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unscientifie to yield an undoubted diagnosis.
The untruth of the criticism, however, is turned
to surprise when it is found that in a score of
such cases the patients suffer in the same ways;
that although unknown to each other, they
express themselves in almost the same terms;
that their physicians could not guess what ailed
them, nor how to cure them; that the disease
kept on despite all the ‘“ cures,” drugs, dietaries,
journeyings and spas, ordered by the physicians;
and that unconsciously the sole relief (never
permanent, cure) was by one common procedure.
We feel sorry that Tchaikovsky destroyed those
diaries which would have made conviction more
certain, and yet, putting the composite photo-
graphs of the score of cases on the same plate,
they cover and reinforce the lineaments and
expressions as if but one sitter were present.
Then when the reader is a modern physician, who
has seen a thousand identical cases in his daily
practice, and has cured them, there remains no
scintilla of doubt as to what was the essential
cause and nature of the single disease with which
the dead patients were tormented.

The cause that produced Tchaikovsky’s ““ ner-
vousness,” ¢ irritability,” ‘ tension,” * illness,”
¢ spinal trouble,” ete., when he was eight, nine
and ten years of age, and forced him to stop
study, and his musical education, grows more
and more evident to the reader in the history of
the following years. When he was twenty-six,
he had “ a terrible nervous breakdown ” (the
term is as common and as senseless now as it
was fifty years ago), he ‘ narrowly escaped
madness,”’ — all caused by composition at night.

By 1875 the chronic malady had made considerable
progress. It did not return at intervals as heretofore,
but had become a constant trouble. According to

2







Every careful oculist has found that his patients
report that their headaches, nervousness, irri-
tability, dyspepsia, catarrh of the stomach,
“ migraine,” sick headache, insomnia, depression
of spirits, ete., depend upon the use of their
eyes in reading, writing, sewing, and other kinds
of “ near-work.” In every one of the twenty
cases studied in the Biographic Clinics I have
reported, the same cause of suffering has been
overwhelmingly evident. In that of Tehai-
kovsky the proofs are abundant. For instance:

He began this work in Moscow during the spring,
and it was the cause of his nervous disorders and
numerous sleepless nights, These difficulties were
partly caused by his want of experience in composition,
and partly by his habit of working by night as well as
by day. At the end of June he had a terrible nervous
breakdown, and the doctor who was ecalled in to see
him declared he had narrowly escaped madness, and
that his condition was very serious. The most alarm-
ing symptoms of the illness were his hallucinations
and a constant feeling of dread. That he suffered
intensely is evident from the fact that he never again
attempted to work through the night. (26.)

This feverish work told upon Tchaikovsky’s nerves.
His health was so far impaired that he gradually lost
strength, until he became quite exhausted and the
doctor ordered him to the seaside, or to an inland
watering-place, enjoining absolute repose. (Biog. 29.)

The composer’s melancholy became a shade darker.
“T just idle away the time cruelly,” he writes, ““ and
my opera, The Oprichnik, has come to a standstill
at the first chorus.” (Biog. 30.) :

At the present moment I am absorbed in the sym-
phony I began during the winter. Add to this, I am
in a very nervous, worried and irritable state, highly
unfavorable to composition, and even my symphony
suffers in consequence. (37.)

I was horribly out of spirits all the time I was com-
posing this symphony last winter. (38.)
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suffering, will perhaps be explained to me in some better
world. (42.)

The Valse gives me infinite trouble. I am growing
old. (44.)

After dinner I squeezed the unsuccessful move-
ment out of my head. What does it mean? I now
Tﬂl)[ with such difficulty. Am I really growing old?

On returning from a journey he invariably began

with his correspondence, which, next to proof-correct-
ing, he found the most unpleasant work. In the
nineties his correspondence had attained such volume
that Tchaikovsky was frequently engaged upon it
from morning till night and often answered thirty
letters a day. (Biog. 45.)
- A few weeks ago I accidentally took up his Germinal,
began to read it, got interested and only finished it
late at night. I was so upset that I had palpitation
:imd sleep was impossible. Next day I was quite ill.
45.)

My age — although not very advanced —begins to
tell. I get very tired now, and can no longer play or
read at night as T used. (48.)

I enjoyed writing the first movement, whereas the
others were the outcome of strenuous effort, in con-
sequence of which — as far as I remember — I felt
quite ill for a time. (48.)

For a long time past letter-writing had ceased to
be a pleasant duty; still, it remained a dufy, which
he could only neglect under special circumstances.
(Biog. 49.)

Just two months ago I began the composition of the
opera. To-day I finished the pianoforte score of the
second act. This is to me the most dreadful and
nerve-exasperating occupation. I believe my ill-
health is simply the result of this confounded work.
Nazar says I have very much altered the last week
or two, and have been in a dreadful state of mind.
Whether it is that the worst and most wearisome part
of my work is nearing an end, or that the weather 1s
finer, I cannot say, but since yesterday I feel much
better. (50.)
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It appears strange that the sufferer should so
persistently see that his  ill-health was the
result of his confounded work,” and still not
recognize its connection with ocular labor;
but to-day both the public and the profession
still stick fast in the same error of observation
and logic; both continue to attribute the morbid
results to * brain-fag,” ° intellectual labor,”
and all the rest, oblivious of the fact that intel-
lectual labor does not exhaust and that the fune-
tion of the eye, the most important, complex
and delicate of all the organs of the body, is
forgotten.

What then shall be said of the obverse of the
fact — the ever-freshly illustrated truth, that
ocular rest, or walking, journeying, country
life, living out of doors, ete., are the sole but
certain means of getting relief from the suffering
due to near-work with the eyes? As with others,
so with Techaikovsky, winter and bad weather,
which confined him to the house and compelled
greater use of the eyes at near range, increased
all sorts of misery and ill-helath, while spring
and summer and a warmer climate (especially
in the Russias) at once brought health and hap-
piness. Note the proofs of this clinical experi-
ence in Tchaikovsky’s case:

Before the summer holidays came, Tchaikovsky’s
health was in an unsatisfactory condition. He com-
plains in his letters of insomnia, nervousness and the
throbbing sensations in his head, to which he often
refers as “ my apoplectic symptoms.” At the end of
April his depression became very apparent and he
wrote to his brother Anatol:

‘“ My nerves are altogether shaken.” (26.)

We lead a monotonous existence, and are dreadfully
bored, but for this very reason my health is first rate.
The saline baths do me a deal of good, and, apart
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spent the evenings on the low-lying steppe, and at
night, sitting at my open window, I listened to the
solemn stillness, which was only broken at rare inter-
vals by some vague, indefinable sound. During this
fortnight, without the least effort — just as though
I were under the influence of some supernatural force
(_SI) sketched out the whole of The Tempest overture.
38.

There came over me that feeling of intense delight
which I so often experienced during my country ram-
bles in Russia, and for which I have longed in vain
since I have been here. I was alone in the solemn
stillness of the woods. Such moments are wonderful,
indescribable, not to be compared with any other
experience. The indispensable condition is— soli-
tude. I always like walking alone in the country. (38.)

I am feeling splendidly well. My physical health
is first rate, my head clear and strong. I observe
myself with delight and have come to the conclusion
that I am now completely recovered. (38.)

Now I am quite recovered I ought to return to
Russia to take up my duties at the Conservatoire and
my old ways of life. (38.)

The fact that 1 profited by your wealth to travel
abroad for my health’s sake. (38.)

I am in a rose-colored mood. Glad the opera is
?nished, glad spring is at hand, glad I am well and free.
38.)

I am doing nothing whatever, only wandering
through the forests and fields all day long. I want
to take a change from my own work, with its eternal
proof-correcting. (40.)

Throughout the whole year I have led a calm and
cheerful life, and have been happy, so far as happiness
is possible. (40.)

My mental condition was such that I had to collect
myself first. What produces this terrible state?
I do not understand it myself. . . . Everything has
tended to make to-day go pleasantly, and yet I am
so depressed, and have suffered so intensely, that I
might envy any beggar in the street. It all lies in
the fact that life is impossible for me, except in the
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not remain long in one spot. But this was chiefly
because it always seemed to him that “ Every place
is better than the one in which we are.” Paris,
Kamenka, Clarens, Rome, Brailov, Simaki, Tiflis —
all in turn were his favorite resorts, which he was de-
lighted to visit and equally pleased to quit. But
apart from the ultimate goal, traveling in itself was
an enjoyment rather than a dread to Tehaikovsky.
(Biog. 52.)

No sooner had he reached home again than he began
planning yet another tour. It seemed as though he
had become the victim of some blind force which drove
him hither and thither at will. This power was not
merely complaisance to the demands of others, nor
his old passion for traveling, nor the fulfilment of a
duty, nor yet the pursuit of applause; still less was it
the outcome of a desire for material gain. This myste-
rious force had its source in an inexplicable, restless,
despondent condition of mind, which sought appease-
ment in any kind of distraction. I cannot explain
it as a premonition of his approaching death; there
are no grounds whatever for such a supposition. Nor
will I, in any case, take upon myself to solve the prob-
lem of my brother’s last psychological development.
(Biog. 52.)

All day long I wander in the forest and bring home
quantities of mushrooms. (53.)

Many of his works were planned and his themes
invented in these long rambles across country. (Mason.)

Without the key supplied by the oculist, any
reader of the Life and Letters of Tchaikovsky
must be as unable, as was his biographer, to
explain the apparently insensate necessity for
country life, journeys, concert tours, and travel
over all the countries of Europe, with one trip
to the United States. If, at least earlier in his
life, he had made a trip to the United States
solely to get a scientific pair of spectacles, I
scarcely doubt that he might be living to-day.
It was certainly not the love of music that caused
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I am passing through a very enigmatical stage on
my road to the grave. Something strange, which I
cannot understand, is going on within me. A kind
of life-weariness has come over me. Sometimes I
feel an insane anguish, but not that kind of anguish
which is the herald of a new tide of love for life, rather
something hopeless, final, and — like every finale —
a little commonplace. Simultaneously a passionate
desire: to create. The devil knows what it is. In
fact, sometimes I feel my song is sung, and then
again an unconquerable impulse, either to give it
fresh life, or to start a new song. . . . As I have said,
I do not know what has come to me. For instance,
there was a time when I loved Italy and Florence.
Now I have to make a great effort to emerge from my
shel. When I do go out, I feel no pleasure whatever,
either in the blue sky of Italy, in the sun that shines
from it, in the architectural beauties I see around me,
or in the teeming life of the streets. Formerly all
this enchanted me, and quickened my imagination.
Perhaps my trouble actually lies in those fifty years
to which I shall attain two months hence, and my
imagination will no longer take color from its surround-
ings. But enough of this! I am working hard.
Whether what I am doing is really good is a question
to which only posterity can give the answer. (50.)

This thought and experience gives significance
to the awful and hopeless beauty of the Pathetie
Symphony, the last and greatest of the composer’s
works. Mason asks:

. . . Has not disease, as well as health, its relations
to our fortunes? . . . His mental temper, never bright,
was shadowed with a pathological gloom throughout
his life.

In the majority of cases of severe eyestrain,
past or present, the discerning oculist finds a
curious result that may be too easily and thought-
lessly passed over. It is the inhibition of thought
and normal mental action which comes from the
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I notice that the older I grow, the more trouble my
orchestration gives me. I judge myself more severely,
more critical with regard to light and shade. In such
a case the country is a real boon. (47.)

I have been sitting all day over two pages, yet they
will not come out as I wish. (53.)

Not only will the individual or special task
“ not get itself done,” as Carlyle said, but any
work whatsoever, and the life-work itself, is
inhibited and frozen in the attempt, and the loss
of inspiration is here, as frequently elsewhere,
painfully deplored.

But work will not come back to me. Rome and
Roman life are too charactleristic, too exciting and
full of variety, to permit of my sticking tfo my writing-
table. However, I hope the power of work will
eradually return. (39.)

Oh, my God, if I could only find strength and
gladness of heart for new works! Just now I can only
eo on patching up the old ones. (37.)

I believe I shall never write anything good again.
I am no longer in & condition to compose. (41.)

If T were young, this aversion from composition
might be explained by the fact that I was gathering
my forces, and would suddenly strike out some new
path of my own making. But, alas! the years are
beginning to tell. To write in a naive way, as the
bird sings, is no longer possible, and T lack energy to
invent something new. I do not tell you this because
I hope for your encouraging denial, but simply as a
fact. I do not regret it. I have worked much in
my time, in a desultory way, and now I am tired. It
is time to rest. (42.) , ,

Formerly I wrote as easily, and as much in obedience
to the law of nature, as a fish swims in water or a bird
flies. Now I am like a man who carries a precious but
heavy burden, and who must bear it to the last at any
cost. I, too, shall bear mine to the end, but sometimes
I-fear my strength is broken and I shall be forced to

cry halt! (42.)
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ing symptoms frequently found is hopelessness,
despair, intense mental suffering, an irresistible
feeling that life is worthless, and, although young,
soon to come to an end. In Tchaikovsky’s
case, as was true in that of many others, it once
reached the suicidal impulse. There are few
minds than can sanely and successfully resist
the lifelong insistance and maddening tendencies
of continuous agonizing and mysterious disease.
Note the age at which this despair occurs:

I cannot shake off the conviction that I shall not live
long, and shall leave my symphony unfinished. (26.)

I am already very tired of life. (27.)

Tchaikovsky never gives the true reason for his
yearning after solitude and a life of *“ heavenly quiet
and serenity,”’ but it certainly did not proceed from
“ misanthropy,” “ indolence ” or weariness of life.
(Biog. 27.)

What comes of it all? I am old and can enjoy
nothing more. I live on my memories and my hopes.
But what is there to hope for? (32.)

Boredom consumes us all, and the reason is that we
are growing old. Yes, it is useless to conceal that
every moment brings us nearer to the grave. (32.)

Misanthropical feeling comes over me, which has
often happened before. It comes partly from my
nerves, which sometimes get out of gear for no partic-
ular reason, and partly from the rather uncertain
fate of my compositions. (32.)

The things which once seemed to him new and
interesting now appeared more and more wearisome
and unprofitable, and his moods of depression became
more frequent, more intense, and of longer duration.
(Biog. 33.)

You write of being out of spirits. Believe me, I
am the same. (35.) g
( I ?,m overcome by a sense of loneliness, of desolation.
30.

In my life, too, there are days, hours, weeks, nay,
and months, in which everything looks black, when I

18







is said that he did go so far, in his terrible depression,
as to stand up to his chest in the river one frosty
September night, “in the hope of literally catching
his death of cold, and getting rid of his trouble without
scandal.” (Mason.)

Readers of the clinical biographies of other
eyestrain sufferers have noticed the repeated
occurrence of the fact that these so often have been
compelled to work at a “ white heat,” with an
intensity of emotion and recklessness of result
that was itself morbid, and a certain indication
of an underlying morbid cause. It was only
thus that the nervous mechanism could be
whipped and spurred to overcome the resistances
and inhibitions of the balking mechanism of
eye and brain. Again the case of Tchaikovsky
illustrates:

I should feel quite happy and contented here, were
it not for the morbid, restless need of hurrying on my
work, which tires me dreadfully, without being in the
least necessary. (43.)

In any case my mental condition has been very
gloomy of late. The composition of the Manfred
Symphony — a work highly tragic in character —
i3 go difficult and complicated that at times I myself
become a Manfred. All the same, I am consumed
with the desire to finish it as soon as possible, and am
straining every nerve: result,— extreme exhaustion.
This is the eternal cercle vicieuz in which I am forever
turning without finding an issue. If I have no work,
I worry and bore myself; when I have it, I work far
beyond my strength. (45.)

There are times when it seems to me it would be
wise to cease from composing for a while; to travel
‘and rest. But an unconquerable desire for work
gains the upper hand and chains me to my desk and
piano. (45.)

I cannot live without work, but why do circum-
stances always compel me to be in a hurry, to have
to overtax my strength? (47.)

20







travel. But at the end of half an hour I suddenly
felt so well that — in spite of terrible disinclination —
I went to Moscow. Every trace of headache, which
for ten days had so affected me, vanished. Is not
this a curious pathological case? (46.)

Complete success. Great enjoyment — but still,
why this drop of gall in my honey-pot. (47.)

In this question lie the germs of that weariness and
suffering which had their growth in Techaikovsky's
soul simultaneously with his pursuit of fame, and
reached their greatest intensity in the moment of the
composer’s greatest triumphs. (Biog. 47.)

The work went easily, and his health was good. (51.)
_ Increasing nostalgia and depression of spirits. (52.)
" I wastaken so ill in the carriage that I frightened my
fellow-passengers by becoming delirious, and had to
stop at Khartov. ter taking my usual remedies and
a long sleep, I awoke quite well in the morning. (52.)

This year, 1893, opened with a period of serene
content, for which the creation of his Sixth, or so-
called ‘“ Pathetic,” Symphony was mainly account-
able. The composition of this work seems to have
been an act of exorcism, whereby he cast out all the
dark spirits which had possessed him in the preceding
yvears. (Biog. 52.)

At this time he suffered from a terrible attack of
headache, which never left him, and threatened to
become a chronic ailment. It departed, however,
with extraordinary suddenness on the fourteenth day
after the first paroxysm. (52.) _

In spite of the discomforting news which met him
in all directions, from the time of his return from
England to the end of his life, Tchaikovsky was as
serene and cheerful as at any period in his existence.
(Biog. 53.)

I was very ill.  (53.) SR

Just lately I have been dreadfully bored and mis-
anthropical. I do not know why. I sit in my room
and see no one but the waiter. I long for home,
work and my normal existence. (53.) S

He had never felt better or happier in his life.
(Kashkin, 53.)
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There are ninety-nine cases of atypical *“ mi-
graine "’ to one that some writers call ““ typical.”
I have omitted many references and others have
been given in previous pages, to the complaint
of headaches, neuralgia, neuralgic headaches,
etc., scattered through the letters and life of
Tchaikovsky. Severe eyestrain will usually result
in some form of cerebral disorder or ache, or in
“bad digestion,” “ dvspepsia,” “ catarrh of the
stomach,” ete. The latter class of disorders
are persistently complained of by Tchaikovsky.
For instance:

Suffering from a form of dyspepsia. (37.)

I wish some one could explain to me the origin of
that curious exhaustion which comes upon me almost
every evening, about which I have already written
to you. I cannot say it is altogether disagreeable,
because it usually ends in a heayy, almost lethargic
sleep, and such repose is bliss. Nevertheless the
attacks are tiresome and unpleasant, because of the
vague anxiety, the undefinable yearning, which take
an inconceivably strong hold upon my spirit, and end
in a positive longing for Nirvana — la soif du neant.
Probably the cause of this psychological phenomenon
is of quite a prosaic nature; I think it is not so much
a mental ailment as a result of bad digestion, a sequel
of my catarrh of the stomach. Unluckily we cannot:
get over the fact that the material influences the
spiritual! (38.)

In spite of the greatest care and moderation, I
suffer from dyspepsia. It is not serious, and I have
r(m d]uuht a cure at Vichy will completely set me up.

49,

One wonders if a certain number of cases of
alecoholic dissipation are not being constantly
caused by the nervous disorders and irritations
due to eyestrain. The note is not wanting in
Tchaikovsky’s case.
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That the nonsensical word, hysteria, may not
be used, Tchaikovsky replied in advance:

To my regret, however, you seem to see what is
good for me precisely where I — and several others —
see what is inimical to my health; in the very thing
which appears to me an unprofitable and aimless
exertion. . . . All you have written to me, and also
your manner of saying it, only proves how Little you
know me, as I have frequently observed on former
occasions. Possibly you may be right, and I am only
putting it on; but that is precisely the nature of my
illness. (38.)

Another ancient and humorous superstition
had also to be illustrated:

His first impressions of Vichy, whither he had been
ordered by his physician, were far from favorable,
but the local physician persuaded him to remain at
least long enough for a ** demi-cure,” from which he
derived great benefit. (35.)

Tchaikovsky now resembled those individuals who
do not recognize the true cause of their sufferings,
and, therefore, have recourse to the wrong treatment.
(Biog. 35.)

The sole object of the journey mentioned in this
letter was to take a cure at Vichy. The catarrh of
the stomach from which he suffered had been a trouble
to Tchaikovsky for the last twenty years? Once,
while staying with Kondratiev at Nizy, the local
doctor had recommended him Nafron water. From
that time he could not exist without it, and took it in
such quantities that he ended by acquiring a kind of
taste for it. But it did not cure his complaint, which
grew worse and worse, so that in 1876 he had to
undergo a course of mineral waters. The catarrhal
trouble was not entirely cured, however, but returned

at intervals with more or less intensity. About the

2 Who has not seen correction of errors of refraction relieve
so-called bilious attacks, periodical vomiting, anorexia, indigestion
and other gastric symptoms?” Prof. John H. Musser, Jour. Am.
Med. Assoc., Nov. 4, 1905
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As at the beginning of the sixties, when he chose a
musical career, and in 1885, when he resolved to “ show
himself in the eyes of the world,” so also at this junc-
ture, we are conscious of a feeling that things eould
not have gone on much longer. (Biog. 52.)

His death, which came to solve the problem, seemed
fortuitous, Yet it is clear to me that it came at a
moment when things could not have gone on much
longer; nor can I shake off the impression that the
years 1892 and 1893 were the dark harbingers of a
new and serene epoch. (Biog. 52.)

Despite the smiles of the neurologists, or
diagnosticians who ecare not for the forty years
of functional disease which preceded anatomic
pathology, or the irresistible impaet of infectious
disease, the explanation of Tchaikovsky’s death
lies in the lifelong preparation of the ‘ soil ”
by eyestrain, doubled now by presbyopia. The
lethal diseases are in truth often but the
executioners of long precedent functional dis-
orders. Imitating a foolish science, his biogra-
pher explains the life disorder by the ancient
but still living superstition of “ heredity *’:

His one certain inheritance seems to have been an
abnormally neurotic tendency, which probably came
to him through his grandfather Assier, who suffered
from epilepsy.

His grandfather was an epileptie, and his own symp-
toms pointed to an inherited nervous irritability.
(Mason.)

Tchaikovsky also echoed the nonsense that
still spooks about the professional and biographic
mind :

My nerves are poor, but this cannot be helped, and
is not of much consequence. Whose nerves are not
disordered in our generation — especially among our
artists? . (32.)
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