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should belong to the preacher man in

a spaghetti Western. Instead, physi-
cians and neuroscientists have been preach-
ing about him for a century and a half. Ac-
cording to Malcolm Macmillan, they have
been getting most of their facts wrong in
the process. What all

The name Phineas Gage sounds as if it

An Odd Kind of can agree on is this:
Fame On the afternoon of
Stories of 13 September 1848,
Phineas Gage the 25-year-old Gage

by Malcolm Macmillan || &> working on the

railroad just south of
Cavendish, Vermont.
Specifically, Phineas
was “tamkin for a
blast”; he was pack-

MIT Press, Cambridge,
MA, 2000. 576 pp.
$39.95, £27.50. ISBN 0-
262-13363-6.

ing an explosive
charge to fracture a rock. An accident hap-
pened and a large metal bar—the tamping
iron—was blasted through his head and
landed some 20 meters away. Other than
the fact that Phineas lived on, all else about
this remarkable event has been subject to
dispute and wildly varying interpretations.
But why, the reader might ask, would
anyone want to write well over 500 pages
on the unfortunate Gage? The convention-
al answer is that his survival provided an
unparalleled opportunity for studying the
powers of the frontal lobes and their role
in complex personality traits. In short, this
“experiment of nature” was seminal in the
development of knowledge about the high-
er functions of the human brain. And as
such, Gage has entered the textbooks as an
essential human interest story to whet the
student’s appetite for neuropsychology.

Bigelow, professor of surgery at Harvard
(published in 1850); Harlow’s 1868 account
of Gage’s recovery, published seven years af-
ter Gage had died; and J. B. S. Jackson’s 1870
descriptive catalogue of the Warren Anatomi-
cal Museum, where Gage’s skull resided.

A good case could be made for reading
these appendices before the main body of
Macmillan’s text. Harlow is extremely careful
and precise in what he wrote in 1868. Even by
that early date, he remarks, the case had been
frequently cited “as one of complete recov-
ery...without any impairment to the intellect.”
In contrast, Harlow notes that, although physi-
cal recovery was complete, Gage’s intellectual
faculties were “decidedly impaired,” in partic-
ular “being perfect in kind, but not in degree
or quantity,” Harlow’s explanation is that
“while the anterior and a part of the middle
lobes of the left cerebrum must have been de-
stroyed as to function, its functions suspended,
its fellow was left intact, and conducted its op-
erations singly and feebly”’

Subsequently, the life and death of
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Phineas Gage seems to have taken on a life of
its own. In an analogy to Borges’ garden of
forking paths, neuroscientists of varied per-
suasions have read their own concerns into
the case and seen their own pet theories con-
firmed by the protean patterns of deficit and
preservation purportedly manifested by
Gage. Scholars have disagreed, and continue
to disagree, about where the rod entered and:
left the skull, about how much brain was
thereby destroyed and where, and about how
Gage’s personality and cognitive abilities
were (or were not) changed by his injuries.
Secondary sources describe an upright, re-
sponsible, and hard-working young man
who, after his accident, changed into a psy-
chopath without foresight, moral sense, or
concern for social conventions despite intact
intelligence, learning, and memory. Perhaps
this was so, writes Macmillan, but because
“next to nothing is known about his birth, his
education, his personality characteristics, and
his working life before and after the accident
that thrust him into fame,” these stories re-
flect their authors® preoccupations more than
the facts of the case.

Macmillan sets these interpretations
against a changing background of the devel-
opment of sensory-motor psychology, the
emergence of the practice of modern brain
surgery, and a variety of theories of the local-
ization of brain functions. Of particu-
lar concern to Gage’s story are the
still unresolved questions of the phys-
iological bases of attention, inhibition,
and the interaction of intellect and
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emotion. That the frontal lobes are

PASSAGE OF AN IRON ROD THROUGI THE HEAD.
To the Editor of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal,

energy of character,

Dear Sir,—1laving been interested in the reading of the cases of * In-

ous physical organization, temperate habits, and possessed of considerable

implicated in such functions is be-
yond dispute, but exactly how they
are implicated remains profoundly

Juries of Hw.‘ lh'mj."'r(-;mlrie.'d‘ in your Journal .h_\' Prafessor Shipman, unclear. Macmillan notes that in the
of Cortlandville, N. Y., 1 um induced to offer you the notes of a very N

severe, singular, and, so far as the result is taken into account, hitherto 19th century “one of the main prob-
unparalicled case, of that class of injuries, which has recently fallen un- .« . .
der my own care. The accident happened in this town, upon the line lemS m lnterpre’ﬂng the Changes llke
of the Rutland and Burdington Rail Road, on the 13th of Sept. last, at : .

4} o'clock, P. M. The subject of it is Phineas P. Gage, Rl those in Phineas Gage was that there
engaged m building the road, 25 years of age, of middle stature, vigor- was no explanatory framework into

which they could be placed.” To a

. . . I fromi his ow mt, and { the by-standers, that . .
Macmillan (an adjunct professor in psy- 0 g @ bt s tiohs: SpAmAOHT lo blaiig.! Ha Wed large extent, this remains true at the
3 3 3 3 wroed in the powder, and was in the act of tamping it slightly before LS.
ChOIOgy at Deakin UmVerSlty, AuStraha) has pouring on the sand. He had struck Il‘w wwdv.r‘, and \:‘h?lu about 10 beglnnmg of the 21st centur}"
looked somewhat deeper and An Odd Kind Of strike it again, wroed his head o look after his men (who were working But as a historical document
i within a few feet of him), when the tamping iron came in contact with 2

Fame is the record of his discoveries. The ba-
sic information comes from John M. Harlow,
M.D,, who saw Gage within 90 minutes of the
accident and dressed his wounds. At that time,
Gage was fully conscious and “spoke ratio-
nally with those around him, describing the
accident accurately and insisting he would be
back at work in a day or two.” In a series of

the rock, and the powder exploded, diiviag the iron against the left
side of the face, inmediately anterior 10 the angle of the inferior
maxillary bone. Taking a direction upward and bLackward toward the
median line, it penetrated the integuments, the masseter and temporal
muscles, passed under the zygomatic arch, and (probably) fracturing the
temporal portion of the sphenoid boue, and the tioor of the orbit of the
left eye, entered the cranium, passing through the anterior lefi lobe of the
cercbrum, and made its exit n the median line, at the junction of the
coronal and sagittal sutures, lacerating the longitudinal sinus, fracturing
the parietal and frontal bones extensively, breaking up considerable
poctions of brain, and protruding the globe of the left eye from its socket,
hy nearly one hall its diameter. The wmping iron is round, and ren-
dered comparatively smooth by use. Itis pointed at the end which en-
. . R . tered first, and is three feet, seven inches in length, one and one quarter
fascinating appendices, Macmillan repro- inch i diameter, and weighs 13% pounds. | am informed that the

. % atient was thrown upon his back, and gave a few convulsiva motions
duces the first papers on Gage: Harlows re- ST esktifes et Ve 4 s wirek B e (i whem
port to the Boston Medical and Surgical Jour- 20

‘nal (1848); a follow-up examination by Henry P —

Macmillan’s book provides one of
those rare occasions on which one
can truly say that further research is
not necessary: An Odd Kind of Fame
is the definitive account of Phineas
Gage and the stories that have been
told about him. It provides a wel-
come wake-up call for students,
their teachers, and researchers to £
read the original sources, and it will 5
interest the more rational exponents
of the social construction of science.
The last words on Gage should ac-
cordingly be those of his physician,
John Harlow: “I dressed him, God
healed him.”

Genesis. The first paper on Phineas Gage's accident
and the stormy nature of his recovery was this 1848
account by his physician John Harlow.
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