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In an era when the retrospective horizon
of scientists tends to be measured in
years if not months, it is heartening to
read these collected essays by Charles
Gross, who skips across the centuries—
indeed, millennia—with authority, intel-
ligence and wit. Gross, a highly
accomplished neuroscientist in his own
right, has a long-standing affection for
historical figures and issues, often quite
quirky ones. Gross tells us that when his
thesis advisor asked him to write the
usual historical preface to his disserta-
tion, the distraught mentor found his
pupil some six months later still labor-
ing enthusiastically on Galen’s studies of
frontal-lobe damage in piglets, having
reached only the second century A.D.
What Gross offers in these five pre-
viously published articles is a sample of
his interests in a variety of historical
issues related, for the most part, by the
theme of brain structures underlying
vision. Like many impassioned histori-
ans, Gross is at his best when he tells us
about events that transpired on the
margins of the mainstream. Thus, one
of his most entertaining essays is an
account of the neuroscientific thinking
of Emmanuel Swedenborg, the Swedish
nobleman, philosopher and mystic who
correctly identified the cerebral cortex
as the organizer of sensory-motor func-
tion at a time—the middle of the 18th
century—when this structure was taken
to be a largely useless ‘rind’ (primarily
because vivisected animals were oblivi-
ous to cortical extirpation, in contrast
to their vigorous reaction to the manip-
ulation of other organs). Before turning
to the religious mysticism that con-
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sumed the last 30 years of his life (the
fruits of which persist today in the Swe-
denborgian Church), Swedenborg antic-
ipated an understanding of cortical
function that was not generally
espoused for another two hundred
years. The underlying question that
interests Gross in this account is
whether a pure theoretician
can ever contribute signifi-
cantly to biology. Because
Swedenborg’s prescient
ideas had no impact what-
soever, Gross answers the
question in the negative.

Equally intriguing is
Gross’s story of the hip-
pocampus minor, a fasci-
nating tale of the
paleontologist Richard
Owen’s highly prejudiced
attempt to show that a trivial feature on
the floor of the lateral ventricle provid-
ed proof-positive that the human brain
could not have evolved from that of a
great ape. Like Stephen Jay Gould’s The
Mismeasure of Man, the essay provides
dramatic evidence of how respected and
powerful scientists have used brain struc-
ture—real or imagined—to promote
their social and political agendas. Hap-
pily, Owen met his nemesis in T.H. Hux-
ley, who was eventually able to demote
the hippocampus minor to its proper
inconsequential status. Some readers may
be disappointed that, in his penchant for
history, Gross generally eschews recent
events, which in this case might have
brought us up to date on the ongoing use
of brain and cranial anatomy to promote
social biases.

In another essay, Gross takes up
Leonardo da Vinci’s extraordinary con-
tributions to neuroscience, focusing pri-
marily on his depiction of the ventricles
(based on injections of wax), his
description of the optic nerve and his
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thoughts about optics. No less interest-
ing in the account, if considerably less
accurate, is Leonardo’s concept of the
neuroanatomy underlying sexual inter-
course. To accommodate Avicenna’s
dogma that semen was generated in the
brain and traveled down the spinal
cord, Leonardo’s otherwise splendid
drawings (which Gross reproduces)
contain the depiction of a hollow nerve
well suited to this purpose running
from the spinal cord to the penis.

The most modern treatment in the
essays describes work largely from this
century on the functions of the extra-
striate cortical areas that have some
effect on vision. Although highly infor-
mative, Gross’ freewheeling style seems
inhibited here, perhaps because the arti-
cle includes an account of some of his
own work, as well as that of his con-
temporaries. (History is always easier to
write frankly when the author is not an
actor, or when the principals are dead.)

Gross provides a highly

colorful tapestry that

touches on many historical
facets of visual neuroscience,
which he has obviously

enjoyed weaving.

The high point of the article is a won-
derful account of the Kliver-Bucy syn-
drome (the fearless, hypersexual state
induced in macaques by bilateral
destruction of the temporal lobes) and
the events that led to its discovery
(largely dependent on Kliiver’s person-
al interest in the effects of mescaline).

The longest essay (some 90 pages)
tracks the diverse ideas about the visual
cortex, from the first mention of the
cerebral cortex in the Edward Smith
papyrus (1700 B.C.) to the present.
Although chocked full of interesting
facts, too little space is devoted to each
historical contributor (usually a para-
graph or two) to entirely save this article
from the kaleidoscopic quality of a
more conventional review.

Such minor flaws aside, Gross pro-
vides a highly colorful tapestry that
touches on many historical facets of
visual neuroscience, which he has obvi-
ously enjoyed weaving. Thank goodness
his thesis advisor didn’t rap his knuckles
too sharply over Galen’s piglets.
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