered to Spurzheim
as he ascended the dais, though these were most likely more a matter
of customary academic ceremonial than studied deference. Spurzheim,
though, interpreted the invitation as indicative of his apparent
acceptance as a fellow practitioner within Edinburgh medical culture,
informing his fiancée privately that the faculty’s spontaneous actions
‘shewed evidently that the professors of the university had a better
opinion of me than the reviewer wished to communicate’.11
This particular accolade is apt to being misinterpreted, however,
and its possible motivation should in consequence be queried. As
a member of the Medical and Chirurgical Society of London and a
graduate in medicine of the University of Vienna, Spurzheim enjoyed
a creditable status within his professional calling. His qualifications
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were regular and quite conventional with regard to their medical
and surgical parameters. His experience as an anatomical lecturer
would also ease his passage into the community of academics as
well as that of practical clinicians. A number of those present on
the dais that day were also members of the Medical and Chirurgical
Society, including Andrew Duncan primus (1744–1828), Andrew
Duncan secundus, James Home (1760–1844), Thomas Charles Hope
(1766–1844), James Gregory (1753–1821) and Daniel Rutherford
(1749–1819).12 These individuals may well have known Spurzheim
by way of the letters of introduction tendered by the German on
his arrival in Edinburgh, and may also have been in attendance at
one of his dissections in the Scottish capital.
It is Spurzheim’s skill as a dissector and demonstrator of the
structure and pathology of the brain, however, that most likely
prompted his ready acceptance among his peers and facilitated the
invitation to join the assembled faculty. As contemporary accounts
of the encounter with Gordon suggest, Spurzheim’s radical mode
of dissection – which involved the scraping and parting of brain
tissue rather than its cutting – was perhaps the most contentious
aspect of his demonstrative work. This methodology, certainly, was
highlighted by Gordon as apt to produce misleading results, with
the Scot devoting far more time in the Edinburgh Review to this
than to the theory of character that Spurzheim had developed under
Gall’s patronage. The accounts of the four dissections that preceded
Spurzheim’s attendance at the university graduation ceremony are
focused upon a single issue: Spurzheim’s dissection of brain tissue.
The skull, and the contours of the cranial surface, are never mentioned.13 Again, in the period immediately following this ostensible
gesture of collegiate acceptance, Spurzheim is noted as being specifically engaged in one particular form of medical exposition. As the
Edinburgh correspondent to the Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich
Gazette notes:
Dr S. is in high spirits, for he has had many opportunities (to the
number of eight or nine) of demonstrating the anatomy of the brain,
which is now universally admitted. He is no longer looked upon as
Quack, Impostor, Charlatan, &c. such as he was represented to be
in the coarse language of the Review.

Indeed, the anonymous correspondent concludes his report with a
statement which effectively proclaims Spurzheim’s radical anatomy
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as the vehicle by which his craniological theory of mind will best
be conveyed within, and presumably beyond, the University of
Edinburgh:
He is in hopes that in this assemblage of great men, some will give
his Physiological system a patient, attentive, and candid investigation;
and I am sure than in this they will find the same accuracy, and the
same truth, as in his Anatomy; in fact his Craniology is a science
founded on the immutable basis of experiment.14

During his sojourn in Edinburgh, therefore, it appears that Spurzheim’s
reputation rested primarily upon his skill and innovation in dissection,
rather than on his theoretical exposition of phrenology. It is implicit,
though, that the two aspects of his work remained intimate, and
that his aspiration was still to promulgate the latter through the
former. The controversy around Spurzheim’s method of dissection,
though, seems to have somewhat obscured his apparent desire to
demonstrate satisfactorily, within the university, the theoretical
relationship between the brain, the cranium and character or temperament. With this possibility in mind, Spurzheim’s subsequent redirection
of his efforts away from discrete and singular expositions, and back
to the familiar and cumulative pedagogy of the public lecture series
funded by subscription, appears logical and consistent with his holistic
conception of the organic brain.
The tenor of these subscription lectures, though, appears to have
perceptibly changed following that hostile fourth encounter with
Gordon, and the manner in which Spurzheim’s delivery was modified
from this point has important consequences for the direction which
British phrenology was to take from the 1820s – this being the
decade when phrenology’s penetration into the national popular
consciousness arguably began in earnest. Indeed, without this
perceptible shift in the customary mode of phrenological exposition
– a sea-change which seems to have been scarcely acknowledged
by historians of the pseudoscience – it is likely that that phrenology
might not have met with such success outside the specifically medical
cultures within which it had often hitherto been contemplated. It
may be argued that Spurzheim comprehended that his success in
that final, five-hour, debate with Gordon was achieved as much
through verbal wrangling and systematic refutation as by careful
dissection ‘with the handle of a scalpel’.15 If this were the case, then
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the putative dismissal of Gordon’s claims appear to have provided
Spurzheim with a new paradigm – a revised balance between the
practical and the rhetorical – upon which to base his subsequent
lecturing practice. It is notable that Gordon and Spurzheim conducted
the closing exchanges of their debate not in a lecture theatre but
by way of pamphleteering, Gordon necessarily challenging the claims
of Spurzheim from this point without the protection afforded by
anonymity. The culture of debate was in process of change, and
rhetoric was apparently in the ascendant.
The progressive eclipse of practical dissection by rhetorical exposition, whether the latter be printed or verbal, brought not merely a
new emphasis to the exposition of phrenology but facilitated also the
entry into phrenological circles of demonstrators and theorists who
were not experienced in practical dissection. Hitherto, phrenology
(under whatever name) had been theorised and demonstrated for the
most part by individuals trained and experienced in conventional
medicine. Gall, Bojanus, Bischoff, Spurzheim and Forster were all
doctors: Böttiger, an anthropologist and classicist, is an exception who
may be said to prove the rule, if only on account of the dilettante
interests characteristic of European scholarship in the period. The
new rhetorical emphasis in phrenological exposition, though, would
open up craniological practice to individuals who had neither clinical
training nor a dissector’s knowledge of cerebral anatomy. It was
ultimately to lead to the almost total cessation of brain-dissection
in the phrenological lecture theatre – though it should be noted
that Spurzheim (and, indeed, Gall who, like his erstwhile pupil,
toured Britain in the 1820s) never entirely eschewed the scalpel as
an aid to exposition.16 The decline of cerebral dissection in turn led
to a weakening of the occasionally difficult relationship between
phrenologists and regular anatomists – and their morally ambiguous
suppliers.17 Moreover, if there were to be no dissections, ladies might
be admitted more easily to phrenological demonstrations at any time
of the day, and in the company of clinicians as well as the merely
curious or dilettante.
Finally, the apparent absence of any need actually to demonstrate
phrenology upon the dissected brain subtly conveyed the message
that the theory was both tenable and medically accepted. Seemingly
endorsed by the authority of regular medicine – at least in the
opinion of those enthusiasts writing for the popular press – phrenology
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might now pass into lay acceptance, this being a situation which
Gordon explicitly feared.18 Lay practice, indeed, was the logical
conclusion of lay acceptance of phrenology, and in this possibility
rested the potential collapse of the professional medical monopoly
exercised over the well-being of the educated classes. Obliquely,
therefore, the encounter between Gordon and Spurzheim might also
be considered a factor in the ultimate secession of phrenology from
mainstream medicine.
This new rhetorical aspect of phrenology, needless to say, was
ideally suited to one particular individual whose engaging lecturing style and prolific writings were to contribute significantly to a
growing popular knowledge of the pseudoscience, first in Edinburgh
and latterly across the breadth of Scotland and England. George
Combe, whose legal practice was by its very nature premised upon
rhetoric, self-control and evidence, was instrumental in replacing
soft tissue with hard but persuasive words in the lecture theatre, and
confronting argument with counterargument in the popular press.
His personal politics, shaped as they were by the open-mindedness
of the Scottish Enlightenment, engaged easily with the humanist
implications of phrenology. Though he certainly respected medical
practice, and moved in medical circles – his younger brother, Andrew
(1797–1847), was a physician with phrenological leanings – Combe’s
taste for natural philosophy would surely have made him implicitly
suspicious of the cultural and moral, as well as curative, power
wielded by the practitioners of institutional medicine. Though
not himself a witness to the final encounter between Gordon and
Spurzheim, George Combe was to participate in an intimate reenactment of that occasion, and in consequence find himself drawn
into a body of knowledge, the humanistic implications of which
would lead him to abandon his comfortable legal career in order to
promulgate the doctrine of phrenology. This narrative of conversion,
in common with the oft-told story of Gordon and Spurzheim, is
of course another example of the myth-making process associated
with the pseudoscience. The motifs of evangelism, the zeal of the
convert and Pauline conversion, deployed here in the cause of an
apparently secular science for the bettering of humanity, have quite
possibly never been so evident. Combe, in many respects, was to
achieve ‘the harvest of proselytes’ to which Spurzheim evidently
aspired.19
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‘The brain and the Edinburgh Review were laid upon the
table’: phrenological pedagogy in the Scottish capital
Combe’s name appears in the Scottish press between 1816 and 1818
only in connection with the somewhat mundane legal work he
transacted from his chambers at the entrance to Milne’s Court near
Edinburgh’s Haymarket. Formerly an address of some prestige, this
corner of the Old Town was now in social decline and much of
Combe’s routine business as a Writer to the Signet appears to have
been associated with bankruptcies, sequestrations and the rapid
liquidation of assets following death or insolvency.20
The busy but unglamorous solicitor, it appears, had entertained
at least a layman’s interest in brain science prior to his first encounter
with Spurzheim in an Edinburgh lecture theatre. He was, however,
by his own admission initially ‘a thorough despiser of Dr Spurzheim’s
doctrine’. On being chided ‘by a lady very well known for her
uncommon talent’ for not having himself read the volume so emphatically dismissed by Gordon in the Edinburgh Review, Combe
determined to both read The Physiognomical System of Drs Gall
and Spurzheim and to make the acquaintance of its author. The
identity – and, indeed, nationality – of that female enthusiast may
never be determined with any certainty, but her gender is surely
noteworthy given the emphasis customarily laid upon the presence
of women in accounts of Spurzheim’s earlier lectures in England
and Ireland.
Whatever the case, the unnamed lady appears to have been but
one of several advocates for the new doctrine in Combe’s immediate
circle. Another of Combe’s associates facilitated the solicitor’s first
concrete engagement with the actuality – rather than rhetorical
dismissal – of Spurzheim’s theory and practice. The short autobiographical Introduction to Combe’s Essays on Phrenology (1819) is
in many respects as important a document in the history of the
pseudoscience as the theoretical material which it prefaces, given
that it contains an account of Spurzheim’s lecturing style following
the debate with Gordon. Recalling his first encounter with Spurzheim,
Combe notes how:
in 1816 I accepted an invitation from a friend to attend a private
dissection of a recent brain, to be performed by Dr Spurzheim. The
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subject was not altogether new, as I had previously attended a course
of Demonstrative Lectures on Anatomy by Dr Barclay. The Brain
and the Edinburgh Review were laid upon the Table. The structure
of the Brain was exhibited to all present, and contrasted with the
bold averments of the Reviewer. The appearances presented by the
parts were distinctly perceptible, for the number of spectators did not
exceed eight or ten, and every one [sic] was invited to make minute
observations, and to mention such doubts as occurred to him.21

This is apparently not the same gathering at which Spurzheim clashed
with Gordon, for on that occasion, according to the German, ‘The
audience was very numerous’.22 Again, there seems to be no perceptible opposition among those present to Spurzheim’s contentions:
indeed, according to Combe,
The result of the dissection was a complete conviction in the minds
of all present, and among them were several gentlemen of the medical
profession, that the assertions of the Reviewer in regard to the appearances of the Brain, were reputed by the facts presented to their senses.23

Quite possibly, this paragraph is tempered by the zealous hyperbole
characteristic of the recent convert. It should be noted, though, that
it again refers only to the anatomy of the brain and makes no
comment upon the supposed presence of the cranial organs. The
‘senses’ of those present, though, were swayed not merely by a brain
dissected in close proximity but also by the equally contiguous
presence of the Edinburgh Review and its quotable – and ostensibly
refutable – assertions.
Spurzheim thus appears to have changed his lecturing practice
following the recent success of his refutation of Gordon – an occasion
on which, according to Richard Chenevix (1774–1830), the German
walked the lecture theatre ‘with the Edinburgh Review in one hand,
and a brain in the other’.24 Spurzheim’s earlier custom had been
very much derived from that of his mentor and former employer,
Franz Joseph Gall. Busts and crania were the central exhibits, the
matter of the lecture being related to them, and perhaps exemplified
upon a waxen or actual brain should dissection be practicable. Here,
though, the tactic is progressively rhetorical.25 The Edinburgh Review
is an exhibit accorded an equal contextual weight to the palpability
of exemplified brain matter. This was a style which, despite the
lingering presence of an anatomised brain, departed progressively
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from the absolute physicality of medical education and was – as
Combe no doubt appreciated – easily aligned with the evidential
and rhetorical basis of legal discourse. It was, further, a mode of
delivery which facilitated those aspirations towards medico-jurism
touched on by Gall whilst visiting the prison at Spandau, but somehow
left muted as the system and its younger theorist made their peripatetic
way across England, Ireland and Scotland.26
Combe’s developing knowledge of phrenology – a term he adopted
explicitly in preference to craniology and cranioscopy – is very much
that of a layman rather than a clinician.27 Having apparently been
convinced, rather than merely intrigued, by that first dissection, he
‘attended the next course of Dr Spurzheim’s lectures for the purpose
of hearing an account of the whole System from himself’. Combe’s
noviciate, for so it might be termed, was conducted very much in
a dilettante fashion for, as he admitted, ‘These studies were carried
on at hours of professional relaxation, solely for the sake of instruction
and amusement, without the most distant prospect of the results
being laid before the public’.28 As one of the ‘professional and scientific
gentlemen’, rather than a representative of the merely ‘idle people’,
interested in the subject, Combe most likely attended Spurzheim’s
evening rather than afternoon course of lectures. These appear to
have been protracted, in at least two discrete series, well into
November (and possibly as late as December) 1816.29
The Edinburgh correspondent of Philo Veritatis provides, for
a second time, a rare insight into these public lectures by way of
the Norfolk Chronicle and Norwich Gazette. Printed a week after
the account of the dissection-room conflict between Gordon and
Spurzheim, this short piece is specifically concerned with the extension
of that debate through the combative issuing of pamphlets by the
two doctors. Gordon’s contribution – ponderously entitled Observation on the Structures of the Brain, Comprising an Estimate of the
Claims of Drs Gall and Spurzheim to Discovery in the Anatomy
of that Organ and concerned again with the purportedly fibrous
nature of the brain – is dismissed as a product of ‘strong feelings
of ill-humour’, being characterised by both ‘acrimony and spleen’
and ‘the same kind of language as in his review’.30 With Spurzheim’s
published reply to that pamphlet apparently imminent, the correspondent opines that ‘A subject of so much importance ought to be
analyzed by the calm disquisionist, not the disputant’ and concludes of
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the rival parties – which he denominates ‘the Spurzheimites and
the Gordonites’ – ‘palmam qui meruit ferat’: let him bear away the
palm who has deserved it.31
Leaving aside the polemic here, the Edinburgh correspondent
also advances a description of an introductory lecture, presumably
the first in a series funded by public subscription, delivered by
Spurzheim at some point in 1816. This was, no doubt, broadly
similar in content and tone to the gathering which Combe was to
join having witnessed that first, much more intimate, dissection.
The correspondent writes:
It is with much pleasure I inform you, that Dr Spurzheim, last night,
delivered his introductory lecture to a very crowded and most respectable audience. If I may judge from the frequent expressions of applause
and approbation with which he was interrupted, his arguments carried
conviction along with them. He took several occasions of giving his
consciencious [sic] Reviewers such taps upon their shoulders as will
not easily be obliterated. In what force the opposition party was there
I do not know, not indeed is it of much consequence, for truth is
irresistible, and the public opinion is rapidly changing in his favour.32

The rhetoric here is noteworthy in its pointed depiction of a ‘most
respectable audience’ that has no explicit freighting of medical
gentlemen within it. Indeed, it is ‘public opinion’, rather than medical
opinion, that is celebrated at this stage in the account. Clearly,
following an initial engagement with various individuals representing
the tenured university faculty and the private anatomical schools
of the Old Town, Spurzheim has undertaken to deliver his own
programme of instruction – twice daily, as usual – independently
of their endorsement and presence.
Spurzheim’s adoption of the lecture series, in preference to the
singular lecture, is indicative of a change of focus. Where the discrete
lecture constitutes the ideal vehicle through which to demonstrate both
the structure of the brain and the mode of its dissection, the lecture
series facilitates the delivery of the more abstract and speculative
aspects of phrenology. Taking Combe’s own documented experience
as evidence, it would appear that Spurzheim sought subscribers
for his phrenological lectures from amongst those who attended
his dissections, and utilised these discrete gatherings as a sort of
preface or introduction to a more extensive programme in which
the craniological organs were explicated. In Edinburgh, however,
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the survey provided was somewhat less extensive in its compass
than had been the case in London. Each series appears to have
comprised only six lectures. As Spurzheim confided to his fiancée
on 18 August 1816, ‘I have spoken only of six organs which are
certain and easily discovered, in order to make them [the audience]
convinced by their own observations that we speak from experience’.33
Two such lecture series are specifically reported by the Edinburgh
correspondent, though there may well have been others delivered
between August 1816, when Spurzheim wrote to his fiancée, and
January 1817 when the doctor was most likely en route to London,
his commitments in the Scottish capital being over for the present.34
The Edinburgh correspondent, writing presumably at the end of
1816, notes that:
Dr Spurzheim has finished his first course of lectures, and I think
with good success; he had each time about 250 auditors, including
the gentlemen from Dr Barclay’s class. The city is full of the doctrine,
and Spurzheim has begun a second course, which is well attended by
ladies and gentlemen.35

The free association of men and women in Spurzheim’s lecture
theatre is, of course, not without precedent – though it does suggest
that a more civil and popular (rather than disputative or clinical)
atmosphere characterised the course. The ‘gentlemen’ in attendance
from ‘Dr Barclay’s class’ were most likely medical students rather
than qualified practitioners: their presence may well have been
prompted by open-minded curiosity rather than any actual endorsement afforded by their tutor. Though polite in his dealings with
Spurzheim, Barclay was later to express a degree of hostility towards
the wider claims of phrenology, debating these with, among others,
George and Andrew Combe.36 The number of subscribers present
– if indeed the figure be accurate – is impressive, though the correspondent is silent with regard to whatever individual or professional
prestige might be enjoyed by those in attendance. However genteel
or intelligent the audience appears, this is very much a public gathering
rather than a professional one.
Spurzheim’s original decision to visit Edinburgh was no doubt
prompted as much by the economic reality of his position as a peripatetic lecturer as by any desire to further an essentially medical novelty
which was rapidly transforming into a cultural cause. Edinburgh was
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a logical third destination after his sojourns in the national capitals of
England and Ireland.37 It was certainly a projected destination for him
before the publication of Gordon’s diatribe in the Edinburgh Review.
During his time in Edinburgh, though, Spurzheim appears to have
turned his necessity into something of a virtue – or, more accurately,
of that city’s virtue – by proclaiming it the most receptive of all his
speaking venues. According to Richard Chenevix, another acolyte
to – and historian of –Spurzheim’s cranial evangelism, Spurzheim
used to say of the Scotch, ‘You are slow, but you are sure; I must
remain some time with you, and then I’ll leave the fruit of my labours
to ripen in your hands. This is the spot from which, as a centre, the
doctrines of phrenology shall spread over Britain.’

There is something here reminiscent of Christ entrusting his missionary
disciples.38 Speaking with the benefit of hindsight, however, Chenevix
assumes an even more prophetic tone as the account continues:
These predictions proved true. Converts flocked in on all sides; the
incredulous came and were convinced; After a residence of seven
months, Dr Spurzheim returned to London; but the seeds of phrenological folly or wisdom were sown, and so rapidly did they germinate, that
it would almost seem that there was not a good plant among them.39

The reference to ‘folly’ in the company of wisdom, and the allusion
to two related Biblical parables – that of the sower, and that of the
wheat and the tares – is deceptive here.40 This is not an attack upon
the tenets of phrenology but a description of the intellectual chaos
into which the nascent doctrine fell following the departure of its
founding evangelist. Chenevix immediately proceeds to envisage
phrenology from the point of Spurzheim’s departure for London
not as a stable and coherent system but rather something akin to
‘a brain fever, a cerebral fermentation, which continued to send up
bubbles, froth, and ardent spirits in phrenological confusion until
the year 1820’.41 The imagery of disease here is both appropriate
and evocative. In essence, a cool head is needed by the disparate
and uncontrolled body that is early phrenology, and a presiding
physician surely required both to bring relief and to impose order
and quietude. As Chenevix’s portentous myth-making infers, George
Combe was to fulfil both functions and to provide the leadership
necessary to stabilise and regularise phrenology in Spurzheim’s physical absence. An adept in the new epistemology that characterised a
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phrenology very much outside a specifically medical curtilage, Combe
was eventually to exercise an influence both within and beyond the
phrenological movement far in excess of the mentor he had, by 1817,
only met on a handful of occasions. The influence of the Writer to
the Signet was profound, not merely in terms of his exposition of
phrenological dogma both verbally and through publication, but
also in the sense of organisation and identity which he effectively
imposed upon a body without a head, and a movement which in
1818 was a movement in name only.

The Phrenological Society, ‘instituted 22d February 1820’:
organised phrenology in the city of Edinburgh
George Combe has rightly been identified as the central British
theorist of phrenology, and the author of a number of landmark
publications which undoubtedly disseminated the tenets of the
pseudoscience across a considerable body of anglophone readers.42
His thoughts upon the lectures he witnessed in 1816 were laid before
the public initially as a series of invited articles in an Edinburgh
quarterly, the Literary and Statistical Magazine for Scotland, across
1817 and 1818; as the compact volume Outlines of the Phrenological
System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim (1819); and, at greater length,
in Essays on Phrenology in 1819. The second of these was, notably,
reissued in no fewer than ten editions between 1823 and 1863 under
the title Outlines of Phrenology (see Figure 5), and though the
position of most of the craniological organs first identified by Gall
and Spurzheim was to remain relatively constant, their quantity
varied across the different titles and editions, with, for example,
thirty-five organs demarcated in 1830, thirty-one in 1836 and thirtyfive again in 1843.43 Combe’s writings represent the first extensive,
coherent and introspective British statement in favour of phrenology
as a ‘System [that] had the aspect of a science’: Forster’s extensive
account in the Philosophical Magazine, it must be remembered,
represented little more than his recollections – often hasty and terse
– of Spurzheim’s London lectures. Combe’s exposition was, by
contrast, projected beyond Spurzheim’s published writings and public
lectures. It was a discrete and thoughtful exposition in its own right
rather than an homage, the product of a partially self-taught and
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5 Frontispiece to George Combe, Outlines of Phrenology (Edinburgh:
MacLachlan & Stewart, and John Anderson, jun., 1836)
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non-clinical enthusiast who, none the less, wrote with the rhetorical
authority of a credible savant. 44
Combe’s enduring influence, however, must be comprehended
not merely through its rhetorical products, be they publications,
public debates or pedagogical expositions, but also by way of the
organisational and logistical impact that he was to exercise upon
British phrenology from 1820. Without this aspect of Combe’s
unelected but effective leadership of the breadth of British phrenology,
it is unlikely that Spurzheim’s system would have penetrated so
deeply into the cultural consciousness of the nation by mid-century,
becoming on the one hand a diagnostic tool for those convinced of
its efficacy and on the other a readily identifiable subject for allusion,
ridicule and amusement.45 Phrenology developed into a mass movement rather than remaining a niche philosophy because of two main
factors. The first of these can be directly associated with Combe’s
informal influence over the phrenological movement. Combe’s
encouragement of, and consistent support for, a nationwide network
of phrenological societies cannot be underestimated in its profound
effect upon the extension and substance of what might be regarded
as orthodox phrenology across the century. This was the phrenology
of the professional and the middle classes, associated with sober
lectures, ostensibly thoughtful rather than polemical journalism,
and a putatively liberal tenor of mind that viewed the insights of
the pseudoscience as, withal, socially useful, morally improving and
educationally expedient. It was a phrenology to which Combe, and
educated writers like him, contributed by way of invited lectures,
delivered across the breadth of the country, and through discrete
publications, submissions written for specialist periodicals, and
mannerly letters or rejoinders sent to popular newspapers in London
and the provinces.
A second, and more mutable, incarnation of phrenology was
to develop in parallel to this respectable institutionalisation, and
appealed to the often more robust or less salubrious tastes of the
artisan and working classes. This latter was a phrenology practised
very much outside the network of subscribing societies, and as
such tended towards the individualistic rather than the communal.
Atomised, because its practice was associated very much with
peripatetic individuals who quite possibly entertained as much as
they instructed, this was a phrenology delivered in venues as diverse
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as music halls and working-men’s institutes – though the latter were
also patronised by speakers from the various phrenological societies.46 It was a phrenology as much associated with the development
of the wealth of the practitioner as with an understanding of the
character of the subject under phrenological scrutiny. Its professors
sold quack nostrums to their audiences in the form of cheaply printed
phrenological manuals and charts, and advertised readings of the
skull at a set price in high-street premises or temporary consulting
rooms. They advised parents with regard to child development, and
instructed bachelors on the suitability of potential wives. These were,
on occasions, subjects touched upon by reputable phrenological
societies – but there always with due respect and circumspection.
In the hands of those not bound by something resembling the code
of a professional association, such applications of phrenology
could all too easily gain a mercenary or an exploitative edge. This
essentially unregulated tendency within the pseudoscience, inevitably,
fuelled allegations of quackery and charlatanism, and contributed
disproportionately to the popular public image of the phrenologist.
It was a context against which the phrenological societies necessarily had to distinguish and define themselves, and one which they
arguably never quite succeeded in eclipsing. Phrenological societies,
on the whole, were intellectually speculative; unaffiliated peripatetic
phrenologists were financially so. Both, however, contributed in
their own way to the development of phrenological doctrine, to
the utility and application of phrenology, and to the archive of
imagery that might be associated with popular science across the
nineteenth century.
The Phrenological Society was, as its publications invariably
reminded their readers by way of both title and subtitle headings,
‘instituted 22d February 1820’. 47 Being the first association of its
kind, no geographical prefix was deemed necessary to limit its compass
or aspirations, and from its inception the organisation looked beyond
the Scottish capital and its own membership. As the published laws
of the society made clear:
The objects of the Society shall be to hear papers, and to discuss
questions, connected with Phrenology; to hold a correspondence with
Societies and individuals who may take an interest in the System; and
thus to collect and preserve facts and views, that may improve and
enlarge the boundaries of the science.48

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

George Come and the rise of British phrenology

163

The preserving of ‘facts and views’ may serve as much to stabilise
and standardise knowledge as to further the process of debate.
Chenevix specifically credited the society with the sudden subsidence
of the ‘ebullition’ of the ‘phrenological confusion’ that had apparently
prevailed in Edinburgh since Spurzheim’s departure.49 Indeed, the
ostensible archive of relevant ‘facts and views’ established by the
society’s constitution rapidly became the repository of a more concrete
form of evidence that might be displayed in the promulgation of
phrenological doctrine. Chenevix, not without an ironic flourish in
his opening words, observes:
In the beginning, this society was without heads or brains; and a
phrenological society without heads or brains is still poorer than a
mineralogical society without quartz or corundum, or a geological
society without gneiss or granite. The penury was quickly supplied
by ample donations. Not only skulls and masks, but the other necessary
appendages just named, poured in from every side, insomuch that
never did a learned body exist which had such a profusion of them
for its own and others’ use. Their collection increased most rapidly,
and was liberally left open to public inspection. Their meetings were
periodical; and in 1823 they published a volume of phrenological
transactions, which, if the science be not false, will long be esteemed.50

This collection was clearly considerably more focused than a mere
cabinet of curiosities. It has an evident structure which draws
upon the specialist museums associated not merely with anatomical colleges but also, as Chenevix suggests, scientific associations
more broadly. This is hardly surprising. Among those elected to
the society in the first year of its existence were Sir George Steuart
Mackenzie (1780–1848), who was a Fellow and medallist of the
Horticultural Society of London; Patrick Neill (1766–1851), the
secretary of the Wernerian Natural History Society; and Walter
Calverley Trevelyan (1797–1879), a Fellow of the Geological Society
and member, also, of the Wernerian Society.51 Neill and Mackenzie
were active in the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, the latter
having a degree of responsibility for its museum, which had been
founded in 1781.52
The membership was, in the society’s first year of existence, notably
populated by Writers to the Signet, clergymen and surgeons, though
many no-doubt gentlemanly members chose not to specify an occupation. A sculptor, an engraver, a miniature painter and a bookseller
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are listed amongst the members. No women appear to have been
admitted.
The new Phrenological Society clearly modelled itself upon the
reputable learned institutions favoured by many of its earliest
members. Having been instituted with but four founding subscribers
– George and Andrew Combe; the Edinburgh poet and legal advocate,
James Brownlee; and a Protestant cleric, David Welsh (1793–1845)
– the membership expanded to ten across the society’s first session,
which concluded on 30 May 1821. This was soon to change, however,
as the first published Proceedings of the Phrenological Society reveal:
In the interval [i.e., the summer recess], a knowledge of the science
had been so rapidly diffused, and the number of applications to be
admitted into the Society was so great, that at the first meeting in
November, it was resolved to open the door of the Society to the
admission of members upon a more extended scale. On 28th November,
accordingly, the Society held its first public meeting in one of the
apartments of the College, generally devoted to the use of Literary
societies, and it has since continued to meet there.53

Whether this expansion of the membership was prompted solely by
missionary zeal, or else was deemed necessary to secure the financial
viability of the society is uncertain. From 1820, though, the Phrenological Society was to meet fortnightly, at eight in the evening, for
a session of six months’ duration, commencing on the first Tuesday
in November.54 At this stage in its history, membership was divided
into three categories: Ordinary Members (twenty-four in total), who
paid an annual fee of a guinea; Corresponding Members (five in
number ) who paid no subscription; and Honorary Members, of
which there were but three – Gall and Spurzheim, both elected in
March 1820, and a Dr Herberski of Wilna, duly elected in January
1821. Herberski and another Vilnian clinician, Ludwig Bojanus,
would become Foreign Members of the Wernerian Society three
months later.55 The society did not claim any substantial connection
with the University of Edinburgh – though graduates and students
of that institution were at various times members – and indeed its
secretary went so far as to correct the editor of a London newspaper
which had mistakenly associated the two.56
The mode of gaining admission to the society was in itself an
expression of phrenological doctrine. Each candidate required three
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sponsors from amongst the existing members, who then made a
solemn declaration in this peculiar manner:
We beg leave to recommend ––– ––– as a proper person to be admitted
a member of the Phrenological Society, and hereby certify that he is
acquainted with the general principles of Phrenology, and knows the
situation of the organs; and that his Cerebral Development is as
follows: (Here shall be inserted an account of the development in the
order of the organs). This recommendation shall be read at the first
Ordinary Meeting after it is received, and a ballot shall take place at
the next following Meeting.57

Whether this particular method of admission ever prompted an
explicit rejection on the grounds of deficient cranial conformation
remains obscure, though it would surely be implicit that the three
sponsors would exercise their own knowledge of phrenology, having
been made aware of their associate’s wish to join the society. The
selective imperative, though, would implicitly place the phrenological
adept in a position of responsibility towards the society and its
members – a position which, perhaps, replicated the aspiration of
the pseudoscience itself to both temper and improve civil society.
Certainly, in its second session the society appears to have directed
its attention more forcefully to matters of public utility and individual
personality than in its first, when the papers received by the smaller
initial membership concerned philosophy, metaphysics, aesthetics,
physiology and insanity.58 George Combe, who had been elected
the society’s first president, was prominent in this respect, delivering
papers entitled ‘Farther observations on the progress of civilization
in different nations, as illustrated by casts of their skulls’ and
‘Observations on Mr Owen’s plan for banishing Vice and Misery
from Society, as affected by the doctrine of innate dispositions’.59
Combe was most likely, therefore, himself the unnamed ‘member
of the Phrenological Society’ who in October 1820 ‘visited Mr Owen’s
establishment at New Lanark’, in the schoolhouse of which he
followed Gall’s precedent at Spandau and ‘began at one end of the
apartment and proceeded to the other, selecting extreme cases both
of deficiency and endowment of cerebral organisation, and pointed
out the mental defects or qualifications which he supposed them to
indicate’. Robert Owen (1771–1858) – at one stage an enthusiast
for phrenology – was apparently present on the occasion, and the
attendant schoolmaster was so impressed by the accuracy of Combe’s
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diagnoses that ‘he commenced the study of the science without
delay’.60 Combe’s older brother Abram (1785–1827) was influenced
by Owenite ideas and later co-founded a similar community at
Orbiston, North Lanarkshire, which collapsed financially in 1827.61
The explicit rhetoric of ‘deficiency’ and ‘defects’ in the report of
Combe’s visit to New Lanark is echoed by one of the major preoccupations evidenced in the Phrenological Society’s Proceedings.
Indeed, the subject is raised immediately following mention of
Combe’s report of the New Lanark community, albeit as a general
statement rather than a specific account of that paper. The statement
begins, without any subtitle or preface:
One of the most obvious truths in the Philosophy of man, is, that
the character and conduct of individuals are the results of their innate
dispositions and talents exercised by themselves, and modified by the
circumstances in which they are placed. It follows from this principle,
that crimes arise from unfortunate natural dispositions; from neglected
education; from the influences of unfavourable circumstances; or from
the joint action of all these causes. The causes of crimes must be
known before effective measure can be adopted for their prevention;
and hence it becomes an important object to discover, in what respect
or to what extent, the actions of criminals arise from natural tendencies,
and to what extent from excitement produced by the circumstances
in which they are placed.62

Phrenology, of course, is assumed in this context to be the most
reliable index of these ‘innate’ or ‘natural dispositions’ as they are
called in the paragraph immediately following the statement and
for this specific reason,
The Society, therefore, with the view of ascertaining the special
combination of mental faculties, which exposes individuals most
particularly to the temptation of committing crimes, have endeavoured
to procure casts of the heads and skulls of as many criminals as
possible. Reports on the conduct and development of the following
individuals, illustrated by casts of their heads, were read to the Society.

Three of the four individuals then named – John Dempsey, Robert
Dean and Charles Rotherham – were murderers whose victims were,
respectively a man, a woman and a child. The fourth, Samuel
Maxwell, was executed at Edinburgh not for murder but for the
specifically Scottish offence of stouthrief – the threat or actual use
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of violence against a householder defending their property during
a burglary.63 There is thus an assumption of discernible and comparative degree in the murderous – or, to employ more recent phrenological
terms, destructive or combative – tendencies to be found upon these
casts, such as might permit the projection of further generalisations.
As in the earliest days of phrenology, therefore, the exceptional
skull, accompanied by some statement of provenance, is that which
must necessarily be exhibited lest the nuances of more mundane
crania be overlooked. Though the conformation of other exceptional
skulls – among them Robert the Bruce (1274–1329) and Gerolamo
Cardano (1501–76) – was exhibited to the assembled membership,
the society’s interest in criminal potential appears, withal, consistent.
Prior to the consideration of the Scottish patriot and the Italian
polymath, it was noted that:
The Society have procured casts of the skulls of nearly a dozen of
other criminals, on whose cases reports have not yet been made; and
they have no hesitation in saying, that some interesting views on the
natural deficiencies of these individuals already begin to present
themselves; although the views are not yet so far perfected, as to
authorise a communication of them to the public.64

Despite this emphasis upon the craniologically deficient and the
socially deviant, the society was at the same time engaged in conducting a more positive experiment in social engineering. Noting the
potential for phrenology to function in the development of latent
talent as well as the diagnosis of uncorrected deficiency, the Proceedings reveal that:
The Society, therefore, by the kindness of a lady, who takes an interest
in the Science of Phrenology, has been made acquainted with the case
of a girl of nine years of age, selected for education to a particular
pursuit, on account of her cerebral development appearing eminently
to fit her for such an avocation. A cast of the head has been made,
and a report of her development and endowments at the time, when
her instruction commenced, has been placed among the records of
the Society; and time will shew how far the anticipations formed have
been well or ill founded.

The writer noted that, three months into the ‘experiment’, ‘the
indications have surpassed, rather than fallen short of the expectations
entertained’.65
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The closing remarks in this first set of proceedings urged the
founding of ‘a Phrenological Magazine and Review’, as due to the
present circumstances of perceived hostility on the part of the press,
‘the Science is thus precluded from reaching the public’. Also of
note is an expressed desire to imbricate Western impressions of
cultural characteristics with the crania of ‘the different races of men’,
the various historical occupants of Egypt being suggested as an
exemplar. Finally, as well as a continued exploration of the crania
of ‘the lower animals’, the society also collectively expressed the
wish ‘that more light were thrown upon the cerebral development
of Idiots from birth’: the members were urged ‘to obtain casts of
the heads, and, where opportunities occur, of the brains of these
unfortunate persons’.66
These aspirations were, for the most part, realised in various
forms within three years. The Phrenological Journal and Miscellany
– ‘the first periodical work devoted to phrenology’ – was founded
in December 1823 as a commercial venture rather than an internal
organ of the Edinburgh society.67 The Phrenological Society itself
had, in 1824, published a volume of Transactions. Though ostensibly
a more expansive successor to the Proceedings, this latter venture
appears to have generated only a single volume covering 1820–3.
The Phrenological Journal and Miscellany subsequently appears to
have embraced this aspect of the pseudoscience’s formal recordkeeping, even though the periodical was itself marketed as much to
the interested public as to the society’s membership. That membership
had expanded incrementally in four years. In comparison to the
modest thirty-two members in all three categories listed at the close
of the society’s second session in 1821, the 1823 Transactions of
the Phrenological Society was made available to more than eighty
members across all three categories, with over fifty of these being
recorded as actual financial subscribers. The corresponding members
of the society were increasingly international in their respective
locations. Within this category was one American – the polygenist Charles Caldwell (1772–1853) – two assistant surgeons based
in India, a physician in Copenhagen and a professor of medical
jurisprudence in Berlin. A number of British military and naval
figures, not all of them clinicians, are also listed, as are a number
of physicians and surgeons recording their addresses as, variously,
Paisley, Kilmarnock, York, Hull, Leeds, Plymouth and Harley Street.
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‘John Elliotson, MD, Physician to St Thomas’ Hospital, London’
– who was to become a significant figure in the history of phrenology – was admitted a corresponding member of the society on
22 November 1822.68
As with the Proceedings, the Transactions provide a telling index
of the preoccupations not merely of the society itself but also the
doctrine which it was so earnestly engaged in promulgating. Certainly
the aspirations expressed in 1821 have been specifically addressed – a
consequence, perhaps, of no publication appearing in print to bridge
the temporal gap between the two. Though no longer president,
Combe provided a sixty-five-page ‘Preliminary dissertation on the
progress and application of phrenology’ by way of a preface.69 Beyond
this point, the Transactions mirror the aspirations and preoccupations
of the earlier Proceedings with an almost perfect congruence of
content. Combe, once again, addressed criminality by way of two
tellingly entitled papers, delivered orally on 25 April 1822 and 1
May 1823 respectively, entitled ‘Observations on evidence in favour
of phrenology, afforded by reports on the cerebral development of
executed criminals, as indicated by their skulls’ and ‘The case of
Mary Macinnes [sic], who murdered William Howat’.70 Two other
members contributed papers on the murderers John Bellingham
(1769–1812) and James Gordon (executed 6 June 1821) to the
same section of the publication: Gordon’s skull was presented to
the Phrenological Society by the doctor who dissected his body
after execution.71
The question of racial difference, likewise, was explicitly addressed
in the 1824 Transactions, which recorded a paper entitled ‘On the
phrenology of Hindostan’ [sic], being read on 1 May 1823 by George
Murray Paterson, an assistant surgeon in the employ of the East
India Company at Bengal.72 On that auspicious occasion Paterson,
a corresponding member, presented the society with no fewer than
‘twelve Asiatic skulls’, no doubt pillaged from the ghats and cemeteries
of the subcontinent.73 Such dubiously sourced ‘gifts’, the spoils of
empire, were not rare. The Transactions recorded, also, that the
society had been endowed with, among other curiosities, the ‘Skull
of Carnimbeigle, a New Holland Chief’, and that of ‘Kapitapol, A
Candian Chief’ – these representing the indigenous inhabitants of
mainland Australia and Ceylon, respectively – as well as a ‘Cast of
the head of an African’ and ‘Two Hindoo skulls’.74 Elsewhere in
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the Transactions, Andrew Carmichael – the author of A Memoir
of the Life and Philosophy of Spurzheim and likely an associate of
Spurzheim during the latter’s sojourn in Ireland – contributed ‘On
the mode of studying the natural dispositions and instincts of the
lower animals’. The ‘idiots from birth’ and other ‘unfortunate persons’
were presumably represented by the ‘Cast of the Head of a Boy
with a large Cerebellum’, presented by George Combe and ‘Ditto,
of a Deaf, Dumb and Blind Individual’, the gift of a member, Dr
Richard Abell. The society’s museum, which was ‘open every Saturday
from 1 to 4 o’clock for public inspection’ also contained, by 1823,
‘a cast of the brain of an idiot girl’.75 Ostensibly ordinary Europeans
– other than the convicted murderer, Gordon, and a phrenologically
undefined child – were represented in the society’s repository solely
by casts rather than actual skulls.76
There remains, finally, the case of the nine-year-old girl whose
cranial measurements had been taken in the first year of the society’s
existence, and whose career was apparently being predicated along
phrenological lines. Though the Transactions of 1824 make no
reference to the 1820 Proceedings on this topic, they are noteworthy
in the extensive coverage given to Clara Fisher (1811–98), then a
young actress upon the Edinburgh stage and, almost certainly, the
girl in question. The paper was originally read to the society by
George Combe at a meeting held on 26 December 1820, and was
published in the Transactions, with an engraving of the actress in
profile (Figure 6). Much of the article is fulsome praise, her acting
apparently being of such a high order that ‘when the full expression
of intellectual power and deep feeling is heard from her lips, and
her whole manner is perceived to be in unison with that expression,
her age and diminutive stature are instantly forgotten, and she is
listened to with that fixed attention which genius alone can command’.
Her acting must have indeed been noteworthy, given that Combe
compares her with the celebrated Shakespearean Edmund Kean
(1787–1833) and lauds the nine-year-old thespian’s success in the
demanding roles of ‘Douglas, Shylock and Falstaff’.77 Her head
appears to have been unusually large for a child of her age: a full
table of phrenological measurements is provided, as is a summary
of her thirty-three phrenological organs, most of which are denominated ‘large’, ‘rather large’, ‘very large’, or ‘full’. Only in ‘amativeness’,
which is ‘not fully developed’, and in ‘veneration’, ‘size’, colouring’
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6 ‘Miss Clara Fisher, Aged Nine Years’, frontispiece to Transactions of
the Phrenological Society (Edinburgh: John Anderson, 1824)

and ‘order’, where she is but ‘moderate’ does she depart from this
remarkable conformation.78 This consistency in distribution is significant for, as Combe argues, ‘to constitute an accomplished actor,
capable of sustaining a variety of parts, a general full endowment
of the mental organs is required. Nature rarely bestows all these in
eminent degree on one individual’.79 Combe concludes of Fisher,
‘who has only lately learned to read’, that her talents are those of
‘a child of nature, and not of education’ – her thespian precociousness,
having been observed prior to her formal education, would thus
appear to vindicate the veracity of the observations made with regard
to her skull.
The hopes expressed by parents and phrenologists alike were
ultimately realised. Fisher made a credible fortune on the American
stage and retained the respect of her peers and the public as she
matured from child prodigy to established actress.80 Phrenology,
however, played but a small part in her life. Though Fisher was
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to recall, with remarkable detail, how the cast of her head was
taken by Combe, she made no other reference to phrenology in her
published memoirs. Indeed, despite her early celebrity as a phrenological exemplar, and the cast itself somehow eventually finding its
way to ‘an out-of-the-way place in British Columbia’, the American
practitioners of phrenology appear to have had little – if any – interest
in Fisher’s almost perfect conformation following her arrival in the
United States in 1827. This seems curious, given that her recorded
conformation would have made her an ideal subject for study in
terms of the further development of those organs judged relevant
to her acting abilities. An account of her case, clearly based upon
Combe’s own report, appeared in Philadelphia in 1824 and was
published in a conventional medical journal. Four years later, Fisher
played in Philadelphia, shortly after an engagement in Baltimore.
Both cities were centres of American phrenology at the time, but
their organised phrenologists appear to have utterly ignored the
marvellous opportunity of vindicating their science afforded by her
presence.81

Does the reader know what this ‘Phrenological Society’ is?:
phrenology in the city of London
Phrenology, at least in the form of a body of ideas and assumptions,
was already in circulation across the Americas some five years before
Clara Fisher first trod the boards at the Park Theater in New York.
It was rapidly to become institutionalised. In 1823, the Phrenological
Journal and Miscellany recorded that a suite of casts had been sent
to the United States by the Edinburgh society for the benefit of the
Central Phrenological Society of Philadelphia, founded in 1822.82
The ostensible missionary zeal so often evident in the rhetoric of
phrenology would thus appear also to have underwritten something
akin to a programme of outreach – a programme that was very
often driven by enthusiastic individuals located outside the Scottish
capital, but which still referred back to the Edinburgh paradigm of
constituted organisation and regular exposition through meetings
during which papers were presented and discussed. The Phrenological
Society was a reference point, its members, when they travelled
and addressed audiences, endowed somehow with the mystique of
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origin, the authority of a centre which predated all others. In a way,
Edinburgh had eclipsed both Gall and Spurzheim in its institutional
status as a phrenological locus.
Though seemingly missionary in its temper, spreading as it were
a gospel or doctrine of self-knowledge and cultural improvement,
the movement which began with a circle of four Edinburgh apostles
ought not, however, to be comprehended as some form of imperial
enterprise. Edinburgh inspired, certainly, but never actually controlled
the plethora of phrenological societies which sprang up in cities and
county towns across the United Kingdom and elsewhere in the
anglophone world during the 1820s. The Phrenological Society sent
out no missionaries to found satellites in other places, though its
members – George Combe in particular – were certainly willing to
travel in support of their favoured doctrine when time and finance
permitted.83 Hence, the Phrenological Society supplied these smaller
organisations, often following the tendering of an invitation, with
experienced speakers, who were frequently credited on local publicity
as being associated with the earliest phrenological society – but it
did not impose a prevailing orthodoxy, a structure, or indeed any
form of subscription which sent tribute back to the Scottish capital.84
In some respects, the phrenological societies of the anglophone world
were satellites of Edinburgh but never, strictly speaking, appendant
or dependent bodies.
The first phrenological society to be formed outside of Edinburgh
was mooted in London in the winter of 1822.85 Formal admission
to the Phrenological Society of London, as it was grandiosely styled,
was a slightly more extended matter than had historically pertained
in Edinburgh, for ‘On admission each ordinary member shall present
to the Society a cast of his head’.86 This was certainly a sound
strategy upon which to found a phrenological museum, and indeed
provided ample opportunity for members to test the veracity of the
organs illustrated by the casts through direct reference to the
characters in attendance at each meeting. The organisation appears
not to have caught the attention of the local press at the time of its
inception, though reports of the group’s activities began to appear
in various newspapers across the following year. A short account,
published in the Morning Advertiser on 23 April 1823, for example,
illustrates how indebted the Phrenological Society of London was
to its Edinburgh forebear, not merely with regard to the structure
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of its gatherings but also the topics which were discussed. The
anonymous columnist notes:
On Thursday evening [i.e., 17 April 1823] a cast of the head of Mrs
M’Kinnon was laid before the Phrenological Society. It was contrasted
with casts of the heads of a Clergyman and of a female of virtuous
dispositions, and the differences were striking. In the last two the larger
portion of the brain was perceived to lie before the ear (indicating an
ample development of the intellectual organs) and the coronal surface
of the head (the set of the organs of the moral sentiments) was also
observed to be largely expanded. In the cast of Mrs M’Kinnon’s
head, on the other hand, the larger portion of the brain was visibly
situate [sic] behind the ear, the forehead was low, and the cerebral
surface comparatively narrow, indicating a great preponderance of
the animal organs over those of the moral sentiments and intellect.87

Mrs M’Kinnon is, in fact, the Edinburgh brothel-keeper and murderess
Mary MacInnes (1795-1823), whose cranial cast George Combe
would himself analyse on Wednesday, 1 May 1823, the confusion of
the surname here and elsewhere most likely being a consequence of
her disputed racial origins in either Ireland or Scotland.88 The exemplified cast would necessarily have been sent down from Edinburgh,
presumably at the request of the London society: at least two ‘very
accurately executed’ casts were promptly taken from the shaved
head of the hanged corpse, and an illustration of one of these also
made for Combe’s printed exposition. Combe was to concur with
regard to the animal qualities apparently discernible in the cast, albeit
in terms more specific than those deployed by the columnist: the
organs of ‘amativeness’, ‘combativeness’ and ‘destructiveness’ being
respectively ‘very large’, ‘enormously large’ and ‘large’.89 Combe’s
printed analysis of M’Kinnon’s skull is tempered through specific
conjunction with two further exemplars – a cast of the cranium of
the Scottish murderer David Haggart, which Combe had himself
prepared, and passing allusion to ‘the head of the Reverend Mr M’
which, though not present in facsimile, had apparently been considered by the society ‘on a former occasion’.90 In London, similarly,
M’Kinnon’s skull was compared to two others. The first of these,
that of the unnamed clergyman, may well be the clerical cranium
of ‘the Reverend Mr M’; the second, however, adds a further – and
specifically moral – implication to any conclusion that might be drawn
by those present. The choice of a specifically female benchmark – the
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‘virtuous dispositions’ of an unnamed woman – adds a gendered
imperative to M’Kinnon’s perceived deviance, and configures her as
a deficient or immodest woman rather than merely a criminal or a
murderess. The censure imparted in the London examination thus
appears to be, rhetorically at least, more severe.
It should be further noted that no part of either consideration
of M’Kinnon appears to have involved the dissection or display of
the subject’s brain, whether in actuality or facsimile. Phrenology
had, indeed, moved beyond the specialist controversy that once
surrounded variant modes of cerebral dissection, having transformed
itself in six years into a speculative and abstract rather than viscerally surgical discipline. There is no mention in either account that
M’Kinnon’s brain was solicited, or even analysed, by any member of
the Phrenological Society even though Dr Alexander Monro tertius
(1773–1859), the dissector to whom the body was given, appears
to have been sufficiently sympathetic as to permit two casts of the
exterior to be taken prior to the opening of the skull. The London
analysis, though, was widely reported in the English press – although
it was often mistakenly elided with the corresponding exposition
in Edinburgh two weeks later.91 Phrenology was still, it appears, a
movement very much associated with Edinburgh institutions and
Scottish speakers.
The organisational paradigm first established in Edinburgh thus
appears to have been appropriated by the Phrenological Society of
London with regard to the garnering of exhibits as much as to the
conduct of expository meetings. Aspiring no doubt to the instigation
of a collection that might form the nucleus of a phrenological museum
for the English capital, the London society became controversially
involved in the aftermath of the trial and execution of John Thurtell
(1794–1824), who was hanged in Hertford for the murder of William
Weare, a gambling associate to whom he was indebted. Thurtell
might well have become a man of some substance: he was the son
of a respectable Norwich alderman, had served in the Royal Marines,
was gifted in boxing and had made a reputation for himself as a
publican with sporting tastes.92 The case was a cause célèbre, with
pamphlets and ballads commenting variously upon the trial itself,
the evils of gambling and the inevitable fate of immanent virtue
distracted by worldly pleasures.93 Thurtell, on being condemned,
had specifically requested that no death-mask be taken from his
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hanged corpse, for the sake of his immediate family’s feelings.94
However, at the close of the day upon which Thurtell met his fate,
a peculiar request was tendered to the anatomist conducting the
customary dissection of the criminal remains. Though widely reported,
the nature of this request, and the conditions attached upon it being
granted, are explained most explicitly by a Canterbury newspaper,
reporting some four days later:
In the course of the afternoon an application was made from the
Phrenological Society, in London, for leave to take a cast of the back
part of the head of the deceased, with a view to the illustration of
their scientific theory. This application was granted upon the express
condition that the cast should not extend to the face; that there should
be only one, and that one should be confined solely to the use of the
Society.95

It would appear that, in the opinion of the High Sheriff, who granted
permission for the cast to be taken, that ‘this species of eccentric
erudition’, as another columnist termed it, was sufficiently reputable
to justify such an action in contravention of Thurtell’s dying wishes.96
The phrenologist making the cast, in other words, is granted something akin to the status of the anatomist who dissects the body
analytically, rather than that associated with the articulator who
merely prepares the skeleton for public display.97 The society’s request
is mentioned in all reports pertaining to the dissection and articulation
of Thurtell’s executed body.
The decision of the High Sheriff, though, did not pass without
some censure. Syphax, a pseudonymous correspondent to the British
Press, for example, questioned both the motivation and the consequences of the society’s actions, intimating that the prosecution’s
failure to secure a confession from the murderer left the question
of his absolute guilt worryingly open, and a miscarriage of justice
very much a possibility:
The reason urged for the permission is, that the professors of craniological science may ascertain whether the organ of murder is there
developed; and it is said to have been exclusively granted to this
Society. But, Sir, the permission appears to be me to be quite unauthorised, not only as it was repugnant to the expressed will of the
individual himself, but inasmuch as the Phrenological Society must
either pronounce the organ of murder to exist, that they may uphold
the credit and estimation of their science; or they must, if they do

George Come and the rise of British phrenology

177

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

not declare it to be so developed, throw a doubt on the justice of the
verdict which found him guilty. I think it was not wise, or considerate,
on the part of the Phrenological Society, to place their science in this
dilemma.98

Other commentators were less restrained. A columnist in the Sun,
citing in turn an article published in the Morning Herald, demanded,
on learning of the request:
Does the reader know what this ‘Phrenological Society’ is? The name,
as generally happens in such matters at the present day, instead of
giving any indication of the nature of the fraternity, will only lead
one astray. Like most other pieces of modern quackery and impertinence, it is clothed in the envelope of a Greek derivative.

Deriding ‘the pernicious effrontery’ of Gall’s pretentions to the
deployment of his system in support of ‘criminal tribunals in discovering guilt and apportioning punishment’, the writer concludes: ‘But
enough of this pernicious imposture. It is to be regretted that any
encouragement should be given to the application at Hertford. It is
only giving an additional instrument to the two great enemies of
true science – visionaries and quacks.’ 99
So influential was this piece that it was to be incorporated wholesale
into a subsequent account of the anatomising of Thurtell, published
five days later. This latter account, published in the Bristol Mirror,
reveals that Thurtell’s head was shaved to facilitate the taking of
the cast, though the assembled phrenologists appear to have begun
their inspection of the deceased’s craniological organs even before
the plaster had been applied. The anonymous columnist observes,
somewhat acerbically:
Among those who were most early and most anxious in their attendance
on Saturday, at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, were the Members of the
Phrenological Society, who were all a-gog to find a very common
prominence behind and above the ear, which they are pleased to call
‘the organ of destructiveness’, or murder. Most unfortunately for the
cultivators of this science, it happens, that the said bump or prominence,
is not to be found in the head of what was Thurtell – in other words
that the organ of destructiveness was not at all prominent or developed.
This was ‘water in the shoes’ of the Phrenologists; but what was still
worse, was that ‘the organs of benevolence’ and of ‘caution’, were
very strongly marked. They, however, consoled themselves with saying,
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that the organ of courage was very large, and, that the intellectual
organs seemed scarcely developed.

The columnist, plainly, is unconvinced not just by the analysis itself
but also the reasoning behind it, which he depicts as subjective on
the one part and ‘supported by induction’ on the other. Testily, he
concludes, ‘Such is the advantage which this science possesses, that
if the skull, according to their theory, suits the previously known
character of the possessor, it is well – if not, they make another
character to suit!’ 100
Other commentators were less dismissive. A largely favourable
account published in the Medical Adviser – a popular medical journal
with a large non-clinical readership – on 17 January 1824 was,
for example, widely reprinted, appearing under various titles in,
among other publications, the British Press, the Star, the Dublin
Evening Mail and the Perthshire Courier.101 For all its tempered
support, though, the account rendered reiterates the epistemological
problem outlined by Syphax, namely the potential for individual
details to contradict general principles.102 Despite the nominally
medical origins of the original publication – the journal having
been founded ‘to open to the public a source from which it might
derive scientific medical advice without being enormously mulcted
or empirically duped’ – the writer approaches Thurtell’s skull not as
a physician but as a phrenologist.103 In this capacity he accompanies
‘the physician who was also present, and who we understand was
deputed by the Phrenological Society to examine Thurtell’s head’.
The two concur for the most part – the writer observes that ‘we
only differ upon niceties’ – though it is the correspondent for the
Medical Adviser whose interpretation predominates, his unnamed
associate functioning primarily as a reference point. Both observers,
though, appear acutely aware that their interpretations may have
a bearing upon the jurisprudence so recently exercised upon the
scaffold, as well as the integrity of the diagnostic system they espouse.
The writer notes:
We only observed five developments; namely, benevolence, form,
destructiveness (very slight), combativeness, and amativeness. The
physician present with us, however, was of opinion, that the organs
of ideality, imitation, and comparison, were full; however, we must
confess we could not perceive any particular developement [sic] of
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these organs. He was also of opinion that the organ of destructiveness
was very slight indeed, that it blended as it were with combativeness
which was a little fuller, and that benevolence was entirely developed.

This, of course, raises the troubling prospect outlined by the pseudonymous Syphax five days earlier. Thurtell does not have the profile
of a murderer: ergo, he must be either innocent (and, thus, an
injustice has been done), or else guilty – which means that phrenology
is an imprecise or erroneous pretender to scientific credibility. This
is too important a question to be evaded, either in a medical publication or in any popular newspaper reprinting the article. Hence, as
the writer acknowledges, ‘These are decidedly strong arguments
against the system of phrenology, if we admit that Thurtell was a
cool and deliberate, malicious murderer; for we must either do that
or defend him, in accounting for his crime, by imputing it to a
sudden impulse of passion.’
This ‘sudden impulse of passion’, though, may in itself be problematic. If such a passion cannot be confidently associated with an organ
that is capable of generating extremes of behaviour, then phrenology
is essentially redundant as both a regular science and a reliable tool
in jurisprudence. The two phrenologists in attendance upon Thurtell’s
corpse concur with regard to the comparative lack of development
exhibited by the most appropriate organ that might motivate such a
‘passion’, that of destructiveness – originally denominated, of course,
the organ of murder. The writer’s response is as casuistic as Syphax
might well have anticipated under the circumstances:
Admitting that Thurtell’s head exhibited the appearances we represent,
he was, according to the definition of the Phrenological Society, a
well disposed [sic] man and they would lead us to think that he
committed the murder under the influence of his combative organ,
or from the united influence of that and destructiveness.

These two organs – the latter ‘very slight’, the former ‘a little fuller’ –
however, seem scarcely capable, even in combination, of overcoming
Thurtell’s ‘entirely developed’ organ of benevolence, which is noted
as being both ‘large and full!’ Facing rhetorical defeat, the writer
makes final recourse to Thurtell’s almost legendary demeanour
upon the scaffold, reported in every account of the execution and
witnessed, indeed, by the two physician-phrenologists. Immediately,
the writer declares:
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These argument, however, should not, we think, be opposed to the
system of phrenology: rather should they go to prove that the unfortunate culprit did the murder under an irritation of feeling and revenge,
with which supposition the fullness of the organ of combativeness
will bear us out. Cool and deliberate murderers are generally cowards;
but he has proved by the manner in which he deported himself upon
the scaffold and immediately before he left jail, that he was a courageous
man – one that could meet death in any shape; and this power belongs
to the organ of combativeness.

There is a hint of admiration here, an echo perhaps of the pamphleteering rhetoric that configured Thurtell as virtue led astray by
vice. It is an act of containment, though, rather than an absolute
vindication of the ostensible truth of phrenology. Logically, it might
be suggested that sudden passions or provocations imposed upon
the self from outside might energise or amplify moderate organs,
rather than the passions stemming without other influence from the
supposed organic matrices themselves. Optimistic as the writer appears
in his diagnosis, his closing remarks betray a sense of the brittleness
of the conflicting evidence that may be provided by the observation
of both immutable cranial conformation and highly mobile individual
behaviour. While admitting that ‘the new science has received no
accession of strength in Thurtell’s head’, he concludes that conventional physiognomy would likely have read more immediately and,
perhaps, more convincingly the criminal typology of the murderer’s
‘narrow forehead, thick eyebrows, small eyes with fat swellings
under them, long jaws, curled nostrils, [and] thick lips, with the
under one falling’.104
The London Phrenological Society had, of course, followed the
imperative of the Edinburgh organisation in attempting to publicise
its own institutional existence, and the utility of phrenology itself,
by way of the exhibition of exceptional skulls generally, and the
crania of murderers particularly. This was a logical course of action,
which both generated publicity through the topicality and notoriety
associated with the executed felon while implicitly locating phrenological analysis as parallel to the medical dissection of the corpse
required under the 1751 Murder Act.105 This strategy was not without
risk, however, and the controversy surrounding the phrenological
analysis of Thurtell was far from unique. A pseudonymous letter to
the Scotsman, published on 21 January 1824, indeed reveals that
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similar dismissals had been associated with a number of exhibitions north of the border. As the correspondent, who terms himself
Phrenologus, recalls,
When a criminal named Gordon was executed at Dumfries for murdering a Pedlar boy, the newspaper Editors asserted that Phrenology was
refuted, for he had a great benevolence and no organ of destructiveness.
Dr Maxwell, however, sent the skull to Edinburgh, and it presented
a very large organ of destructiveness, with a moderate benevolence.
When Mary M’Innon was executed, it was reported widely that
Phrenology was again upset, in respect that she had no organ of
destructiveness. A cast was procured, and the organ was very large.
Again, when Scott was lately executed at Jedburgh, the report was
industriously propagated that he had no organ of destructiveness. A
cast of his head also was got, and the skull itself examined, and the
organ once more was found very large.

Similar allegations were apparently made – and ostensibly refuted
by the due application of phrenological callipers – regarding the
organic conformation of the skulls of murderers held at the College
of Surgeons in Dublin, and ‘The same report is now going the round
of the newspapers in regard to Thurtell’s skull, and the result is
exactly the same’. The explanation for the lack of any organic
prominence that might readily be perceived by a casual observer
rather than a trained phrenologist is perhaps equally as ingenious
as that tendered by the two phrenologists actually present at the
taking of the cast of Thurtell’s cranium. Phrenologus draws upon
the precedent of a body of unnamed publications – ‘The books on
Phrenology’ – which ‘uniformly state that, if several contiguous
organs be large, there can be no bumps’, the only reliable index
then being, apparently, the physical breadth or extent of the head
itself.106 Though an interpretation of Thurtell’s skull that was no
doubt satisfactory to the membership of both the Edinburgh and
London incarnations of the Phrenological Society was to appear in
issue 11 of the Phrenological Journal and Miscellany, the public’s
encounter with both the evidence and its implications for phrenology
was negotiated far more through the pages of popular newspapers
whose editors, it would appear, were less than convinced.107
As the published correspondence of Phrenologus suggests, there
would appear to have been a steady and regular degree of communication between the Phrenological Society in Edinburgh and
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the Phrenological Society of London. At the time of the Thurtell
controversy, John Elliotson was regularly reporting upon ‘the state
of phrenology in London’ in letters to George Combe, which were
duly recorded in the minutes of the Phrenological Society.108 The
relationship between the two societies certainly appears to have
been cordial. The phrenologists of the English capital ‘elected the
members of the Phrenological Society corresponding members of the
London Institution’ on 22 January 1824. On receipt of the news, their
Edinburgh compatriots immediately reciprocated the gesture. Combe
himself was warmly welcomed to the English capital as a visiting
lecturer, and appointed an honorary member of the Phrenological
Society of London after his second lecture.109
The fortunes of the Phrenological Society of London seem to
have been variable during the period of its existence. It met initially
at the Crown and Anchor tavern on the Strand, a hostelry which
then enjoyed something of a reputation as a meeting place for political
and reform organisations, before opening its own rooms in a
townhouse at 13, Buckingham Street, again, near the Strand. Meetings
appear to have been held at both venues across the period of the
society’s documented existence.110 The premises at Buckingham Street
were commemorated by a satirical poem in the London Literary
Gazette, which tabulated the names of some of the busts and casts,
variously criminal and celebrity, which populated its expanding
museum.111 The society’s gatherings met with varying degrees of
success, however, as the years proceeded. William H. Crook, a
‘Member of the Council of the London Phrenological Society’ drew
only a ‘respectable, but not very numerous, auditory’ to his opening
lecture at the Crown and Anchor in February 1827.112 This seems
curious, as Crook enjoyed a reputation as a peripatetic lecturer and
used the kudos of his London associations to underwrite publicity
for phrenological presentations he advertised and delivered in
Canterbury, Winchester and Bath.113 It would also appear that Crook
was one of a number of speakers from the London society who
offered private craniological readings, his charge being either one
or two guineas, depending upon the venue chosen.114 Peripatetic
lecturing was not uncommon amongst the London society’s membership: an unnamed member had earlier delivered a lecture to the
Colchester Philosophical Society, illustrated by ‘skulls and casts’
including those of ‘Dr Franklin, Robert Bruce, Bellingham, Thurtell
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and Pallet’, while the secretary of the society advertised a course of
six lectures in Lewes, Sussex.115
At its regular meetings the society varied its accustomed diet of
facsimile criminal crania and abstract lectures with analyses of living
subjects.116 Child prodigies seem to have been of particular interest.
In 1826, for example, the members were able physically to inspect
the persons of George Noakes, the ‘Infantine Arithmetician’, a child
prodigy who was at that time six and a half years old, and ‘Edward
and Leonard Schultz, the juvenile musicians from Vienna’, who
were thirteen and eleven respectively. Thomas Leddra, another
mathematical prodigy, was introduced at the latter meeting, though
his cranial conformation was noted as not being exceptional with
regard to its organ of number: the implication that his talent was
learned rather than innate was quickly passed over. Charles Pemberton, who seems to have been an actor with a prodigious memory,
was also exhibited at the latter gathering, prior to his first night on
the London stage: ladies, as well as gentlemen, are recorded as
having been present on this occasion: there appears to be no indication, however, that both sexes were represented amongst the actual
subscribers.117 Topical matters were also discussed, including the
disputed conformation of the Edinburgh body-snatcher William
Burke (1792–1829) and that of ‘the murderer Keppell’ [sic], as well
as more speculative topics such as ‘Chess and Phrenology’ and
‘Mesmerism and Phrenology’.118
The Phrenological Society of London appears to have entered
into a perceptible decline within but a year of the twentieth anniversary of its establishment. The Vindicator, a Belfast newspaper
visibly favourable to the cause of Repeal and Roman Catholicism,
reported on 10 November 1841 that:
The first meeting for the session of the London Phrenological Society
was held on Monday evening, in the rooms of the Society at Exeter
Hall. Dr Elliotson, FRS, President in the Chair. Judging from the
attendance, which did not exceed ten persons, and the matters discussed,
this science now attracts very little attention of interest in this country.119

None the less, the society continued to gather at Exeter Hall,
occasional new members were admitted, and the press duly reported
– albeit with perceptibly less frequency – upon the content of the
meetings.120 However, in January 1846 the Phrenological Journal
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and Miscellany suddenly made its subscribers aware of what appeared
to be a wholly unforeseen development. A brief notice informed the
readership that,
Since our last publication, the London Phrenological Society has ceased
to exist, and its property has been sold. We have not learned the
immediate causes of its dissolution; but rumour has long pointed to
the ascendancy of party spirit, as likely to bring about this unfortunate
result.121

This ‘party spirit’ – a fundamental division with regard not merely
to the application but also the very nature – of phrenology was to
divide the phrenologists not just of London but also of Edinburgh
and, indeed, many of the regional societies. For the most part the
partisanship concerned the old contention as to whether phrenology
supported or else undermined a spiritually Christian vision of
humanity.122 The central consequence of this enduring issue was to
be the gradual fragmentation of a movement which really needed
to preserve some form of perceptible cohesion in order to present
a united and coherent front against those who opposed, dismissed
or merely ridiculed its premises.123 The metropolitan and regional
societies thus came to be stratified, with interest groups – such as
the Christian Phrenological Society, which was founded in 1842 – at
various times sharing and dividing the membership of those bodies
preoccupied primarily with the application of the system rather than
its divine or carnal origins.124 Combe, whose own writings earlier
in the century had not passed without controversy, was himself not
unaffected by this change in the temper of phrenology. The regional
societies – which were affected by the dispute far later than their
two metropolitan ancestors – remained crucial to the survival of an
identifiable tradition of British phrenology into the late 1840s: it
appears curious, therefore, that their development, composition and
meetings have, for the most part, been overlooked by historians of
the pseudoscience.

‘Manchester and Liverpool are much behind Glasgow’:
phrenology in the British provinces
By the mid-1830s British phrenology appeared to be not just firmly
established in the national consciousness but flourishing, and the
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tone of the phrenological press was, if not adulatory, then confident
in its rhetoric of self-congratulation. Hewett C. Watson’s compendious
1836 study, tellingly entitled Statistics of Phrenology: Being a Sketch
of the Progress and Present State of that Science in the British
Islands, for example, comments upon the piecemeal establishment
of phrenological bodies between 1820 and 1836. Having established,
at the time of writing, that twenty-four discrete societies remained
active out of a total of twenty-nine, the five in question having either
‘become extinct’ or else modified their interests into a broader study
of natural history, Watson notes:
The first society was instituted in 1820. In 1825 only three were in
existence. In 1830 there were twelve. In the spring of 1836 there were
nineteen, besides the five above mentioned, probably all established
after 1830. Two of the three extinct societies were formed in 1826
and 1827. The two which have expanded into Natural History Societies
were instituted in 1827 and 1834.

Further clarification is afforded as to the national distribution of
these bodies: sixteen of the extant societies are in Scotland, six
in England and two in Ireland; the extinct societies were English;
the two which have modified their intellectual compass are based
in England and Ireland. The total membership, as advised by the
twenty respondents to Watson’s enquiry, was 758 – which the
statistician calculated as giving an average of around thirty-eight
members in each group. Factoring in unattached members and a
conservative estimate for those groups which did not reply, Watson
estimated that there were around 1,200 individuals in the British
isles who practised or else espoused a form of phrenology recognisable as such. The societies patronised by these individuals imposed
annual subscriptions varying from two shillings to a guinea, and
in some cases levied an additional fee upon entry of between ‘halfa-crown to a guinea’: Dundee and Portsmouth, however, levied no
such charge.125
The definitive list provided by Watson following his introduction to the current state of the pseudoscience is possibly the most
authoritative index available with regard to the geographical
distribution of active and associated phrenologists at any juncture
during phrenology’s existence. Watson’s volume is financial as well
as logistical, surveys specialist publications in addition to dedicated
museums and repositories, and uniquely tabulates a range of statistics
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which, though unverifiable, appear to have been obtained by way
of a survey systematically (though not, by modern standards, rigorously) conducted.126 The whole volume thus charts what is possibly
the apogee of British phrenology, at a balanced historical moment
when it was neither a novelty nor indeed at that edge of perceptible
decline which the historian T. M. Parssinen places in the 1840s.127
In Section 3 of Statistics of Phrenology, Watson surveys the ‘Local
diffusion of phrenology’ alphabetically across an undifferentiated
United Kingdom, noting those cities and towns where his request
met with either a null return or else an intimation of indifference or
inactivity. The specifically geographical differentiation of phrenology,
however, might arguably be better presented with the home nations
taken separately, this demarcation illustrating in particular how
Scotland had retained its centrality in the practice and persistence
of phrenology.
The city of Edinburgh, needless to say, is given a particular
prominence in this account of the state of the phrenological nation.
As well as the Phrenological Society, which had returned to Watson
confirmation of a membership of 107 and a museum of 900 objects
– 320 of these human skulls, supplemented by thirty ‘open skulls’
which revealed the contoured interior – the city hosted a junior
society of sixty-three members, ‘The Edinburgh Ethical Society, for
the Study and Practical Application of Phrenology’, which had been
founded in 1833; the Ethical Society met weekly, the Phrenological
Society fortnightly. Glasgow, likewise, had two societies, one founded
in 1829 and a second probably in the 1830s. The junior of these
two, which styled itself as the ‘Operatives Phrenological Society’
may well have been differentiated from its counterpart upon socialclass lines: a similar situation appears to have pertained in Dundee,
where the ‘Dundee Mechanics Phrenological Society’ met between
1826 and 1831.128
Outside the major cities, the phrenological societies of Scotland
were, for the most part, less venerable and somewhat more modest
in their membership. None the less, Watson records some quite
striking statistics with regard to the museums maintained by societies
based in what were comparatively small conurbations. Alyth in
Perthshire, for example, was founded in May 1834, had twenty-two
subscribers, a phrenological library of around twelve books and a
museum with ‘six skulls, four casts, and two models, all human’.
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In Cupar, a society was instituted in August 1835, and possessed
‘a few human skulls, with a considerable number of casts and busts
illustrative of the science’. The Phrenological Society of Dundee,
founded in 1825, met weekly, and retained between sixty and seventy
paying subscribers at two shillings a year. Its library of around
eighty volumes was supplemented by a museum that displayed ‘six
human skulls, twenty-two casts of human skulls, and one of the
brain, thirty two human busts and six masks’ as well as some animal
skulls: the replica brain is made prominent by its lack of an equivalent
in other museums. The Phrenological Society of Dunfermline, founded
in 1828, also met weekly between October and April, its twenty
members paying four shillings annually: its museum was of a similar
size and nature to that in Dundee, though its library was considerably
smaller. A second phrenological society also met fortnightly in the
same town. The Phrenological Society of Forfar, with forty-two
members, dated from 1835 and owned ten human skulls and twentyfive busts; that in Greenock, established in 1833, had twenty-one
members but only three human skulls in its museum.129 Small societies
were noted as being active at Kerriemuir, Newburgh, Stirling and
Tillicoultry. The society at Kilmarnock, instituted in 1826, had
apparently become dormant by the time of Watson’s survey, but
others were reputedly on the point of formation in Brechin, Glammis,
Montrose and Monifieth.130 These centres appear to have arranged
lectures not merely in the towns in which they were based but also
further afield, though only in one instance is a speaker – a Mrs
Aiken of Dunfermline, lecturing with her husband – specifically
noted as being female rather than male.131
The statistics returned for phrenology in Ireland were less impressive. Cork city, where Spurzheim had once proved so popular as to
have been persuaded by the ladies to extend his visit, had no permanent phrenological society, though lectures had been delivered
there by Dr Abell in 1825 and Mr Wilson in 1836.132 Dublin, by
contrast, boasted two active societies at the time of publication.
The Dublin Phrenological Society dated from the time of Combe’s
visit in 1829.133 Its fifty subscribers had access to a substantial
museum containing ‘about two dozen human skulls, nearly three
hundred human busts or casts; also skulls of most of the native
animals of Ireland’: this latter emphasis is as suggestive of an inclination towards broader natural history as to a consciousness of national
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and geographical distinctiveness. Dublin, an ancient capital city
with a discrete philosophical and medical tradition was no mere
satellite of London or Edinburgh. The aspirations of the more recent
organisation, this being ‘an auxiliary society of young men’, were
left tantalisingly unspecified by Watson’s Irish correspondent. Further
north, the Belfast society, founded in 1827, merged with that city’s
natural history society two years later: its museum contained over
100 casts or busts but no actual skulls. Significantly, the vice president
of the Belfast Natural History Society in November 1831 proclaimed
phrenology to be ‘a new branch of study connected with natural
history’, thus adding a gloss of epistemological legitimacy to the
pseudoscience.. With regard to the Principality of Wales, Wrexham
alone appears to have returned any response to the proffered
questionnaire, the possibility of the formation of a phrenological
society there being summarily dismissed because of ‘there being so
“little intellect” in the place’.134
The state of phrenology in England appears considerably more
vibrant than that in Ireland, though more specifically localised,
perhaps, than in Scotland.135 Outside London, the larger and more
active societies were to be found in the north and the Midlands.
When praising active phrenology in Glasgow, Watson stated that
the particulars and extracts he had received regarding that Scottish
city ‘represent Phrenology in a much more favourable aspect than
we yet see it assuming in our great commercial towns in England.
Manchester and Liverpool are much behind Glasgow, in moral
science; and Bristol and Birmingham seem to be yet very far below
the other three.’ 136 Indeed, no significant phrenological activity is
recorded in Bristol other than the lectures which Spurzheim delivered
there in 1816 and 1827, the same being true of Bath, where he had
spoken in 1816, 1827 and 1831 – the final two courses being delivered
at the prestigious Literary and Scientific Institution in Queen Square.
The absence of phrenological activity in Birmingham is expressed
through the plaintive query ‘Are there no phrenologists here?’. Bolton,
where Spurzheim lectured in 1827, was apparently as ‘Backward
as Birmingham’, Watson concluding, with an allusion to Matthew,
13: 7, ‘did the seed all fall among thorns?’ Public lectures were
notably common during the 1820s and 1830s, but they appear to
have had little substantial effect upon the foundation of new
phrenological societies, other than perhaps in Dublin.137 Independent
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collections of skulls and casts were to be found at Beverley, Bungay,
Chatham, Doncaster, Halifax, Leeds, London, Manchester and
Nottingham – and in Wakefield, where they are apparently ‘locked
up … in the house of some private individual, and are never seen’.138
Again, like many of the lectures recorded by Watson, these private
collections appear for the most part to have underwritten no substantial heritage in the form of active societies.
Organised phrenology appears, however, to have fared somewhat
better in at least some parts of provincial England. Though a shortlived phrenological society was apparently established in Cambridge
following Spurzheim’s visit there in 1826, more robust bodies were
established in Hull in 1827; in Liverpool in May 1828; in Manchester
in 1829; in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, where there were two active
societies, both founded in 1835; and in Portsmouth, founded in
1832.139 There was also an active society in Nottingham in 1828,
of which Watson appears unaware.140 Watson likewise records a
course of six lectures delivered in Louth in 1829, but not the
prominently advertised local willingness to found a phrenological
organisation in the Lincolnshire town shortly afterwards.141
The provincial press was variable in its coverage of the activities
of these local bodies, and in many cases information is provided
regarding no more than one or two meetings. However brief and
sporadic these reports, they are none the less frequently illuminating.
The city of Wakefield, for example, for a time supported ‘a small
Society’ which, according to Watson, ‘soon dwindled away’. The
Sheffield Independent, and Yorkshire and Derbyshire Advertiser,
however, recorded that on 10 January 1825 its meeting room ‘was
filled with a very numerous and highly respectable audience’, the
reporter in attendance being notably impressed by the ‘calm and
sober’ presentation.142 Of all the provincial societies, though, it is
the rather grandly titled Society for Phrenological Inquiry at Hull
which appears to garner the most frequent and detailed attention
across the period of its existence. Established in March 1827, the
society appears to have flourished until the death of its president
and the removal of another member to London appear to have
caused the meetings first to become ‘very irregular’ in the early
1830s before their permanent suspension following some internal
disagreement.143 One of the earliest actions of the society had been
to invite Spurzheim to deliver a course of lectures at the Exchange
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in Hull, a venture sufficiently significant for it to be reported in the
London press.144 The original report upon which one London
newspaper – the Sun – based its account was printed in the Hull
Packet and Humber Mercury on the preceding day and provides a
remarkably full account of what was a significant local event. On
the evening of Thursday, 6 December 1827, Spurzheim faced ‘a
numerous and most respectable audience, amongst whom were many
ladies’: ‘he was received on his entrance with very general applause,
and listened to throughout the lecture with the most anxious attention’. The reporter takes pains to describe the impedimenta with
which the doctor supported his demonstration. The account states:
Behind the lecturer were suspended several portraits of striking character
as regarded their phrenological developments, and on the table in
front of him, a number of casts of heads were arranged, together
with several sculls, some of which had heretofore belonged to living
members of the ‘human family’, and others to quadrupeds, &c.

Declining to ‘comprise an accurate report of the various subjects
comprehended in the Phrenological system as detailed by the Lecturer’, as ‘such details would be out of place in a newspaper’, the
columnist did, however, record Spurzheim’s established contention
‘that the feelings depend upon the brain’, and that such physiological
logic was explicitly not incompatible with ‘an examination of the
works of the Creator’. Thus avoiding the customary imputation of
materialism, Spurzheim proceeded to demonstrate cases of idiocy
and hydrocephalus by way of ‘several very singular casts’ before
discussing the tendency among artists and poets – accurate, in the
doctor’s opinion – to depict ‘an individual of lofty pretension’ with
a high forehead. There would thus appear to be very little in this
introductory lecture that could be considered either novel or radical
– though it is plain that Spurzheim, now safely circulating within a
network of sympathetic societies and subscribing audiences in Britain,
has no further need of his erstwhile and evocative stage prop, the
Edinburgh Review. It is noteworthy, too, that no cerebral dissection is
recorded as having taken place. The reporter also records the content
of the second lecture, which was given on 8 December 1827, in the
same column, which was ‘still more numerously attended, than the
first’. This lecture developed the nomenclature of phrenology and
the location of the organs. Unfavourable comment was passed by
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Spurzheim on the experimental use of torture to stimulate certain
organs in captive animals, this seemingly being an early application
of vivisection in British context: as the doctor asserted, ‘Such means
could never succeed in determining the functions of the brain. The
habits of the animal in its natural state should be investigated.’
Having remarked upon Spurzheim’s endorsement of comparison
between different brains, the reporter concludes – rather lamely – that
he was unable to attend the third lecture on 10 December 1827 in
which the organs of amativeness and philoprogenitiveness, among
others, were discussed.145
The correspondent for the Hull Packet and Humber Mercury
failed, by his own admission, to attend all of the lectures delivered
by Spurzheim in the port. With regard to those upon which he did
comment, a few small points stand out as, if not unusual, then at
least noteworthy. On 20 December 1827, Spurzheim exhibited a
skull whose origins were not noted but the analysis of which might
seemingly be applied, under the prejudices of the day, to both colonial
subjects and supposedly less-intelligent members of the domestic
population. Exhibiting ‘a scull remarkable for the great deficiency
of forehead’, Spurzheim ‘stated it to be his opinion that a nation
possessing such unfortunate development could never become
Christians’. Those exhibiting such deficiency – Spurzheim is sufficiently
cautious here to specify ‘in distant lands’ – ‘might produce worshippers
with the mouth, but the heart would be far distant’. The doctrine
of improvement is tempered here: for all the hopelessness of the
initial statement, the doctor intimated that ‘There were other powers
that must be added to the feelings in order to give them direction’.
Significantly, according to Spurzheim, ‘By far the greater number
of individuals possessed a retreating forehead; but that was not a
proof that the forehead was small, but that the lower portions of
the brain were more developed than the others’. If this might be
seen as a tactic by which the ‘retreating’ foreheads of the European
might be qualitatively differentiated from the sloping ones exhibited
by colonial subjects, Spurzheim is somewhat more robust when
comparing the characteristics of the Continental nations: the Germans
were less innately practical than either the English or the French
and ‘might benefit from an inch or more in this part of the brain
than they possessed’.146 The lectures appear to have concluded at
some point in December 1827.
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As a closing tribute, a banquet was held in Spurzheim’s honour
on 2 January 1828 at the Kingston Hotel, opposite Hull Minster.
Dr John Alderson (1758–1829), the president of the society, having
loyally toasted both ‘The King’ and ‘The Duke of Sussex, the Patron
of Institutions’, informed those present that ‘they had met together
in order to shew their esteem for one of the greatest men of the
present age’. With a toast having been drunk to the guest of honour,
other acclamations followed – including one to Gall: despite the
evident cooling of relationship between the two men, it should be
noted that on this occasion, and indeed at other times in Hull,
Spurzheim appears to express nothing but gratitude and admiration
for his estranged mentor. At the banquet it was noted that Spurzheim
had – like Gall before him – availed himself of such study matter
afforded by the local population and institutions: he had visited
‘the Sculcoates-Workhouse, the Charity-Hall, the Refuge, the Gaol,
and the Grammar School’, his natural benevolence being apparently
most visible ‘when the “children of vice and folly” were submitted
to his observation’. Certainly, those present seemed satisfied that
phrenology might now stand as a reassurance to those previously
considered ‘incurable’ in their ‘alienation of mind’.147
No other provincial society was recorded as extensively, and
reported so widely, as the Society for Phrenological Inquiry in Hull.
No ready explanation exists for this situation, other than the apparent
availability of the reporter and the established reputation enjoyed by
Spurzheim. The German doctor’s lectures elsewhere in the country
during his second British lecture tour were, of course, reported in
the press but never with a depth of detail which suggested that the
reporter had attended more than one or two sessions.148 Gall, who
had himself been persuaded to tour Britain in 1823, met with an
even more moderate public success than his former pupil and was
reported with perceptibly less frequency in both London and the
provinces.149 It would appear that the nominally independent societies
listed by Watson none the less formed a ready network prepared
to host possibly the most evocative phrenological speaker in the
country.150 Only the apostolic Combe could arguably command a
quantum of attention to rival that given to his German mentor.151
Combe, of course, was directly involved in Spurzheim’s apparently
triumphant – though occasionally controversial – revisiting of
Edinburgh.152
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For all their evident success at initially generating local interest
in phrenology, and indeed in facilitating the transit of Spurzheim
during his greatly extended second tour, the phrenological societies
of Great Britain had begun to enter into a slow but sure decline as
the 1820s became the 1830s. There were, no doubt, a number of
factors that contributed to this situation. Possibly, once the initial
enthusiasm and novelty connected with phrenology began to wane,
it became somewhat less attractive to the fashionably curious. Though
a society might survive intellectually upon a small cohort of members,
its financial future might not necessarily be sustainable in the long
term: certainly, many regional societies noted a decline in subscribers
over the years, and made adjustments to their premises and activities
in consequence. A growing familiarity with the tenets of phrenology,
again, coupled in Britain with the rise of a well-reported mesmerism,
would likewise impair the pseudoscience’s erstwhile popularity with
the dilettante amateur.
The focus of phrenology was to turn once more, during the
1840s, away from amateurism and back towards the professionalised
disciplines of medicine and surgery in which the pseudoscience had
first encountered both controversy and opposition. This rescheduling
of both the aspirations and the application of phrenology were
to have far-reaching consequences, and quite possibly proved to
be the final controversy which expelled the pseudoscience from
mainstream clinical practice in that decade. It was a crisis prompted
by the entry of mesmerism into medical practice as, variously, a
diagnostic, therapeutic or anaesthetic tool. Mesmerism, wielded as
it was like an invisible scalpel or intangible probing tent, was as
non-invasive a technique as phrenology, but appeared capable of
producing rapid, and on occasions spectacular, changes of demeanour,
behaviour or consciousness. In comparison, phrenology appeared
very much a slow science of education and gradual transformation. The seemingly penetrative force of mesmerism, however,
appeared logically complementary to those sensitive centres of the
brain identified by phrenology, and thus the boundaries of the two
pseudosciences became, almost without warning, permeable. The
fashionable and spectacular discipline, imposed as it were upon living
subjects rather than empty skulls or inorganic plaster casts, would
necessarily capture the popular imagination while its more sober
and contemplative counterpart slipped silently into the intellectual
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background. Having once escaped the apparent yoke of surgery and
conventional medicine, phrenology was to become – under John
Elliotson’s effective patronage – the junior associate of the equally
controversial doctrine of mesmerism.
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and Nineteenth-Century Social Thought (Tuscaloosa, AL: University
of Alabama Press, 2005), p. 98. Tomlinson takes as his source the
recollections of Dr John Abernethy (1764–1831), another convert to
phrenology and the inventor of a digestive biscuit still occasionally
encountered in British supermarkets.
5 According to Nahum Capen (1804–86), an American enthusiast for
Spurzheim’s work, Spurzheim ‘procured one letter of introduction for
that city, and but one; that was to the reputed author of the vituperating essay (Dr Gordon)’: ‘Biography’ in Johann Gaspar Spurzheim,
Phrenology, in Connexion with the Study of Physiognomy, Third
American Edition, to Which is Prefixed a Biography of the Author
by Nahum Capen (Boston, MA: Marsh, Capen and Lyon, 1836), pp.
9–174 at p. 50.
6 Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 160, col. 2.
7 Daniel Ellis, Memoir of the Life and Writings of John Gordon MD,
FRSE, Late Lecturer on Anatomy and Physiology in Edinburgh
(Edinburgh: Archibald Constable and Company, 1823), p. 40. See
also Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 167, n. 6. Thomson, like Spurzheim,
was a member of the Medical and Chirurgical Society of London, and
the German may well have used the advantage of his membership in
order to procure lecturing space in the Scottish capital. See: Anon.,
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‘Members of the Medical and Chirurgical Society of London, June
1816’, Medico-Chirurgical Transactions, 7 (1816), vi–xiv at pp. xiii,
xiv.
Ellis, Memoir of the Life and Writings of John Gordon, p. 40. See
also Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 167, n. 6.
Quoted in Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 161, col. 1.
Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, pp. 160–1.
Philo Veritatis, ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, 25 January
1817, p. 4, col. 5; Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 161, col. 1, cf. p. 168,
n. 19.
Anon., ‘Members of the Medical and Chirurgical Society of London,
June 1816’, pp. viii, ix, x, xiii.
See, for example, Richard Chenevix, Phrenology Article of the Foreign
Quarterly Review, with Notes from G. Spurzheim MD (London:
Treuttel, Würtz, and Richter, 1830), p. 18.
Philo Veritatis, ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, 25 January
1817, p. 4, col. 5.
Anon., ‘Art. X. Anatomie et physiologie du système nerveux en general,
et du cerveau en particulier; avec des observations sur la possibilité de
reconnoitre plusieurs dispositions intellectuelles et morales de l’homme
et des animaux par la configuration de leurs têtes. Par F. J. Gall & G.
Spurzheim. Premier vol. 4 pp. 352, avec dix-sept planches fol. Paris
1810. Deux vol. prem. part. pp. 212, avec quinze planches fol. Paris
1812. The Physiognomical System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim, &c.
Illustrated with nineteen copper plates. 2d edit. 8vo. pp. 581. London,
1815’, Edinburgh Review, 25 (June 1815), 227–68, at p. 256.
Finger and Eling, Franz Joseph Gall, pp. 442–3.
Spurzheim admitted to his fiancée that he had necessarily ‘provoked
the teachers of anatomy and medical men to try to procure me brains
to dissect’: Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 160, col. 2. The association of
phrenologists with bodysnatching was a relatively minor imputation,
but still carried weight as late as 1829: see Anon., ‘Disturbers of the
dead’, Kentish Chronicle, 13 January 1829, p. 3, col. 2.
Philo Veritatis, ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, 25 January
1817, p. 4, col. 5; Anon., ‘Art. X’, p. 254.
Chenevix, Phrenology Article, p. 17.
See, for example, ‘Outstanding debts for sale’ [advertisement], Caledonian Mercury, 8 June 1816, p. 1, col. 4; ‘Sequestrations, &c.’,
Perth Courier, 21 November 1816, p. 3, col. 3; ‘House and lands of
Gattonside’ [advertisement], Caledonian Mercury, 15 January 1818,
p. 3, col. 5; ‘Upset price reduced to £700’ [advertisement], Caledonian
Mercury, 23 February 1818, p. 1, col. 2.
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21 George Combe, Essays on Phrenology, or an Inquiry into the Principles
and Utility of the System of Drs Gall and Spurzheim, and into the
Objections Made Against It (Edinburgh: Bell and Bradfute, 1819),
pp. 266–8, ix–x. The closing sentence suggests that the audience was
exclusively male, this being specifically a dissection rather than a solely
verbal exposition.
22 Spurzheim to Pothier, 15 July-2 August 1816, quoted in Kaufman,
‘Phrenology’, p. 160, col. 2.
23 Combe, Essays on Phrenology, p. x.
24 Chenevix, Phrenology Article, p. 18.
25 Indeed, rhetoric rather than dissection characterises a rare eyewitness
account of Spurzheim’s 1816 lectures, this memoir being written for
members of the Phrenological Society rather than freely distributed
by way of the public press. See Richard Poole, A View of Some of
Dr Spurzheim’s Lectures, as Delivered at Edinburgh, in the Winter
of 1816, Extracted from the Memoirs of the Phrenological Society
(Edinburgh: no publisher, n.d.), Wellcome Library, London b21995072.
26 Combe, indeed, revisited Gall’s venture into medico-jurisprudence,
ascertaining the contours of the cranium of the Scottish thief and
murderer David Haggart (1801–21) and taking a cast of his skull
following execution: see George Combe, Phrenological Observations
on the Cerebral Development of David Haggart, as Indicated by a
Cast of His Skull Taken After Dissection (Edinburgh: W. & C. Tait,
1821). The study was reviewed in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine,
and this latter account disseminated to a wider audience via newspaper
summaries: see Anon., ‘Essays on phrenology, &c.’, Inverness Courier,
10 January 1822, p. 4, cols 1–3.
27 Combe, Essays on Phrenology, pp. xxiii–xxiv.
28 Combe, Essays on Phrenology, p. xiii.
29 Private letter from Spurzheim to Pothier, 30 August 1816, quoted
in Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 162, col. 1. Spurzheim suggested that
attendance at these lectures was enhanced by word of mouth rather
than through advertising: see p. 161, col. 2.
30 John Gordon, Observation on the Structures of the Brain, Comprising
an Estimate of the Claims of Drs Gall and Spurzheim to Discovery in
the Anatomy of that Organ (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1817);
Philo Veritatis [pseud], ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, Norfolk
Chronicle and Norwich Gazette, 1 February 1817, p. 4, col. 5. For
two contemporary – and contrasting – accounts of the pamphleteering
enjoined between Gordon and Spurzheim, see: Ellis, Memoir, pp.
45–97; Capen, ‘Biography’, pp. 54–6
31 Philo Veritatis, ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, 1 February
1817, p. 4, col. 5. This Latin phrase was popularised when it was
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granted as an augmentation to the heraldic arms of Admiral Horatio
Nelson (1758–1805) following the Battle of the Nile in 1798.
Philo Veritatis, ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, 1 February
1817, p. 4, col. 5 (original italics).
Quoted in Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, pp. 161–2.
The extent of Spurzheim’s residence in Edinburgh can be gauged
with tolerable accuracy from his dated letters to Honorine Pothier,
his fiancée. See Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, pp. 160–2, passim. The stage
coach between Edinburgh and London covered a distance of 387 or
392 miles by the eastern and western routes respectively, there being
thirty-three or thirty-four ‘stages’ where horses were changed between
the two cities. See: Anon., The New Picture of Edinburgh for 1816
(Edinburgh: William Whyte, n.d.), p. 307. Mail coaches might attain
speeds of 5 mph in winter rising to a maximum of 8 mph on summer
roads.
Philo Veritatis, ‘To the editor of the Norfolk Chronicle’, 1 February
1817, p. 4, col. 5.
Kaufman, ‘Phrenology’, p. 163, col. 2.
Cardiff did not become a city until 1905, and was not officially
denominated the capital of the Principality until 1955. Effectively, in
this recent historical period, Wales functioned, both politically and
administratively, without a capital city.
Consider, for example, John, 15: 1–8; 16: 7–8, 16: 16.
Chenevix, Phrenology Article, p. 18.
Matthew, 13: 1–8; 13: 24–30.
Chenevix, Phrenology Article, p. 18.
The most comprehensive survey of Combe’s influence not merely in
Britain but across the anglophone world is, without doubt, David
Stack’s Queen Victoria’s Skull: George Combe and the Mid-Victorian
Mind (London: Hambledon Continuum, 2008).
George Combe, A System of Phrenology, third edition (Edinburgh: John
Anderson Junior, 1830), frontispiece; Outlines of Phrenology, sixth
edition (Edinburgh: MacLachlan & Stewart and John Anderson, jun.,
1836), frontispiece; A System of Phrenology, fifth edition (Edinburgh:
MacLachlan, Stewart & Co., 1843), 2 vols, Vol. 1, frontispiece.
Combe, Essays on Phrenology, pp. xi, xi–xiv.
See, for example, Anon., ‘Nollekins, the sculptor’, Cumberland Pacquet,
and Ware’s Whitehaven Advertiser, 26 May 1823, p. 3, cols 1–2; Anon.,
‘To the editor of the Inverness Courier’, Inverness Courier, General
Advertiser for Inverness, Ross, Moray, Nairn, Cromarty, Sutherland
and Caithness, 29 May 1823, p. 4, col. 1; Anon., ‘Street nuisances’,
Morning Post, 6 September 1826, p. 2, col. 4; Anon., ‘Norwich – a
port’, Norwich Mercury, 9 September 1826, p. 2, col. 2.
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46 Whether conducted by quacks or by respectable middle-class phrenologists, public lectures appeared to be highly lucrative ventures for at
least the first half of the century. See David de Giustino, Conquest of
Mind: Phrenology and Victorian Social Thought (Abingdon: Routledge,
2016), pp. 85–8.
47 The only authoritative study of the society is The Edinburgh Phrenological Society: A History (Edinburgh: William Ramsay Henderson Trust,
2005) by the late Matthew H. Kaufmann (1942–2013).
48 Anon., ‘Laws of the Phrenological Society’ in Anon., Report of the
Proceedings of the Phrenological Society (Edinburgh: The Phrenological
Society, 1821), pp. 23–31 at p. 23.
49 Chenevix, Phrenology Article, p. 18.
50 Chenevix, Phrenology Article, pp. 18–19. The Transactions were in
fact published in 1824, according to their title page.
51 Anon., ‘List of the members of the Phrenological Society with the
dates of their admission’, in Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the
Phrenological Society, pp. 19–21.
52 R. B. K. Stevenson, ‘The museum, its beginnings and its development.
Part 1: to 1858’, in A. S. Bell, ed., The Scottish Antiquarian Tradition:
Essays to Mark the Bicentenary of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland
and its Museum, 1780–1980 (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers,
1981), pp. 31–85 at pp. 59–60.
53 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, p. 8.
54 Anon., ‘Laws of the Phrenological Society’, pp. 29–30.
55 Anon., ‘List of the members of the Phrenological Society’, pp. 19–21;
Anon., ‘List of the members of the Wernerian Natural History Society
of Edinburgh’, Memoirs of the Wernerian Natural History Society, 3
(1817–20), Appendix, 538–41 at p. 541.
56 William Scott, ‘Phrenological Society. To the editor of the Courier’,
Courier, 20 January 1824, p. 3, col. 1.
57 Anon., ‘Laws of the Phrenological Society’, p. 24.
58 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, p. 7.
59 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, p. 9.
60 Anon. ‘Art. 1: A View of the Elementary Principles of Education,
Founded Upon the Study of the Nature of Man. By J. G. Spurzheim
MD, &c. Constable and Co. Edinburgh; and Hurst, Robinson & Co.
London. 1821. 8vo’, New Edinburgh Review, 1/2 (October 1821),
311–34 at p. 321; This review was widely reproduced: see, for example,
Anon., ‘Spurzheim on education’, Calignani’s Literary Gazette, or
Sunday Messenger, 9 December 1821, pp. 337–46.
61 J. F. C. Harrison, Robert Owen and the Owenites in Britain and
America: The Quest for the New Moral World (Abingdon: Routledge/
Taylor and Francis, 2009), pp. 23–4.
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62 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, pp.
9–10.
63 Dempsey was one of two soldiers from the 13th Regiment of Foot
hanged on 13 December 1820. Maxwell was hanged on 17 January
1821, having successfully pleaded in court for a respite from execution
for his associate, Alexander Hamilton. See: Anon., ‘Carlisle. Saturday,
November 11, 1820’, Carlisle Patriot, or Carlisle and Cumberland
Advertiser, 11 November 1820, p. 3, col. 5; Anon., ‘Samuel Maxwell’,
Caledonian Mercury, 22 January 1821, p. 4, col. 4.
64 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, pp.
10–11.
65 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, pp.
12–13.
66 Anon., Report of the Proceedings of the Phrenological Society, pp.
14–15, 17.
67 Published from Edinburgh as the Phrenological Journal and Miscellany between 1823 and 1837, the periodical was retitled as the
Phrenological Journal and Magazine of Moral Science in 1838, a name
which it retained until it ceased publication in 1847. This publication
should not be confused with the People’s Phrenological Journal and
Compendium of Mental and Moral Science, published in London in
1843, or any of the later commercial serials issued by Fowler and
Wells. The People’s Phrenological Journal was on one occasion accused
of outright plagiarism by the editor of the Phrenological Journal: see
Anon., ‘V. Our library table’, Phrenological Journal and Magazine of
Moral Science, 16/76 (1843), 294–307 at p. 300.
68 Anon., ‘List of members of the Phrenological Society, instituted 22d
February 1820’, in Anon., Transactions of the Phrenological Society
(Edinburgh: John Anderson jun., 1824), pp. ix–xiii.
69 Sir George Steuart Mackenzie was elected president of the society,
with George Combe, Richard Poole, Robert Hamilton and Melvin
Burd as vice presidents, on 9 December 1822: see Anon., ‘Private
correspondence’, Caledonian Mercury, 12 December 1822, p. 2,
col. 4.
70 George Combe, ‘Observations on evidence in favour of phrenology,
afforded by reports on the cerebral development of executed criminals,
as indicated by their skulls’, in Anon., Transactions of the Phrenological
Society, pp. 319–26; ‘The case of Mary Macinnes, who murdered
William Howat’, in Anon., Transactions of the Phrenological Society,
pp. 362–80.
71 James Gordon murdered John Elliott, a pedlar child, in November
1820. Anon., ‘List of donations made to the Phrenological Society’,
in Anon., Transactions of the Phrenological Society, pp. xv–xvi at p.
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xv. See also Anon., Trial & Sentence [undated broadside], National
Library of Scotland, shelf mark L.C.Fol.73(019).
Paterson was involved in the formation of the Calcutta Phrenological
Society and established a school based upon phrenological principles
at Barrackpore, West Bengal. See: G. M. Paterson to the Phrenological
Society, Philadelphia (autograph letter, c. 1825): Library of the College
of Physicians of Philadelphia, MSS 2/232.
Anon., ‘List of donations made to the Phrenological Society’, p. xvi.
Paterson’s lecture and gift were reported in the English regional press.
See, for example: Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Hereford Journal, 10 December
1823, p. 4, col. 3.
Anon., ‘List of donations made to the Phrenological Society’, pp. xv,
xvi;
Anon., ‘List of donations made to the Phrenological Society’, pp. xv,
xvi; Anon., ‘Article III: Correspondence betwixt Mr George Combe
and Dr Barclay’, Phrenological Journal and Miscellany, 1/1 (1823–4),
46–55 at pp. 51, 52.
Anon., ‘List of donations made to the Phrenological Society’, p. xv.
George Combe, ‘VII: Report upon the cast of Miss Clara Fisher’, in
Anon., Transactions of the Phrenological Society, pp. 281–8 at pp.
282, 286.
Combe, ‘VII: Report upon the cast of Miss Clara Fisher’, pp. 282–3.
Combe, ‘VII: Report upon the cast of Miss Clara Fisher’, p. 284, cf.
285.
For a Victorian summary of Fisher’s career, which makes far more of her
familial theatrical antecedents than Combe’s account, see Tom Picton,
Old Gotham Theatricals: Selections from a Series, ‘Reminiscences of a
Man About Town’, ed. William L. Slout (San Bernardino, CA: Borgo
Press, 1995), pp. 96–7.
Clara Fisher Maeder, Autobiography of Clara Fisher Maeder, ed.
Douglas Taylor (New York: Dunlap Society, 1897), pp. 13–14, 22;
Anon., ‘VII: Report upon the cast of Miss Clara Fisher by Mr George
Combe’, Philadelphia Journal of the Medical and Physical Sciences,
8 (1824), 201–2. For a brief survey of the later history of American
phrenology, see: Robert E. Riegel, ‘The introduction of phrenology to
the United States’, American Historical Review, 39/1 (October 1933),
73–8.
Anon., ‘Introductory statement’, Phrenological Journal and Miscellany,
1/1 (1823–4), iii–xxxi at p. vii. The constitution and minutes, which
record the discussions following papers presented to the society between
1822 and 1827, are held by the Historical Society of Pennsylvania in
Philadelphia: archive no. Am.3195. J. Andrew Brown suggests that
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phrenology had also become a talking point in Latin America as
early as 1823: see Test Tube Envy: Science and Power in Argentine
Narrative (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2005), pp. 37,
41–2.
See, for example, Anon., ‘Mr Combe’s address Before the Boston
Phrenological Society’, American Phrenological Journal and Miscellany,
2 (1840), 477–9.
This is not to say, however, that phrenologists would necessarily
permit speculation to undermine the central tenets of the doctrine as
received from Spurzheim. George Combe was, in particular, active in
maintaining the borders of current practice. See: Anon., ‘Article III:
Correspondence betwixt Mr George Combe and Dr Barclay’, passim,
for one instance. Such disputes were evidently of interest to the general
public, as Combe’s ‘Correspondence’ was condensed into at least
one newspaper outside of Scotland: see Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Dublin
Correspondent, 24 December 1823, p. 4, col. 5.
Anon., ‘Introductory Statement’, p. vii.
Anon., ‘Phrenology applied to education’, London Literary Gazette
and Journal of Belles Lettres, Arts, Sciences, &c., 5 September 1829,
pp. 577–8 at p. 578, col. 1.
Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Morning Advertiser, 23 April 1823, p. 3,
col. 2.
Anon., ‘Annus mirabilis; or, a Parthian glance at 1823’, in T. Rowlandson, G. & R. Cruikshank, T. Lane and J. Findlay, eds, The Spirit
of the Public Journals for the Year MDCCXXIV (London: Sherwood,
Jones and Co., 1825), pp. 7–9 at p. 8. The same volume contains
an anonymous comedic piece entitled ‘The craniologist: sketches at
Bow Street. – No. 1’ which concerns the supposed theft of a head,
specifically for phrenological investigation: see pp. 1–6. The spelling
M’Kinnon was popularly used in Scottish reports of the trial: see
Anon., ‘High Court of Justiciary’, Scots Magazine, 1 April 1823, pp.
510–11. Combe’s analysis in the Scottish capital was reported in the
Edinburgh Weekly Journal, and reprinted across the country in the
popular press: see, for example, Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Carlisle Patriot,
or General Advertiser for Cumberland, Westmorland, Northumberland, and the Southern Counties of Scotland, 24 May 1823, p. 3,
col. 4.
Combe, ‘The case of Mary Macinnes’, p. 366. M’Kinnon was a popular
subject for broadsides and similar reportage: see Anon., ‘Execution of
Mary M’Kinnon’ [undated broadside] National Library of Scotland,
shelf mark L.C.Fol.73(049).
Combe, ‘The case of Mary Macinnes’, pp. 369–70, 379, 378.
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91 See, for example: Anon. ‘Phrenology’, Devizes and Wiltshire Gazette,
24 April 1823, p. 3, col. 5; Anon., ‘Phrenology (from a correspondent)’, Hereford Journal, 30 April 1823, p. 4, col. 3; Scottish papers
characteristically reported the event without ascertaining which of
the two societies actually hosted the analysis: Anon., ‘Phrenology’,
Perthshire Courier, and General Advertiser for the Central Counties
of Scotland, 2 May 1823, p. 4, cols 3–4.
92 Pierce Egan, Recollections of John Thurtell, Who was Executed at
Hertford on Friday, the 9th of January, 1824; for Murdering Mr W.
Weare (London: Knight and Lacey, 1824), pp. 34, 36.
93 See, for example: An Eminent Reporter [pseud.], The Trial of John
Thurtell and Joseph Hunt, Before Mr Justice Park, on the Sixth and
Seventh of January, 1824 (London: Sherwood, Jones and Company,
1824); Anon., The Fatal Effects of Gambling Exemplified in the Murder
of Wm Weare, and the Trial and Fate of John Thurtell, the Murderer,
and his Accomplices (London: Thomas Kelly, 1824).
94 Anon., ‘Trials &c. at Hertford’, Examiner, 11 January 1824, pp.
17–24 at p. 24, col. 1.
95 Anon., ‘Murder of Mr Weare. Further particulars’, Kentish Chronicle,
13 January 1824 pp. 2–3 at p. 3, col. 3. Thurtell’s wish was not granted,
for despite no facial cast being obtained, Madame Tussaud’s was to
exhibit his waxwork well into the twentieth century. See Stephen Carver,
The 19th Century Underworld: Crime, Controversy and Corruption
(Barnsley: Pen and Sword, 2019), pp. 17–18. The prohibition upon
any reproduction of the cast does not appear to have been enforced,
as a copy was presented to the Phrenological Society by James de Ville
(who attended the casting) on 5 February 1824. See: Anon. ‘Article
XVIII: Proceedings of the Phrenological Society’, Phrenological Journal
and Miscellany, 1/2 (1823–4), 321–5 at p. 324.
96 Anon., ‘Dissection of the body’, British Press, 10 January 1824, p.
3, col. 4.
97 Thurtell’s body was partially dissected in Hertford, with further dissection being undertaken at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London, where the
skeleton was then articulated for display. See Jessie Dobson, ‘The college
criminals 3: John Thurtell’, Annals of the Royal College of Surgeons
of England, 10/5 (1952), 324–31. The cranial cast was apparently
taken by a member of the society rather than by the anatomist or
articulator: see Anon., ‘The execution’, Westmoreland Advertiser and
Kendal Chronicle, 17 January 1824, p. 2, cols 4–5 at col. 5.
98 Syphax [pseud.], ‘To the editor of the British Press’, British Press,
12 January 1824, p. 3, col. 3. The Classical allusion in the writer’s
pseudonym perhaps signals a personal rebellion against the apparently
universal acceptance of the guilty verdict.
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99 Anon., ‘Morning Herald’, Sun, 12 January 1824, p. 4, col 2. This
column is a component of a regular summary feature in the newspaper
entitled ‘The London journals; extracts from the morning papers’.
100 Anon., ‘Thurtell, Bristol Mirror, 17 January 1824, p. 4, col. 2.
101 Anon., ‘Phrenological observations on Thurtell’s head’, Medical Adviser,
and Guide to Health and Long Life, 1/7 (17 January 1824), 97–100.
This article was reprinted anonymously under the title of ‘Thurtell’ in
Star, 19 January 1824, p. 4, col. 1; Dublin Evening Mail, 21 January
1824, p. 4, col. 2; and Perthshire Courier, and General Advertiser
for the Central Counties of Scotland, 23 January 1824, p. 4, col. 1.
The version quoted here is the earliest known newspaper reprint:
Anon., ‘Phrenological observations on Thurtell’s head’, British Press,
17 January 1824, p. 3, col. 1.
102 The Medical Adviser responded to criticism received not from a sceptic
but rather from ‘one of the leading Scotch phrenologists’ in a later
article: Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Medical Adviser, 1/9 (31 January 1824),
140–1. The correspondent apparently asserted the necessary presence
of a prominence in the organ of destructiveness and advised the writer
to ascertain its linear extent through the use of callipers.
103 Anon., ‘Preface’, Medical Adviser, 1/1 (6 December 1823), v–vii
at p. v. The Medical Adviser was edited by Alex Burnett MD, and
published several other anonymous accounts of phrenology, including
‘Observations on phrenology’, 1/8 (24 January 1824), 113–15, and
‘Phrenology’, 1/11 (14 February 1824), 168–70.
104 Anon., ‘Phrenological observations on Thurtell’s head’, British Press,
17 January 1824, p. 3, col. 1.
105 Among other notorious murderers who were subjected to phrenological
(and, in this case, galvanic) investigation was William Corder (1803–28),
who was hanged for the murder of Maria Marten at the Red Barn:
see Anon., ‘The execution’, Globe and Traveller, 12 August 1828, p.
4, col. 1. The intended application of phrenology was widely reported
in the provincial press. The cranium of William Burke (1792–1829),
who was dissected by Monro tertius, was likewise phrenologically
preserved: see ‘Burke’ [advertisement], Scotsman, 31 January 1829,
p. 68, col. 1.
106 Phrenologus [pseud.], ‘Thurtell’s head and phrenology: to the editor of
the Scotsman’, Scotsman, 21 January 1824, p. 48, col. 1. This letter
was reprinted with the subtitle ‘From an Edinburgh paper’, in the
Cumberland Pacquet, and Ware’s Whitehaven Advertiser, 26 January
1824, p. 4, col. 5.
107 This article concluded of Thurtell that ‘his animal propensities must
have far exceeded his intellectual powers’, with the organs of combativeness and destructiveness both ‘of great size’: Anon., ‘Article
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XIX: Remarks of the cerebral development and dispositions of John
Thurtell’, Phrenological Journal and Miscellany, 1/2 (1823–4), 326–36,
at p. 329. The closing words of the article proclaim: ‘If ever head
confirmed phrenology, it is the head of Thurtell.’
Anon. ‘Article XVIII’, p. 322. On Elliotson’s mesmeric activities, see
William Hughes, That Devil’s Trick: Hypnotism and the Victorian
Popular Imagination (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015),
pp. 113–42.
Anon. ‘Article XVIII’, p. 323; Anon. ‘Notices’, Phrenological Journal
and Miscellany, 1/2 (1823–4), ii–iv at p. ii.
Anon., ‘Phrenology’, British Press, 6 July 1824, p. 2, col. 4; Anon.,
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‘That strange amalgamation of the two
sciences’: mesmerism, celebrity
practitioners and the schism of 1842–3

To the Editor of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal
Sir, – It has been to me a matter of some surprise that the strenuous
supporters of Phrenology, who have been equally strenuous opposers
of Mesmerism, should witness in silence that strange amalgamation
of the two sciences, which is now being exhibited under the title of
Phreno-Magnetism.
Boston Medical and Surgical Journal (1 November 1843)1

The relationship between mesmerism and phrenology does not appear
to have always been a comfortable one. The anonymous correspondent
to the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal – whose expansive
‘letter’ spans four separate issues of that publication, and is preceded
by a cautionary note supplied by its editorial recipient – is openly
motivated by a fear that the essential ‘Spiritualism’ of American
mesmerism is being encroached upon by the perceived ‘Materialism’
of phrenology.2 Similar concerns, punctuated by accusations that
phrenologists had denied the divine inspiration of Holy Writ, and
counterclaims which depicted phrenology itself as divine law, appear
both in print and on the public lecture platform in Britain at the
same time – albeit primarily as a footnote to the gradual elision of
the differences between the two pseudosciences in some parts of the
United Kingdom.3 That conflation, which occurred over a period
of around fifteen years from the start of the fifth decade of the
nineteenth century, marks a peculiar moment in the variable fortunes
of phrenology in the British Isles. It was a temporary rather than
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permanent confluence and is intimate to a crisis that has, curiously,
received comparatively little attention from historians associated
with either movement.
The gradual – if temporary – conflation of phrenology and mesmerism appears almost inevitable when considered in the context of
the parallel development of the two pseudosciences across the British
Isles. This parallel was arguably most evident in the dissemination
of the two systems amongst popular (rather than elite) audiences,
for the curious auditors who subscribed – at an admission tariff no
doubt determined by the social status of the local demographic – to
public mesmeric séances were often identical to those attending
demonstrations of phrenology. By the 1840s these latter were less
likely to be the sober lectures favoured by the perceptibly declining
phrenological societies, and more a form of entertainment or distraction masquerading as education. This was the moment at which a
more democratic form of celebrity became manifest in the presiding
figure of the phrenologist. The restrained and gentlemanly demeanour
associated with feted and invited speakers such as George Combe
was progressively eclipsed by the showmanship of entrepreneurial
individuals who made effective use not merely of the facilities afforded
by mechanics’ institutes, theatres and music halls but also the
advertising columns of popular newspapers. For peripatetic showmen
such as these – for they were predominantly, if not exclusively, male
– the two pseudosciences were truly complementary. The cranial
organs of phrenology represented a logical focus for the pointed
manipulations of mesmerism, and the mesmeric stimulation of these
in some stage-confederate was calculated to amuse or amaze a demotic
audience. Most stage practitioners therefore advertised a facility in
both fields. Yet though the charlatan might appear to be in the
ascendant, this new generation of entrepreneurial practitioners was
still distinguished by a small cadre of individuals who maintained
at least a modicum of the earlier tradition of phrenological prognosis
and diagnosis, and who tempered the profitability of their actions
with some form of personal ethic.
Much has been written in recent years with regard to the educated
and dilettante enthusiasts associated with earlier phrenology, but
far less about the often self-taught practitioners whose presence
changed the culture of phrenology from around 1840. These largely
forgotten individuals espoused a version of phrenology that was
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premised upon practice rather than theory, and which was more
often individualistic than institutional. They were, moreover, often
representatives of a new practitioner demographic, their relatively
humble origins and modest education in many cases being of the
same order as that enjoyed by their demotic auditors. Like the
hybrid system of phreno-magnetism, these individuals have been
regarded as little more than a footnote to the history of phrenology,
and their functional role in the later culture of the pseudoscience
demands recognition. Similarly, the functional place of phrenomagnetism in that troubled history, with its freighting of professional
and social rivalries, and its imbrication of two contested pseudomedical systems, is equally worthy of consideration. Without such
a consideration, the history of phrenology remains incomplete.

‘These sister sciences of Man, Phrenology and Animal
Magnetism’: early British experiments in phreno-magnetism
On those rare occasions upon which the topic of phreno-magnetism
is raised in histories of phrenology, the name of one particular savant
– the radical London physician and lecturer John Elliotson – is most
commonly encountered. This is hardly surprising, given Elliotson’s
controversial reputation. He was, as the Lancet tellingly remarked
in his obituary, an individual whose career was conducted ‘mainly in
antagonism to his professional brethren’ – this characteristic antipathy
to the strictures of orthodox medicine being further exacerbated by
his resignation from a lucrative teaching post at University College
Hospital in 1838.4 That resignation – which was prompted in part
by the somewhat lurid reporting of mesmeric experiments conducted
by Elliotson on the wards of the hospital – coincides with the rise
of phreno-magnetism as an identifiable discipline and also with
the Elliotson’s own developing practice, initially within his private
chambers and later in the short-lived London Mesmeric Hospital.5
Punch, notably, caricatured Elliotson as a virtuoso phreno-magnetic
musician, digitally tuning the cranial organs of a female patient in
1843 (Figure 7).6 Though such images and the grotesque reporting
of his mesmeric practice undoubtedly endowed Elliotson with a
national notoriety, it is possible to argue that their presence has
served to obscure the activities of his contemporaries, and thus the
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7 John Elliotson as phreno-magnetist, Anon., ‘A New
Musical Instrument’, Punch; or the London Charivari,
5 (July–December 1843), 168

broader presence of phreno-magnetism itself. Elliotson was not by
any means the sole practitioner, nor even the primary populariser, of
phreno-magnetism – which was also known as mesmero-phrenology,
phreno-mesmerism and phrenopathy – in the United Kingdom.7 If
anything, the influence exercised by Elliotson appears to have been
primarily confined to London, and to professional circles rather
than the wider public. Charismatic and controversial though he
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was, Elliotson never quite attained the popular status with regard
to phreno-magnetism that had been enjoyed by George Combe in
respect of phrenology, the latter being a figurehead not merely in
Edinburgh but across the whole country.8
Robin Waterfield, a historian of hypnosis, contends that ‘phrenomagnetism seems to have been an indigenous American phenomenon,
which then spread back to Europe’.9 As the sources upon which
Waterfield bases this assertion are obscure, the ostensible precedence
of American over British phreno-magnetic practice remains, arguably,
unproven. What does appear certain, though, is that phrenomagnetism entered British popular consciousness as early as midJanuary 1842 – that is, considerably more than a year before the
anonymous correspondent submitted his truculent letter to the editor
of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal. Where various practitioners of phreno-magnetism in the United States were inclined to proclaim
stridently their primary authorship of the hybrid pseudoscience – J.
Stanley Grimes (1807–1903), for example, in 1838, and Robert
Hanham Collyer (1814–91) in 1839 – British phreno-magnetists
are, by contrast, somewhat less assertive in their aspiration to pioneer
status.10 Sir John Brocas Whalley-Smythe-Gardiner (1814–68), of
Roche Court near Fareham, wrote for example in self-effacing vein
to the editor of the Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle,
informing that publication’s readership how he had been:
induced to give publicity to some experiments (which I not long ago
made in concert with my friend, Mr Charles Mansfield, of Clare Hall,
Cambridge, which have demonstrated, beyond the possibility of doubt,
the fact of there being an intimate connection between Animal Magnetism and Phrenology); in consequence of having just perused an article
in an American paper, to which my attention was directed by the
kindness of Dr Elliotson, wherein it appears that Drs Buchannan and
Collyer have, by a singular coincidence, almost simultaneously in
another part of the world, impinged upon the same important fact.
I did not intend to announce the discovery until my details had been
perfected and arrayed in their proper dress; but it now appears to
me that the time has arrived when longer to repress facts would be
tacitly to allow an undue start and advantage to our transatlantic
brethren in the race for truth, and to make them suppose that we
Englishmen are comparatively idle and spiritless inquirers.11

Whatever the state of British phreno-magnetism, it appears that this
development was a topic of conversation within meetings of the
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London Phrenological Society as early as February 1843, with one
amateur experimenter in the hybrid pseudoscience – the architect
Henry George Atkinson (1812–c. 1890) – admitting his ignorance
not merely of research conducted in the United States but also that
undertaken in Hampshire.12
It is Whalley-Smythe-Gardiner, however, who appears to have first
described the processes of phreno-magnetism for the benefit of a
British audience hitherto accustomed to a satisfactory demarcation
between the two pseudosciences. Gardiner – as the Hampshire baronet
modestly terms himself in the letter – first directs the reader’s attention
to the American practice espoused by Collyer and another savant,
Joseph R. Buchanan (1814–99). This appears to be a practice which
anticipates that adopted by Elliotson in the 1843 Punch caricature,
where the mesmerist’s hands are theatrically positioned above, or
else physically applied to, the phrenological organs of a patient.
As Gardiner suggests, the mesmeric stimulation of a specific organ
will induce a response sympathetic to its function in the cranial
economy, for ‘Both doctors produce their effects by an exertion
of the will, and by applying their fingers to the several organs of
the patients’.13
Having briefly outlined American practice, Gardiner then moves
to ‘our doings at home’, initiating this much longer description with
an allusion to how a mesmerised patient characteristically locates the
discomfort of musical discord not in the ear, a physiological organ,
but by placing her finger upon the phrenological locus associated
with ‘Melody’ [original italics]. As Gardiner goes on to suggest, it
is the special receptivity which mesmerism may induce in a patient,
that suggests an intimacy between animal magnetism and phrenology – though he is careful to exemplify the functional intimacy
that pertains between ‘these sister sciences of Man, Phrenology
and Animal Magnetism’ in British rather than American context:
He recalls:
I asked the patient referred to (a young lady ignorant of Phrenology)
when in the trance, with what part of the brain she kept a secret? She
replied, ‘On the side of my brain.’ Upon asking her to point out the
spot, she placed her finger exactly on the organ of secretiveness in my
head. I placed my finger on her organ of secretiveness, when she said
‘Yes, just there, where I am touching my head.’ In the trance she
fancies the two movements are identical. Having asked her where she
felt anger, she placed her finger upon my organ of destructiveness.
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I enquired – where she felt hunger? Her finger rested on my organ
of alimentiveness.

Under mesmeric trance, therefore, it would appear that a subject
becomes suddenly and acutely aware of their own phrenological
geography, irrespective of any conscious knowledge of the system,
and is further capable of indicating on the surface of the cranium
the location of discomfort, surfeit or deficiency.14
This development, certainly, implicates phrenology as a diagnostic
tool analogous to the early nineteenth-century mesmerism of, for
example the Marquis de Puységur (1751–1825).15 The intimacy of
the relationship, though, between the phreno-magnetic operator
and his patient exceeds this diagnostic imperative, as Gardiner makes
clear. The account continues:
I interrogated her as to the time: she was wholly unable to tell me.
The idea then struck me that I might possibly enable her to estimate
the hour by exciting the organ of time. With this view I rubbed the
forehead gently at the required spot, exerting my volition to the
utmost, of course; she very shortly exclaimed ‘oh! that makes me feel
so odd.’ I asked in what way? She replied, ‘it makes me know what
time it is.’ – she then told me the time with almost perfect accuracy.
She would afterwards always estimate the lapse of time – intervals
– with astonishing accuracy, upon my exciting the organ of time on
her forehead. Her finger rubbed on my forehead produced invariably
the same results (this is true of all the organs).16

Other organs within the patient’s phrenological economy – tune,
self-esteem, colour, locality, constructiveness, wit, destructiveness
and imitation – are similarly excited by the phreno-magnetist, with
the mode of reducing their enhanced state of agitation being wonderfully simple: ‘I breathed on the organ with a view to reduce its
activity, and she very soon became calm’.17 The blandness of Gardiner’s
reportage here sidesteps the persistent association – in popular culture
at least – of mesmerism with sexual interference and unethical control
of the entranced subject. The implications of these, though, are
surely latent: less evident, perhaps, in Gardiner’s measured prose,
their presence pervades others where the veneer of scientific objectivity
is less skilfully applied.
In that context, it is perhaps germane to return to the 1843 Punch
cartoon which depicts Elliotson ‘playing’ the organs of a young and
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smiling female subject. The text which accompanies the illustration,
redolent as it is with the trenchant sarcasm characteristic of the
journal, objectifies the entranced subject as ‘a wonderful Instrument’
whose ‘ornamental’ status may be enhanced ‘by the help of rich
silk, &c.’. The writer renders the relationship between Elliotson
and his unnamed subject in notably tactile terms. She is ‘a FingerOrgan’, ‘standing on two self-acting legs’ and possessing ‘a particularly
sensitive pedal, which responds to the pressure of the foot’ – this
latter being an allusion to the doctor’s technique of pressing the
foot of his subject gently beneath his own on those occasions when
he had withdrawn his hand from her grasp. Comedic though this
commentary might sound, it embodies a raw satirical edge. Elliotson’s
resignation from University College Hospital at the close of 1838
– five years before the Punch satire – had been in part prompted
by the negative publicity associated with some of his mesmeric
experiments there, most notably those which employed the services
of an epileptic patient, Elizabeth O’Key. When entranced, O’Key
was notably tactile in her behaviour, one popular newspaper denouncing her as a ‘well-established case of nymphomania’ whilst still
detailing, with undisguised relish, her inclination to embrace and
kiss the doctor whilst ostensibly under his control.18 Such a recent
metropolitan scandal would hardly have been forgotten by the
topically aware readership of Punch, and though it would appear
that Elliotson was the victim of his subject’s playful archness, rather
than she the victim of his carnal lusts, the satire may still stand as
an ironic index of the uneasy and unequal relationship between
practitioner and patient in mesmeric séance. The sincere ethics of
Elliotson, after all, were not shared by many who practised phrenomagnetism outside of the medical environment.

‘Phreno-Spencerian-magnetic humbug’: public performance
and phreno-magnetism in the north of England
Those practitioners of phreno-magnetism who were domiciled in
the south of England around 1843, it might be concluded, were
experimenting very much in isolation, their discrete researches only
being brought to light either through scarce notices in the provincial
press or else under the watchful chairmanship of John Elliotson at
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the meetings of the London Phrenological Society. The situation in
the northern counties of England, though, appears to have been
somewhat different, with phreno-magnetism being recorded as a
subject for popular exhibition, discussion and imitation as early as
February 1843. A pseudonymous correspondent to the Provincial
Medical Journal and Retrospect of the Medical Sciences, for example,
records with distaste how ‘A Mr Spencer Hall has recently been
delivering in the city of York and other places, a series of lectures,
illustrated by experiments, on what he calls ‘phreno-magnetism’
– this being ‘a fresh-science (!), combining the principles both of
Mesmerism and phrenology’.19 Dismissing the claims of Spencer
Hall (1812–85) as ‘phreno-Spencerian-magnetic humbug’, the
writer goes on to relate how the peripatetic lecturer has seemingly
‘magnetised the purses of the worthy but somewhat credulous citizens
of York’ before initiating some form of imitative delusion across the
county. Thus,
In Sheffield, in Wakefield, and in York, a great number of people,
and – mirabile dictu, very many of them members of the medical
profession, have been infected by the phreno-magnetic mania, and
they go about from house to house see-sawing with their hands,
darting with their fingers, staring with their eyes, and tickling up the
craniological bumps of their male and female acquaintances.20

As a professional gentleman ostensibly addressing fellow clinicians,
the pseudonymous author takes pains to condemn not merely the
credulity of those individuals whose financial subscriptions support
Hall’s ongoing ‘road to fame and … to profit’ but also their reckless
disregard of common-sense notions of social and intellectual decorum.
Rhetorically, the reader is manoeuvred into a position in which the
doctrines espoused by Hall cannot be taken seriously because of his
humble origins and present place in popular – rather than professional
– culture. As Alison Winter rightly notes, social class is a factor in
the policing of ‘fringe’ medicine.21 Hence:
Mr Spencer Hall was formerly a journeyman printer in the ‘York
Courant’ newspaper office; the public will be rather surprised, and
indeed it is somewhat paradoxical, that after having been a man of
letters he should be an illiterate man. But paradoxical as it may sound,
it is, nevertheless, the fact. He himself confesses that he is ‘a plainspoken man’, and ‘not an acute elocutionist’, and he apologises for
his limping oratory, saying, ‘I cannot speak well for them myself,
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however well I may be able to write for them in private, as in writing
we have to employ a different class of faculties to those employed in
public speakers.’

‘I really don’t see why he should write well and speak badly’,
concludes the pseudonymous writer, testily.22 Hall is, indeed, castigated
for his writings outside of the subject of phreno-magnetism, with
the correspondent identifying him as the pseudonymous ‘Sherwood
Forester’, a favourite of the provincial public and author of the
popular volumes The Forester’s Offering and Rambles in the
Country.23 This pretension to letters on the part of a mere artisan
seemingly enrages the correspondent even more:
The ‘Sherwood Forester’ of the present day beats his prototype Robin
Hood hollow. He levies his contributions with greater security, and
decidedly shoots with a much longer bow. When he visits the metropolis
I sincerely trust he will be taken to the Greenwood, not that which
erst was situated amidst the romantic wilds of Yorkshire and Nottinghamshire, but that which may be seen daily on the bench of one
of the police offices.

The whole statement crystallises the correspondent’s central objection
to Spencer Hall – the belief that this artisan practitioner is a mountebank or charlatan, to be numbered ‘among those persons who
obtain money under false pretences’. ‘Greenwood’ is most likely
Mr Greenwood, a well-reported magistrate presiding at the Thames
police office at the close of the preceding decade.24
The correspondent closes his unequivocally hostile account of
Hall’s aspirations with a description of the ‘experiments’ which
followed one of the lectures at York. These latter appear to have
been conducted very much in the manner described by Gardiner,
with a mesmeric trance conventionally induced and the various
phrenological organs – veneration, secretiveness, acquisitiveness and
so on – excited by Hall. The subject, a tailor, is needless to say
dismissed as both ‘a loutish-looking lad’ and a paid accomplice of
the mesmeriser, for ‘the whole of Mr Hall’s performance’ is nothing
more than ‘a juggle and a trick’.25 Spencer Timothy Hall, though,
is surely worthy of a more balanced assessment than that given in
this truculent tirade – and such an assessment is indeed possible
due to the unusually extensive coverage of the lecturer’s activities
across the north of England. Far from being the tongue-tied charlatanpretender presented in the Provincial Medical Journal, Hall appears
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to have been something of a local celebrity whose fame rested on
far more than his lecture-room antics. He was largely self-educated,
and had worked in several unskilled, as well as artisan, occupations.
The editor of several newspapers and journals – most notably the
short-lived Phreno-Magnet, and Mirror of Nature26 – Hall was the
correspondent or associate of a number of public figures, including
the poet John Clare (1793–1864) and the author Harriet Martineau
(1802–76), the latter being the recipient of therapeutic mesmerism
at Hall’s hands in 1844.27 Martineau was also treated by Henry
George Atkinson, attributing the apparent recovery of her health
to his mesmeric intervention.28
Hall thus appears to have been considerably more than the strolling
mountebank depicted in the Provincial Medical Journal. A governor
of the Hollis Hospital – an alms-house in Sheffield – by the time of
that report, Hall had already garnered a local reputation for delivering
public lectures on mesmerism and phreno-magnetism to the city’s
Mechanics’ Institution free of charge. In 1843, it was recorded with
favour that Hall had ‘presented £16 10s. to the Nottingham General
Hospital and £3 to the Nottingham Dispensary’, these being the
proceeds of a lecture and a conversazione on phreno-magnetism.29
These hardly seem to be the actions one might associate with an
avaricious charlatan. Yet, there are a number of factors within Hall’s
conduct in the auditorium which, none the less, distance his lecturing
style from the more restrained phrenological exhibitions conducted by
his institutionally affiliated contemporaries in Scotland and England.
The report of one apparently oversubscribed lecture, delivered
in Sheffield on 5 December 1842, is in this respect particularly
illuminating, even though a note of caution must be sounded, given
that Hall was a co-editor of the newspaper in which the account
appeared. In his lecture, Hall appears first to have delivered a highly
detailed statement not merely of his own understanding of phrenomagnetism, but also with regard to the redefinition of many of the
existing phrenological organs recently announced by the American
La Roy Sunderland (1802–85), editor of the New York phrenological
journal the Magnet. This detail would suggest that Hall was, astonishingly, at that time somewhat better informed than his more genteel
compatriots in the south of England.30 It is during the second part
of the programme, however, that Hall’s work appears to undertake
a quite different – and withal spectacular – turn. In the tradition of
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public displays of mesmerism, Hall presented to the audience a
sequence of entranced subjects whose behaviour and expressions
he purported to influence by applying his personal mesmerism to
their phrenological organs. On this particular occasion, he successively
exhibited four individuals to a substantial audience:
The first was a girl apparently about 17 years of age. She was almost
immediately in the magnetic sleep, and on the organ of Tune being
touched, began to warble melodiously – and on the organ of Veneration
being touched, was as promptly in the most beautiful attitude of prayer.

These particular organs are consistently evoked in Hall’s subsequent
demonstrations of phreno-magnetism, presumably on account of
the satisfying aural and visual phenomena their excitation might
produce. Other mesmerised subjects on the night – including the
young artisan William Wilmot, who appears to have a been a regular
participant in Hall’s demonstrations – likewise sang lullabies and
comic songs when appropriately manipulated, or else recited prayers
or poems aloud. Even in this overtly favourable account, it is hard
to see this part of the evening’s proceedings as anything other than
a staged performance, calculated to entertain as much as to inform
– witness, indeed, the entranced Wilmot’s dumb-show re-enactment
of his daily industrial tasks, or his progression ‘across the platform
with lordly dignity’ upon the excitation of his organ of Self-Esteem.
Significantly, on this occasion ‘Mr Hall did not fail in a single case
of producing the required manifestation’, and it is notable that one
sceptical member of the audience, ‘Mr Wilkins, the barrister’, was
moved to observe ‘that the subjects must have been well trained’.
At the close of the gathering it was announced – without irony, and
to cheers – that, due to pressure of numbers, Hall’s next gratuitous
demonstration was to be held at ‘the Circus’ rather than in the
present accommodation.31
Hall pursued his lecturing programme with some vigour across
the north of England following his apparent success in Sheffield. He
spoke in Nottingham in the first week of January 1843, converting
at least one erstwhile sceptic.32 A report of one of two lectures which
he delivered in the Merchant Adventurers’ Hall in York, having
appeared in the York Courant, was reprinted as far away as the
west of Ireland, the editor of the Limerick Reporter prefacing the
condensed account with a laudatory statement to the effect that ‘Mr
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Anderson may now give up the trade, and Mr Combe, the Edinburgh
phrenologist, must hide his diminished head in the presence of Mr
Spencer Hall, Governor of the Hollis Hospital, Sheffield’. These
later newspaper accounts of Hall’s lectures, whilst confirming the
structural consistency of his exhibitions, are, however, somewhat
more graphic with regard to the effects produced. Hence, in York
an artisan was, again, made to perform his trade in dumb-show; an
agitated organ of self-esteem produced in one subject ‘an elevated
head, and a lip appearing to curl with haughty pride’, and ‘a ditty’
was sung ‘in a low tone of voice’. The anticipated spectacle of the
occasion was no doubt viscerally enhanced through the insertion of
a pin into one of the subjects in order to test his insensibility, and
by the same subject being phrenologically prompted to purloin the
greatcoat of an attendant gentleman, ‘which he endeavoured to secret
[sic] … under the skirts of his own coat, amidst much laughter’.33
Later in the same month Hall found himself in Birmingham
addressing ‘a limited but respectable audience’ rather than a large
and socially mixed crowd.34 The local press was again less inclined
to dwell upon the crowd’s acclamation of the speaker, preferring
instead to detail the grotesqueries of the subjects under his magnetic
control. As in the earlier ‘experiments’, Hall induced veneration
and self-esteem, producing what would seem to be predictably
prayerful and proud behaviour on the part of his artisan subject:
The organs of acquisitiveness and secretiveness were then acted on,
when the face immediately assumed a sinister expression – the muscles
around the mouth and the nose had the rigid compression which
marks the features in the miser or avaricious person. As the operator
still persevered, the face assumed a most thievish look; and the subject
immediately, in a most cunning manner, dextrously took the lecturer’s
watch and stowed it into his own coat pocket. Whilst the same rapacious expression continued, the organs of benevolence and conscientiousness were touched, and immediately the features assumed a kind
and remorseful expression, and he immediately restored the booty.35

The whole performance is redolent of the exaggeration of popular
stagecraft, the emotions and passions being delineated through
gestures that feel scripted and conventional rather than spontaneous.
Though apparently ‘tickled’ by the entranced subject’s mimicry
of various harmless sounds and foreign words, the ‘respectable’
audience’s reaction to this exhibition of theft is not reported. The
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implications of the latter, though, are worthy of further attention.
Even though there is no suggestion that Hall has himself specifically
instructed his subject to purloin the watch, the popular mythology
of mesmerism is punctuated with narratives of involuntary criminality.36 In this context, the implicit suggestion is that the negation of
will associated with mesmerism, and the specific direction of attention
towards a relevant phrenological organ, are in themselves sufficient
to allow the latter free and unchecked expression across the mobile
body. This is not so much the type of mind-control that would
ultimately be coupled with the fictional name of Svengali. Rather,
it is the tacit suggestion that a criminal potential is immanent in
some degree in all humanity, just as a tuneful capacity or a venerating
capability might likewise be present. It is the overall temperament,
which is determined by the balancing of the various phrenological
organs, further tempered by self-control and social conditioning,
that holds back the free expression of such crude and primal
acquisitiveness. What remains unsaid, though, is that Hall’s stagy
techniques could, in the hands of a less scrupulous manipulator,
facilitate the entry of a vulnerable subject into misdemeanour.
Seemingly oblivious of the antisocial possibilities of his phrenomagnetic techniques – which some in attendance appear to have
emulated – Hall continued his progress across the country.37 During
the subsequent month he addressed meetings at the New Hall in
Leicester, in the Exchange in Middlesbrough – where in the course
of his experiments apparently he ‘met with a good deal of opposition’
– and at the Manchester Athenaeum.38 By April, Hall’s soirées at
the Royal Assembly Rooms in Liverpool were advertised prominently
in the Liverpool Mail as ‘Experiments in phreno-magnetism’, while
in the Yorkshire Gazette a month later the pseudonymous Arbitrator
decried such ‘lectures’ as gatherings ‘where our fellow creatures are
operated upon and exhibited in various postures as objects of ridicule,
laughter and curiosity’.39 By April 1845, Hall was resident in London
and conducting mesmeric séances and private readings from rooms
at 59, Pall Mall.40 Hall’s fortunes subsequently waxed and waned,
however, his therapeutic interests developing in the direction of
homeopathy and hydropathy.41 Having practised several unregulated
varieties of medicine, and gained an honorary doctorate in the process,
he died a relative pauper in Blackpool in 1885 shortly after receiving
a payment of £100 from the Royal Bounty Fund in acknowledgement
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of his past literary (rather than medical) standing.42 As his obituary
in the Manchester Evening News suggests, though, Hall’s connection
to both phrenology and animal magnetism had by then been all but
forgotten.43

The ‘Fareham Controversy’: William Collins Engledue,
theology and materialism
Hall’s specialist journal, The Phreno-Magnet – which covered a
mere eleven months of debate and was published in a convenient
and compendious single volume – was quite possibly projected
as much as a supplementary source of income for its peripatetic
editor as a serious contribution to the disciplinary development
of phreno-magnetism. Its contents were diverse and interspersed
with polemic, much of which was penned by the editor himself.
Indeed, the editorial ‘we’ in one place openly identifies itself as the
experimenter of those public addresses which Hall undertook in
February and December 1843, this short period being the extent of
the publication’s coverage.44 It is obscure as to whether the other
contributors to The Phreno-Magnet were even aware of the inclusion
of their writings in that periodical, though some were undoubtedly
correspondents or associates of the editor. Among the original
content are letters by James Braid (1795–1860), the surgeon and
pioneer of analgesic hypnotism, and by Henry Atkinson, Elliotson’s
associate, as well as a succession of ‘Phreno-magnetic notes’ by
the mesmeric apologist John Potchett (c. 1787–1862).45 A portion
of the publication, though, is derivative, and may well have been
published in full or as sizeable excerpts without the knowledge or
agreement of the original author. Under this heading fall no fewer
than five more or less verbatim pieces written by the American La
Roy Sunderland; a snippet regarding mesmerism and epilepsy in
Jamaica, lifted from the Morning Journal in Kingston; and an essay
on the moral faculty by Benjamin Rush (1746–1813), one of the
signatories of the Declaration of Independence!46 Other derivative
items include excerpted newspaper reports of Hall’s lectures in Nottingham, Manchester, York, Liverpool and Chester.47 In the light of
this content, and indeed that of the illustration which precedes the
text – an engraving depicting Hall standing outside his birthplace
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and clutching a rolled document upon which La Roy Sunderland’s
neologism ‘Phrenopathy’ is prominently inscribed – it is hard to
contemplate the whole publishing venture that is The Phreno-Magnet
as being anything other than naked self-publicity.48
The reputation – if not the actual existence – of The Phreno-Magnet
has been arguably obscured by that of the Zoist, a periodical whose
influence has been more extensively acknowledged by historians of
both hypnotism and phrenology.49 Edited by Elliotson and William
Collins Engledue (1813–58), and significantly subtitled A Journal
of Cerebral Physiology and Mesmerism, it appeared quarterly between
1843 and 1856 and balanced – on occasion, uneasily – writings
which covered both the clinical and populist aspects of phrenomagnetism. The rhetorical tone of the Zoist was on occasion strained
by a long-running dispute over the credibility of mesmerism between
Elliotson and the sceptical Thomas Wakley (1795–1862), editor of
the Lancet.50 Dismissed as disappointingly elitist by Hall in The
Phreno-Magnet, the Zoist has none the less been contemplated in
more recent times as being itself something of a vanity project.
Jennifer Ruth, for example, depicted the periodical as being ‘as
much a chronicle of Elliotson’s bitterness and outrage at the medical
profession which humiliated him as it is a forum for the discussion
of mesmerism and phrenology’.51 Being an avowedly specialist
publication, therefore, the value of the Zoist as an index of the
wider public knowledge of phreno-magnetism is limited. The manner
in which the periodical and its contents were reported in the popular
press may, however, provide a telling insight into the waning fortunes
of phreno-magnetism at a time in which the fledgling hybrid was
but a few years old.
Surprisingly, given the detail in which phreno-magnetic exhibitions
had lately been reported in the popular press, newspapers in both
the capital and the provinces make comparatively little reference to
the phrenological content of the Zoist and dwell more extensively
upon the journal’s coverage of purely mesmeric topics.52 There appears
to be no interest in reporting the practical application of phrenomagnetism. Where phrenology is mentioned in the popular press in
connection with the Zoist, it appears as a discrete discipline applied,
for example, to criminal jurisprudence but not to the potential
manipulation or eradication of criminal tendencies.53 Elsewhere, an
Irish commentator advances an ironic allusion to a suggestion made
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in the Zoist that parliamentary candidates might be chosen on account
of their cranial conformation – ‘Sir Robert Peel has the bump of
secretiveness, we’ll be bound, and Mr Gladstone of veneration’, the
columnist gleefully remarks – but without any serious consideration
of the English periodical’s ostensible integration of the two pseudosciences.54 The mass appeal of phreno-magnetism thus seems to dissipate
in its transfer from the noisy public auditoria frequented by Spencer
Hall to the dry formality of a journal pretending to an ambience
of sober respectability. Popular, no doubt, with its own subscribers
over its thirteen years in print, the Zoist does not seem to have
caught the public imagination with sufficient vigour to ensure its
place within the popular economy of the press. Moreover, it would
seem that Elliotson’s own dogged commitment to mesmerism in its
therapeutic and surgical applications – and the protraction of hostilities with Wakley on that topic – necessarily pushed the phrenological
component of his researches more and more into the background.
Even though Elliotson was the founder of the London Phrenological
Society, it was to be his engagement with mesmerism upon which
his enduring reputation would be built. The Zoist was thus arguably
but a means to an end for Elliotson, and phrenology itself seemingly
a mere tool in achieving that end.
If the Zoist might be regarded as having cast its contemporary,
The Phreno-Magnet, into relative obscurity, so too might the former’s
controversial editor, John Elliotson, be said to have somewhat
overshadowed his less-colourful counterpart, the Portsmouth physician
William Engledue. The activities of Engledue were, however, widely
reported across the fifth decade of the century.55 Characteristically,
he was reported in print not so much for his activities as for his
opinions – opinions which were to fracture the consensus which
had carried British phrenology forward since the days of its earliest
demonstrations across the country. That consensus was vested not
in an adherence to any corpus of central doctrines, or even the
acceptance of a specified number of organs or their attributes. Rather,
it was an unspoken agreement not to raise the difficult question of
materialism whilst the dogmas of phrenology remained outside
general acceptance within the medical profession and amongst the
wider public. Such disagreements had, after all, stalked Continental
phrenology from its inception, and indeed continued to punctuate
phrenological debate in the United States. In Britain, it appears that
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the question of materialism was – amazingly – almost totally excluded
from the opinions expressed publicly by phrenologists, even though
it did on occasion feature in the rhetoric of those openly opposed
to the claims of phrenology.56 Engledue, however, was instrumental
in the breaking of this consensus and – in consequence – of the
fracturing of the phrenological movement itself at the very point at
which it had arguably begun to succeed in its aspirations of being
recognised as a credible and institutional science.
The prelude to this drama occurred in provincial Portsmouth,
where Engledue maintained a successful medical practice, rather
than in the English capital. It was initially conducted not in the
lurid storytelling of the popular press, nor between the covers of
some specialist journal of mesmerism or phrenology, but rather in
a series of private letters which were, none the less, progressively
exposed to public gaze by one of the two correspondents. In 1839,
Engledue was persuaded, following a number of refusals on his
part, to deliver a course of four lectures upon phrenology at the
Fareham Literary Institution.57 On 7 February, however, Engledue
received a letter from Reverend Henry Thompson (1796–1868),
then rector of Holy Trinity Church, Fareham, in his capacity as
president of the institution. In his epistle, Thompson queried not
the science itself but directed his attention to the proposed speaker’s
religious leanings. Considering phrenology to be a subject ‘not
unconnected with the very highest interests of man considered as
an immortal’, Thompson informs Engledue that:
My friend Mr Dewdney, having heard of your intention to lecture
here, has stated to me that you discredit the Divine Inspiration of the
Holy Scriptures. You will not, therefore, I trust, consider me impertinent, in reporting the statement to you, as I now do, in the hope
that you will kindly oblige me with the means of disabusing the mind
of Mr Dewdney, and to giving a satisfactory answer to enquiries of
any of our friends in this place who might hear the same report which
has reached Mr Dewdney, and bring it to me, as the President of the
Fareham Institution.

Thompson’s concern, while commensurate with the two organisations which he serves, is perhaps an index of the freedom of
debate customarily afforded within the meetings of the Fareham
Literary Institution. Be that as it may, Engledue’s response was an
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immediate affirmation of his holding the requisite beliefs, albeit with
the telling suggestion that Dewdney’s accusation ‘did not surprise
me, as I must expect this charge applied to me, in common with
other Phrenologists’.58
Private controversy aside, the four lectures were delivered on
consecutive days commencing on 27 February 1839. At their conclusion, as Engledue noted, ‘Mr Staniland, of Fareham, stated he did
not believe in Phrenology, and that he pledged himself to deliver a
lecture or lectures, refuting all the statements advanced by me’.
Creditably – or, perhaps, foolishly, given that his challenger made
an unauthorised copy of the manuscript – Engledue ‘offered to lend
Mr S. my manuscript lectures, diagrams, skulls, and preparations,
which offer he accepted’.59 The disagreement between Staniland and
Engledue – in essence, an acceleration of the earlier theological spat
between Engledue and the two clerics – ripened into what became
known as the ‘Fareham Controversy’ from the point at which
Staniland, who was a member of the Royal College of Surgeons
rather than a clergyman, stepped away from the podium at the
conclusion of his first address.60
The debate was played out in both the heated discussions which
followed Staniland’s polemical delivery of the two presentations,
and in the reports of the event which appeared in the local press
and a national phrenological journal. The Hampshire press seems
to have taken something of a sympathetic attitude to Engledue’s
position, quite possibly not so much because of the actual cause he
espoused but rather on account of the ungentlemanly treatment he
had received at the hands of an institution which had, after all,
initially pressed him to deliver his own course of lectures.61 Recalling
Staniland’s first lecture, for example, the Hampshire Telegraph and
Sussex Chronicle noted that ‘the advocate of the science, Dr Engledue
… was not allowed to refute the statements made upon that occasion’,
and promised on his behalf ‘a fair and impartial hearing’ within its
own columns ‘after the conclusion of the next lecture’.62
That corrective was duly given in an account of both lectures,
published in the paper on 11 November 1839. The report suggests
that, though Staniland embodied much of his critique of phrenology
through nominally scientific allusions to comparative anatomy, the
theological import of his distaste was seldom far from the surface.
Indeed, the anonymous columnist prefaced his recollection of the
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lecturer’s long tabulation of anatomical objection with the emphatic
observation that the speaker regarded the scientific pretensions of
phrenology as ‘tending to ruin the soul as regards a future state
[and] rendering the moral part of scripture useless’. There is something
of an irony in Staniland’s deployment of the evidence provided by
the material body – and, indeed, the comparative anatomy of diverse
species – in what is essentially an anti-materialist diatribe. However,
as the columnist recalled, with his long taxonomy completed,
Staniland guided his rhetoric to an emphatic (and, it has to be said,
ridiculously fanciful) climax:
Phrenologists were then denounced as materialists, fatalists, and infidels,
as holding the darkest and deadliest doctrines of the sceptics [sic]
creed – that they were the authors of trickery and teachers of legerdemain – that a belief in the doctrine cuts man off from the blessings
of a future state – that it did away with the belief in the death, resurrection, and sufferings of our Saviour – that prisons had better be
converted into phrenological madhouses, and clergymen into the
keepers of lunatic asylums – that a bumpological dictionary must
immediately issue from the press – and to end all, Dr Spurzheim was
denounced as a blasphemer and an infidel for stating ‘that true Christian
morality is the morality of nature announced in a positive manner’.

Staniland’s immoderate tirade speaks for itself. Though there are
recollections here that have some relationship to the aspirations and
writings of phrenology – witness Spurzheim’s occasional remarks on
morality, or the investigative presence of phrenologists in prisons –
the remainder is little more than a wild projection based upon the
pseudoscience’s perceived hostility to theological free will and the
divine, rather than biological, formation of human character and
behaviour. How a belief in phrenology may undermine a belief in
the historical, as well as theological, life and death of Christ is, in
particular, never clarified, nor indeed is the capacity of an aspiring
science to supplant an established religion so easily. In invoking the
outraged rhetoric of blasphemy, Staniland seems perversely to suggest
that Christianity itself may be at the point of epistemological eclipse,
a system whose tenets may themselves not stand up to scrutiny.
Indeed, in the ‘stormy discussion’ that followed – this being in
part a discussion ‘regarding the propriety of allowing Dr Engledue
the privilege of reply’ – the clergy and their supporters were virulent
in their condemnation not merely of phrenology but also of its
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defender. While ‘Mr Harrison, the clergyman’ remarked that ‘Dr
Engledue had unsettled the belief of several of his congregation’,
Mr Paddon denounced Phrenology as leading to infidelity &c., and
exhibited considerable violence and loss of temper – so did Capt.
O’Brien, and if it had not been for the determined and manly conduct
of Mr Spain, the Fareham Institution would have allowed the grossest
epithets to be applied to Dr Engledue, without allowing him to reply.

Engledue was finally permitted to speak to the defence of phrenology
after some forty-five minutes of argument. The columnist, again,
appears sympathetic, if not favourable, for his account is punctuated
by statements that Engledue ‘proved’ the tenacity of his thesis while
ostensibly addressing the errors propounded by Staniland in what
he termed the present misrepresentation of phrenology. Tempers in
the room flared again, however, when Engledue moved to address
the imputation of materialism. Identifying ‘that which had been
called mind’ as ‘merely the function of the brain’, just as ‘digestion
is called the function of the stomach’, Engledue proposed that the
mind and soul were separate entities. The processes of thought, in
other words, are material and die with the body; the soul, being
divine and immaterial, may persist in accordance with conventional
Christian eschatology. Again, this was not sufficient to calm some
of the 400 auditors present, two military gentlemen in particular
interrupting the speaker with ‘rabid demonstrations’ before the
president rose to restore order.
Having finally addressed the perceived fatalism of phrenology by
way of a credible farrago of Biblical allusion, Engledue – as the
reporter phrased it – ‘concluded his remarks, and it was quite evident
from the tone of feeling exhibited by the meeting, that any impression
hostile to phrenology, on the grounds of its being inimical to religion,
had been removed’. Whatever the feelings of the room in general
– combative captains and casuistic clerics aside – the president
remained perceptibly unconvinced, as the columnist noted. Claiming
‘the privilege of a rejoinder’, Thompson asserted once more that
the mind and the soul were one and the same thing – ‘but alas! no
arguments were brought forward that could at all establish his
position’ – before adding:
that there were several points in the lectures which were unscriptural;
unfortunately, however, when we were in breathless and feverish
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expectation to have these points exposed and refuted, the President
sat down, thereby dissolving the meeting, and leaving us in perfect
ignorance of the unscriptural tenets.63

The identity of the author of this account was questioned in the
same newspaper a week later when Thompson, in an letter to
Engledue, claimed that the whole column ‘was either the entire
production of your pen or that it had at least the benefit of your
very accurate supervision’.64 This ostensibly private epistle, with
Engledue’s polite denial, were reproduced as the prelude to a
somewhat indignant letter to the editor which, in default of an
affirmative answer to his question from Engledue, claimed that the
unnamed reporter must in any case be ‘evidently a phrenologist’.
Thompson’s own beliefs with regard to phrenology do not appear
to have been in any way ameliorated either by Engledue’s private
correspondence, his course of lectures or his response to Staniland’s
polemic. In the cleric’s own words, Engledue’s seemingly materialist
beliefs are an ‘infidel absurdity’, the principles of which are ‘to weak
and unthinking minds, dangerous’.65
Though Thompson appears to have had the last word within the
pages of the Hampshire Telegraph, the acrimonious debate rumbled
on and transformed into an exchange on the comparative behaviour of
the protagonists as much as an interrogation of the religious principles
of phrenology. Engledue, irritated no doubt by Thompson’s cavalier
publication of his private letter in the Hampshire Telegraph, published
the whole of his correspondence with Thompson, interspersed with
indignant commentary, in a thirty-eight-page pamphlet, priced at
one shilling and ponderously entitled Phrenological Controversy:
Correspondence Between the Rev. Sir Henry Thompson, Bart, and
W. C. Engledue, MD. Staniland, as ‘a duty to God’, published
a sixpenny digest of his lectures under the title Anti-Phrenology,
specifically to ‘counteract the dangerous errors promulgated by that
pretended science’, phrenology.66 Thompson summarised his position,
and quoted again from published letters, in a three-penny pamphlet
which apparently ran to two editions.67
This latter volume produced an indignant – and pseudonymous
– reply on 4 January 1840, which was printed not in the customary
arena of the Hampshire Telegraph, however, but within the columns
of the rival Hampshire Independent. Following a rambling statement
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regarding the historical attitude of ‘a strongly ignorant, prejudiced
and intolerant clergy’, exemplified by the persecutions meted out
to Galileo, the author turns his ire towards Thompson and Dewdney,
the latter indicted as having gratuitously suggested the release of
the work. The rhetoric is pungent. These are ‘remarkably sanctified
and holy men’, but Engledue has been ‘not, I think, too fairly or
handsomely treated by the two divines’. Thompson is openly accused
of misrepresentation in the form of ‘unfitting misquotations’, and
held up to opprobrium as one who ‘has endeavoured to grapple
with a subject placed far too high above his intellectual reach’,
presumably on account of his ‘glaring inferiority of intelligence in
matters of natural science’. The central point raised by the reviewer
– for this is indeed something of a review of both Thompson’s book
and his rhetorical philosophy – is the contended point with regard
to the common identity of the brain and the soul, though no proofs
are afforded and the piece concludes with a panegyric of praise for
a doctor who ‘is among the first and leading men of his own profession, among whom he stands a well-principled and honourable
man’.68 A further theologically inflected exchange between two
anonymous correspondents featured in the pages of the Hampshire
Telegraph on 6 and 13 January 1840.69 A final, and somewhat
regretful, letter penned by ‘A Phrenologist of Low Degree’ appears
to have brought the conflict to a sputtering end in the same newspaper
towards the end of that month.70
The Fareham Controversy was, however, taken up by the phrenological press later in 1840. The Phrenological Journal and Magazine
of Moral Science, having received ‘Half a dozen controversial
pamphlets relating to this dispute with various reports and letters
in newspapers’, was moved to express ‘a feeling of gratification at
the evidently superior attainments of the champion of phrenology,
Dr Engledue, when compared with those of his opponents’. Smugness
aside, the editorial voice admits that, ‘the subject can have little
interest for parties beyond the immediate locality’, and for that
reason reports on the antagonists’ use of comparative anatomy rather
than their theological differences.71 The Fareham Controversy was,
however, to prove a prelude to a more widely publicised – and,
withal, metropolitan – disagreement, ranged along similar lines and
sufficiently acrimonious as to prompt a fundamental schism within
English phrenology.
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‘The split in the Phrenological Association’: the rise and fall of
a putative national body
This schism was to be the more far reaching because of the specific
manner in which phrenology had become institutionalised by the
fifth decade of the nineteenth century. British phrenology had, from
its earliest days, drawn much of its impetus from a loose network
of local societies and associations. These bodies provided at a
minimum level a supportive forum for speculative discussion and
demonstration within the pseudoscience, and, in some cases, additional
facilities such as meeting rooms, libraries and collections of illustrations, skulls and casts. They also functioned as a conduit of information regarding phrenology to the wider public by way of open lectures
and symposia. Though the Edinburgh society might arguably have
claimed a sort of precedence on account of its antiquity and association with George Combe, that body was never to exercise that
implicit imperative, exercising instead an informal oversight which
influenced Scottish phrenology in particular. With the rise, though,
of unaffiliated and peripatetic phrenologists, and indeed of businesses
who offered phrenological services from commercial premises, it
was apparent that some further institutionalisation might be desirable
in order to police the reputation of phrenology. If an actual regulatory
college on the lines of those bodies which imposed order and
orthodoxy upon the medical professions might be too grandiose a
prospect for what was still a fledgling science, a nationwide association
which might strengthen ties between reputable phrenologists was
certainly a realistic prospect.
The Phrenological Association, which had been formed in 1838
on the model of the British Association for the Advancement of
Science (BAAS), addressed, to a limited extent, this aspiration, though
the capacity among its elite membership for contentious debate may
well have been among the factors in that body’s own descent into
acrimonious schism – and in a consequent rupture of consensus
which was arguably to undermine British phrenology more broadly.
Formed as a discrete body in Newcastle, reputedly because the BAAS
refused to sanction a phrenological body within its ranks, the
association was fully aware of the sceptical hostility its advent might
provoke.72 A report in the Phrenological Journal and Magazine of
Moral Science, for example, warned:
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The frowns and sneers of a few of the elderly and influential leaders
of the British Association, and the sapping and undermining system
of opposition must be expected; and the more timid and servile of
those who have nominally embraced Phrenology will wish to damp
and extinguish the spark before it rises into a clear light. The true
and independent friends of the Science must be prepared for this, and
they must be determined to disregard it.73

Those ‘true and independent friends’ were exclusively ‘gentlemen’
– ladies seem not to have even been considered as members74 – and
appear to have been qualified simply on account of their having
already being elected as ‘members of established Phrenological
Societies, or members of the British Association for the advancement
of science’.75 The Phrenological Association’s desire to promote
‘good-will and friendly union’ amongst a diverse body of phrenologists
was, perhaps, hindered by the temperament of its elite and educated
membership even when this was arguably ameliorated by the election
of the popular George Combe to its presidency in 1840.76 The
Phrenological Association never quite succeeded in its lofty aspiration
to become a national body analogous to its putative model, the
BAAS. Indeed, as David de Giustino suggests, the actual influence
of the Phrenological Association was at best modest, for:
the phrenologists accomplished very little. There were lectures, demonstrations of dissection, and reports on the progress of phrenology in
Britain and Europe, but there were no agreed institutes or definitions
of faith. The Phrenological Association warned the public against the
unscrupulous quacks who perverted the science, but it was powerless
to discipline or correct heretics within the ranks. The Association could
do no more than identify and approve of those men who regarded
phrenology as a scientific philosophy in the manner of Spurzheim
and Combe.77

Indeed, this ostensibly national body may arguably have exercised
far less influence over the development of British phrenology than
its predecessor in Edinburgh. Its public demonstrations tended to
be singular gatherings organised on the fringe of the annual BAAS
meetings; it maintained no central library or museum for the benefit
of phrenologists at large; and the principal conduit by which its
activities were publicised was not the national press but the pages
of relatively low-circulation phrenological journals.78 The Phrenological Association was, unknowingly, a late marker of the decline of
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phrenology, rather than a milestone in its institutionalisation and
integration into medical, anthropological and philosophical culture.
It represented the final flowering of phrenology as practised by
Spurzheim and Combe, and its fracturing arguably marginalised as
much as divided a movement which had never enjoyed the homogeneity necessary for persistence, let alone permanence, in an age of
growing scepticism.
The ‘heretics’ of the Phrenological Association were not all,
however, dissidents from the doctrines first handed down by Gall
and Spurzheim. If the association attained any significance at all,
it was in the capacity of a theatre in which the final, schismatic
drama of a truly British phrenology was to be played out. In the
aftermath of that schism a quite different recension of phrenology
was to be reared upon the fractured and residual ruins of its former
incarnation. This latter development was to propel phrenology
further into commercialism through the mass production and commodification of resources, and away from a traditional identity
hitherto vested in the culture of learned societies, public meetings
and specialist journals. The catalyst for this momentous upheaval
was William Collins Engledue, the facilitator John Elliotson, and
the venue the fifth session of the Phrenological Association, held in
London on 20 June 1842. The heresy was less a departure from the
historical physiological principles of phrenology, and more a final
rupturing of the awkward silence that pertained on the relationship between phrenology, materialism and a specifically Christian
spirituality. The medium was an address to the assembled membership
by Engledue, subsequently reprinted in both the Medical Times
and as a discrete volume: its aftermath, a declaration by, and the
secession of, a significant body of subscribers to the Phrenological
Association.79
It should suffice to say that Engledue’s address, the delivery of
which was chaired by Elliotson, rehearsed those materialist ‘doctrines
conscientiously believed … by a section of our body’. To a modern
reader, these doctrines appear hardly controversial: cerebration is,
Engledue argues, nothing more than ‘the function of the brain’ and
the action of ‘organised matter’ – the mind and the body being
contemplated not discretely but as a ‘compound existence’, to quote
a phrase which Engledue attributes to the epistemologically impeccable
George Combe. Engledue, however, is quick to suggest that this
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physiological maxim has been compromised by the spiritual politics
exercised within the association. Hence,
We boast that our science is purely inductive, and yet in the enumeration
of our axioms we assume a position all our facts tend to disprove.
To evade the charge of materialism, we content ourselves with stating
that the immaterial makes use of the material to shew forth its powers.
What is the result of this? We have the man of theory and believer
in spiritualism, quarrelling with the man of fact and supporter of
material doctrines.

If that quarrel were muted before Engledue’s address, it was to
become an open disagreement immediately afterwards. Delivered
this time to those with an intimate knowledge of phrenology rather
than to clerics outside the phrenological coterie, Engledue’s words
were apt to irritate those devout Christians within the association
who associated thought and character with a divine inscription upon
the individual. Materialism, in other words, is acceptable in so far
as the body might still remain the vehicle for a soul expressed in
thought and word and deed. For Engledue, the presence of spirituality
– ‘something independent of matter’, as he phrases it – constitutes
an anachronism within a progressive science. Thus, if the processes
of cerebration perceived in what were conventionally understood
as the lower orders of animal life were ostensibly identical to those
of the human, what argument might there be for a speciesdifferentiation based upon Man being created by God specifically
‘in his own image’?80 Hence, ‘It is this conjectural doctrine – this
belief in the individual and indivisible essence of mind – this love
of the marvellous – this thirsting after something mysterious, which
is retarding the progress of cerebral physiology, and, in the same
ratio, the happiness of man’, for ‘Man neither possesses, nor does
he need the possession of any other stimulus than that which is
given to the simplest of organised beings’.81
The consequences of Engledue’s effective attack upon spirituality,
a tirade made all the more powerful and memorable for having
been delivered as the keynote address for the session, were evident
almost immediately. The conventional vote of thanks proposed to
the speaker was delivered guardedly by the respondent, a Mr Simpson:
‘That guard did not relate to the illustration of Phrenology by
Mesmerism’, however, but emphasised that what had been said

Mesmerism, celebrity practitioners and the schism of 1842 235

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

represented Engledue’s personal opinion and did ‘not commit the
Association’ to their adoption. This equivocation, though, appeared
insufficient to some of the assembled members. Upon Simpson taking
his seat, the denunciations began:
Mr Sergeant Adams, with considerable warmth, denounced the discourse as of a most dangerous tendency; and regretted that he had
become a member of an association where such a discourse could be
delivered. He, for one, could not sit silent, and hear mind thus boldly
extinguished as a mere error of the imagination, and matter enthroned
in its stead.

Similarly hostile sentiments followed immediately, before the indignant
respondents turned to Engledue’s imbrication of mesmerism with
their own discipline. According to Mr Churchill – possibly the Gray’s
Inn barrister H. B. Churchill, listed as a member in 1840:
Phrenology had enough to do to maintain its own character with a
prejudiced public, and ought to say to Mesmerism, as one lady of
rank once said to another whose reputation was more than doubtful,
‘Madam, I cannot afford to be seen in your company. My own character
is barely sufficient for my own wants, it is not enough for us both.’

The vote of thanks was, however, passed without qualification or
amendment ‘by a large majority’, albeit on the understanding that its
passage ‘did not imply more concurrence in Dr Engledue’s opinions
than each member acknowledged to himself’.82 The dis-ease did not
subside overnight: opening the second day’s proceedings, Samuel Solly
(1805–71) made an unscripted statement to the effect that his own
demonstration did not ‘imply an assent to the opinions expressed by
Dr Engledue the preceding day, from whom he entirely differed’.83
Reports of a widening split within the association began to circulate
almost immediately. The detailed report of Engledue’s address and
its reception in the Phrenological Journal was succeeded by a letter
to the editor from Sir G. S. Mackenzie (1780–1848), a vice president
of the association, which announced his own resignation.84 While
attempting to maintain a façade of editorial impartiality, the editor
was forced to respond that Engledue’s argument had ‘not added
one iota to the force of the pre-existing evidence on either side’,
and had only served to ‘re-arouse against Phrenology a host of
prejudices which had well nigh disappeared’.85 Though the severity
of ‘The split in the Phrenological Association’ was disputed in a
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further letter, sent by Henry Atkinson and published in the Zoist
following rejection by the editor of the Phrenological Journal, the
depth of the division was affirmed by the publication on 1 November
1842 of ‘The declaration of expediency’.86 This was a somewhat
vain attempt to stabilise the strained relationships that pertained
between those who remained within the association in the aftermath of the ‘considerable number’ of resignations that punctuated
the year. It was at best a compromise, its various clauses noting the
lack of evidence for either the material or immaterial theories of the
mind, suggesting that phrenology is not incompatible with revealed
religion, and intimating that though the signatories disavowed the
specific advocating of materialism, this was in itself not sufficient
‘reason for our abandoning of the Association’. The Zoist, under
Elliotson, and Engledue, ridiculed ‘the absurdities contained within
the Declaration of Expediency’ and took pains to further chide the
commentaries put forth by other phrenological journals. It reserved
its severest censure, though, for the magisterial Combe, who had
almost certainly striven to stay personally aloof from the whole
sorry business:
Where is George Combe? He read the address at the first meeting of
the Association; he advanced doctrines directly opposed to those
under discussion, and he inculcates the belief that we are only
acquainted with the ‘compound existence of mind and body’. He did
not, like Sir G. Mackenzie, and his nephew, Mr R. Cox, the editor
of the Phrenological Journal, retire from the Association; he did not
sign the Declaration of Expediency; and he has not promulgated his
views in late numbers of his own Journal. At a period when such
‘deadly blows’ are aimed at orthodox truth, why does he not come
to the rescue of his disciples? Is he convinced? Does silence give
consent? Or, does he agree with those who condemn the promulgation
of the views but at the same time contend that they are not of the
least importance?87

It is difficult to read this paragraph as anything other than a challenge
for the leadership – if not the epistemological soul – of British
phrenology. Clearly, the writer is suggesting that Combe has effectively
abdicated his prerogative as president by not explicitly endorsing
either side of the argument. Combe’s position, it might be added,
is unenviable. For the Scot to endorse materialism would be for him
to undermine a vast and largely informal influence built up through
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the consistently favourable reception of his writings and public
lectures by non-specialist and practitioner alike. To reject it outright
would be to invite the ire of the Zoist, the editorial commentary of
which would classify him amongst the conservative forces apparently
holding phrenology – and humanity – back. Combe appears to have
been equivocal with regard to the projected relationship between
phrenology and mesmerism so enthusiastically embraced by Elliotson
and Engledue.88 This, no doubt, placed him squarely within the
combative gaze of those two savants and their polemical reportage.
The Scot was, perhaps, at this point more than usually aware of
his informal influence over a widening public, for his lecturing had
recently taken him both to Europe and to the United States, where
the materialism debate remained topical. Whatever the case, Combe
kept silence, and in doing so arguably facilitated the fragmentation
of British phrenology initiated by Engledue.
However small the exodus from the Phrenological Association
– some nineteen members apparently seceded, seven of whom were
serving on the committee – Engledue’s polemical address ought still
to be regarded as the most destructive singular action in the history
of British phrenology. It did not break the association: that body
was to meet again in London in 1843 for a sixth session, having
apparently failed to secure a willing host in either Edinburgh or
Dublin. The dominant voice in the report of that meeting, published
by the Zoist, is that of Elliotson.89 Whilst sporadically laying claim
to an enhanced membership, the Phrenological Association had been
significantly weakened by the secession of key members, and its
ongoing decline was no doubt accelerated by Elliotson’s growing
preoccupation with the London Mesmeric Hospital. Roger Cooter
suggests that the Phrenological Association was moribund by 1846,
though it appears that the Zoist had lost interest in the body long
before that, reports of its proceedings ceasing in October 1843.90

‘Feeble or noxious companionship’: phrenology, profit and
mass production from Bushea to Fowler
Though the Zoist and other specialist periodicals continued to report
the activities of local phrenological organisations into the 1850s, it
can only be concluded that there was little appetite in Britain at
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mid-century for a national body. No further intimations were issued
that mooted such an organisation, nor did it appear that one might
even be required given the current state of phrenology across the
country. It might be argued, indeed, that phrenology – at least in
the form envisaged by Spurzheim and popularised by George Combe
– had become somewhat exhausted by the close of the 1840s, its
local centres falling victim not so much to the dissension that
splintered the Phrenological Association but rather to a natural
wastage that depleted an increasingly ageing membership which
had in many cases been active for twenty years or more. The lecture
format was, perhaps, also becoming tired, and the educative imperative less attractive to urban working-class audiences moving away
from self-improvement in the mechanics’ institutes and towards the
pure entertainment provided by cheap theatres and music halls.91
Association-driven phrenology, with its characteristic inclination
towards formality and respectability, was ill-adapted to meet the
challenges of a democratised taste that on occasion expressed a
desire to interact – sometimes irreverently – with those emoting,
persuading or amusing from stage or dais. The more fluid culture
of the peripatetic lecturer, one who often advertised himself as a
member of a society or association but operated independently of
any such body, was without doubt better adapted to these increasingly
challenging times for phrenology. Entertaining as much as instructing,
such figures might – because of the very nature of the audiences in
attendance – evade the weighty philosophical questions of materialism
and spirituality, and pass under the notice of clinicians keen to
exploit a speaker’s ignorance of anatomy. These latter phrenologists
were, in some cases, the putative charlatans whose practice was
deemed anathema by both local societies and the scientifically inflected
Phrenological Association. Others were, undoubtedly, sincere
practitioners of a system whose principles they had learned in
respectable company or from the lectures and writings of savants
such as Spurzheim or George Combe. Whatever their tenor, however,
these independent phrenologists and phreno-magnetists were the
heralds of the coming era of a new recension of phrenology, one in
which the system was finally transformed from a speculative science
into a profitable business venture.
This more obviously commercialised incarnation of phrenology
was conducted from the public stage, in demonstrations which often
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featured audience participation, through modestly priced, and for
the most part ephemeral, publications, and by way of individual
examinations undertaken, and advice consequently tendered, in
private consulting rooms.92 Successful commercial phrenologists
usually embraced at least two of these profit-bearing activities, if
not all three: books and pamphlets, for example, were commonly
sold at both public demonstrations and personal consultations.
Phreno-magnetism was often deployed in both theatrical and private
phrenological practice, where a subject’s cranial organs might be
manipulated, respectively, in the pursuit of gross entertainment or
some curative aspiration.
Entertainment, though, was central to both the increasing
democratisation of phrenology from mid-century and its consequent secession from any pretension to sober scientific credibility
at a time in which mesmerism was also progressively driven from
mainstream diagnostic and therapeutic practice. As the phrenological societies declined in both numbers and influence, phrenology
came to be increasingly encountered in spectacular rather than
scientific company. The advertisement column of the Morning Post
for 7 January 1843, for example, invited the public to view not
merely a somewhat colourful presentation but also a quite possibly unconnected range of artefacts housed at the Royal Adelaide
Gallery, London:
Phrenology – A course of TWELVE LECTURES, extensively illustrated
with Casts, Drawings, &c., of popular and eccentric characters, will
be commenced on MONDAY EVENING next, by Mr J. Q. Rumball,
at the Royal Adelaide Gallery, Lowther-arcade, Strand, and be continued
every succeeding Wednesday and Monday until completed. The object
of this course is to detach phrenology from feeble or noxious companionship, and give it that fair play which has hitherto been denied
it. Terms 10s. 6d. the course, with free admission to the other attractions
of the Institution.93

The venue, located just off the Strand, was somewhat less prestigious
than its reminiscently regal title might suggest. A near-contemporary
poster advertises that these ‘other attractions’ include ‘upward of
three thousand models of Machinery, Steamboats, Railroads,
Sculptures, Paintings by the Old Masters, Philosophical Apparatus,
&c., &c.’, as well as theatrical and musical performances, and
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demonstrations of ‘The Hydro-Oxygen Blow-Pipe’, ‘Wonders of
Artificial Memory’ and ‘Laughing Gas’.94 A year later, the Royal
Adelaide Gallery was to play host to the droll and diminutive
American, General Tom Thumb, whose ‘Evening Concerts’, which
featured both ‘a comic duet’ and ‘a pas de deux’ were to ‘be followed
by Dissolving Views and other attractions’.95 Clearly, for the proprietors and habitués of this venue, phrenology represented little more
than a sideshow, for all the advertiser’s rhetoric. If the ‘companionship’
to be found at the Royal Adelaide Gallery were not sufficiently
‘noxious’ for the respectable reputation of phrenology, however,
worse was to be discerned in the medium of print.
Profit might be gained by aligning phrenology not merely to
mesmerism – as was common – but also to other forms of speculative
or mystical knowledge: given the lack of central organisation within
phrenology, it is hardly surprising that no coherent gathering of
savants arose to condemn the publication, in 1849, of the wonderfully
titled Zadkiel’s Magazine, or Record and Review of Astrology,
Phrenology, Mesmerism, and Other Sciences.96 Worse, though, was
to come. Two years later, a provincial Scottish newspaper, reporting
the ‘Domestic intelligence’ of the remainder of the United Kingdom,
gleefully informed its readership how
The Cambrian (Swansea paper) says that a local preacher of the
Primitive Methodist Society has been dismissed his circuit for conjuring!
‘the said conjuring consisting in practising phrenology and mesmerism,
explaining bumps at “the low charge of one shilling each cranium”,
placing the possessor of the aforesaid cranium into a state of coma,
and inciting him or her to various unmethodistic feats’.97

Immodest or larcenous manipulations are, of course, part of the
mythology of mesmerism, though their association with phrenology
is comparatively rare. Quack or seducer, conjurer or mere mountebank, this disgraced circuit preacher is, like Zadkiel’s Magazine, a
symptom of the sorry state of unregulated phrenology at mid-century.
Lacking any form of governance or centrality, institutional phrenology
had become reduced to the status of one amongst many voices in
a clamorous environment wherein Gall and Spurzheim’s original
system had been distorted and stereotyped to the point of dilution.
Consistency and orthodoxy had become subsumed by the drive to
make money, and the necessity of producing readings that addressed
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the sitter rather than pretended to universal truths enshrined in a
bony testament.
The individual, rather than the universal, certainly forms the core
of the advertising produced by one popular – and controversial –
practitioner of the period, Henry Bushea, who appears to have been
active across Britain and Ireland throughout the 1840s. His arrival
in Dublin in 1844 was announced thus:
Phrenology – Dr Bushea, the celebrated Practical Phrenologist, and
Teacher of the Science, has pleasure in announcing his arrival in
Dublin, and that he may be consulted daily from Eleven till Five, at
No. 7, BACHELOR’S-WALK. Terms – For a Condensed Character,
5s.; for a Full Written Sketch, 10s.; and with a Private Lecture on
the Science, included, 20s. A class for students every evening from
Eight until Nine o’Clock. Just published, the Thirty-first Thousand
of the ‘Student’s Phrenological Outlines’, price 4d.; to be had of all
booksellers.98

‘Dr’ – or, on occasion, ‘the Reverend’ – Henry Bushea was less
‘celebrated’ than notorious, being forcibly removed from one
phrenological demonstration on account of his mounting the platform
and menacing the speaker, an unfortunate incident which was reported
in both the popular and phrenological presses.99 This was hardly
the behaviour of a Combe or even of an Elliotson, let alone that of
an individual who on occasion pretended to clerical dignity.100 Bushea,
if reports in the popular press are to believed, was an habitué of
insalubrious public houses and the drinking companion of thieves.101
His consultation chambers varied from seedy rooms above a bootmaker’s shop in Bolton to the more agreeable accommodation afforded
by ‘Private Apartments’ within ‘Mr R. Duncan’s Temperance Hotel’
in Carlisle, and a house apparently taken in Bushea’s own name in
Liverpool’s Bold Street.102 Most of his engagements seem to have
been of short duration – ten days appears to be the usual sojourn
– and whilst in residence ‘the very notorious “Doctor” Bushea’ – as
the Preston Chronicle and Lancashire Advertiser tellingly styled him
in December 1844 – made himself available to advise, variously,
parents regarding the future of their children and prospective husbands
with regard to the suitability of their wives (see Figure 8).103 Though
such profiling had been proposed in the past ostensibly for the
general well-being of society, profit would appear to be the clear

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

242

The dome of thought

8 Advertisement placed by Henry Bushea, consulting phrenologist, in
Westmoreland Gazette, and Kendal Advertiser, 5 April 1845, p. 2, col. 4

motivation in this particular individual’s practice.104 Bushea was
certainly not the sole practitioner of peripatetic phrenology, though
he was perhaps amongst the most colourful and frequently recorded
of his type.105
Phrenology, therefore, appears to have progressively slipped into
the status not so much of a pseudoscience as that of a mere curiosity
across the 1840s. This much is signalled by the association of
phrenology with other pseudoscientific and quasi-mystical epistemologies – mesmerism, astrology and so on – as well as a tendency to
display phrenological materials on the fringes of broader exhibitions
of popular natural history. An untitled but apparently commodious
January 1845 exhibition at the Mechanics’ Institution in Manchester,
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for example, offered visitors a display of fine art in Room 2, ‘“The
Happy Family” a collection of 200 Animals, of opposite natures,
living in amity, the property of John Austin and Son’ in Room 8
and, in Room 6, ‘A Phrenological Gallery, where Mons. Bally, artist,
is in daily attendance’. Similarly, in the same month the former
Museum of Human and Comparative Anatomy in Bath disposed
of a collection of ‘phrenological and surgical busts’ with, among
other artefacts, ‘a fine specimen of the two-horned rhinoceros’ and
‘two beautiful cases of foreign birds’.106
If the exoticism of this morbid anatomy were insufficient, there
appears to have been something of a vogue for American – as
opposed to British – exhibitors of phrenology from the 1850s. Some
of these exhibitions fell very much into the sideshow tradition of
exposition. Witness, for example, one such display at the still-extant
Polytechnic Hall in Falmouth, conducted over three successive nights
in January 1851. The Cornish public were advised that:
On each Representation will be Exhibited EXPERIMENTS in PHRENOLOGY, ELECTRICAL PSYCHOLOGY, MESMERISM, and
CLAIRVOYANCE by Mr Eagle and Mr Thomas Stanhope Goode,
the celebrated American Giant, the tallest Youth of his age in the
world, being seven feet six inches in height, weighing twenty two
stone ten pounds. Mr Goode will appear in the uniform of an American
General.

In Scotland, in the same month, the citizens of Falkirk were promised
a lecture on phrenology by ‘Mr H. E. Lewis, from Virginia US’,
with seat prices ranging from a shilling to threepence while, a day
later, ‘Mr Barnett (from America)’ declaimed to the citizens of
Belfast.107 There are, arguably, a number of factors which may account
for this influx of American practitioners. The rather more heated
nature of the ongoing debate upon phrenological materialism in the
United States may well have driven some of the more controversial
figures to seek a less-volatile audience in the United Kingdom.
Likewise, a perceived vacuum in the British phrenological environment, prompted by the decline of associative phrenology, may have
proved attractive to those pursuing an individual rather than
institutional recension of phrenology. Whatever the case, it would
appear that a small cadre of American phrenologists was well
established in the United Kingdom a decade before the arrival of
Lorenzo Niles Fowler (1811–96) and Samuel R. Wells (1820–75),
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whose development of a phrenology disseminated through popular
self-instruction was to influence perception of the pseudoscience
well into the twenty-first century.108
Lorenzo Fowler and his brother Orson Squire Fowler (1809–87)
began to practise phrenology as a commercial venture separately
in New York and Philadelphia towards the end of the 1830s.
They were practical rather than theoretical phrenologists, initially
examining the heads of enquirers in their respective consulting
rooms, before branching out into a substantial publishing venture
that led to the establishment of the American Phrenological
Journal and Miscellany – ‘Published (for the Proprietors) by A.
Waldie’ of Philadelphia in 1839.109 Promising, in its prospectus,
‘Original essays on phrenological subjects’ as well as ‘reviews of
phrenological and anti-phrenological works’, the journal clearly set
out its dependence upon Combean principles not merely in that
statement but also through reports of George Combe’s British and
American lectures and a reprint of one of Andrew Combe’s medical
essays.110 George Combe is, notably, favourably and frequently
cited across the majority of the articles published in the Fowlers’
periodical.
Lorenzo Fowler, accompanied by his wife and Samuel Wells,
travelled to Britain in 1860, though the brothers’ reputation had
preceded them by some nine years.111 The two phrenologists appear
to have entered very quickly into a demanding schedule of tours and
demonstrations which were widely reported, while Mrs Fowler was
engaged in selling her own phrenological publications.112 Fowler and
Wells advertised demonstrations, for example, at various venues – a
mechanics’ institute, the hall of a provincial stock exchange, and
a music hall – in Bradford, Leeds, Sheffield and Birmingham in
the first half of January 1861 alone.113 Press reports of preceding
lectures were heavily deployed when advertising forthcoming or
continuing courses by the two, these testimonies often spanning
two broadsheet columns.114
Though customarily advertised as lectures, and on one occasion
attracting ‘a crowded and fashionable audience’, the format of Fowler
and Wells’s expositions adhered to the populist rather than institutional paradigm of phrenology.115 The lectures embraced a holistic
approach to the deployment of phrenology, as one report from a
Birmingham newspaper announced:
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Messrs Fowler and Wells, the American phrenologists, announce
their intention to give three more lectures in the Music Hall. The
subject for Monday evening is ‘Thinkers, Writers, and Speakers’; on
Tuesday the audience may learn ‘How to rise in the world’, and on
Wednesday parents and masters will be taught ‘How to govern a
child’. We strongly advise our readers to pay Messrs Fowler and Wells
a visit. They are not merely phrenologists, but physiologists. Their
judgements of character do not depend simply on the conformation
of the head, but take into account also the physiological characteristics
and the physiognomy of the persons described.116

A demonstration undertaken in Cork City by Fowler and Wells a
year after the commencement of their British tour betrays, however,
just how ribald a popular phrenological address might become and,
indeed, intimates the conventional format of their expositions.117
Having delivered some form of introductory address, Fowler and
Wells then invited two random members of the audience to join
them onstage as phrenological subjects. One of these latter appears
to have been a bon viveur and provincial politician of some popularity
as well as notoriety, as the humorous tone of a Dublin newspaper’s
summary of the evening makes amply clear:
The Cork Constitution reports an amusing scene between Mr Barney
Sheehan and Fowler and Wells, the phrenologists, who are lecturing
in Cork at present. Having concluded his lecture, Mr Fowler called
on any two gentlemen from among the audience to come forward
for examination. Mr Sheehan, who occupied a seat convenient to the
platform, rose immediately on hearing the announcement and went
on the platform. This was the signal for an outburst of shouting and
cheering from all parts of the house, as everybody knew Mr Sheehan’s
phrenological examination would be a real piece of fun and a rich
treat. Mr Sheehan took his seat, and smiled benevolently at the rounds
of plaudits and cries of ‘Bravo, Barney’, which descended from both
galleries.

Such ribaldry is a far cry even from the stagecraft of Spencer Hall,
and the announcement of each analytical point by Fowler appears
to have been greeted not by sage nods of concurrence from the
audience but rather with outbursts of laughter. Indeed, from the
tone of Fowler’s pronouncements, it would seem that the analyst
was himself as inclined to playfully mock as to actually define the
attributes of his subject. The account continues:
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The general physiological organization of this gentleman differs from
the other, inasmuch as he is tough and enduring (laughter). He can
go through with those hardships that would kill three or four individuals
(renewed hilarity). If you want to kill this man you have got to shoot
him right through the heart (laughter), otherwise he will live (uproarious
laughter). This man is remarkable for his love of display (laughter,
and cries of ‘hear that, Barney’). He never will light his candle to put
it under a bushel or behind a bed; he will hang it where you can see
it (a laugh); he carries two flags, one on each side, in order to have
them both seen. You cannot tell a larger story than he can (great
merriment). I mean by that, if you are telling how hard it rains, or
how fast the horse runs, or high the waves roll, you cannot make
them roll any higher than he saw (laughter).118

There is little in this performance which resembles the careful and
sober attention to detail associated with the earlier history of phrenology. Fowler’s purported analysis – punctuated as it is by parenthesised
laughter – is substantial and runs to the extent of almost half the
length of a broadsheet column. Though the focus of the account is
the well-known behaviour as much as the projected personality of
Councillor Sheehan, Fowler and Wells are depicted more like
extempore comedians than celebrated phrenologists in this irreverent
account, though admittedly not in others.119 There is no pretence
of medical application at all, and no suggestion that Sheehan – who
endorses the performance by humorously addressing the audience
– might consider any change to his behaviour following the public
exemplification of his cranium.120 In common with British peripatetic
phrenologists, Fowler and Wells also offered ‘lucrative’ private
consultations, and on one occasion proffered a reading based solely
upon a photograph rather than a concrete encounter with the
phrenological subject.121
The true significance of Fowler and Wells’s contribution to the
history of phrenology lies, however, not in these lecture tours and
private readings but rather in their effective commercialisation of
its conventions. Many earlier phrenologists had, of course, made a
reasonable living from a combination of popular lecturing, private
analysis and cheap publication – witness, for example, the relatively
short careers of Spencer Hall and Henry Bushea. None, however,
had developed phrenology into what might be termed, in the twentyfirst century, a readily identifiable and durable branded product.122
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Fowler and Wells, in essence, practised a quite conventional version
of phrenology but promulgated it with entrepreneurial innovation
and aggressive marketing. In many respects, this was a logical
extension of how the Fowlers, with Wells as a business associate,
had built their specialist publishing empire in the United States. The
few extensive and enduring publishing ventures undertaken by British
phrenologists – such as the Phrenological Journal and Magazine of
Moral Science and the Zoist – though no doubt modestly profitable,
were essentially vehicles for the dissemination of information and
the formulation of theory or doctrine. The Fowler brothers and
Wells were, by contrast, engaged in publication primarily for profit,
and their commitment to phrenology, though no doubt sincere, was
arguably secondary to this financial imperative. Essentially, therefore,
though their writings made due reference – and even paid a credible
degree of deference – to earlier phrenological savants, the products
of the New York publishing company sought ultimately to point
the purchaser back towards Fowler and Wells as the singular clearing
house through which further knowledge might be reliably obtained.
This strategy was initiated by way of a broad range of specifically
American publications, imported into England by Lorenzo Fowler
and Samuel Wells, heavily advertised in the provincial and national
press, and on occasion mocked for their incongruous ‘Yankeeisms’.123
Local agents appear to have been appointed for the exclusive sale
of these products by their authors, as one 1861 advertisement infers:
PHRENOLOGY. MESSRS FOWLER and WELLS, Phrenologists, of
Broadway, New York, have appointed THOMAS YATES, Homeopathic
Chemist and Medical Bookseller, 14 Market Street, Leicester, AGENT
for the sale of their Books and Busts.124

The final item tabulated in this announcement – ‘Busts’ – must be
regarded as a crucial element in the success of the Fowler and Wells
project. Though marked phrenological busts were not unknown
before the two Americans began to circulate their imported wares
in the United Kingdom, these convenient aids to both diagnosis and
illustration were for the most part produced only in small quantities
and for limited circulation.125 Frederick Bridges (d. 1883), ‘of the
Museum and School of Mental Geometry and Physiology, 16, Mount
Pleasant Liverpool’, for example, commissioned and sold British-made
phrenological charts and busts both before and after Fowler and
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Wells began to import their American products. As well as materials
designed specifically for practical use by the home or amateur
phrenologist – including cheap, unglazed busts upon which the organs
were delineated simply through paper labels affixed with glue to
the cranial surface – Bridges produced a range of glazed and transferprinted phrenological inkwells, these presumably being a novel mode
of advertising his local and peripatetic activities.126
Those phrenologists operating primarily in the public arena –
particularly those active in the heyday of Spurzheim – seem consistently to have preferred to illustrate their demonstrations with either
individual skulls deemed representative of some specific quality or
qualities, or else with casts taken from these. Casts and skulls, indeed,
never quite disappeared from phrenological exposition, particularly
where these might be associated with exceptional individuals or
criminals of gruesome notoriety: Bridges, in his Liverpool chambers,
would discourse upon a cast of the cranium of ‘William Palmer, the
murderer’ for the sum of sixpence per visit, while Fowler and Wells
toured with ‘a large collection of Portraits of distinguished Men and
Women’ supplemented by ‘a Cabinet of Skulls from different Nations
and Tribes’.127 These artefacts were, however, the primary tools of
the lecture theatre and the conversazione, icons whose implications
might be explicated by way of carefully prepared and well-rehearsed
speeches calculated to hold an audience through the assured delivery
of an analysis capable of almost infinite reproduction.
Though the exceptional skull was to prove, without doubt, an
evocative asset in the at-times theatrical ambience of public exposition,
its very individuality limited its deployment as a tool in the hands of
the enthusiastic and domestic amateur. That individual, prototypically inspired by their attendance at some public demonstration of
phrenology, would likely purchase a cheap manual of diagnostics in
which would be contained a chart of its author’s specific delineation of
the craniological organs with some aids to basic hands-on diagnosis.
In the case of those public demonstrations conducted by Fowler and
Wells, the cheap pamphlets sold at the close of the evening, which
apparently ‘found many purchasers’, may well have been envisaged as
a device to encourage further acquisition on the part of the aspirant
phrenologist.128 An initial interest having been piqued through such
ephemera, a more extensive range of materials, including hardbacked
books and durable glazed busts might then be obtained from a
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local agent such as Thomas Yates in Leicester, Messrs Lidstone and
Sellick of Plymouth, or Mrs Littlejohn in Dundee.129 The rise of the
demarcated bust – that glazed and placid countenance which has
come so often to symbolise phrenology popularly – must thus be
understood as an expression of phrenology’s progressive transition
from public to domestic space. In contrast to the exemplified – and,
by implication, exceptional – skull or cast, the phrenological bust as
deployed from mid-century prototypically embodies a cranial surface
as featureless and abstracted as that on the polychrome monument
to William Shakespeare in the parish church of Stratford-upon-Avon
(Figure 9). The focus of what might be termed the generic (rather
than individual) phrenological bust is therefore not some organs,
but all of them: as a concept, it retreats from the individual and
aspires to the universal. Bland in its own conformation, it functions
as a specifically neutral reference point to which the amateur might
make reference when engaged in the extempore diagnosis of their
own, or another’s, skull.130 It is, further, a form of epistemological
shorthand. With such a graphic representation of cranial geography
– supplemented, perhaps, by the almost equally popular wallcharts
which pictorially illustrated the attributes of the craniological organs
in two dimensions – the domestic phrenologist became less reliant
upon the printed pages of reference works when pronouncing upon
a head proffered for analysis. The Fowler bust characteristically
demarcated the faculties with words rather than numbers, whilst
later phrenological wallcharts were inclined to explain organic
conformation by way of suitably evocative imagery rather than
through numbers directing the perceiver to a table of attributes.131
Like many commercially minded phrenologists before him, the
younger Fowler made haste to stabilise his position by graduating
from a peripatetic to a static practice. Having returned to the United
States with his family in 1862, Fowler appears to have renegotiated
his relationship with both his elder brother and his business partner,
for in 1863 the name of Wells disappears from the British publishing
house. In the same year, Lorenzo Fowler brought his family back
to England on what he anticipated would be a permanent basis,
and established a phrenological business which was centred upon
a metropolitan thoroughfare bounded by the Strand in the west and
Ludgate Circus to the east. From this point the business – which
has on occasion been rather grandiosely depicted as the ‘Fowler
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9 Ceramic phrenological bust attributed to L. N. Fowler (c. 1879)
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Institute’ – operated from a number of addresses in the locality,
these latter being duly detailed beneath the glaze of the busts sold
to subscribers, presumably in the hope of eliciting further trade.
The physical nature of Fowler’s operations was, on occasion, equivocal, if not actually questionable, however. Rather than dedicated
phrenological consulting rooms, for example, Fowler’s advertised
address at 107, Fleet Street was nothing more than a façade, the
building being a public post office where mail could be received
poste restante. By 1875, according to The London Post Office
Directory, ‘Fowler Lorenzo Niles, phrenologist’ was sharing this
address with, among others, the London correspondents of the
Liverpool Albion and the Glasgow Herald as well as ‘Scrivener, Gill
& Co., magnetic appliance manufacturers’.132 Another Fowler address,
at 337, the Strand, is listed as the premises of the temperance publisher
William Tweedie (d. 1874), who may have acted as an agent for
the phrenologist. There does appear to be some correspondence
between phrenology and the temperance movement, with Orson
Fowler himself campaigning against alcohol and at least one British
lecturer – ‘Mr Jabez Inwards, of Leighton Buzzard’ – specialising
in both subjects.133 Lydia Fowler – herself the daughter of a total
abstainer – was the also the author of a temperance novel, Nora:
The Lost and Redeemed, which was published by Tweedie in 1863.134
The area within which Fowler based his operations does appear
to be something of a historical centre for phrenological activity in
the metropolis, a ‘Professor’ Smith advising parents with regard to
their children from 90, the Strand, in 1838, ‘Dr [Cornelius] Donovan’
(c. 1820–72) presiding over his ‘Phrenological School’ from number
111 in 1864, and Stackpool Edward O’Dell (1841–1917) – a minor
novelist as well as a phrenologist – establishing the London Phrenological Institution at 8, Ludgate Circus around 1879.135 Fowler
himself appears to have enjoyed more than a purely nominal presence
on the corner of Ludgate Circus, given that his late-century accommodation spanned numbers 6, 7, 8 and 9 of the now-demolished
Imperial Buildings in New Bridge Street. Phrenological publications
– ‘terms, invariably, Cash’ – were distributed from that address, as
well as the incongruously curious works ‘The Blind Musician. A
song, with Pianoforte Accompaniment, the words by the late Mrs
L. F. Fowler’ and Ye Palavament of Birds, this latter being ‘a Satire
on Mr Bradlaugh and the House of Commons. By Sylvanus Satyr’.136
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Imperial Buildings provided, in addition, accommodation for
practical consultation by members of the public seeking specific
advice or else desirous of obtaining an individual chart of their
cranial attributes. The two visits which Fowler’s fellow American
Mark Twain (1835–1910) paid to Imperial Buildings in 1873 have
been well documented – the more so because the well-known
phrenologist was allegedly unable to detect any evidence of humour
on the cranium of the incognito novelist.137 Less researched, though,
is a later visit paid to the same venue by the editor and controversialist
W. T. Stead (1849–1912). Published in the Review of Reviews in
1891, but detailing an encounter with ‘Miss [Jessie Allen] Fowler’
(1856–1932) – Lorenzo Fowler ‘was out’, apparently – Stead’s account
is a reprint of a piece he had already contributed to the Christmas
number of the Phrenological Magazine. Like Twain, Stead and his
associate – an unnamed Scot who was also, apparently, an editor
– did not divulge their identities or professions to the phrenologist
in attendance: Stead was, in any case, ‘entirely unknown’ in the
capital at that time. The account is significant for its rare insight
into how such investigations were being conducted in the 1880s.
Miss Fowler’s technique is given particular attention in Stead’s account
of the examination, which comprised ‘about an hour of close,
comparative analysis’. Visibly impressed by her statements with
regard to the character of the two – to her – strangers, Stead recalls:
Another thing which struck me very much was the rapidity with
which she seized the general idea of my character from an almost
momentary touch. She hardly laid her hand upon my head before
she began to tell me the salient outlines of my character. Afterwards,
when the comparison became closer, she felt the head more closely;
and it was extraordinary and, if there be no truth in phrenology, little
short of miraculous, that a young lady who had never met me before,
and did not know me from Adam, should have been so cute in her
delineation of my character.

Though Stead’s enthusiasm ought to be contextualised by his interest
in such subjects as spiritualism and telepathy – he was the founder
of the short-lived quarterly, Borderland and an associate of the
discredited medium Ada Goodrich Freer (1857–1931) – his apparently
unironic conclusion that ‘there is a good deal in phrenology, quite
enough to make it well worth while for teachers and parents to
submit the heads of their children to phrenological examination’ is
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arguably an anachronistic one for this late period in the history of
the system.138 Possibly contemplating a revival of the social utility
of phrenology, Stead was, on this occasion, significantly adrift of
the tide of the public opinion which his popular – rather than niche
– journals so often and expertly captured.
As the nineteenth century drew to a close, it was surely evident
that both the perception and the nature of phrenology in Britain
had undergone profound change. Nationally the institutional and
affiliated phrenology, upon which the system had traditionally been
based, was in terminal decline. Even the Phrenological Society of
Edinburgh, the most serious and venerable of all such associations,
had folded in 1870, some twenty-four years after its London counterpart had closed. In the British provinces, their satellites with few
exceptions withered to unannounced dissolution, the Gloucester
Phrenological Society being one of few active in the early twentieth
century.139 Another organisation did indeed eventually arise to take
the place which these erstwhile associations had vacated, though
this body – the British Phrenological Society, established in 1886
– had little in common with them or, indeed, with the failed Phrenological Association of 1838–46.
Serious and intellectually speculative phrenological journalism
was similarly moribund. The Phrenological Journal had ceased
publication in 1847, the Zoist in 1856, and though other periodicals
were to fill the consequent epistemological vacuum, these were very
much the projects – and products – of an entrepreneurial rather
than humanistic phrenology. Fowler, notably, attempted to revive
phrenological journalism in 1880 by way of the Phrenological
Magazine: A Journal of Education and Mental Science, though this
venture lasted for only four years before closure. Other periodicals
failed to achieve even that modest extent: Robert Blockley Dodd
Wells’s Phrenological Messenger produced only a single issue in
1878, while the Phrenological Review persisted only from April
1905 to July 1906.140 The works of George Combe – who had died
in 1858 whilst resident at a hydropathic establishment – admittedly
remained very much in print, though his publishers had begun to
prioritise his writings on moral philosophy and education above
those on phrenology in their newspaper advertisements.141 It would
thus appear that any pretence of development in the theory of
phrenology was essentially over, and that serious study had finally
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given way to a form of unregulated practice wherein anyone might
claim efficacy in the system without fear of rebuke, and any application of its tenets might be permitted within the bounds of law
and decency.
Phrenology at the fin de siècle was thus thoroughly commercialised
and, arguably, divided not between reputable phrenologists and
‘quack manipulators’ – as had once supposedly been the case – but
rather between practitioners who retained a pretence of analytical
probity through individual consultation and entertainers who openly
deployed phrenological methods and terminology for the amusement
of larger or smaller audiences.142 Though the former were customarily
inclined to maintain a judicious distance from the latter, the two
poles of late-century phrenology were arguably far less discrete in
the vision of those who patronised their services. The Fowler
establishment in Imperial Buildings, for all its diagnostic pretensions,
appears to have been geared towards unbooked or ad hoc consultation
and, as both Stead and Twain make clear, the motivations of those
who patronised this particular establishment were often selfconsciously frivolous rather than genuinely inquisitive. If a pretence
of intellectual credibility, bolstered by publication, still hung around
practical phrenologists such as Lorenzo Fowler and Stackpool O’Dell,
those who operated outside the private consulting room were for
the most part inclined to publicise their abilities to a wider public
through less-subtle modes of advertisement. As early as 1863, for
example, at least one individual familiar with phrenology saw the
system’s future on the stage rather than in the consulting room. A
stridently hyperbolic advertisement placed in the Era, a theatrical
newspaper, and addressed to the ‘Proprietors of First-Class Concert
Halls, Gardens, Scientific Institutions, Theatres, [and] Public Halls’
advises that
PROFESSOR BEAUMONT, the Monarch of Magicians, or Greatest
Prestidigitator in the known World, Mesmerist, Electro-Biologist and
Phrenologist is open to engagement to give magic by itself, or join
them together if required. First-class Lithographs of his World of
Magic. Address, 11 Sudeley-street, Islington, London N.

Some six years later, the Era was to announce that ‘Miss Poole, the
Celebrated and World-Renowned Lady Mesmerist, Phrenologist,
and Electro-Biologist, will continue her amusing Wonders’ at the
Assembly Rooms, Sunderland, along with ‘The Three Indian brothers’.
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Rather disparagingly, though, ‘Managers wanting a sure draw’ were
‘advised to write to the Indians rather than to Miss Poole.143 Electrobiology, like mesmerism, was a natural companion for decadent
phrenology. Recalling the electrical experiments of Luigi Galvani
(1737–98) and his successors, electro-biologists stimulated the nerves
of the body with a substantial current, contorting and contracting
limbs and inducing facial grimaces. As a stage attraction, such
applications might produce facial grotesqueries strikingly reminiscent
of those created by phreno-magnetists: an advertisement in the
Islington Gazette on 10 May 1862, for example, advertised that at
Myddelton Hall, near the Angel, ‘Mr W. T. Reynolds will illustrate
PRIDE by ELECTRO-BIOLOGY’ as well as ‘FEAR’ and “BENEVOLENCE’ through the same method. Electro-biology seems, however,
to have been something of a minor attraction in its own right, one
‘professor’ of its merits being forced to attract patrons to his demonstrations with the enticement of their being entered into a raffle
‘for a Variety of Valuable Presents’.144 Prospects were seemingly
little better on the erstwhile lecturing circuit as the century moved
into its final quarter. In 1875, even the announcement of a seriously
titled address on phrenology, chaired by a clergyman, apparently
demanded a headline in large print that proclaimed it ‘An amusing
and instructive ENTERTAINMENT’.145
The era of self-improvement gained at the mechanics’ institute
or in rooms hired by the local phrenological society thus appears
to have come to an end as the century – and the Victorian era itself
– drew to a close. With phrenological exemplification now persisting
as little more than a theatrical sideshow, and practical phrenologists
peddling their wares and services in a manner reminiscent of medical
quacks, the intellectual world could no doubt be forgiven for eschewing the spectacle of phrenology and turning to the more sombre
cranial analyses associated with Continental criminologists such as
Lombroso. Despite this unpromising situation, phrenology would
survive well into the twentieth century, albeit in a paradigm shaped
by Fowler rather than by Gall, Spurzheim or Combe.
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sardonic retort to this article was published a month later: see Anon.,
‘Mr Spencer Hall unmasked! And by whom?’, Leicester Chronicle:
or, Commercial and Agricultural Advertiser, 4 March 1843, p. 1,
cols 5–6.
A Barrister, ‘Remarks on phreno-magnetism’, p. 398.
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England’, History of Science, 32/3 (1994), 317–43 at p. 317.
A Barrister, ‘Remarks on phreno-magnetism’, p. 400.
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1841); The Sherwood Forester [pseud.], Rambles in the Country
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A Barrister, ‘Remarks on phreno-magnetism’, p. 400; Anon. ‘Thames
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p. 4, col. 2.
A Barrister, ‘Remarks on phreno-magnetism’, pp. 400, 402.
See ‘Advertisement’, in Spencer T. Hall, ed., The Phreno-Magnet, and
Mirror of Nature (London: Simpkin, Marshall and Co., 1843), pp.
ix–xvi at p. xiii.
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27 William Howie Wylie, Old and New Nottingham (London: Longman,
Brown, Green and Longmans, 1853), pp. 212–19; Anon., Catalogue
of the John Clare Collection in the Northampton Public Library
(Northampton: County Borough of Northampton Public Libraries,
Museums and Art Gallery Committee, 1964), p. 28, item 232; Florence
Fenwick Miller, Harriet Martineau, second edition (London: W. H.
Allen, 1889), pp. 127–8.
28 Miller, Harriet Martineau, pp. 128–32. Atkinson and Martineau
published their correspondence as Letters on the Laws of Man’s Nature
and Development (London: J. Chapman, 1851). Atkinson’s influence
upon Martineau is noted with disfavour in John Stevenson Bushnan,
Miss Martineau and Her Master (London: John Churchill, 1851), pp.
116–38.
29 Anon., ‘Miscellaneous intelligence’, Leicestershire Mercury, and General
Advertiser for the Midland Counties, 28 January 1843, p. 1, col. 7.
30 Hall may well have been but one of several well-informed experimenters
in the north of England, given that he was a founding member of
the Sheffield Phrenological Society, a body to which he contributed
another public lecture in 1842. See Anon., First General Report of
the Sheffield Phrenological Society (Sheffield: Robert Leader, 1843),
pp. 7, 11.
31 Anon., ‘Extraordinary proofs of phreno-magnetic truth: Mr Spencer
Hall’s lectures’, Sheffield Iris, 10 December 1842, Part 2, p. 4, cols 3–4.
For Hall’s own account of the lecture see his Mesmeric Experiences
(London: H. Bailliere, 1845), pp. 21–2. The meeting appears to have
been anticipated in the popular press both within and beyond Sheffield:
see Anon., ‘Remarkable phrenological discoveries’, Leeds Times, 3
December 1842, p. 5, col. 6. The new venue was most likely Stacey’s
Circus in Tudor Street, Sheffield, rebuilt as the City Theatre in 1893,
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32 John Potchett, ‘Mesmerism’, Nottingham Review, and General
Advertiser for the Midland Counties, 13 January 1843, p. 4, col. 5.
33 Anon., ‘Extraordinary phrenological experiment’, Limerick Reporter,
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34 Anon., ‘Mr Spencer Hall’, Halifax Guardian and Huddersfield and
Bradford Advertiser, 21 January 1843, p. 8, col. 4.
35 Anon., ‘Mr Spencer Hall’s phreno-magnetic experiments’, Birmingham
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36 See, for example,: R. B. Swinfen, ‘Mesmerism: to the editor of the
Leicester Journal’, Leicester Journal and Midland Counties General
Advertiser, 24 January 1845, p. 4, col. 1.
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Feb. 24’, Newcastle Courant, 24 February 1843, Part 1, p. 4, col.
2; cf. Anon., ‘Phreno-magnetism at Middlesbro’’, York Herald, and
General Advertiser, 25 February 1843, p. 3, col. 4; Anon., ‘Lectures on
phreno-magnetism’, Manchester Times, and Lancashire and Cheshire
Examiner, 25 February 1843, p. 5, col. 1.
39 ‘Three more evenings: experiments in phreno-magnetism’ [advertisement], Liverpool Mail, 8 April 1843, p. 5, col. 1; Arbitrator [pseud.],
‘Mesmerism: cui bono?’, Yorkshire Gazette, 20 May 1843, p. 6,
col. 6.
40 ‘Mesmerism and phrenology – Mr Spencer T. Hall’ [advertisement],
Examiner, 12 April 1845, p. 238, col. 1.
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[advertisement], Crosthwaite’s Register of Facts and Occurrences
Relating to Literature, the Sciences and the Arts (September 1861),
144.
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Telegraph, 24 January 1885, p. 1, col. 6.
43 Anon., ‘Death of Dr Spencer Hall’, Manchester Evening News, 27
April 1885, p. 2, col. 7.
44 Spencer T. Hall, ‘Retrospect’, in Hall, ed., The Phreno-Magnet, pp.
323–4.
45 James Braid, ‘Neurohypnotism’, pp. 25–6; ‘Letter from H. G. Atkinson,
Esq.’, pp., 220–2, bothin Hall, ed., The Phreno-Magnet. Potchett’s
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46 Anon., ‘Phreno-magnetic discoveries by the Rev. La Roy Sunderland’,
pp. 3–8; Anon., ‘Mr Sunderland’s classification’, pp. 44–5; La Roy Sunderland, ‘What is vitality?’, pp. 35–8; La Roy Sunderland, ‘Pathetism’,
pp. 166–73; La Roy Sunderland, ‘The agent in animal magnetism’, pp.
295–8; Anon., ‘Vital magnetism – Jamaica’, p. 31; Benjamin Rush,
‘The moral faculty’, pp. 38–43, all in Hall, ed., The Phreno-Magnet.
47 Hall, ed., The Phreno-Magnet, pp. 21–5, 46–51, 68–72, 83–6, 248–9.
48 The engraving, which is slightly distorted in its delineation of the
subject’s physiognomy and somewhat fanciful in the representation
of his homestead, is signed ‘J. Romney’ – possibly John Romney
(1786–1863).
49 See, for example: Hughes, That Devil’s Trick, pp. 135–6, 171–2,
191–2; Wendy Moore, The Mesmerist: The Society Doctor who Held
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Victorian London Spellbound (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
2017), pp. 217–18, 233–4, 247–8; Jennifer Ruth, ‘“Gross humbug” or
“the language of truth”? The case of The Zoist’, Victorian Periodicals
Review, 32/4 (1999), 299–323. It would appear that 1843 was a
significant year for the initiation of phrenological journals, with the
People’s Phrenological Journal also being launched in February: see ‘This
day is published’ [advertisement], Northern Star and Leeds General
Advertiser, 25 February 1843, p. 5, col. 6. A comprehensive list of
phrenological journals may be found appended to Roger Cooter, The
Cultural Meaning of Popular Science: Phrenology and the Organization
of Consent in Nineteenth-Century Britain (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984).
See Forrest, Hypnotism, pp. 153–9, 162–3; David Stack, Queen
Victoria’s Skull: George Combe and the Mid-Victorian Mind (London:
Hambledon Continuum, 2008), p. 215.
Ruth, ‘“Gross humbug”’, p. 307.
Anon., ‘Intermittent palsy cured by mesmerism’, Chelmsford Chronicle, 22 December 1843, p. 3, col. 3; Anon., ‘The Deptford case of
mesmerism’, Examiner, 30 December 1843, p. 825, col. 2. Specialist
medical journals were, however, inclined to explicitly mock rather
than report the mesmeric aspirations of the new journal which was,
as one account tellingly observed, launched on 1 April: Anon., ‘The
Zoist’, Medico-Chirurgical Review, 39 (1843), 263–6.
Anon., ‘Literature’, Sun [Evening Sun], 12 April 1844, p. 3, col. 6.
Anon., ‘Mesmerism’, Dublin Evening Post, 10 January 1846, p. 3,
col. 3. The report is followed by an account of the experiments upon
the O’Key sisters in London.
William Collins Engledue is recorded as graduating as a medical doctor
from the University of Edinburgh on 1 August 1835, his thesis in
part concerning the sensory implications of somnambulism: Anon.,
‘Graduations and surgical examinations’, Edinburgh Medical and
Surgical Journal, 44 (1835), 549–51 at p. 549.
See, for example, Enoch Pond, ‘Article 2: Phrenology’, Bibliotheca
Sacra, 11 (January 1854), 19–40 at p. 26.
Engledue was no stranger to the lecturer’s podium, for all his seeming
reluctance, having already spoken in Chichester on phrenology and
education. See Anon., ‘Sussex’, Hampshire Advertiser and Salisbury
Guardian, 27 January 1838, p. 2, col. 3.
‘Correspondence between Dr Engledue, the Rev. Henry Thompson,
and the Rev. E. Dewdney, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle,
22 April, 1839, p. 3, col. 5. Thompson’s informant is Rev. Edmund
Dewdney of St John’s Church, Portsea, author of A Treatise on the
Providence of God (London: Hamilton, Adams & Co., 1848).

Uncorrected proofs. © Copyright protected.
It is illegal to copy or distribute this document

Mesmerism, celebrity practitioners and the schism of 1842 261
59 William Collins Engledue, Phrenological Controversy: Correspondence
Between the Rev. Sir Henry Thompson, Bart, and W. C. Engledue,
MD (Portsmouth: W. Harrison, 1839), pp. 4, 6, original italics.
60 The lecturer was most likely Samuel Staniland (1802–50), an occasional
contributor to the medical press, who was resident in West Street,
Fareham at the time of the 1841 census. See Samuel Staniland, ‘On
a new mode of accelerating labour’, Provincial Medical and Surgical
Journal, 26/1 (1842), 508.
61 See, for example, Anon., ‘Fareham’, Hampshire Independent, Isle of
Wight and South of England Advertiser, 2 March 1839, p. 3, col. 6.
62 Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 11
November 1839, p. 2, cols 6–7 at col. 6. This account is reproduced
as an appendix to Engledue’s Phrenological Controversy.
63 Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 11
November 1839, p. 2, cols 6–7.
64 The correspondence in question, comprising a letter from Thompson to
Engledue and its terse reply, and a letter from Thompson to the editor,
appears within a column headed ‘Fareham Philosophical Institution’,
Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 18 November 1839, p.
3, col. 4.
65 ‘Sir Henry Thompson, to the editor of the Hampshire Telegraph’,
Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 18 November 1839,
p. 3, col. 4.
66 Samuel Staniland, Anti-Phrenology: An Epitome of Two Lectures
Given Before Members of the Fareham Literary Institution (Fareham:
A. Nicolson, 1839), p. ii.
67 Henry Thompson, Phrenology: Rev. Sir H. Thompson, Bart, to W.
C. Engledue, MD, second edition, with additions (Portsea: S. Griffin,
1839).
68 J. S. [pseud], ‘Religious persecution’, Hampshire Independent, Isle of
Wight and South of England Advertiser, 4 January 1840, p. 3, cols
4–6, original emphasis.
69 Anon., ‘Advertisement: Note on the appendix to Dr Engledue’s third
letter to Sir Henry Thompson’, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex
Chronicle, 6 January 1840, p. 3, col. 5; Anon., ‘Advertisement: Answer
to Sir H. Thompson’s last production in the Hampshire Telegraph of
the 5th, inst.’, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 13 January
1840, p. 3, cols 6–7.
70 ‘A Phrenologist of Low Degree’ [pseud.], ‘Phrenology: the late Fareham
Contest’, Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle, 20 January
1840, p. 4, cols 5–6.
71 Anon., ‘The Fareham controversy’, Phrenological Journal, and Magazine
of Moral Science, 13/63 (1840), 143–6 at p. 143. A brief notice
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regarding the controversy appeared previously under the heading
‘Intelligence’, Phrenological Journal, 13/62 (1840), 95–6 at p. 96.
David de Giustino, Conquest of Mind: Phrenology and Victorian
Social Thought (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), pp. 88–9.
Anon., ‘The Phrenological Association’, Phrenological Journal, and
Magazine of Moral Science, 12/58 (1839), 29–35 at p. 29.
A public meeting called by the fledgling Phrenological Association in
order to gauge support for the topic at the 1838 BAAS gathering was
‘open to ladies and members of the British Association’, this small
concession being very much in keeping with the gendered membership
culture of the latter body: see R. Higgett and C. Withers, ‘Science
and sociability: women as audience at the British Association for the
Advancement of Science, 1831–1901’, Isis, 99/1 (2008), 1–27.
Anon., ‘The Phrenological Association’, p. 30.
Anon., ‘Literature’, Caledonian Mercury, 28 December 1840, p. 3,
col. 3. Shadowing the annual meeting of the BAAS, the Phrenological
Association met at ‘their hall, Brunswick Street’, Glasgow: Anon.,
‘British Association’, Belfast Commercial Chronicle, 12 September
1840, p. 2, col. 6.
de Giustino, Conquest of Mind, p. 89.
Anon., ‘British Association’, Liverpool Mail, 15 September 1840, p.
1, col. 5.
William Collins Engledue, ‘Introductory address to the Phrenological
Association, London’, Medical Times, 6/145 (2 July 1842), 209–14;
William Collins Engledue, Cerebral Physiology and Materialism, with
the Result of the Application of Animal Magnetism to the Cerebral
Organs (London: J. Watson, 1842).
Genesis, 1: 27 Authorised Version (original italics).
Engledue, ‘Introductory address’, p. 209, col. 1; 210, col. 2; 210, col.
1; 210, col. 3; 211, col. 1.
Anon., ‘Report of the proceedings of the Phrenological Association,
at its fifth annual session, at London, in June 1842’, Phrenological
Journal, and Magazine of Moral Science, 15/73 (1842), 289–343 at
pp. 314–15, 317, 318. Adams asserts that he himself left the room
before the vote, ‘as did a vast number of other persons’: see D. E.
L. E. [pseud.], ‘The declaration of expediency’, Zoist, A Journal of
Cerebral Physiology and Mesmerism, 1 (1843–4), 148–56 at p. 155.
It is noteworthy that, in the business proceedings which took place
prior to the opening address, the committee thought it necessary to
state that ‘the Association, as a scientific body, is not responsible for
the opinion of any of its members’: Anon., ‘Report of the proceedings’,
p. 291.
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83 Anon., ‘Phrenological Association: second day’, Medical Times, 6/148
(23 July 1842), 266–7 at p. 266, col. 2. Solly, a surgeon residing
in Bishopsgate, London, was listed as a committee member of the
association in 1840. See Anon., ‘Report of the committee of the
Phrenological Association at the fourth session, held in London in
June 1841’, Phrenological Journal, and Magazine of Moral Science,
16/69 (1841), 333–40 at p. 333.
84 George Steuart MacKenzie, ‘The split in the Phrenological Association’,
Phrenological Journal, and Magazine of Moral Science, 16/69 (1841),
343–6 at p. 345.
85 Anon., ‘Remarks by the editor’, Phrenological Journal, and Magazine
of Moral Science, 16/69 (1841), 346–50 at p. 346.
86 Henry G. Atkinson, ‘Letter from Mr Atkinson, on the conduct of
certain members of the Phrenological Association, to the editor of
the Phrenological Journal, but rejected’, Zoist, A Journal of Cerebral
Physiology and Mesmerism, 1 (1843–4), 143–8.
87 D. E. L. E., ‘The declaration of expediency’, pp. 149, 150, 148. The
resignation of Cox suggests that the Phrenological Journal could no
longer be relied upon as an implicit ‘house journal’ for the Phrenological
Association: the Zoist, though, apparently did not take up the opportunity to assume that prerogative, possibly because the Phrenological
Association remained institutionally uncommitted to the integration
of phrenology with mesmerism.
88 Charles Gibbon, The Life of George Combe, Author of ‘The Constitution of Man’ (London: Macmillan & Co., 1878), pp. 158–9.
89 Anon., ‘Phrenological Association’, Zoist, A Journal of Cerebral
Physiology and Mesmerism, 1 (1843) at 221–75 at p. 225.
90 Roger Cooter, Phrenology in the British Isles: An Annotated, Historical
Biobibliography and Index (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1989),
pp. 262–3. By 1845, the Zoist was referring only to the past activities
of the association: see J. B. Mège, ‘The fundamental principles of
cerebral physiology applied to philosophy’, Zoist, 3 (1845–6), 139–52
at pp. 150–1.
91 That is not to say that lectures did not retain at least some attraction for (perhaps self-consciously) respectable audiences: see Anon.,
‘Sawbridgeworth: lecture’, Herts Guardian, Agricultural Journal, and
General Advertiser, 14 August 1852, p. 3, col. 3.
92 These latter may quite possibly have been modelled upon the cheap
photographic studios which began to appear in British towns and
cities from 1841. Photography, like phrenology, laid claim to a graphic
incarnation of supposed ‘truth’, though this aspiration was on occasion
ridiculed in both words and illustrations. See Laman Blanchard, ed.,
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George Cruikshank’s Omnibus (London: Tilt and Bogue, 1842), pp.
29–32, 60.
‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Morning Post, 7 January 1843, p. 1,
col. 2.
‘Royal Adelaide Gallery’ [advertising poster], British Library, Evanion
Collection: Evan.2572. The pretensions of the arcade generally, and
of the gallery specifically, were lampooned in Punch: see Anon., ‘The
gratuitous exhibitions of London: chap VI – The Lowther Arcade,
its economy and manufactures’, Punch, or the London Charivari, 4
(January–June 1843), 235.
‘General Tom Thumb’s evening concerts’ [advertisement], Morning
Post, 18 June 1844, p. 1, col. 4.
Though attributed in the British Library catalogue to Richard James
Morrison (1795–1874), author of the original Zadkiel’s Almanac, the
first issue of the journal claims one ‘Samuel Smith, Esq.,’ of Brixton as its
editor: Anon., ‘Address’, Zadkiel’s Magazine, 1/1 (January 1849), v.
Anon., ‘Domestic intelligence’, John O’Groat [sic] Journal, and Weekly
Advertiser, 10 January 1851, p. 4, col. 5.
‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Saunders’s News-Letter, and Daily
Advertiser, 10 January 1844, p. 3, col. 6.
Anon., ‘Mr Brindley’s anti-phrenological lectures in London’, Phrenological Journal and Magazine of Moral Science, 15 (1842), 280–3 at
p. 282, 281. Bushea is depicted in less-than-favourable terms in a
later account: see H. Clarke, ‘Professional phrenologists and party
phrenologists’, Phrenological Journal and Magazine of Moral Science,
18/84 (1845), 237–40.
Bushea’s assumption of a clerical title may be more than affectation.
Though British clergymen seem to have been less perturbed than their
American counterparts by the mid-century debate upon materialism
within phrenology, there was a separate – though minor – difference of
opinions over the potential relationship of phrenology to unchristian
modes of spirituality. See for example, Phillip Jones, The Constitution
of Man, His Soul, Mind, and Brain: Popular Phrenology Tried by
the Word of God, and Proved to be Antichrist (London: Sherwood,
Gilbert and Piper, 1845); G. S. [pseud.], Mesmerism the Gift of God:
in Reply to ‘Satanic Agency and Mesmerism’, a Sermon Said to Have
Been Preached by the Rev. Hugh M’Neile: In a Letter to a Friend by
a Beneficed Clergyman (London: William Edward Painter, c. 1843).
See also Figure 8.
Anon., ‘Stealing money’, Manchester Times, and Lancashire and
Cheshire Examiner, 10 August 1844, p. 3, col. 4; Anon., ‘A lark’,
Preston Chronicle, and Lancashire Advertiser, 26 October 1844, p. 2,
col. 7; Anon., ‘Dr Bushea’, Kendal Mercury, and Northern Advertiser,
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10 May 1845, p. 2, col. 6; Anon., ‘Newcastle police’, Newcastle
Courant, 19 September 1845, p. 3, cols 1–2 at col. 2.
‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Bolton Chronicle, 8 February 1845,
p. 2, col. 5; ‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Carlisle Journal, 24 May
1845, p. 1, col. 2; ‘Phrenology – Dr Bushea’ [advertisement], Liverpool
Mercury, and Lancashire General Advertiser, 7 June 1844, p. 8.,
col. 5.
Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Preston Chronicle, and Lancashire Advertiser,
21 December 1844, p. 3, col. 2; ‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Kendal
Mercury, and Northern Advertiser, 5 April 1845, p. 2, col. 4; ‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Kendal Mercury, and Northern Advertiser, 5
April 1845, p. 2, col. 4. Bushea was one of many such advisers: see,
for example, ‘Phrenology – Mr D. J. Wall’ [advertisement], Lincoln,
Rutland and Stamford Mercury, 16 May 1851, p. 3, col. 8.
See, for example, T. S. Prideaux, ‘On the application of phrenology
in the choice of parliamentary representatives’, Zoist, A Journal of
Cerebral Physiology and Mesmerism, 3/12 (1845–6), 400–16; cf. also
Anon., ‘Novel mode of thief catching’, Cork Examiner, 1 May 1844,
p. 3, col. 4
See, for example, ‘Practical phrenology – Mr Donovan’ [advertisement],
Royal Leamington Spa Courier, and Warwickshire Standard, 1 February
1845, p. 2, col. 5; ‘Phrenology – Mr A. S. Hamilton’ [advertisement],
Morning Post, 3 February 1845, p. 1, col. 4. A rare example of a
female consulting phrenologist is ‘Phrenology – Mrs Alex Wilson’
[advertisement], Cork Examiner, 3 February 1851, p. 1, col. 5.
‘Exhibition’ [advertisement], Manchester Times, and Lancashire and
Cheshire Examiner, 4 January 1845, p. 1, col. 2; ‘Extensive sale
by auction of the Museum of Human and Comparative Anatomy’
[advertisement], Salisbury and Winchester Journal, 11 January 1845,
p. 3, col. 7.
‘Polytechnic Hall, Falmouth’ [advertisement], Royal Cornwall Gazette,
Falmouth Packet, and General Advertiser, 3 January 1851, p. 1, col.
2; ‘Mesmerism and phrenology’ [advertisement], Falkirk Herald, 16
January 1851, p. 1, col. 6; ‘Mesmerism – Mr Barnett’ [advertisement],
Belfast News-Letter, 17 January 1851, p. 3, col. 1.
For an overview of the Fowler family’s phrenological activities in
America as well as the United Kingdom, see Madeleine B. Stern, Heads
and Headlines: The Phrenological Fowlers (Norman, OK: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1972).
The Fowler brothers began to run a nominally scientific publishing house
from 1835, being joined in 1843 by Wells, who married their sister,
Charlotte (1814–1901), in 1844. Charlotte managed the publishing
business as Fowler and Wells from the mid-1850s, and was herself a
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writer on phrenological topics. Material on the company’s activities in
the US are archived as the Fowler and Wells Families Papers, #97 in
the Division of Rare and Manuscript Collections, Cornell University
Library.
Anon., ‘Article VI: George Combe Esq.’, American Phrenological Journal
and Miscellany, 1/1 (1839), 31–2; Anon., ‘Mr George Combe on the
size of Sir Walter Scott’s brain’, American Phrenological Journal and
Miscellany, 1/5 (1839), 129–35; Andrew Combe, ‘Article IV: Remarks
on the possibility of increasing the development of the cerebral organs
by adequate exercise of the mental organs’, American Phrenological
Journal and Miscellany, 1/6 (1839) 183–91.
Anon., ‘The inconvenient acquaintance’, Londonderry Sentinel, 12
September 1851, p. 4, cols 1–3 at col. 1.
‘Familiar lessons on phrenology and physiology’ [advertisement],
Western Morning News, 2 January 1861, p. 4, col. 5.
Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Bradford Observer, 3 January 1861, p. 5, col. 4;
Anon., ‘Lectures on phrenology’, Leeds Mercury, 3 January 1861, p.
3, col. 3; ‘Lectures on man’ [advertisement], Birmingham Journal, 5
January 1861, p. 4, col. 4; ‘Phrenology and physiology’ [advertisement],
Sheffield Daily Telegraph, 12 January 1861, p. 1, col. 1.
‘Lectures on phrenology and physiology’ [advertisement], Aris’s
Birmingham Gazette, 9 February 1861, p. 2, cols 1–2.
Anon., ‘Views of phrenology’, Glasgow Sentinel, 1 June 1861, p. 3,
col. 5. Built in 1838, this venue hosted several readings by Charles
Dickens between 1852 and 1867.
Anon., ‘Local news’, Aris’s Birmingham Gazette, 16 February 1861, p. 5,
cols 1–3 at col. 3. British lecturers offered broadly similar programmes:
see ‘Concluding lectures’ [advertisement], Sheffield and Rotherham
Independent, 23 February 1861, p. 1, col. 2.
Fowler and Wells appear to have deployed a similar format to those
British peripatetic phrenologists already touring prior to their arrival
in the United Kingdom: see Anon., ‘Mr E. T. Craig’, Era, 10 March
1861, p. 13, col. 4.
Anon., ‘Mr Sheehan, of Cork, and the phrenologists’, Evening Packet,
21 January 1862, p. 1, col. 5.
Anon., ‘Phrenology and physiology’, Leicester Chronicle: Commercial
and Agricultural Advertiser, 16 March 1861, p. 5, col. 4.
Sheehan’s antics, which often provoked laughter in the council chamber,
were widely reported: see Anon., ‘Fun and fact, and fact and fun in
Ireland’, Bristol Times, and Bath Advocate, 16 October 1852, p.
4, col. 6; Anon., ‘Improvement department’, Southern Reporter and
Cork Daily Commercial Courier, 27 August 1859, p. 3, cols 3–4;
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Anon., ‘Yankee opinion of a Cork councillor’, Constitution, or Cork
Advertiser, 7 July 1859, p. 2, col. 4.
Anon., ‘Lecture’, Berrow’s Worcester Journal, 16 March 1861, p. 8,
col. 4; Anon., ‘Phrenology and physiology’, Leicester Journal, and
Midland Counties General Advertiser, 15 March 1861, p. 8, col. 2.
The stereotyped facial images of Fowler and Wells appear to have
formed an early component of this process of branding: see ‘Phrenology:
portraits of Mr Fowler and Mr Wells’ [advertisement], Birmingham
Journal, 9 March 1861, p. 8, col. 4.
Anon., ‘Literature’, Birmingham Journal, 16 February 1861, p. 6,
col. 7.
‘Phrenology’ [advertisement], Leicester Journal, and Midland Counties
General Advertiser, 12 April 1861, p. 4, col. 6.
See, for example, the cabinet of sixty phrenological busts produced
by William Bally (1799–1858) with the endorsement of Spurzheim:
Science Museum Group Collection, London: Object Number A642804.
Bally exhibited these at the Great Exhibition of 1851. Busts and
phrenological handkerchiefs are also remarked upon by one early
correspondent: see Anon., ‘Progress of phrenology’, Phrenological
Journal and Magazine of Moral Science, 11/56 (1838), 341–2 at
p. 342.
Frederick Bridges, ‘Chart of mental geometry, and synopsis and classification of the faculties’ [poster, c. 1850]: Wellcome Library, London:
no. 28445i; glazed phrenological head and penholder: Science Museum
Group Collection, London: Object Number A642808. Though nominally
working out of several addresses in central Liverpool, Bridges was also
a publishing and touring phrenologist, offering private consultations,
conversazioni and courses at prices starting at one shilling: see ‘Notice’
[advertisement], Liverpool Mercury, 1 April 1859, p. 1, col. 4. He
was the author of Criminals, Crimes and their Governing Laws, as
Demonstrated by the Sciences of Physiology and Mental Geometry
(London: George Philip and Son, 1860). Other modeller-phrenologists
active in this commercial field which imbricated publication with
artefacts were James de Ville (1777–1846) and Ambrose Lewis Vago
(1839–96), both of whom worked in London.
‘Palmer’s head’ [advertisement], Liverpool Weekly Mercury, and
Lancashire, Cheshire, and General Advertiser, 28 June 1856, p. 1,
col. 2; ‘Lectures on phrenology and physiology’ [advertisement],
Cork Daily Herald, and Advertising Gazette, 17 January 1862, p. 2,
col. 6.
Anon., ‘Lectures on phrenology’, Newcastle Courant, 23 January 1863,
p. 8, col. 2.
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129 Familiar lessons on phrenology’ [advertisement], Western Morning News,
2 January 1861, 4, col. 5; ‘Phrenology and physiology’ [advertisement],
Dundee Advertiser, 23 December 1862, p. 4, col. 5.
130 There is a two-dimensional precedent for neutral illustrations of cranial
conformity such as the Fowler bust, namely the illustration featured
in Spurzheim’s 1815 volume, The Physiognomical System of Drs Gall
and Spurzheim, which was reputedly the first phrenological illustration
to replace the macabre contours of the denuded cranium with a placid
and idealised human head.
131 Henry Bushea produced a chart of this type, in part plagiarised from
a Fowler original. See ‘Symbolical head and phrenological chart by
Dr Bushea, LLD’ [c. 1845], Wellcome Library, London: no. 27921i.
132 Cooter, Phrenology in the British Isles, pp. 137–8, 140–1; Anon.,
The Post Office London Street Directory for 1875 (London: Frederic
Kelly?, 1875), p. 308, col 2.
133 Anon., ‘Thetford’, Bury and Norwich Post, and Suffolk Herald, 23 July
1851, p. 3, col. 2. Phrenological lectures were on occasion delivered
in temperance halls, phrenology being associated with temperance
in some politically liberal circles as a ‘progressive’ movement: see
Anon., ‘Phrenology’, Liverpool Mercury, 6 November 1857, p. 12,
cols 5–6; ‘New family newspaper’ [advertisement], Hereford Times,
and General Advertiser, 12 April 1851, p. 4, col. 5.
134 Lydia F. Fowler, Nora: The Lost and Redeemed (London: W. Tweedie,
1863).
135 Anon., ‘Progress of phrenology’, p. 342; ‘Madame Tussaud’s exhibition’
[advertisement], Era, 4 December 1864, p. 8, col. 2. This advertisement
notes that the celebrated London waxworks featured a Chamber of
Physiognomy at this time, one of the exhibits having been taken from
life by Donovan. ‘London Phrenological Institution’ [advertisement],
Daily News, 5 April 1879, p. 1, col. 6. Confusingly, there appear
to have been two discrete London Phrenological Institutions, one
founded in 1840 by Donovan, the other in 1868 by O’Dell: see Cooter,
Phrenology in the British Isles, pp. 101, 251.
136 ‘Standard works on phrenology and physiology’ [advertisement],
Phrenological Magazine: A Journal of Education and Mental Science,
3 (1882), 525–6: by 1895, the business had contracted to occupy
only numbers 4 and 5: see Anon., The Post Office London Street
Directory for 1895 (London: Frederic Kelly?, 1895), p. 540. Charles
Bradlaugh (1833–91), the controversial member of parliament for
Northampton, was phrenologically analysed by Fowler in 1864, this
assessment being published in 1880.
137 Madeleine B. Sterne, ‘Mark Twain had his head examined’, American Literature, 41/2 (1969), 207–18; Stanley Finger, ‘Mark Twain’s
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phrenological experiment: three renditions of his “small test”’, Journal
of the History of the Neurosciences, 29/1 (2020), 101–18; Stanley
Finger, ‘Mark Twain’s life-long fascination with phrenology’, History
of the Behavioural Sciences, 55/2 (2019), 99–121.
W. T. Stead, ‘My experience in phrenology’, Review of Reviews, 4
(1890), 600. The Review of Reviews, which Stead founded in 1890,
specialised in summaries of, and excerpts derived from, the content of
other periodicals. Jessie Fowler returned to the United States following
her father’s death, but continued her phrenological career, writing
articles for US periodicals on the cranial conformation of murderers
and political grandees.
‘Monday, March 30th’ [advertisement], Citizen, 28 March 1903, p.
2, col. 2. The date of the society’s foundation is obscure, though its
meetings are regularly announced in the Citizen between March 1903
and January 1904.
Wells was a phrenologist and publisher, based latterly in Scarborough,
whose interests included diet and sexuality.
‘Works by George Combe’ [advertisement], Pall Mall Gazette, 29
January 1869, p. 15, col. 3.
See, for example, Anon., ‘Progress of phrenology’, p. 341.
‘Professor Beaumont’ [advertisement], Era, 22 November 1963, p.
8, col. 4; ‘Assembly Rooms, Sunderland’ [advertisement], Era, 26
September 1869, p. 1, col. 2.
‘Myddelton Hall’ [advertisement], Islington Gazette, 10 May 1862, p.
1, col. 3; ‘Mr Robinson, professor of electro-biology’ [advertisement],
Coleraine Chronicle, 2 December 1865, p. 5, col. 4. The experimental,
rather than theatrical, applications of electro-biology were subjected to
imputations of materialism analogous to those applied to phrenology
in the 1840s: see John Langdon, ‘Electro-biology: to the editor of the
Northampton Mercury’, Northampton Mercury’, 19 June 1852, p. 4,
col. 5.
‘North Bow day schools’ [advertisement], East London Observer,
Tower Hamlets and Borough of Hackney Chronicle, 30 January 1875,
p. 4, col. 2.
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The decadence of phrenology: materiality
and meaninglessness in modern Britain

South Parade Pier
The management of this pier started the week yesterday with a crowded
audience and a strong company. The Imperial Strauss Quartet are
re-engaged, and gained additional popularity at both performances.
The Follies, who are well known as musical entertainers in the
Metropolis, have a large share in the concert, and some excellent
songs, duets, etc., were contributed. The remainder of the programme
is provided by Professor Hubert, who undertakes to read characters
by the head and features, and even blindfolded by touching the hand.
Evening News, Portsmouth (5 June 1900)1

The Science Museum, London, holds many tangible artefacts connected with the practice and history of phrenology, in an expansive
collection which juxtaposes durable objects, such as ceramic busts
and cranial measuring callipers, with the fragile ephemera of handwritten phrenological charts and printed posters advertising lectures in
the English provinces.2 One of the most substantial items in the
collection, though, has no graphic content beyond its gilded lettering,
and yet provides a mute testimony to the incredible persistence of
phrenology in British culture. The object in question is a wooden
signboard, fabricated very much in the style of those tablets which
commemorate, in clubrooms and dining halls, the successive captains
of sports clubs or the worshipful masters of Masonic lodges. The
board is headed ‘The British Phrenological Society, Incorporated’
and proclaims that that body was founded in 1886, incorporated
in 1899, and retained offices at 109, Great Russel Street, London
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WC1 – a Bloomsbury address but a few minutes’ walk from the
British Museum.3 Thirty-seven changes of president are recorded
upon its varnished surface, from Lorenzo Fowler in 1886 (he served
as president, again, in 1889), via the Viennese psychiatrist Bernard
Hollander (1864–1934) in 1901, to Mrs Stackpool O’Dell (d. 1944),
widow of the proprietor of the London Phrenological Institution,
who remained in office from 1926 to 1928.
If the persistence of phrenology into the eugenically charged
interwar period may be, perhaps, unsurprising, the post-war survival
of the British Phrenological Society is surely remarkable.4 The very
message of phrenology, with its ostensible vision of gendered and
racialised mental determinism, its lack of scientific rigour, its elaborately Victorian impedimenta and its association with profitable
quackery all seem incongruous in a country engaged in the reconstruction of attitudes as much as of infrastructure, a nation simultaneously
losing an empire and gaining a National Health Service. Yet, for all
this, the British Phrenological Society did survive into the age of
the miniskirt, the contraceptive pill and the Beatles, its final president
– Robert Jenkins (1900–78), the former Conservative MP for Dulwich
– taking office in 1965.5 The society was dissolved in 1967, its
archives and library passing into the possession of the body’s final
secretary and penultimate president, Frances Hedderly (1904–78).
From her keeping, these materials passed into the care of relevant
archives at University College London in May 1967 and at the
Whipple Library, University of Cambridge, in the 1970s, with some
further materials being dispersed to the Library of the Royal Borough
of Camden and Yale University Library. The society remains a relatively obscure body, despite the extent of its archival presence.
Established by Lorenzo Fowler, the British Phrenological Society
recruited to membership many of the practical phrenologists active
at the Victorian fin de siècle – among them Jessie Fowler, Stackpool
O’Dell and Henry Cornelius Donovan (1846–1915), son of the late
Cornelius. The society appears to have been one of several such
bodies attempting to revive the fortunes of phrenology at the close
of the century. Roger Cooter, for example, notes the foundation of
another British Phrenological Society in the same year, under the
presidency of ‘A. Storey’, and a ‘Reformed Phrenological Society’,
headed by ‘Mr H. White, BA, of Oxford’, is referenced in a Gloucester
newspaper in 1900.6 There appears to be, however, a degree of
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ambiguity in Cooter’s survey with regard to the nomenclature adopted
by the ostensibly discrete organisations established by Fowler and
Storey, as well as a further uncertainty with regard to the relationship
between these bodies and a number of short-lived publications,
including the Phrenological Record (1892–3), Phrenological Review
(1905–6) and the Phrenologist (1907–13; 1942–55). Not merely do
the two institutions share the same dates of foundation and legal
incorporation, but Fowler’s organisation is denominated an ‘Association’ in obvious contradiction to the wording of the signboard
preserved in the Science Museum. More confusingly, given Cooter’s
assertion that the British Phrenological Society was opened with
Storey as founder-president, the latter’s name does not appear on
the preserved founders’ board.7 Bearing this in mind, it seems quite
possible that the Alfred Hubert who served as president of Fowler’s
society from 1895 to 1896 was the same gentleman who, having
once been ‘well known in the north as a clever and skilful Phrenologist
and Physiognomist’ was, by 1900, operating from a base on South
Parade Pier, Portsmouth, where he offered ‘character sketches and
phenomenal Blindfold readings publicly in the Pavilion at the
Entertainment every afternoon and evening’. One possible explanation
is that the ‘Association’ had denominated itself a ‘Society’ at some
juncture in its nineteenth-century existence, or that there were indeed
two bodies, as Cooter suggests, but these so closely congruent as
to facilitate such a confusing ambiguity. Whatever the case, the
career trajectory of ‘Professor Hubert FBPS, Palmist, Phrenologist
and Physiognomist (Past-President of the British Phrenological
Association)’ would appear to be an index of the declining reputation
– and questionable utility – of phrenology in the new century.8
Whatever the relationship between these two putative organisations, the British Phrenological Society – that is, the body tangibly
recorded on the board preserved by the Science Museum – appears
to have deliberately anticipated its status as a trading entity in
the twentieth century, the formal act of its incorporation removing
financial liability from the individual members and allowing the
society to enter into legally binding contracts. Such a process of
regulation, after all, was not necessary for an organisation which
anticipated moderate financial commitments, such as the expenses
associated with producing yearbooks (which were published only
in 1891 and 1896–8) or a quarterly journal. While the society
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perpetuated the customary regime of monthly meetings at which
papers were presented and discussed, and organised a more substantial
annual convention featuring British and international speakers, it
was arguably as entrepreneurial as it was didactic in its educational
function. It would seem that, from the early twentieth century, the
organisation was providing an element of formal instruction leading
to the accreditation and certification of those ‘graduates’ who had
passed ‘the recent examination of the Society’.9 Individual Victorian
practitioners, certainly, had long offered instruction in phrenological
analysis, though such ventures drew heavily upon the ostensible
kudos associated with carefully crafted personal reputations. This,
however, was a corporate entity offering a qualification verified on
a certificate through its own name and authority: the individual
pedagogue, in other words, had become secondary to the ostensibly
reputable organisation he or she represented.
Indeed, the society would appear to have appropriated something
of the dignity usually accorded to a professional or regulatory body,
validating its subscribers with postnomial designations. Joseph Millott
Severn (1860–1942), proprietor of the ‘Brighton Phrenological and
Mental Science Institution, Consulting Phrenologists and Publishers’, for example, advertised himself as a fellow of the society – or
FBPS – on his institutional notepaper as late as 1937.10 The society,
though, appeared to exercise but a negligible control over the
deployment of these postnomials. If Severn’s practice in Brighton
retained a semblance of professionalism through its institutional
address, ‘Professor’ Hubert appears to have been little more than
an end-of-pier entertainer in Southsea. The same might be said
of ‘Mdme Eversley MBPS’ of 70, Park Street, Bristol, who closed
her advertisements by stating ‘Bazaars attended free’.11 Presumably,
this member (rather than fellow) of the society received payment
from individuals patronising her booth at these bazaars, thereby
becoming as much a sideshow as the fortune-teller palmists so often
encountered at such gala events. Some practitioners, like Hubert and
the ‘Celebrated Lady Palmist, Madame Martino’ of Cardiff, appeared
to have offered insights into character through the inspection of hand
or head with no thought as to whether one method might appear
questionable in the context of the other.12 The system of Gall and
Spurzheim, announced a century earlier with so many intimations of
immanent scientific credibility, had thus arguably become, for many
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twentieth-century practitioners and those enquirers who consulted
them, little more than another form of fortune-telling. This was a
context, and a reputation, against which the lingering presence of
the British Phrenological Society – which continued to offer classes
in phrenology well into the 1960s – would struggle in vain.13 Even
Frances Hedderly, who managed the dispersal of the society’s papers to
various academic archives, was to turn increasingly to mystical rather
than scientific company following its dissolution. Her correspondence
at the Whipple Library in Cambridge reveals not merely that she
continued her career as a practical phrenologist, visiting enquirers at
home, but that she also corresponded with, or lectured to, a number
of openly parapsychological bodies including the Spiritual Venturers’
Association of Brighton, the Theosophical Society, the Federation of
British Astrologers and the Union of Spiritualist Mediums.
The demise of the British Phrenological Society in 1967 does not,
however, mark the eclipse of phrenology in national culture. It might
be suggested that the dissolution of that body indicates, instead, the
final passing of the institutional aspect of the system popularised
successively by Gall, Spurzheim, Combe and Fowler. Lacking the
due guard implicitly provided by such an institutional monitor, the
imagery and implications of phrenology were free to leak without
restriction or comment back into popular culture. This reintegration
was to bring no serious and protracted reassessment of the claims
of phrenology, though such explorations were sporadically to trouble
the psychological and medical worlds.14 There were, admittedly, one
or two serious attempts to revive phrenology as a credible discipline
within the expanding – and commercially driven – culture of modern
holistic self-help. The London Phrenology Company, for example,
published one such work in 1983 – Heads, or the Art of Phrenology,
a combined history and self-help manual – which contemplated
phrenology as a counterpart to ‘Yoga, and forms of healing like
acupuncture and other meditative and spiritual cultures’, for:
Phrenology has an analogous approach. It substitutes mental faculties
for the physical areas of yoga, acupuncture and reflexology.
Phrenology aspires to help give direction to self-awareness and
meaning to life. It avoids the disillusionment and panic leading to
the escapism so often encountered nowadays and replaces it with a
simple guide to self-awareness. It is also politically relevant in that it
stresses equality, liberty and fraternity. It can help to evaluate such
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problems as bringing up children, choosing a career, a partner in life,
assessing incompatibility and confusion, but above all is for the self.15

Such evidently Victorian sentiments appear, however, to have fallen
on deaf ears in Margaret Thatcher’s materialistic and aspirational
Britain. Incorporated in 1982, with the two authors of the book as
directors, the London Phrenology Company was legally dissolved
in February 2008. The company does not appear to have engaged
in actual teaching or practical phrenology.16 While extant, though,
it supplemented its publications, in true Victorian fashion, with
reproduction phrenological busts, after Fowler’s originals, manufactured and certificated by Coalport China, and with framed
illustrations of the cranial organs, the latter strikingly reminiscent
of the cover illustration of the March 1848 issue of the American
Phrenological Journal.17 All of these artefacts, though, represent
little more than recognisable Victorian designs overprinted with a
modern typeface: even the illustrations in Heads, or the Art of
Phrenology are for the most part engravings from nineteenth-century
publications. There is no novelty. Seemingly, in 1983 there was
nothing new that could be said about phrenology.

Notes
1 Anon., ‘South Parade Pier’, Evening News, 5 June 1900, p. 2, col. 4.
2 The Science Museum Group Collection includes, for example, a set
of metal callipers by Arnold and Sons (object number 1999–395);
Stackpool E. O’Dell and Mrs Stackpool E. O’Dell, A Phrenological
Chart of Character (London: London Phrenological Institution, n.d.),
completed for Mr Goodman and dated 1 January 1921 (object number
1989–1236); ‘A series of Lectures by Mr Droffnore at the Mechanics’
Institution Room, Trowbridge’, locally printed poster dated 1851 (object
number 1993–294/1).
3 Signboard, maker unknown probably of twentieth-century manufacture:
Science Museum Group Collection, object number A631341.
4 Consider, for example, the eugenic implications of John Nayler, ‘Racial
superiority and its attainment’, Phrenologist, 23 (May 1909), 200–7.
For an overview of phrenological racism see: James Poskett, Materials
of the Mind: Phrenology, Race, and the Global History of Science
1815–1920 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019).
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5 Jenkins’s obituary in The Times makes no mention of his phrenological activities: ‘Mr Robert Jenkins’, The Times, 27 June 1978, p. 19,
cols 7–8.
6 Roger Cooter, Phrenology in the British Isles: An Annotated, Historical
Biobibliography and Index (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1989),
p. 37. This obscure individual might possibly be Alfred Thomas Story
[sic] (1842–1934), sometime editor of Fowler’s Phrenological Magazine.
Notice regarding the Reformed Society, a body not listed in Cooter’s
survey, is given in ‘Thursday next, 19th April, at 8 o’clock’ [advertisement],
Citizen, 14 April 1900, p. 2, col. 2.
7 Hollander, intriguingly, appears to have edited journals on behalf of
both organisations: see Cooter, Phrenology in the British Isles, pp.
36–7, 269.
8 Anon., ‘Lectures on phrenology’, Folkestone Express, Sandgate, Shorncliffe and Hythe Advertiser, 19 December 1891, p. 7, col. 2; ‘South
Parade Pier: special engagement!’ [advertisement], Evening News, 5
June 1900, p. 1, col. 2.
9 ‘Anon., ‘The National Anthem’, Manchester Evening News, 12 November
1901, p. 4, col. 2; W. Cox, ‘The British Phrenological Society, Inc.’,
Phrenological Journal and Science of Health, 121 (January 1908), 31–2
at p. 32.
10 Severn was president of the society in 1905, published books, charts and
commissioned phrenological busts in plaster. A number his books and
letters are archived at the Whipple Library, University of Cambridge,
within the collection donated by Frances Hedderly.
11 ‘Mdme Eversley MBPS’ [advertisement], Western Daily Press, 10 March
1914, p. 4, col. 8.
12 ‘Palmistry, phrenology, character reading’ [advertisement], Western Mail,
1 November 1900, p. 2, col. 6.
13 The records of attendance at instruction classes between 1951 and
1966 are archived at the Wellcome Library, London: shelf-mark: SA/
PHR/8, with some of the later teaching resources being preserved at
the Whipple Library.
14 See, for example, O. Parker Jones, F. Alfaro-Almagro, and S. Jbabdi,
‘An empirical, twenty-first century evaluation of phrenology’, Cortex,
106 (2018), 26–35.
15 Helen and Peter Cooper, Heads, or the Art of Phrenology (London:
London Phrenology Company, 1983), pp. 99, 100.
16 Susan Clark, ‘What’s the alternative?’, Sunday Times Style Supplement,
6 December 1998, p. 8. Clark states, ‘I have not been able to find
anyone in th [sic] UK who practises it [phrenology] in a professional
capacity’.
17 Cooper and Cooper, Heads, pp. 106, 107.
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The phrenology of Donald J. Trump

The ubiquitous bust with its demarcated organs ought rightly to be
considered as the most durable monument of the phrenological
movement, even where its former significance as a diagnostic or
prognostic tool remains but a vague context in the mind of its
twenty-first-century possessor. The Fowler bust – the most frequently
reproduced of the genre – may today be easily obtained as a cheap
reproduction in a variety of sizes, these artefacts even going so far
as to incorporate, anachronistically, Fowler’s name and London
address on the plinth, as well as the designer’s original statement
regarding his motivation for creating the image: ‘To make my
observations available’. These ‘observations’, though, are quite likely
to be overlooked by a twenty-first-century purchaser keen merely
to add an element of voguish pseudo-Victorian kitsch to a stylish
modern room. Such objects convey, as well as an illusion of their
own alleged antiquity – for their glaze has often been artificially
crazed – an air of mystery that hangs upon the anachronistic
impenetrability of their inscriptions: what ordinary person in the
twenty-first century might, with ease, comprehend such terms as
‘Vitativeness’, ‘Approbativeness’ or ‘Philoprogenitiveness’, all of
which are to be found on one Fowler-derived reproduction bust?
No doubt many modern purchasers do not even contemplate the
individual demarcations, but regard the object holistically in the
manner of a geographical map displayed on a wall and perceived
for the most part only in outline.
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The kitsch ambience of phrenology might well be said to have
reached a zenith – or, perhaps, nadir – in recent years with the vogue
for imposing a palimpsest of tattoo-derived imagery over the familiar
geography of the Fowler bust. Such objects as the mass-produced
‘Phrenology Tattoo Storage Jar’, distributed in Britain by Pot Rangement, which features a plinth bearing a coloured sailing vessel and
a grandly moustachioed visage, or the ‘Strongman Tattoo Phrenology
Head’, which replaces the original organic demarcations with
contemporary phrases such as ‘Sex, Drugs, Rock n’ Roll’, express
a new phrenological decadence in concrete form. These once meaningful icons are now adrift in signification, no longer anchored to an
extant system of thought: in the first quarter of the twenty-first
century, a practical phrenologist cannot be found at the end of even
the most provincial British seaside pier.
With the development of such products, the residual memory of
an erstwhile pseudoscience is transformed into an easily overlooked
decorative artefact. The physically durable modern ceramic reproduction thereby becomes – perversely – even more ephemeral than the
fragile relics of the phrenological past, as the wavering fashions of
interior design will no doubt destine such things to languish in the
charity shop-windows and eBay special offers of a not-too-distant
future. This, certainly, would appear to be the current incarnation
of moribund phrenology in modern Britain. Yet, perversely, a new
meaningfulness, a new ubiquity even, appears to have arisen for
phrenology in the United States, and during a discrete historical
period that can accurately be dated as opening in 2017 and peaking
in 2020.
It is an application of phrenology that is ironic and pointedly
satirical, and its focus is the forty-fifth president of the United States,
Donald John Trump (b. 1946). It is hardly unusual, of course,
for national leaders to be lampooned either verbally or through
the graphic grotesqueries of political cartooning.1 Trump, though,
would appear to be responsible for a purposeful revisiting of the
imagery of phrenology, by way of a succession of images in which
his distinctive profile, sometimes complete with characteristic hair,
forms the basis of an immediately recognisable phrenological chart.
The word ‘TrumPhrenology’ – describing a putative discipline which
‘seeks to diagnose and explain the behaviour of Donald Trump and
his supporters through reference to the brain’ – was defined on
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14 March 2017, and a chart demarcating the president’s organic
conformation was published under the same title, again in early
2017, by the American artist GMan (Figure 10).2 The organs which
GMan demarcates upon the presidential cranium respond to assessments made by Trump’s critics – Trump, the illustration ‘proves’,

10 TrumPhrenology, satirical caricature by GMan (2017)
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is ‘Arrogant’, ‘Vain’, ‘Xenophobic’, ‘Homophobic’, ‘Sanctimonious’
and ‘Infantile’. A coloured wall-poster by the Minneapolis artist
Benjamin Atmore, entitled ‘Phrenology of Trump’, adds, further ‘wall
building’, ‘Alternative Facts’, ‘Egotism’ and even ‘Tanning’ to the
president’s personal chart. Atmore’s work is, at the time of writing,
available as an art print and a budget-priced fridge magnet.3 Other
images of Trump with a phrenological twist have been produced
by Natasha Telang, Christopher Lydon and Ben Greenman, the
last being exhibited on Trump’s once-preferred medium, Twitter.
All of these images are, at the time of writing, circulating freely on
the Internet. The phenomenon of TrumPhrenology should thus be
understood as a timely coda to the long history of phrenology. Topical
once more without any form of leadership nor corporate marketing,
these artefacts of an ironic and abstracted phrenology persist in a
cultural space where they are, simultaneously and paradoxically,
both evocative and outdated.

Notes
1 For example, Adlai Stevenson I (1835–1914), twenty-third vice president
of the United States, was the subject of a phrenological lampoon by the
cartoonist Victor on the cover of Judge, 23/569 (10 September 1892).
2 Neuroskeptic [pseud.], ‘Don’t blame Trump’s brain’, Discover, 14
March 2017, available online at www.discovermagazine.com/mind/
dont-blame-trumps-brain (accessed 20 September 2021); Luca Marfè,
‘Arrabbiato, ipocrita, manipolatore: il cervello di Trump secondo Gman’,
Il Mattino, available online at www.ilmattino.it/primopiano/esteri/
new_york_cervello_di_trump_secondo_gman-2315104.html (accessed
20 September 2021).
The Gman artwork (Figure 10) is headed with the following text:
Phrenology
Originally from the Greek ‘mind’ ‘knowledge’ is based on the
concept that the brain is the organ of the mind, and that certain
brain areas have localized, specific functions. Developed by German
physician Franz Joseph Gall in 1796, the discipline was very popular
in the 19th century, and was influential in psychiatry. Phrenologists
believe that the human mind has a set of various mental faculties,
each one represented in a different area of the brain. These areas
were said to be proportional to a person’s propensities – a person’s
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capacity for a given personality trait could be determined simply
by measuring the area of the skull that overlies the corresponding
area of the brain – concentrating on personality and character.
While mostly discredited by 1840, there is an indication that many
of the negative human emotions are present in the brain of the
45th President of the United States, Donald J. Trump.
3 See www.amazon.co.uk/Phrenology-Canvas-Cartoon-Picture-20X30In/dp/
B08Y8MF292/ref=sr_1_3?dchild=1&keywords=Phrenology+Of+Trump&
qid=1619629310&s=kitchen&sr=1–3 and www.ebay.com/itm/PhrenologyOf-Trump-Refrigerator-Magnets-Size-2-5-x-3-7-/362536876745 (accessed
1 September 2021).
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