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DISABILITY : A NEW HISTORY
EPISODE 4:  Beauty and Deformity

PETER WHITE

18th Century parents, like parents today, wanted their children to be perfect, and there was a bestselling book telling them how to achieve it.

Title of book: (ACTOR)

Orthopaedia, or the art of correcting and preventing deformities in children, 1743

PETER WHITE

It’s a huge book, and it had to be, to cover the many things that were thought of as a disability 300 years ago.

Reading from Orthopaedia (ACTOR)

Redness is a defect of the hair, the red colour hair proceeds from it being more nourished with the red part of the blood than with any other humour. Bleeding is a great help in this cause, but we must take care not to push this method too far. 

PETER WHITE

So, redheads beware. It is extraordinary how ideas of beauty and deformity change. A society with a huge amount of disability, maybe even more than half the population, still had strong ideas about improving the body to a state of perfect beauty. And ideals of beauty had an impact on real people, especially those living with disabilities.
(Music, Handel)
Every year in the late 18th Century smallpox killed in the tens of thousands, and even those who survived were often left with multiple disabilities: visual impairments, deafness, and terrible scarring. 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (Actress)
( from her poem ‘Town eclogues: Saturday; the small-pox’)

How am I changed? Alas, how am I grown 
A frightful spectre to myself unknown? 

PETER WHITE

This is the voice of one woman whose face was transformed by the disease, the writer Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. She caught smallpox when she was 26 in 1715, and she’s left us this affecting account of what it was like to have to hide her face. 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, continued

Where’s my complexion? where the radiant Bloom, 
That promis’d happiness for Years to come? 
The greatest good the Gods on men bestow, 
Ev’n youth itself, to me is useless now. 
In tears, surrounded by my friends I lay, 
Mask’d o’er and trembled at the sight of day.


PETER WHITE

Mourning the loss of beauty was not just natural human vanity, because beauty was not just skin deep; ugliness was deeply shameful. Professor Judith Hawley is an expert on 18th Century culture.

JUDITH HAWLEY

People often treated physical deformity as a sign of moral deformity. That your external appearance was a sign of what you’re like spiritually, or mentally, and this was because of the Biblical idea of the mark of Cain, that the first sin led to the first physical deformities. And if you were, for example, a hunchback, as Alexander Pope was, you could be described as kind of morally distorted. And sometimes because people couldn’t earn a living through regular means, they ended up sliding morally and becoming beggars, criminals or prostitutes. 

PETER WHITE

The moral significance of beauty and deformity is an idea with deep roots. You see it in Shakespeare’s Richard III, where an outwardly different body, a curved spine, is a sign of an inwardly twisted mind. You might think that with the rise of a more scientific way of seeing the world, bodies too might have been seen in a more rational light. Not so, according to Naomi Baker from Manchester University.

NAOMI BAKER

As the 17th Century progresses and as we see the rise of science and the idea of a mechanical nature, then there’s an increasing emphasis on order and regularity, and that is something which is increasingly seen as the same thing a beautiful and a healthy body.

PETER WHITE

So what effect do you think that has on ideas of disability, if you like, or ‘deformity’?

NAOMI BAKER

I think it’s interesting, because we might assume that with the rise of science that disability is treated with greater tolerance in society, and that there’s a greater understanding. But I'm not sure that that always is the case, especially in the 18th Century. Because I think this new emphasis on the need for regularity and new celebration of order means that things which are seen as disordered become increasingly unacceptable. And it was very acceptable to laugh openly and to ridicule people with disabilities or with ‘deformities’, as again that term was often still used at this time, because they were seen as something which was a deviation from this norm, which was a much more cherished ideal at that time.

PETER WHITE

In other words, the more sceptical we were becoming, in terms of religion, that wasn’t actually making people what you might call more rational or tolerant. 

NAOMI BAKER

I'm sure it did in individual cases, but in the wider culture, I don’t think it’s possible, in the 18th Century, to identify a greater tolerance for disability. I think there was open ridicule, there was open mockery of people who had any kind of abnormality or were seen to deviate in any way from the norm.

Reading from ‘A Popular Guide to Physognomy, 1789’ (ACTOR)

Morally-deformed states of mind have deformed expression. Consequently, if incessantly repeated they stamp durable features of deformity. 

PETER WHITE

This from another 18th Century bestseller, A Popular Guide to Physionomy from 1789. The variety of faces and bodies you would encounter in the 18th Century street must have been marvellous, it would have satisfied anyone’s quest for diversity. But such public encounters could also be seen as dangerous. Julie Anderson of the University of Kent.



JULIE ANDERSON

Well ,the fear was known as ‘maternal impression’. And what that meant was if a women saw a person who had a disability,  that disability would travel from her consciousness, from her brain, right down to the developing foetus and the foetus would reflect that sight and have that disability when it was born.

PETER WHITE

So, are you really telling me that,  this isn’t just what we call an old wives’ tale, this is supposed to be a medically-based theory, propounded by scientists?

JULIE ANDERSON

It certainly was, there were a number of medical journals that told of ‘maternal impression’ and gave examples where women had experienced ‘maternal impression’. They had seen a blind child and their child had been born blind, for example. 

PETER WHITE

But there’s a difference between having those anecdotal events and this thing, which, if I'm understanding you rightly, you’re saying was woven into people’s DNA, that’s what they thought happened. 

JULIE ANDERSON

Absolutely, and women going to anatomical museums were prevented, by doctors and scientists, from looking at people with unusual bodies, for example. That that would be transferred to the developing foetus. 

PETER WHITE

So this idea of fear of disability, that’s not just prejudice, it’s based on what, at the time, was thought to be medical knowledge. 

JULIE ANDERSON

It was also very difficult to know if a woman was pregnant; any women of childbearing age could be pregnant and not realise for some considerable time. It’s not like today when women know when they’re pregnant quite early on. So it was this idea that women were always in danger of seeing these things and it impressing on the developing foetus. 

PETER WHITE

So, in other words, it would be something that you would need to be aware of all the time, certainly if you were of childbearing age.

JULIE ANDERSON

Absolutely, you would have to be very careful of yourself.

PETER WHITE

Did this therefore translate itself into a fear of disabled people? I mean you’ve given a very specific reason for it, but presumably that has all sorts of effects on people’s attitudes.

JULIE ANDERSON

I think it did, and I think a lot of disabled people, though, often used it to explain their disabilities. For example Joseph Merrick, who was known famously as The Elephant Man, was convinced that his mother had been frightened by an elephant, which was why he looked the way he did.

JOSEPH MERRICK  (ACTOR)

My mother was going along the street when a procession of animals were passing by, there was a terrible crush of people to see them, and unfortunately she was pushed under the elephants’ feet, which frightened her very much. This occurring during a time of pregnancy was the cause of my deformity.

PETER WHITE

Women were particularly susceptible because their own bodies were in a state of chaos.

JUDITH HAWLEY

When people talk about the body beautiful, or even the healthy body, the norm is always the male body. The female body is always the abnormal. So in a way, according to medical science, it’s an idea that goes back at least to Aristotle; all women are deformed because they’re not male, they don’t have the right organs, and there are some organs they have that people are very worried about. The womb, for example, was thought, until well into the 18th Century, to go wandering about and bumping into other organs and causing problems, rendering women as hysterical, giving them fainting fits. 

PETER WHITE

Well I suppose that still goes on into the 19th Century to some extent doesn’t it? With people having ‘the vapours’ and retiring from life and lying on a couch.

JUDITH HAWLEY

Yes, that women just can’t deal fully with an active life and so you have to have men go out and do that for them. So women are all, to some extent, categorized as sick or disabled or deformed. 

PETER WHITE

And is that a general idea, I mean that sounds like a rather way-out, even in the 18th Century, a rather way-out medical idea. Is this something that...

JUDITH HAWLEY

It’s very widespread, you find it in the writings of the Church, you find it in medical writings, it’s in encyclopaedias, it’s enshrined in popular culture. It runs top to bottom through society. You might celebrate women for their beauty or their fertility, but they’re always abnormal because they’re not male. 


Medical Advertisement from 1788 (ACTOR)

Sleath’s Improvements, ladies’ backs and collars of entire steel, particularly light, neat and durable. Steel shapes to correct, improve or conceal a defective shape, schools personally attended within ten miles of London.

PETER WHITE

This from a wonderful newspaper advertisement of 1788. With so much disability around, real and imagined, there was a lot of money to be made, well nothing changes. And the inventors of the day weren’t slow to spot the market.

Medical advertisement continued(ACTOR)

J. Sleath respectfully informs the public that he has newly invented a truss with self-acting steel parts, superior to any hitherto invented. Stockings for swelled legs, ankle and knee pieces for weakness, instruments for crooked and weak limbs, deformity of the legs corrected! Artificial limbs on a new and flexible plan to resemble nature, particularly light and safe. 
N.B. artificial eyes!

PETER WHITE

None of these wonderful inventions would have helped poor Lady Mary Wortley Montagu with her ruined smallpox-scarred face. But she did have one asset that has never let people down, more intangible than a steel truss, but just as powerful. Class.

JUDITH HAWLEY

Lady Mary continued to be praised for her beauty and was painted even after she was disfigured with smallpox as having a very clear and smooth skin. So I think because of her social status, she was a member of the aristocracy, she could still wield power over men. 

PETER WHITE

So that would help, in a way, the class factor could mitigate the loss of beauty to some extent.

JUDITH HAWLEY

It really could; if you have money, wealth and status, that could overcome all sorts of physical problems. 

PETER WHITE

So is that a running theme, to some extent, that class can offset your disability, to some extent?

JUDITH HAWLEY

Yes, being disabled could drag you down into a lower class if people treated you with scorn and not respect, or if you couldn’t earn a living. But, certainly the upper classes, they had medical care, they had servants, they had the money to buy adaptive devices to help overcome difficulties. So class is a very major factor.  



PETER WHITE

Lady Mary continued to live a long and colourful life, including travels in Turkey, love affairs in Italy, becoming mother-in-law to the Prime Minister and pioneering inoculation - against smallpox. 
Tomorrow a startlingly original account of disability; 18th Century MP William Hay was born with curvature of the spine; he tells us about day-to-day life in parliament and on the streets, and gives us an unexpectedly positive and humorous perspective on his disability.  
	

