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On	
  the	
  evening	
  of	
  26	
  April	
  2019	
  ‘Laughing	
  Gas:	
  Science	
  and	
  Satire	
  in	
  Nineteenth-­‐
century	
  Medical	
  Culture’	
  took	
  place	
  in	
  The	
  Old	
  Operating	
  Theatre	
  Museum	
  and	
  Herb	
  
Garret,	
  London.	
  Co-­‐organisers	
  Alistair	
  Robinson	
  and	
  Asha	
  Hornsby	
  gave	
  a	
  brief	
  
welcome,	
  introduced	
  the	
  iconic	
  space	
  of	
  the	
  operating	
  theatre,	
  and	
  outlined	
  the	
  
intellectual	
  rationale	
  that	
  lay	
  behind	
  the	
  evening.	
  The	
  novelist	
  and	
  historian	
  Caroline	
  
Rance	
  and	
  the	
  storyteller	
  and	
  musician	
  Matthew	
  Crampton	
  then	
  performed	
  for	
  75	
  
minutes.	
  Rance’s	
  stories	
  and	
  anecdotes	
  of	
  nineteenth-­‐century	
  medical	
  practice	
  and	
  
professionalisation	
  were	
  interweaved	
  with	
  nineteenth-­‐century	
  monologues	
  and	
  
songs	
  sourced	
  from	
  the	
  Wellcome	
  Trust	
  Archive	
  by	
  the	
  co-­‐organisers.	
  This	
  layering	
  of	
  
material	
  worked	
  well.	
  The	
  songs	
  sung	
  by	
  Crampton	
  gave	
  a	
  comic	
  perspective	
  on	
  the	
  
serious	
  medical	
  issues	
  raised	
  by	
  Rance,	
  and	
  encouraged	
  the	
  idea	
  that	
  the	
  Victorians	
  
used	
  laughter	
  and	
  ridicule	
  as	
  a	
  means	
  of	
  negotiating	
  troubling	
  subjects	
  that	
  in	
  
retrospect	
  often	
  look	
  unassailably	
  bleak.	
  The	
  organisers	
  then	
  invited	
  the	
  audience	
  to	
  
take	
  part	
  in	
  a	
  wine	
  reception	
  in	
  the	
  Herb	
  Garret	
  where	
  the	
  conversation	
  was	
  
continued.	
  	
  
	
  	
  
The	
  purpose	
  of	
  the	
  event	
  was	
  public	
  engagement	
  and	
  it	
  achieved	
  this	
  successfully.	
  
The	
  audience	
  responded	
  well	
  to	
  the	
  material	
  delivered	
  by	
  Rance,	
  Crampton,	
  and	
  the	
  
co-­‐organisers,	
  finding	
  many	
  parallels	
  between	
  nineteenth-­‐century	
  and	
  twenty-­‐first-­‐
century	
  attitudes.	
  Audience	
  members	
  –	
  drawn	
  from	
  a	
  wide	
  range	
  of	
  academic	
  and	
  



	
  
	
  

Caroline	
  Rance	
  discussing	
  Nineteenth-­‐century	
  quack	
  doctors	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  

Matthew	
  Crampton	
  performing	
  “Anybody	
  Ill,	
  I’m	
  Doctor	
  Quack”	
  


