MacNish's popular works. The philosophy of sleep. The anatomy of
drunkenness / [Robert Macnish].

Contributors
Macnish, Robert, 1802-1837

Publication/Creation
Glasgow ; London : W.R. M'Phun, [18407]

Persistent URL

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/q5gqh8zx

License and attribution

This work has been identified as being free of known restrictions under
copyright law, including all related and neighbouring rights and is being made
available under the Creative Commons, Public Domain Mark.

You can copy, modify, distribute and perform the work, even for commercial
purposes, without asking permission.

Wellcome Collection

183 Euston Road

London NW1 2BE UK

T +44 (0)20 7611 8722

E library@wellcomecollection.org
https://wellcomecollection.org



http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/








































12 BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH.

curing their insertion in publications of higher pretensions
and greater durability. Some of them, after their resusecita-
tion, adorned the pages of Blackwood, and one or two of
the Annuals.

At the age of eighteen he received the degree of Magister
Chirurgicee, and soon after proceeded to Caithness, where
he entered upon his professional career as assistant to Dr.
Henderson of Clyth. From the physical condition of that
rugged, mountainous, and thinly peopled country, as well
as from the extent of that gentleman’s practice, his duties
were necessarily very laborious, and engrossed almost all
his time. Nevertheless, he kept up, in some measure, his
acquaintance with literature ; but his effusions did not yet
find a less ephemeral channel of communication to the
public than the pages of the Inverness Courier.

Although no man ever possessed a more intense love of
the humorous, he was not the less subject to occasional
fits of despending gloom and taciturnity, and in his
solitary rides through the barren and mountainous dis-
tricts of that northern county where his lot was now cast,
he had ample opportunities of indulging this peculiarity of
disposition, which gave his mind a turn for the wild, the
mysterious, and the supernatural, and which, in combina-
tion with his rich humour and original fancy, afterwards
gave birth to those fantastical creations of his imagination
which make the reader “join trembling with his mirth,”
and hold him spell-bound, as it were, by supernatural
dread, at the same time that he is absolutely forced to
laugh outright at the grotesque images presented to his
mind. Although he was

“ Fond of each gentle and each dreadful scene,”
his love for the latter predominated—
“In darkness and in storm he took delight.”

He had an utter insensibility to danger, which led him,
in pursuit of the wild and picturesque, to ascend the most
giddy heights, and to attain situations which to others
seemed perfectly inaccessible. This recklessness of danger,
however, on one occasion, nearly cost him his life, One
of his favourite resorts was Duncan’s Bay Head, whose
frowning cliffs rise perpendicularly to the height of
























20 BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH,

by openly embracing the Phrenological theory, which he
brought more into view than in the first edition, where it
was timidly kept in the background. He was convineced
that this system alone affords anything like a rational,
consistent, and satisfactory explanation of the various
phenomena of sleep, and he determined, therefore, boldly
to avow his obligations to Phrenology, although by doing
so he might encounter hostility from its opponents. The
consequence wag, that the work being now pervaded by a
prominent leading principle, became much more clear and
intelligible. This treatise he dedicated to his father, then
President of the Faculty of Physicians and Surgeons at
Glasgow.

IBS?;H after the publication of 7"he Philosophy of Sleep, he
became a contributor to Fraser’'s Magazine, and continued
to furnish it with articles, both serious and humorous, till
within a short period of his death. One of his best
stories in that periodical is entitled * Singular Passage in
my Own Life.,” It is full of pathos and interest; and the
events are so natural and probable, and narrated in so
earnest and unostentatious a manner, that the reader is
irresistibly impressed with a conviction of their truth.
He also contributed a clever burlesque, which he called
“The Philosophy of Burking.” The idea is the same as
De Quincey’s in his “ Murder considered as one of the
Fine Arts;” but nothing can be more widely different
than the style and manner in which they handle their sub-
jects. The “ Opium-Eater,” in his very clever jeu d’esprif,
makes an elaborate display of wit and classical learning.

To these qualities Macnish had not much pretension,
and, in his “ Philosophy of Burking” there is no attempt
at either, but a rich vein of grave humour, admirably sus-
tained, runs through it; and in humour he was as much
superior to De Quincey as he was inferior to him in
erudition. We are thus particular in pointing out the
difference, as a touchy critic, whom Macnish good-humour-
edly quizzed in his burlesque tribute to the memory of
Burke, charged him with servile imitation of De Quincey.
As well might the “ Opium-Eater” be charged with pla-
giarism, because Dean Swift wrote a “ Modest Proposal
for Eating Children.” ‘We believe it was the same wise-



BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH. 21

acre who accused him of borrowing largely in his 4natomy
of Drunkenncss from Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy.
There is not the most distant resemblance between the
two works, except in the name, and, we daresay, that was
all the critic knew of either,—¢ There is a river in Mon-
mouth and a river in Macedon.”

He also sent to Fraser a great variety of humorous
Poems, many of them extremely good. He possessed
extraordinary facility in burlesque versification, and could
extemporize with great rapidity on any subject that gave
scope to his peculiar powers.

Of his ﬂther fugitive pieces, we may here mention “ The
Victims of Susceptibility,” ¢ Terence O’Flaherty,” ¢ The
Red Man,” « Dea.th a.nd the Fisherman,” and “ The
Psychological Curiosity.” Some of these are admirable
specimens of the art of story-telling, and they all show .
out of what slender materials he could frama a tale of
grotesque mirth, or mysterious interest,®

Although extremely fond of travelling, he did not until
the year 1834 obtain any lengthened respite from his pro-
fessional avocations. Previous to this, with the exception
of a short tour in the south of Scotland, where he paid a
visit to his friend Mr. Robertson of Kelso, and afterwards

through several of the northern counties of Eng-
land; and a brief visit to his old friends in Caithness,
whither he had journeyed on foot, attended only by a
terrier dog, his excursions rarely extended beyond Muasel-
burgh and Rothesay, the respective IEEIdBImEE of his two
most intimate and mnﬁdantia.l friends, Mr. Moir and Mr.
Leitch. It was, therefore, with unmingled delight that
he set out for the continent in that year, his father, who
then enjoyed, as he still does, robust and active health,
having taken upon himself the whole weight of their
practice till his return. After devoting a few days to the
lions of the metropolis, under the guidance of Mr. Leitch,
who had then removed to London, he proceeded with a

* The last mentioned of these stories does not appear among Dr. Mae-
nish’s collected Tales. It first appeared as a tale of Hogg's, in The Scottish
. Annual, and was afterwards inserted in Fraser's Magazine for June, 1839,
‘where it was shown to be & hoax played off by Macnish on the Shepherd.
In this tale, as well as in “ Death and the Fisherman,” his versa
highly accomplished friend, Mr, Lmuh, figures as the here.
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to the middle of the year 1836, we have but little further
to record of Dr. Macnish’s not very eventful life, which
was now, alas! rapidly drawing to a close.

About the end of September, he left Glasgow in high
spirits, with his friend Mr. Leitch, in order to bear that
gentleman company as far as Leith, on his way to London.
They called on Mr. Moir, who thus describes his last
meeting with his friend :(—

“ On returning from my medical visits, on the evening
of Friday, the 1st of October, I had the gratification to
find that Mr. Macnish, accompanied by Mr. Leitch, had
come to pay me a visit. Our mutual friend Mr. Ritchie,
the sculptor, shortly after joined us. Never do I remember
to have seen the Modern Phythagorean in greater apparent
vigour, either of body or mind ; and all the passing events
that might be conceived to be interesting to any of us,
were freely talked over. * * * After a deep dip into
our seemingly inexhaustible budget of amusement, which
had been amassing during a separation of several mnnths
we parted for the night.

“ By a happy cha,nce, there was still a further ‘meeting
of the waters’ of friendship, in the arrival of Mr, Thomas
Aird, at breakfast, next morning; shortly after which, I
received an unexpected summons to pay a professional
visit in Peebles-shire. Our socialities were thus abruptly
broken in upon—how little did I think at the time, never
more in this world to be renewed, with one of the party,
so justly dear to me! The chaise drove to the door—my
friends, Macnish in the midst, shook hands with me. I
was never to press his hand &gam."

Towards the end of the year, a new edition of his
T'reatise on Phrenology being called for, he set about the
work of preparation, with his usual vigour and activity.
He enlarged and improved it very much, devoting great
pains, in particular, on the introduction, which is & beau-
tiful specimen of composition, not less distinguished for
terseness, perspicuity, and energy of style, than for close,
clear, and forcible reasoning, and skilful arrangement of
facts, He was engaged in getting this work through the
press when arrested by his fatal illness,

Our limits have hitherto prevented us from quoting any
















































40 ANATOMY OF DRUNKENNESS.

ing. Nature, as she has gifted them with greater powers
than their fellows, seems also to have mingled with their
cup of life more bitterness. There is a melancholy which
is apt to come like a cloud over the imaginations of such
characters. Their minds possess a susceptibility and a
delicacy of structure which unfit them for the gross atmo-
sphere of human nature; wherefore, high talent has ever
been distinguished for sadness and gloom.

Genius lives in a world of its own; it is the essence of
a superior nature—the loftier imaginings of the mind,
clothed with a more spiritual and refined verdure. Few
men endowed with such faculties enjoy the ordinary
happiness of humanity. The stream of their lives
runs harsh and broken. Melancholy thoughts sweep
perpetually across their souls; and if these be height-
ened by misfortune, they are plunged into the deepest
misery.

To relieve these feelings, many plans have been adopted.
Dr. Johnson fled for years to wine under his habitual
gloom. He found that the pangs were removed while its
immediate influence lasted; but he also found that they
returned with double force when that influence passed
away. He saw the dangerous precipice on which he stood,
and, by an unusual effort of volitior, gave it over., In its
stead he substituted tea; and to this milder stimulus kad
recourse in his melancholy. Voltaire and Fontenelle, for
the same purpose, used coffee. The excitement of Newton
and Hobbes were the fumes of tobacco, while Demosthenes
and Haller were sufficiently stimulated by drinking freely
of cold water. Such are the differences of constitution.

“ As good be melancholy still, as drunken beasts and
beggars.” So says old Burton, in his Anatomy of Melan-
choly, and there are few who will not subscribe to his
creed. The same author quaintly, but justly remarks—
“If a drunken man gets a child, it will never, likely, have
a good brain.” Dr, Darwin, a great authority on all
subjects connected with life, says, that he never knew a
glutton affected with the gout, who was not at the
same time addicted to liquor. He also observes— It is
remarkable that all the diseases from drinking spirituous
or fermented liquors are liable to become hereditary,












44 ANATOMY OF DRUNEKENNESS,

of the fit—the ecstasy is now perfect. As yet the senso-
rium is in tolerable order: it is only shaken, but the
capability of thinking with accuracy still remains. About
this time the drunkard pours out all the secrets of his
soul. His qualities, good or bad, come forth without
reserve; and now, if at any time, the human heart may
be seen into. In a short period he is seized with a most
inordinate propeunsity to talk nonsense, though he is per-
fectly conscious of doing so. He also commits many
foolish things, knowing them to be foolish. The power
of volition, that faculty which keeps the will subordinate
to the judgment, seems totally weakened. The most
delightful time seems to be that immediately before be-
coming very talkativee. When this takes place, a man
turns ridiculous, and his mirth, though more boisterous,
is not so exquisite. At first the intoxication partakes of
sentiment, but latterly it becomes merely animal.

After this the scene thickens. The drunkard’s imagi-
nation gets disordered with the most grotesque conceptions,
Instead of moderating his drink, he pours it down more
rapidly than ever: glass follows glass with reckless energy.
His head becomes perfectly giddy. The candles burn blue,
or green, or yellow; and where there are perhaps only
three on the table, he sees a dozen. According to his
temperament, he is amorous, or musical, or quarrelsome.
Many possess a most extraordinary wit; and a great flow
of spirits is a general attendant. In the latter stages
the speech is thick, and the use of the tongue in a great
measure lost. His mouth is half open and idiotic in the
expression; while his eyes are glazed, wavering, and
watery. He is apt to fancy that he has offended some
one of the company, and is ridiculously profuse with his
apologies. Frequently he mistakes one person for another,
and imagines that some of those before him are individuals
who are, in reality, absent or even dead. The muscular
powers are, all along, much affected: this indeed happens
before any great change takes place in the mind, and
goes on progressively increasing. He can no longer walk
with steadiness, but totters from side to side. The limbs
become powerless, and inadequate to sustain his weight.
He is, however, not always sensible of any deficiency in












48 ANATOMY OF DRUNKENNESS,

over their cups; and, while in a state of debasement most
offensive to God and man, they will weep at the wicked-
ness of the human heart, entreat you to eschew sw

and profane company, and have & greater regard for the
welfare of your immortal soul. These sanctimonious
drunkards seem to consider ebriety as the most venial
of offences.

During a paroxysm of drunkenness the body is much
less sensible to external stimuli than at other times: it is
particularly capable of resisting cold. Seamen when absent
on shore are prone to get intoxicated; and they will fre-
quently lie for hours on the highway, even in the depth
of winter, without any bad consequences. A drunk man
seldom shivers from cold. His frame seems steeled against
it, and he holds out with an apathy which is astonishing.
The body is, in like manner, insensible to injuries, such
as cuts, bruises, &e. He frequently receives in fighting
the most severe blows, without seemingly feeling them,
and without, in fact, being aware of the matter till sobered.
Persons in intoxication have been known to chop off their
fingers, and otherwise disfigure themselves, laughing all
the while at the action. But when the paroxysm is off,
and the frame weakened, things are changed. External
agents are then withstood with little vigour, with even
less than in the natural state of the body. The person
shivers on the slightest chill, and is more than usually
subject to fevers and all sorts of contagion.

External stimuli frequently break the fit. Men have
been instantly sobered by having a bucket of cold water
thrown upon them, or by falling into a stream. Strong
emotions of the mind produce the same effect, such as the
sense of danger, or a piece of good or bad news, suddenly
communicated.

There are particular situations and ecircumstances in
which a man can stand liquor better than in others. In
the close atmosphere of a large town, he is soon over-
powered ; and it is here that the genuine drunkard is to
be met with in the greatest perfection. In the country,
especially in a mountainous district, or on the sea-shore,
where the air is cold and piercing, a grea.t quantity may be
taken with impunity., The Highlanders drink largely of
























































































































88 ANATOMY OF DRUNKENNESS,

that opium acts in this manner, is the circumstance of its
being much more speedily fatal than alcohol, when in-
jected into the blood-vessels. Three or four grains in
solution, forced into the carotid artery of a dog, will kill
him in a few minutes. Alcohol, used in the same manner,
would not bring on death for several hours.

In addition it may be stated, that a species of drunken-
ness is produced by inhaling the gas of intoxicating liquors.
Those employed in bottling spirits from the cask, feel it
frequently with great severity. This proves that there is
a close sympathy between the nerves of the nose and lungs,
and those of the stomach. From all these circumstances,
it is pretty evident that intoxication from spirits is pro-
duced more by the direct action of the fluid upon the
nerves of the latter organ, than by absorption.

Mr. Brodie supposes that there is no absorption what-
ever of alecohol, and supports his views with a number of
striking facts.* This, however, is a length to which I
cannot go. I am inclined to think that though such
absorption is not necessary to produce drunkenness, it
generally takes place to a greater or lesser degree; nor
can I conceive any reason why alcohol may not be taken
into the circulation as well as any other fluid. My rea-
sons for supposing that it is absorbed are the following :—
1. The blood, breath, and perspiration of a confirmed
drunkard differ from those of a sober man; the former
being darker, and the two latter strongly impregnated
with a spirituous odour. 2. The perspiration of the wine
drinker is often of the hue of his favourite liquor; after a

* The following are the grounds on which he supports his doctrine:—
“1. In experiments where animals have been killed by the injection of
spirits into the stomach, I have found this organ to bear the marks of great
inflammation, but never any preternatural appearances whatever in the brain.
2. The effects of spirits taken into the stomach, in the last experiment, were
s0 instantaneous, that it appears impossible that absorption should have
taken place before they were produced. 8. A person who is intoxicated fre-
quently becomes suddenly sober after vomiting. 4. In the experiments
which I have just related, I mixed tincture of rhubarb with the spirits, know-
mi from the experiments of Mr. Home and Mr. William Brande, that this
(rhubard) when absorbed into the circulation, was readily separated from the
blood by the kidneys, and that very small quantities mi I;t be detected in the
urine lu:g the addition of potash; but though I never failed to find urine in
the bladder, I never detected rhubarb in it.”—Phil, Trans. of the Royal Soc,
¢f Lond. 1811, Part L, p. 178, ;
























































































































128 ANATOMY OF DRUNKENNESS.

the waking thoughts of the drunkard are full of sprightly
images, those of his sleep are usually tinged with a shade
of perplexing melancholy.

IT. Nightmare—Drunkards are more afflicted than
other people with this disorder, in so far as they are
equally subject to all the ordinary causes, and liable to
others, from which sober people are exempted. Intoxi-
cation is fertile in producing reveries and dreams, those
playthings of the fancy; and it may also give rise to such
a distortion of idea as to call up incubus and all its
frightful accompaniments.

I11. Sleep-walking.—Somnambulism is another affection
to which drunkards are more liable than their neighbours.
I apprehend that the slumber is never profound when this
takes place, and that, in drunkenness in particular, it may
occur in a state of very imperfect sleep. Drunkards, even
when consciousness is not quite abolished, frequently leave
their beds and walk about the room. They know perfectly
well what they are about, and recollect it afterwards, but
if questioned, either at "the moment or at any future
period, they are totally unable to give any reason for their
conduct, Sometimes after getting up, they stand a little
time and endeavour to account for rising, then go again
deliberately to bed. There is often, in the behaviour of
these individuals, a strange mixture of folly and ration-
ality, Persons half tipsy have been known to arise and
go out of doors in their night-dress, being all the while
sensible of what they were doing, and aware of its ab-
surdity. The drunken somnambulism has not always
this character. Sometimes the reflecting faculties are so
absorbed in slumber, that the person has no consciousness
of what he does. From drinking, the affection is always
more dangerous than from any other cause, as the muscles
have no longer their former strength, and are unable to
support the person in his hazardous expeditions. If he
gets upon a house-top, he does not balance himself pro-
perly, from giddiness; he is consequently liable to falls
and accidents of every kind. It is considered, with justice,
dangerous to awaken a sleep-walker. In a drunken fit,




















































































































































































































































































49 PHILOSOPHY OF SLEEP.

surrounded by his lictors and guards, gazing upon the im-
perial city wrapt in flames: or the sanguinary fight of
Borodino, followed by the burning of the ancient capital
of Russia, may be presented before him with all the in-
tenseness of reality. Under these circumstances, his
whole being may undergo a change. He is no longer a
denizen of his native country, but of that land to which
his visions have transported him. All the events of his
own existence fade away; and he becomes a native of
Rome or Russia, gazing upon the appalling spectacle.

On the other hand, the mind may be filled with imagery
equally exaggerated, but of a more pleasing character.
The sound of a flute in the neighbourhood may invoke a
thousand beautiful and delightful associations. The air
is, perhaps, filled with the tones of harps, and all other
varieties of music—nay, the performers themselves are
visible; and while the cause of this strange scene is one
trivial instrument, we may be regaled with a rich and
melodious concert. For the same reason, a flower being
applied to the nostrils may, by affecting the sense of smell,
excite powerfully the imagination, and give the dreamer
the idea of walking in a garden.

There is one fact connected with dreams which is highly
remarkable. When we are suddenly awaked from a pro-
found slumber by a loud knock at, or by the rapid opening
of, the door, a train of actions which it would take hours,
or days, or even weeks to accomplish, sometimes passes
through the mind. Time, in fact, seems to be in a great
measure annihilated. An extensive period is reduced, as
it were, to a single point, or rather a single point is made,
to embrace an extensive period. In one instant, we pass
through many adventures, see many strange sights, and
hear many strange sounds. If we are awaked by a loud.
knock, we have perhaps the idea of a tumult passing before
us, and know all the characters engaged in it—their
aspects, and even their very names. If the door open
violently, the flood-gates of a canal may appear to be ex-
panding, and we may see the individuals employed in the
process, and hear their conversation, which may seem an
hour in length. If a light be brought into the room, the.
notion of the house being in flames perhaps invades us,
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46 PHILOSOPHY OF SLEEP.

been communicated to the musician in his sleep. Tartini,
a celebrated violin player, is said to have composed his
famous Devil's Sonata from the inspiration of a dream, in
which the Devil appeared to him, and challenged him to
p trial of skill upon his own fiddle. A mathematician, in
like manner, is often engaged in the solution of problems,
and has his brain full of Newton, Euler, Euclid, and
Laplace: while a poet is occupied in writing verses, or in
deliberating upon the strains of such bards as are most
familiar to his spirit: it was thus in a.dream that Mr.
Coleridge composed his splendid fragment of Kubla Khan.*
To speak phrenologically: if the organs of Form and
Size be large, then material images more than sounds or
abstractions possess the mind, and everything may be
magnified to unnatural dimensions; if Colour be fully
developed, whatever is presented to the mental eye is
brilliant and gaudy, and the person has probably the idea
of rich paifitings, shining flowers, or varied landscapes;
should Zocality predominate, he is carried away to distant
lands, and beholds more extraordinary sights than Cook,
Ross, or Franklin ever described. An excess of Cautious-
ness will inspire him with terror; an excess of Self-esteem

* The following is the account he himself gives of the circumstance :—
“In the summer of the year 1797, the author, then in ill health, had retired
to a lonely farm-house between Porlock and Linton, on the lixmoor confines
of Somerset and Devonshire. In consequence of u slight indisposition, an
anodyne had been prescribed, from the etfects of which he fell asleep in his
" chair at the moment that he was reading the following sentence, or words of
the same substance, in Purchas's Pilgrimage:—* Here the Khan Kubla
commanded a palace to be built, and a stately garden thereunto. And thus
ten miles of fertile ground were enclosed with a wall.” The anthor continued
for about three hours in a profound sleep, at least of the external senses,
during which time he had the most vivid confidence, that he could not have
composed less than from two to three hundred lines; if that indeed can be
called composition in which all the images rose up before him as things,
with a parallel production of the correspondent expressions, without any
sensation or consciousness of effort. On awaking, he appeared to himself to
have a distinct recollection of the whole; and taking his pen, ink, and paper,
instantly and eagerly wrote down the lines that are here preserved. At this
moment he was unfortunately called out by a parson on business from
Porlock, and detained by him above an hour ; and on his return to his room
found, to his no small surprise and mortification, that though he still
retained some vague and dim recollection of the gemeral purport of the
vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered lines and
images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface of a

stream into which a stone had been cast, but alas! without the after-restora-
tion of the latter.”




















































































74 PHILOSOPHY OF SLEEP.

anpleasant suspense. I felt a presentiment that something
dreadful had happened, or would happen; and although I
could not help blaming myself for a childish weakness in
so feeling, I was unable to get rid of the painful idea which
had taken such rooted possession of my mind. Three days
after sending away the letter, what was my astonishment
when I received one written the day subsequent to mine,
and stating that the relative of whom I had dreamed, had
been struck with a fatal shock of palsy the day before—
viz., the very day on the morning of which I had beheld
the appearance in my dream! My friends received my
letter two days after sending their own away, and were
naturally astonished at the circumstance. I may state
that my relation was in perfect health before the fatal
event took place. It came upon him like a thunderbolt,
at a period when no one could have the slightest anticipa-
tion of danger.

The following case will interest the reader, both on its
own account, and from the remarkable coincidence between
the dream and the succeeding calamity; but like all other
instances of the kind this also must be referred to chance:—

“ Being in company the other day, when the conversation
turned upon dreams, I related one, which, as it happened
to my own father, I can answer for the perfect truth of it.
About the year 1731, my father, Mr. D. of K , in the
County of Cumberland, came to Edinburgh to attend the
classes, having the advantage of an uncle in the regiment
then in the Castle, and remained under the protection of
his uncle and aunt, Major and Mprs. Griffiths, during the
winter. When spring arrived, Mr. D. and three or four
young gentlemen from England, (his intimates,) made
parties to visit all the neighbouring places about Edinburgh,
Roslin, Arthur’s Seat, Craigmillar, &e., &e. Coming home
one evening from some of those places, Mr. D. said, < We
have made a party to go a-fishing to Inchkeith to-morrow,
if the morning is fine, and have bespoke our boat ; we shall
be off at six.” No objection being made, they separated
for the night.

“Mrs. Griffiths had not been long asleep, till she screamed
out in the most violent agitated manner, ‘The boat is
sinking ; save, oh, save them!” The Major awaked her,
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