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Electricity: A History of its use in the

Treatment of Mental Illness in Britain

During the Second Half of the 19th Century

A. W. BEVERIDGE and E. B. RENVOIZE

The use of electricity in British psychiatry during the second half of the 19th century
is examined. An account is given of the clinical and theoretical aspects of electrical therapy.
Factors leading to its use and eventual decline are considered.

"On the occurrence of cases which refuse to yield
to any ordinary remedy, the mandate `let them be

electrified' has often been issued, too frequently,
rather with a vague hope of obtaining relief from
an extraordinary remedy than from any well defined
view of its real influence" bIding-Bird, 1841
Colwell, 19221.

The use of electricity in medicine has followed a

cyclical course throughout the centuries Steavenson

& Lewis Jones, 1892; CoIwell, 1922; Beveridge

and Renvoize, 1988. Clinicians have approached

electrical methods with great enthusiasm, only to

abandon them when they fail to produce results. In

the second half of the 19th century, British asylum

doctors began using electricity to treat their patients.

The use of electricity by British psychiatry during this

period irexamined here, and the factors that led to

its use and eventual decline outlined.

The impact of nineteenth-century developments
in electrical science on Victorian society

The 19th century saw major developments in the

science of electricity. In 1831, Michael Faraday

discovered the induction current, which provided the

first continuous electrical current, and this quickly

led to the production of practical machines for

converting mechanical into electrical energy. In 1873,

James Clerk Maxwell published A Treatise on

Electricity and Magnetism in which he expressed his

theories on electromagnetism and light. In 1875,

Graham Bell invented the telephone, and in 1878

Joseph Swan developed a practical incandescent

filament lamp. In 1882, the Electrical Lighting Act

was passed, and in the same year Brighton became

the first English city to have a permanent electricity

supply. The following year, electric tramways began

service at Kew. The closing decade of the century

saw the Electrical Exhibition at the Crystal Palace

in 1892 Dunsheath, 1962; Bowers, 1982.

The developments in electrical science had a major

impact on the everyday life of the Victorian popula

tion, with the creation of electrical lighting and the

gradual introduction of electricity into workplaces and

homes via the central mains. As one contemporary

observed: "it seems we are moving from the Age of

Steam to the Age of Electricity" Anon, 1883a. The

medical profession were keen to harness this exciting

new power to treat their patients.

The renewal of general medical interest

in the therapeutic application of electricity

In Paris in the l850s, Guillaume Duchenne 1855

published his successful results using electrical

methods in the treatment of disease. His work A

Treatise on Localised Electrization and its

Application to Pathology and Therapeutics had a

major impact on the medical profession, and

according to Tuke 1892 "did most to renew the

employment of electricity in medicine". Three other

workers also contributed to the reawakening of

interest in electricity at this time. In 1848, Du Bois

Reymond published his physiological work

Investigations on Animal Electricity Tuke, 1892,

and in 1854, Moritz Meyer described the clinical

applications of electricity in his book Electricity

Applied in Practical Medicine Meyer, 1869. Robert

Remak, who coined the terms ectoderm, endoderm,

and mesoderm, and was the first to describe

ascending neuritis, made a careful study of the

therapeutic effects of different types of electrical

current Colwell, 1922; Talbott, 1970. Remak, who

published the results of his work in Galvanotherapie

in 1858 Stainbrook, 1948, recommended the use

of the constant current in "morbid conditions of the

brain accompanied by disordered mental functions"

Althaus, 1873.

British clinicians began applying electrical methods

to their patients, and successes, especially in

157




