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Praise for The Mesmerist

‘Engrossing … [Moore’s] social history of Victorian medicine, which struggled with innovation and provision for the poor, also feels rivetingly topical … [A] witty and instructive tale’

Daily Telegraph

‘Lively … Moore tells her story with gusto’

Observer

‘Fascinating … she brings the London medical world to vivid life. Elliotson’s experiments were covered in lavish detail by contemporary journals, but Moore has made this an altogether richer story by judicious use of details gleaned from diaries, case reports and hospital archives’

TLS

‘Charles Dickens, as it happens, has a cameo role in Moore’s book. Sceptical at first about the powers of mesmerism, the novelist became a convert after witnessing one of the many sessions run by John Elliotson, the doctor who helped to start a craze for putting Londoners, sick and healthy alike, into trances’

The Times

‘Wendy Moore is an expert guide to the world of early 19th-century medicine, and this fascinating book is packed with buccaneering, larger-than-life doctors and gruesome operations, as well as the minutely documented antics of the Okey sisters. UCH in those times was evidently a much livelier place than it is today under our dear old NHS’

Spectator

‘Wendy Moore has written a thrilling account of this odd byway of medical history … she has successfully taken a historical episode and used it to colour in the world of 19th-century scientific endeavour and its attempts to uncover the still-unexplained mysteries of the human unconscious’

Literary Review

‘As in all her works, Moore provides evidence of meticulous research with copious notes to be appreciated by the medical historian and her acknowledgements demonstrate the breadth of her consultation … an invaluable addition to the literature on the struggle between science and superstition’

British Society For The History Of Medicine

‘Elliotson, as Moore’s engrossing study describes, became passionate about hypnosis, under which (he tried to prove) a patient could have surgery without pain. His demonstrations became as fashionable as any theatre – but was it fraud?’

Sunday Telegraph

‘The author’s dry asides combined with the unsentimental light she sheds on medical experimentation make this an informative and riveting page turner’

Country Life

‘The idea of a higher, healing state took 19th-century society by storm but, as this lively book shows, it was to prove controversial’
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1

You’re a fool, Dr Ellisson. Ha! Ha!

University College Hospital, Gower Street, London, 10 May 1838

The girl sat impassively at the centre of the stage while the lecture theatre filled with people.1 As the spectators poured through the doorway and squeezed along the narrow wooden benches, she seemed oblivious to their presence, lost in a world of her own. Some of the men – for the audience was composed predominantly, if not entirely, of men – brought out spectacles or opera glasses so they could scrutinise the girl more closely as they took their seats. Through their lenses they could see her ghostly pale face with its dainty features and dark eyes fringed by long black lashes. She wore her hair piled on top of her head in ‘a profusion of flaxen ringlets’, which set off her handsome ‘Grecian features’, according to one observer. She had the head and face of a child but the mature body of a young woman, said another. In fact she was seventeen, though small for her age; she seemed poised on the point of puberty, an innocent child on the brink of womanhood. Silent and still, she appeared neither to notice the men’s arrival nor to mind their attention.

The tiered benches that rose on three sides of the room were now filled to capacity yet still people arrived. Chairs were set out on the floor of the lecture theatre to accommodate more guests and once these were taken the latecomers had to stand at the back and in the aisles. As the excited chatter grew, so the temperature in the room rose. Although the morning had started out unseasonably frosty, it had turned into a bright, warm, dry afternoon. At last, the theatre was filled to bursting and the door was closed. The spectators shifted in their seats and craned their necks for a better view. The journalists lifted their pens in readiness. All were impatient for the performance to begin. In the summer of 1838 there was no more thrilling place to be. For the 300 or so invited guests who crowded the lecture theatre in Gower Street this was the hottest ticket in town.2

At theatres and entertainment halls across London, audiences could laugh at pantomime or cower at melodrama, gasp at daring acrobatics or blush at risqué cabaret. Yet none of these could match the novelty of the spectacle set to unfold in the lecture theatre of the capital’s newest hospital. Those lucky guests who had begged, beseeched or bartered an invitation had been promised theatre and pantomime, farce and cabaret, all rolled into one. The display they had come to watch was the chief talking point in every gentlemen’s club and scientific society, every plush dining room and plain servants’ hall throughout the nation. As one journal remarked, it was ‘scarcely possible to join a dozen persons in any society’ where the topic was ‘not a subject of serious discussion’.3 But this was not titillation for the masses; this was not entertainment for entertainment’s sake. The spectacle the distinguished audience had come to see was being staged in the name of Science. For they had all gathered to bear witness to an extraordinary force of nature, which held out the prospect of a significant advance in medicine.

Heaven knows it was needed. Many in the audience knew from bitter experience the dismal failings of orthodox medicine to prevent or relieve the raft of diseases and ailments which unleashed suffering daily and despatched thousands to an early grave. Some had even endured the brutality of surgery without pain relief or basic hygiene. It was no wonder that the public resorted to buying quack medicines in high street chemists or turned to more outlandish alternatives in the desperate hope of finding relief. It was little wonder either that many regarded the medical profession with cynicism and muttered darkly about loved ones who might have lived longer or suffered less without medical interference. So the unveiling of a powerful new treatment, which some of the profession’s most respected leaders believed could conquer both pain and disease, was welcome news indeed.

Not surprisingly, with so much at stake, the audience included some of the best-known names in scientific and intellectual society. Michael Faraday, the brilliant director of the laboratory at the Royal Institution, had taken time out from his research on electricity to watch the demonstration. Sir James South, the renowned astronomer who had recently described Mars, had interrupted his stargazing to attend. Sir Joseph de Courcy Laffan, physician to the late Duke of York, the young queen’s father, was taking a keen professional interest. And squeezed among these illustrious personalities were assorted peers and MPs, scientists and journalists, medical practitioners and medical students, all eagerly awaiting the exhibition.

Some had already witnessed strange scenes during the past few months on the hospital’s wards. Faraday, for one, had devoted many hours to studying the patients involved, in an attempt to find a logical explanation. Teachers and students from almost every medical school in London had flocked to see the extraordinary sights for themselves along with innumerable members of the prominent scientific institutions and medical societies. What they had seen divided them equally into zealous evangelists convinced a new scientific wonder had been discovered and outright sceptics adamant that it was all a grand delusion. One visitor, the radical MP Sir William Molesworth, had been so impressed he had donated 30 guineas (worth more than £3,000 today) to the hospital’s coffers. Another, Lord Henry Brougham, the political reformer and co-founder of University College London, which ran the hospital, had stormed out in disgust.4

Even Charles Dickens, the young journalist and author who was fast gaining celebrity following the serialisation of his first novel, The Pickwick Papers, had joined one of these private parties huddled around the hospital beds with his collaborator, the artist George Cruikshank, in tow.5 Dickens had been so enthralled that he had come back a few weeks later with his actor friend William Macready. Many drawn to the demonstration on 10 May would have heard of even more bizarre experiments – involving cats, mirrors and electricity – which had taken place over recent months within the walls of the hospital. All would have read the incredulous reports in their newspapers and scientific journals. Now they were ready to judge for themselves.

At last the chatter fell away and attention turned to the man who stood beside the girl’s chair waiting for silence. Professor John Elliotson was a familiar figure to all. At forty-six, Elliotson was in his prime; he was at the pinnacle of his medical career and the peak of his popularity.6 Although the doctor was below average height and walked with a limp following a carriage accident some years earlier, he was still strikingly handsome with his curling jet-black hair, dark brown eyes, prominent eyebrows and abundant side whiskers. His high forehead, long straight nose and strong chin were all suggestive of authority. Having held the post of Professor of Medicine at the university for seven years, Elliotson was regarded as one of the most successful and respected teachers and physicians in London, as popular with his patients as he was with his students. The influential weekly medical journal The Lancet would admit no equal. Elliotson was quite simply ‘not surpassed by any physician in the metropolis’.7

Every day well-dressed members of the aristocracy and gentry flocked to consult the doctor at his elegant house in Conduit Street in London’s West End. According to The Times, Conduit Street was choked with the carriages of Elliotson’s patients as thickly as St James’s Street on the day of a royal reception. A fervent patron of the arts, the doctor drew just as many people to his house for the ‘splendid musical parties’ he hosted for his friends in high society. On the other side of London and at the opposite end of the social scale, desperately poor labourers and their families, who scratched a living in the capital’s northern slums, packed the waiting room at University College Hospital where the doctor treated them for free. Indeed it was only through Elliotson’s persistence that the hospital had been built at all. It was Elliotson who had mobilised support for the loan that had financed the bricks and mortar; it was Elliotson who had insisted on the name to reflect its academic origins. Just as devoted were the professor’s students who crowded his lectures and followed him around the wards, hanging on his every word. The doctor’s lectures and case studies were avidly reported in the medical press, and his book, Human Physiology, was the standard medical textbook of the day.

Yet for all his wealth and success, Elliotson was not uncritical of the establishment. Shocked by the poverty and injustice he witnessed daily, the professor had backed campaigns to reduce factory working hours, ban army flogging and end capital punishment. Just as he supported free healthcare for all, so he advocated education for the masses. And he was equally determined to reform the medical world. One of a new breed of uncompromising medical mavericks, he was impatient to shake up the antiquated and corrupt institutions which stifled progress and suffocated genuine talent. Well aware, from his own experience, of the difficulties in scaling the slippery career ladder, he was determined to help create a forward-looking profession based on open and meritocratic principles. Central to this vision was medical practice founded on sound scientific evidence. Elliotson was at the forefront of testing new techniques and therapies that might one day provide effective treatments and replace the centuries of reliance on blistering and bleeding, cupping and purging, and the hotchpotch of toxic potions that comprised the official pharmacopoeia. As a frequent traveller on the Continent, the professor was always on the lookout for promising innovations, and was even ready to try out some of the more outlandish ideas. In short, if anything novel was happening in the world of science and medicine, the audience in the lecture hall of UCH could be sure that Elliotson would be first to investigate it. Today, they were not going to be disappointed.

Elliotson began defensively. He had been attacked in the press by sceptics who scorned his latest discoveries as a deception or an absurdity, he said. He had been ostracised by some sections of the medical profession who refused to accept his work. He had even been warned by some of his university colleagues to stop his demonstrations, despite the fact that those same colleagues had not even deigned to witness his experiments. Indeed, at this very moment, some of his fellow professors were raising a petition demanding an end to his work.

But Elliotson refused to be cowed. He believed it was his duty to research the startling new phenomenon he had stumbled upon and to present the results of his experiments in the full glare of the public eye. The hospital in which they were sitting had been opened four years earlier as a ‘liberal institution’ to ‘throw light on truth and nature’; he therefore believed it was wrong to perform experiments on its patients ‘with closed doors’.8 In his own mind there was no doubt about the veracity of his discoveries. For he was convinced he had found a ‘powerful remedial agent’ with the potential to treat numerous ailments and even to conquer pain. Indeed, he had already used the therapy to cure several of his patients.

A child who had been paraplegic and incontinent for nine months had recently walked out of the hospital fit and well, the doctor revealed. A patient who had suffered epileptic seizures had been cured after just one application. A patient with St Vitus’s dance (Sydenham’s chorea), the so-called ‘dancing mania’, had been perfectly cured. And now the professor was ready to demonstrate the effects of this remarkable therapy before his largest audience to date.

Throughout the professor’s speech the girl sitting beside him had remained motionless and silent, seemingly immune to the crowd’s curiosity. Yet immediately he ceased speaking she rose abruptly from her seat. The guests were transfixed; a change had come over her. Nobody was quite sure what had occasioned this change, noted a journalist from The Lancet, but there was no doubt that the placid composure of her face was suddenly transformed. She began to stroll and skip around the stage, stopping every so often to examine individuals and objects, exclaiming at them in childish language or meaningless babble, yet all the while she remained apparently unaware of the presence of the massed audience. She was now, the professor explained, in a state of ‘delirium’ or ‘sleep-waking’ as he sometimes termed it. In fact, one of his fellow enthusiasts, a professor from a rival medical school, had recently suggested the term ‘trance’.9

The girl, Elliotson explained, was a patient who had been admitted into the hospital some twelve months earlier, suffering epileptic fits. Her name was Elizabeth Okey.10 Yet she scarcely needed any introduction, for Elizabeth had become something of a celebrity over the past year. Her surname was routinely misspelled ‘O’Key’ by journalists so that her origins were widely assumed to be Irish. Inevitably this gave rise to the lazy assumption that she came from one of the numerous poor, ill-educated, unskilled Irish families that had gravitated to London over the past few decades – and triggered popular prejudice as a result. In fact her family boasted a long English pedigree – although they had certainly seen better times. Over the past year her starring role in Professor Elliotson’s experiments at UCH had been excitedly reported in newspapers and journals as far afield as Dublin and Belfast.11 Elizabeth Okey had become a household name in dining clubs and gin palaces, mansions and garrets up and down the land. The demonstration at UCH on 10 May was set to become one of her most virtuoso performances.12

First Elizabeth headed towards the Marquess of Anglesey, Henry Paget, who was seated in the front row. The marquess, who was nearly seventy, had famously had his right leg amputated on a cottage dining table after his knee was shattered by grapeshot during a reckless charge at the Battle of Waterloo.13 Known affectionately as ‘One-Leg’, the old campaigner sported a fine pair of buff-coloured trousers, which concealed an artificial limb that had been designed expressly for him and was patented as ‘the Anglesey Leg’. Having stoically endured his battlefield amputation without so much as flinching, the marquess still suffered dreadful pain from the stump. More recently he had become victim to excruciating facial pain due to the nerve disorder tic douloureux (trigeminal neuralgia) for which he had tried numerous therapies, including homoeopathy and hydrotherapy. Few people in the audience had more experience of the inadequacies of conventional medical care, or such a personal interest in its improvement.

Elizabeth greeted the veteran soldier like an old friend with: ‘Oh! how do ye?’ To the audience’s amusement, she continued: ‘White trowsers! Dear! you do look so tidy, you do. What nice things. You are a nice man.’ Since contemporary prudishness dictated that ‘trousers’ were frequently referred to with a euphemism such as ‘unutterables’, it was clear the girl had a sense of humour.14 She then turned to the marquess’s brother, Sir Charles Paget, who sat nearby, and tartly asked: ‘Why do you wear your hat?’ At that point she grasped Sir Charles’s hand and enfolded it in her own. But this move was evidently a step too far for a young single woman in front of an all-male audience and Elliotson swiftly intervened. Stepping behind the girl, the professor theatrically lifted his hand and brought it slowly down. As if by magic, her eyes closed, she teetered on her heels, and then fell straight backwards like an axed tree. She was only saved from crashing to the floor by Elliotson’s assistant, a young medical student called William Wood, who caught her in his arms. She awoke in less than a minute and was safely returned to her chair. Elliotson waved his hand again and Elizabeth’s eyelids dropped like shutters. She was roused by the doctor blowing on her face and then she was up and off again, chatting, joking, flirting and cavorting with the enraptured men.

For the next two and a half hours, Elizabeth Okey amazed and entertained the audience with a heady mixture of childlike naivety and flagrant sexuality as Elliotson presided over the event like a master of ceremonies. The girl’s extraordinary behaviour, the fascinated spectators were informed, represented a complete change of personality. For, as the Monthly Chronicle reported, in her natural state Elizabeth was timid and modest in the ‘manner proper to her age and sex’.15 Ordinarily, the journal added, ‘she is silent and reserved, never speaking except in answer to questions directly put to her’ and then giving her answers ‘in a low and gentle tone with rather a downcast expression of countenance, apparently resulting from great modesty of disposition’. Yet, acting under the professor’s strange power, the girl lost all her inhibitions and was transformed into a saucy minx of the type more familiarly seen prancing about in a pantomime chorus or, worse still, beckoning from a street corner.

In this half-childlike, half-coquettish condition, Elizabeth seized a walking stick from one guest, snatched a pair of gloves from another and plucked a set of opera glasses from a third. Throughout these frolics she kept up a lively commentary. Holding the opera glasses aloft, she exclaimed: ‘Oh, Dr Elliotson, see what I’ve got.’ Instructed to return them to their owner, she turned to one ruddy-faced gentleman and announced: ‘Tisn’t yours, beauty cheeks.’ To another spectator, who sported a breastpin in his handkerchief, she declared: ‘Oh, what a beautiful oyster!’ The doctor explained that he had once told her, while she was in this trance-like state, that a brooch was an oyster – although he did not see fit to explain why he should have done that. Greeting the doctor’s assistant, Elizabeth exclaimed: ‘Oh, Mr Wood, dear, how do ye?’ Then she pointed at the feet of the men in the front row and added: ‘Look here, what lots of feet!’ Casting around for the marquess again, she asked: ‘Where’s that beauty white gentleman?’ By turns charming and impudent, skittish and provocative, she held her audience rapt as surely as any actress on the London stage.

Yet each time Elizabeth’s behaviour transgressed too far, she was smartly sent back to sleep with a deft wave of Elliotson’s hand before being restored again by the doctor blowing on her face. At one point, when she collapsed lifelessly into the lap of one surprised visitor, she was rapidly roused. Likewise, when she made a sudden lunge for some gloves inside a guest’s hat which rested on his lap, she was quickly returned to her chair and sleep.

At this point Elliotson crouched behind the chair, out of Elizabeth’s sight, and snapped his jaws three or four times. The girl mimicked him exactly. While she was still apparently asleep, a wooden board was placed under her chin so she could see nothing below it. As the doctor raised and lowered his arms out of her sight, her own arms mirrored his actions perfectly. Now the doctor pointed his hand towards her and drew his right arm upwards and outwards. In a few seconds the girl’s right arm moved in the same direction. When the doctor wriggled his fingers, hers followed suit. When he raised his left arm, hers went up too. When he pointed to her right foot, her leg magically rose.

She was now in a state of ‘catalepsy’, the doctor informed his audience. But it was not just the doctor who could produce these strange reactions. A volunteer from the audience moved his hand upwards and the girl’s left leg obediently rose. She was now sitting on the chair with both legs stuck stiffly out, both arms raised, and her eyes closed, to all appearances like a china doll. Elliotson then invited members of the audience to come forward and examine her limbs. They did not need asking twice. Several volunteers, including the eager reporter from The Lancet, stepped forward to prod and poke the girl’s arms and legs. They were all ‘rigidly fixed’, the journalist confirmed, and Elizabeth continued to sit for several minutes balanced only on the seat of her chair. At last the doctor blew in her face. Instantly her limbs dropped and she awoke.

As the exhibition progressed, Elizabeth’s reactions became wilder and more exotic. When Elliotson or Wood waved their hands, her hands became fixed so she could not separate them. When Wood backed away behind her, she twitched and jerked then suddenly shot backwards in her chair as if being yanked towards him by an invisible rope. And when The Lancet journalist pulled her hair and pinched her neck, she sat unflinching and unresponsive. As he later remarked, ‘she did not notice it, or evince the slightest symptom of pain’. This was scarcely surprising since it was widely reported that she had previously withstood electric shocks without betraying the least sign of pain.

While Elliotson earnestly explained each response to his actions as a manifestation of the mysterious power he was manipulating, Elizabeth enlivened proceedings with impromptu turns supplemented by a repertoire of rude comments and ribald jokes that kept the audience enthralled. It was a formidable double act. At one point she whistled a popular air, ‘The Green Hills of Tyrol’, from Rossini’s 1829 opera William Tell, ‘perfectly as regards both time and tune’. Then she abruptly switched style and hummed two psalms ‘in an exceedingly delicate tone’ while absent-mindedly picking at the flowers sewn on her dress. At another point she chattered away in French – muttering ‘méchant diable’ – in apparent mimicry of a French woman who was being treated on the same ward. Then she began spouting a stream of gobbledegook which sounded, The Lancet suggested, like ‘misce crutis, crece croo’.

Most amusing, however, was the ‘innocent familiarity’ with which Elizabeth treated her audience. As the journalist from the Morning Post noted, ‘she speaks truth with all the naivete, and non-reservation of a person half seas over’ – or, in plain words, drunk. She addressed one generously proportioned spectator as ‘a nice large gentleman, with white legs’. Then she turned to his neighbour and remarked: ‘You are not so big, are you? No, for that gentleman has the advantage of being stuffed. Stuffed? Pray with what? Is it with a good dinner? For that’s the best of all good stuffing.’ To another well-fed guest she proclaimed: ‘Oh! How do ye? You’re a very fat gentleman. Stand up on your understandings, and let me see how you look then. If I’d got such a pair, I’d not sit down I can tell you.’ Plainly preoccupied with food or rather the lack of it – doubtless a reflection of the austere hospital diet – she spoke to her own hands and mused: ‘S’pose I give you no dinner. You’d be very glad to talk then.’ She addressed Professor Elliotson, or ‘Ellisson’ as she pronounced his name, as ‘You beauty white man’. She even spoke to the wooden board in front of her as if it were alive saying: ‘Such a dirty beast you are. I don’t like you. Does your mother know you’re out?’

As Elizabeth’s behaviour progressed from the comic to the absurd, at one point she woke from her artificially induced sleep and asked where the doctor had gone. ‘I’m in that boot,’ answered Elliotson. ‘Are you?’ she replied. ‘Yes, and I ate Mr Wood for breakfast today, and have got in there.’ Obligingly Elizabeth trotted over to one of the guests and began running her hand up the man’s trousers while protesting: ‘Oh! come out. Don’t live in that nasty hole.’ She was hastily returned to sleep. It was hard, admittedly, at times to determine who was behaving the more bizarrely, the revered doctor or his patient. Absurd or not, the audience loved it.

At length two more patients were brought into the theatre. The first was a girl, aged between two and three, who had recently been admitted to the hospital with a ‘nervous complaint’ – though quite what nervous complaint a child of three could be subject to was not elucidated. The professor’s attempts to induce sleep in her merely produced a yawn, though when the child sat facing Elizabeth and mimicked the professor’s hand movements, she managed to send Elizabeth to sleep. The third patient was Okey’s younger sister, Jane, who had also been admitted to the hospital the previous year with epilepsy. Jane, who was fifteen, was even more susceptible to the mysterious influence than her sister, explained the professor, since she could be sent to sleep simply by being pointed or looked at – as he immediately proved when Jane fell motionless into the lap of the nearest spectator.

With the audience’s appetite for novelty undimmed, Elliotson repeated his experiments on both Jane and the child and even demonstrated how the invisible influence could be multiplied by strength of numbers. Volunteers from the audience queued up to place their hands on the child’s shoulders as they successively put Elizabeth to sleep more quickly. Before long the floor of the theatre was so crowded that The Lancet reporter had difficulty seeing what was happening.

Yet for all the variety on stage it was Elizabeth who was undeniably the star of the show. Even if her sister was more responsive, it was Elizabeth who produced the most amusing, the most daring, the most outrageous antics. Her talents were manifold, her repertoire was wide, suggesting a keen interest in the popular entertainment of the day. In particular, the audience was thrilled when she gave a rendition of ‘Jim Crow’, a well-known song recently imported across the Atlantic by the American vaudeville performer Thomas Dartmouth Rice.16 Rice had made a name in his native country as a ‘negro’ impersonator. With his face blacked-up by burnt cork, he danced and sang in supposed imitation of a black slave from the American south, or a ‘right down Yankee nigger’ as the newspapers would have it.17 Two years previously Rice had brought his act to London where it had enjoyed a successful run at the Surrey Theatre in Lambeth and his signature song had become an instant hit.

Whether Elizabeth had managed to see Rice at one of his shows or heard the song elsewhere, she was plainly familiar with the lyrics. In mid-verse she suddenly halted to ask Elliotson whether he had also ‘come over from Kentucky’ and then offered to ‘wheel about, and turn about’ in accordance with the song’s chorus. This proposal was peremptorily rejected by the doctor, to the spectators’ manifest disappointment.

As her performance drew to its close, everyone agreed: Elizabeth Okey was the indisputable prima donna of the day. Whatever the doctor wanted her to do she complied with. She was a puppet responding to every twitch and tweak of her puppet master; she was putty in the hands of a sculptor. She appeared to be completely responsive to his gestures, totally under his power. For most of the time at least.

During the course of the afternoon there were certain interludes when Elizabeth suddenly asserted her independence and defied the professor’s commands, even to the point of casting ridicule on him. At one stage, Elliotson ordered: ‘Pray don’t sing.’ But Elizabeth smartly retorted: ‘I may sing “Buy a black sheep”, for Mr Wood told me so.’ And she duly belted out a verse. When the doctor tried to incite her to mimic his wriggling fingers, she declared: ‘Oh, but you’re a fool, Dr Ellisson. Ha! Ha! How do ye? Mine won’t go like yours. They ain’t so silly.’ Another time she coyly remarked: ‘Poor Dr Ellisson, would you like some sop, with some milk in it?’ And Elliotson, pre-empting the joke, replied: ‘No, for then I should be a milksop.’

It was plain, too, that when her sister and the child were introduced Elizabeth took umbrage at sharing the limelight. Laughing at the young girl’s efforts to place her in a trance, Elizabeth scolded: ‘Suppose, my little dear, I was to knock you off your perch.’ Then she turned to the professor and said: ‘I say, Dr Ellisson, ’spose I was to knock you off your perch; how funny you’d look.’ Quickly she added: ‘But I won’t do that; I wouldn’t hurt you.’ Each rude outburst only excited the audience to more hilarity.

Finally, as the guests gathered their belongings to leave the lecture theatre late that afternoon, Elliotson attempted to restore Elizabeth Okey to her normal, lucid state in order to send her back to the ward. Ordinarily, this process was accomplished by simply rubbing her forehead with his thumbs. But this time all his efforts were in vain. Elizabeth, it seemed, did not want the show to end. Neither the professor nor his assistant, Wood, could wake her. Then Wood had a bright idea. He asked Elizabeth herself how and when she would awake. ‘In five minutes,’ she muttered in her sleep. ‘Shall you awake of yourself?’ ‘No.’ ‘How then?’ asked Wood. ‘You must wake me.’ ‘In what way?’ he asked. ‘By rubbing my neck.’ Fascinated by this new development, the assembled guests waited patiently until five minutes had elapsed. At that point Elliotson attempted to rouse the girl by rubbing her neck. There was no response. A few seconds later, Wood tried his luck and Elizabeth awoke to her natural state.

The transformation was entire. Elizabeth’s countenance and manner underwent such a complete change it was ‘as if she had risen from the dead’, said the Morning Post. She was suddenly transfigured into the meek young girl they had all heard about who kept her head bowed in fitting modesty. She seemed to have no recollection of anything that had happened in the theatre, only complaining of a headache. As the guests filed out, many of them stopped to shake hands with her and she responded with a demure curtsey. She appeared, said The Lancet, ‘greatly wearied, depressed, and much abashed at her situation’.

There was no doubt the demonstration had provided a perfect afternoon’s entertainment. But were the bizarre capers authentic? Did this peculiar exhibition truly represent a major advance in medicine? Almost everybody present agreed: they were convinced the patients’ responses were genuine. And although nobody could explain the scientific cause of the phenomena they had witnessed, all were satisfied that Elliotson’s experiments provided ample proof of the reality of animal magnetism, or mesmerism as the doctor preferred to call it.

The Morning Post reporter – who had already witnessed similar scenes on the wards – had no hesitation. ‘Our own opinion is already formed, by frequent and attentive observation, that the extraordinary effects produced in Dr Elliotson’s lecture-room are real and unsophisticated, however inexplicable they may be on any known theory of disease.’18 The journalist from The Lancet was equally convinced. Having similarly observed Elizabeth Okey on several previous occasions, he attested: ‘The question of deception was at once met by a conviction, derived from appearances, that the most accomplished actor that ever trod the stage could not have presented the change with a truer show of reality.’19

The alternative explanation – that a seventeen-year-old girl with a rich line in comic repartee could fool not only a renowned university professor but some 300 distinguished gentlemen – was simply unthinkable. Less than a year earlier an eighteen-year-old girl had ascended the British throne. Preparations were currently well advanced for the coronation of Queen Victoria as head of the British Empire in June. But the young queen had, of course, been born with blue blood in her veins and been bred for her future role. The possibility that a young girl from a poor labouring family could deceive the whole country was utterly absurd.

The timing was crucial. Elizabeth Okey’s theatrics had certainly mesmerised the audience but it was John Elliotson’s status within the scientific world that gave mesmerism its credibility. Outside the lecture theatre, within the medical establishment and beyond, Elliotson knew that opposition to his work was growing. His enemies in the university were conspiring to stop his experiments, fearful that the regular extravaganzas and feverish press interest were bringing the medical school into disrepute. Other medical professionals remained deeply sceptical about the supposed effects of mesmerism. They argued that the patients’ responses were either a trick or a fraud, and they believed that Elliotson truly was, in Okey’s words, a ‘fool’. Some even dared to suggest that the professor himself was in on the trick. At a time when scepticism towards orthodox medicine was rife, these critics were anxious that the medical profession should win public confidence for its conventional methods, and assert its superiority over the raft of charlatans peddling their alternatives – or else face extinction. With its mysterious origins and theatrical displays, mesmerism seemed to be precisely the kind of absurdity they wanted to distance themselves from. If allowed to continue, they feared mesmerism could prove the profession’s death knell and the gullible professor its destroyer.

Yet Elliotson believed he was unassailable. Fiercely obstinate and famously single-minded, he was never one to shrink from controversy or buckle in the face of hostility. He had devoted his career to seeking out new medicines and techniques that might help conquer disease and suffering. Finally he was convinced he had identified a treatment that doctors could harness to treat a range of illnesses and banish pain. It was his duty, he believed, to research mesmerism’s potential to the full in order to reduce this new ‘science’ to ‘certain fixed principles’.

Facing his critics squarely, he was certain he could rely on the continuing support of his devoted students, his wealthy private patients, his well-connected political patrons, his friends in the arts and his allies in the scientific world. But above all, he was confident he could count on the unwavering loyalty of his good friend Thomas Wakley, the radical MP and founding editor of The Lancet. A fellow crusader in the campaign for medical reform, Wakley had nurtured Elliotson’s career from its infancy, publicising his discoveries and lauding his progress with unstinting zeal. Wakley had approached the professor’s latest enthusiasm with the same fervent attention. Since Elliotson’s investigations into mesmerism had begun, The Lancet had published hundreds of pages detailing the sensations unfolding at UCH, and had stoutly defended the professor against accusations of credulity. In the trials that inevitably lay ahead, Elliotson was sure Wakley would not fail him. It was a battle, no less, for the future of medicine, and Elliotson was braced for the onslaught. All his life so far had been a rehearsal for this moment. It had been a long uphill struggle and he was determined not to go back from where he had come.
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