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MOLLIE FANCHER-THE

BROORLYN
ENIGMA’

Gy Psychological Marvel of the 19th Cenpury’

‘The girl is simply a miracle. She says she is a
miracle, and I know she is one. The entire scien-
tific world should know all about ber, and 1
bope the time will come when it will.”

DR. CHARLES E. WEST**

Somnambulism, dissociation, double consciousness or
periodical amnesia, hysteria, neurasthenia, and the concepts
of a subconscious, subliminal, hidden, or secondary self are
a few of the terms (or constructs) which have all been asso-
ciated at one time or another with discussions of the con-
dition which is more popularly known as multiple (or, in-
correctly, split) personality.’ Since the earliest known case
of multiple personality was recorded,” about one hundred
authenticated instances of this condition have been re-
ported in the literature and include the well-known subjects
of Morton Prince, Thigpen and Cleckley, Cory and Prince,
and, most recently, ‘Sybil’ who was psychoanalyzed by
Cornelia B. Wilbur.® Over the years, especially since the
turn of the century, some of the attempts to explain the
etiology of this rarely occurring condition have involved
appeals to organic neurological disequilibrium, or an appeal
to an initial home environment which was bizarre, restric-
tive, naive, or broadly hysterical®* But, despite our im-
proved insight regarding this conditon today, multiple per-
sonality still remains a mysterious sport of nature; for most
psychologists, psychiatrists, and physicians live long and ac-
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tive professional careers without ever encountering a single
case.® During the 19th century when instances of this con-
dition occurred they would occasionally come to the at-
tention of reputable medical practitioners. Yet then as now
this strange phenomenon was capable of evoking a ‘reaction
of wonder, sometimes of awe’ in both professional and lay-
men alike, the very same reaction Thigpen and Cleckley re-
ported to have experienced in the presence of their famous
subject, Eve.® One can well imagine, however, that, during
the 19th century, when unusual mental phenomena were
less easily explained, that mental dissociation or any altered
state of consciousness during which unusual behavior was
emitted evoked even greater wonder than it does today—
and there appears to have been a variety of instances which
kept the mystery alive. Early in the 19th century, for ex-
ample, there was the bizarre somnolency of Mary Reynolds,
the first reported account of a double personality.” About
the same time (1817) the strange behavior of Rachel Baker
who at the age of seventeen began to mysteriously preach
sermons in her sleep gained attention—her somniloquism
being ultimately diagnosed as somnium cum religione was
said to have been related to hysteria.® In 1834 the myster-
ious Jane C. Rider, the so-called ‘Springfield {Massachusetts]
Somnambulist’ became well-known in addition to attract-
ing the personal attention of Samuel B. Woodward (1787-
1850), the first president of what is now the American
Psychiatric Association. Jane was treated by Dr. Woodward
at Worcester for a brief period during the 1830’s.° Later, in
1858, Harper’s published an anonymously-authored article
describing the double personality occurring in a young
woman from Georgia who was known simply as ‘The Lady
of Belisle.”'® The ‘sleeping preacher of North Alabama’ who
is said to have exhibited ‘most wonderful mysterious men-
tal phenomena’ achieved renown in the 1870’s and his
case was followed by that of Lurancy Vennum, the Wat-
seka, Illinois ‘Wonder’ who claimed to be ‘possessed’ by the
departed spirit of a neighbor’s insane daughter.” Mary Rey-
nolds, Rachel Baker, the ‘Springfield Somnambulist, the
‘Lady of Belisle,” the ‘Sleeping Preacher,” and the ‘Watseka
Wonder,” of course, had nothing over the ‘Poughkeepsie
Seer,” Andrew Jackson Davis, who in somnambulic trances
dictated no fewer than thirty volumes of prophetic litera-
ture and whose first opus on The Principle of Nature ran to
thirty-four editions.” In the mid-nineteenth century, more-
over, Rhode Island too had its own special case of ‘double
consciousness,” that of Ansel Bourne (b. 1826)—but that is
a different story, perhaps for another occasion.™

The 19th century was indeed as Seldes called it a ‘stam-
mering’ period in American cultural history."™ During that
era as you may be aware, animal magnetism, somnambulic
medical healing, religious revivalism, communistic societies,
spiritualism, the ‘mind-cure,” and phrenology were very
much a part of the contemporary scene. Furthermore, it
was as a result of these collective interests characteristic of
the period, and as a result of the rapidly changing cultural
and scientific scene, and as a result of a greater public at-
traction to the mysterious than has been seen in any other






