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Presentation Abstract

Between the years of 1848 and 1852, Dr. Hugh Welch Diamond, resident superintendent of the Surrey County Lunatic Asylum, made over 54 portraits of his patients.  These photographs were exhibited to a London audience in 1852 under the title, “The Types of Insanity.”  In an accompanying paper presented to the Royal Society of England in 1856, Diamond discussed the ways in which physiognomy could be used as a mechanism to standardize psychiatric diagnoses across time and space.  In this paper, he gives a detailed analysis of each of his sitters, focusing on their characteristic presentations of the various disorders, and the ways in which the objective medium of photography assists in his medical determination and treatment.

These photographs, whose subjects are overwhelmingly female, present a fascinating lens into the ways in which the face of madness has been conceptualized and memorialized.  The role that fashion plays in the presentation of the sitters and their diagnosis is striking both in the visual evidence, and in the paper by Dr. Diamond and the later commentary by Dr. John Conolly, another Victorian psychiatrist.  It is clear from the portraits that Diamond paid particular attention to the appearance of his patients, going so far as to place an Ophelia-like wreath on the head of one of his subjects.  Despite his claims as to the objectivity of the photographic process, the pictures bear the marks of tremendous manipulation on the part of the photographer, Dr. Diamond.

In this talk, I will examine the ways in which Diamond’s photographs constructed the Victorian face of madness.  Widely seen in both the lay and medical communities, these pictures had tremendous cultural power that left a lingering legacy in the work of later psychiatrists, notably Jean-Martin Charcot.  I will look at the presentation of the sitters, asking questions about their dress and appearance, and the roles these played in their diagnoses.  Drawing on the commentary of Diamond and Conolly, I will demonstrate the ways in which fashion-consciousness provided a normative framework for sanity in the Victorian period, arguing that stylistic deviance was equated to mental deviance.  This argument is particularly striking in the case of the so-called “fallen woman,” whose clothing marked her demise in a number of Victorian media, including prints and the illustrated press.

I will pay particular attention to the nature of Diamond’s subjects.  Overwhelmingly female, Diamond’s photographs made explicit statements about who could be considered mad, and, more importantly, who could not.  By skewing his presentation to women, Diamond was equating femaleness with madness in the public eye.  This trend became even more pronounced in the work of Charcot, who explicitly picked up on Diamond’s themes with his highly sexualized pictures of hysterical women.  When Diamond left the public asylum to open his own private hospital in 1858, he chose to establish a female-only institution.   However, he never (to our knowledge) conducted similar photographic studies in his next setting, despite a life-long interest in photography.  I will argue that this is no accident; private clients and their wealthy families demanded confidentiality.  The poverty-stricken public patients had no such luxury, and were required to suffer, along with their various maladies, the indignities of having their illnesses displayed as a complicated mix of treatment, cure, art, voyeurism, and sexual exploitation.

