
personality had changed drastically. His con-
tractors, who had regarded him as their most
capable foreman, were unwilling to re-
employ him; and Harlow, writing much
later, describes him as “fitful, irreverent,
indulging at times in the grossest profanity
(which was not previously his custom) ...
impatient of restraint or advice ... at times
pertinaciously obstinate yet capricious and
vacillating, devising many plans of future
operations, which are no sooner arranged
than they are abandoned in turn for others
more feasible”. The balance between Gage’s
intellectual faculties and animal propensi-
ties, Harlow felt, had been destroyed. 

For some years Gage wandered round
the larger New England towns doing a 
variety of jobs, and even spending some
time at Barnum’s Museum in New York,
complete with his tamping iron. He then
spent nearly eight years in Chile looking
after horses, and driving a six-horse coach,
before returning to his
mother and sister in 
San Francisco, where he
died after a series of fits 
in 1861.

For 150 years, Gage’s
accident and its con-
quences have been dis-
cussed in newspaper 
articles, learned journals,
lectures, neurological con-
ferences, medical text-
books and, more recently,
popular television pro-
grammes; it has also
spawned fiction. All this
material is grist to Macmillan’s mill. What
emerges is a remarkable series of essays —
detective stories without criminals — whose
scope is far wider than the title of the book
suggests, and whose interest switches
between the personal, the historical, the
medical and the neuropsychological,
reflecting the varied enthusiasms of the
author. What sort of family did Gage come
from? Was he a subcontractor, or just an
employee? And what kind of men made up
the gangs involved in blasting? What was Dr
Harlow like and what was the role of Edward
Williams, the young doctor whom Gage saw
half an hour after the accident and greeted
with the words, “Doctor, here is business
enough for you”?

How could a man survive after an iron
bar, three feet seven inches long and weigh-
ing thirteen and a quarter pounds, had been
driven through his head? Did Gage recover
in spite of or because of Harlow’s treatment?
How could Bigelow, at Harvard, have been
so wrong in his assessment? How could so
many of those who subsequently discussed
Gage’s case have been so confused? Was 
it the result of failure to read the not 
very accessible contemporary accounts, or
of bias towards particular views on the 

localization of function in the brain? Did
biases in favour of or against phrenology
play a part? What does Gage’s case tell 
us about localization of function in the 
cerebral cortex? Did Gage’s case play an
important or even a significant part in the
development of psychosurgery? Was Freud
influenced by it?

The book’s success lies in the combina-
tion of Macmillan’s skill as a writer, his 
familiarity with the labyrinthine develop-
ment of nineteenth-century ideas about the

brain and his passion for collecting and pre-
senting evidence, whether historical or sci-
entific. Of course, not all of his arguments
are equally convincing, but only rarely is one
seriously worried about his conclusions.
And if the accounts of Alexander Bain’s early
life and of Harlow’s later life lead to thoughts
of penguins, both were admirable men and
their biographies occupy only a very small
fraction of the book. n

Ian Glynn is at Trinity College, Cambridge 
CB2 1TQ, UK.
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Artists’ 
impressions of art
Interpretations of
medical illustrations.
Alison Abbott
Towards the end of his
long and extraordinarily
productive career, Frank
H. Netter was referred to
by The New York Times as
the Michelangelo of
medicine. This may
confuse skill with genius,
but Netter’s medical
illustrations, which are

immortalized in the 13-volume Netter Collection
of Medical Illustrations published by Ciba (now
Novartis), show a talent and humanity that have
been appreciated by medical students for
decades. Netter’s aim was to illustrate not just the
anatomical aspects of a disorder, but also its
emotional aspects, through appropriate facial
expressions and body language.

Twenty-five years ago, Ciba agreed for nine of
the volumes to be translated and published for
the German-speaking market. Permission for
publication of the last four volumes, whose
illustrations publisher Thieme wanted to modify
for scientific accuracy, has been negotiated more
recently and is under way.  

In celebration of the fact that all 13 volumes
will be published in German, Thieme invited 
10 renowned contemporary artists to 
interpret Netter’s work. Each of the artists
received one of the volumes — ‘nervous system’,
‘kidneys’, ‘genital organs’, and so on — to
respond to. The artists, who include 
Rosemarie Trockel, Lawrence Weiner, 
Peter Halley and Andres Serrano, appear to have
been selected on the basis of fame and variety of
style, rather than their use of the same medium
as Netter (few are painters) or previous
involvement with anatomical themes. Their
interpretations are presented in the newly
published tenth volume of the German version
of the Netter collection, along with essays and
commentaries. Samples of the works are touring
galleries in Germany, Austria and Switzerland
this year. n

Alison Abbott is Nature’s senior European
correspondent.

Exhibitions planned so far: 
8–10 February, Raab Gallery, Berlin; 
29–31 March, Galerie Hohenlohe & Kalb, Vienna;
24–28 April, Galerie Schüppenhauer, Cologne.
ç http://www.thieme.de/netter-art-collection 
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Netter’s cover for his volume on the heart (above)
and the response to this by Peter Halley (left).  
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