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young physician and philosopher has as one of his guiding inter-

ests a question regarding the mind. What odd transformation is it

within organic matter that gives rise to conscious reasoning? He

has attended Cheselden’s dissections and been struck by the solid-look-
ing, yellowy, cerebral matter his teacher presents so confidently as the
origin of human thought. At the same time his motivation is derived from
more intimate experiences. His exchanges with his theologian and phi-
losopher friends, not least on these very topics, give him a compelling pic-
ture of the mind as an expansive realm unbounded by the limits of brain
or skull. And the paradox has not escaped his notice that, while the brain
can clearly be said to belong to the individual, the thought derived from

its functioning gains its singularity on each occasion from the particular
contributions made by all those involved.

The theme of human consciousness is one he returns to fre-
quently, but it strikes him with peculiar urgency when, against his usual
preferences, he finds himself present at a public execution. For the con-
demned man the workings of the mind cease precisely as the blade sepa-
rates head from body: such is the widely-held view. The physician for his
own part is not so sure. Common assumptions of this kind should be
tested. If the prisoner’s reasoning mind were to be found still operating

after decapitation, if it were so even momentarily, that fact would have
important implications. And it would do the young physician’s standing
no harm if he could be the one to make the discovery.

So he sets about planning an experiment. First of all he will
need the help of someone whose death is scheduled. To that end he no-
tifies the prison authorities that in due course he will visit to interview
a number of the condemned. His choice will have to be made carefully.
It is an unusual participation being sought, one likely to be beyond the
abilities of most people. But his ambition for the furthering of knowledge
inspires optimism that such a person can be found.

There are some other difficulties to overcome. If a head severed

from the body retains powers of consciousness, still the mechanisms for

communication may be disabled; even if the brain within the head is able

to muster reason it may have lost its capacity to direct movements of jaw
and lips. A simple code will be needed to provide insurance—a blink of the
eye, for instance, or to rule out chance perhaps a sequence of blinks. In the
moments before the fall of the blade the accomplice will prepare as best
he can. Immediately after the execution the physician will place himself as
he would in any exchange so as to facilitate eye contact and will ask loudly
and boldly: Have you presence of mind? 1f the man now executed finds him-
self still able to think he will be primed to respond in whatever way he can,
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with words, with a movement of his own lips or with the agreed signal of
eye-blinks.

The physician is fortunate and finds a prisoner who meets his
requirements, a man sufficiently accepting of his fate and at ease with
the events of his life that he is able to show a genuine interest in the ex-
periment. The day of the execution arrives. The sun is shining. A crowd
gathers. On the executioner’s platform, an unusual number of men are
witnessed, the physician has invited his colleagues, has judged it wise to
involve his more skeptical acquaintances as well as those open to his hy-
pothesis. Things are arranged so that no obscurity should spoil the obser-

vation. No shadow should fall to hide the view of gestures that might be of
the most subtle kind. The physician has become increasingly impressed
with his condemned helper, whose composure he can see is evidence of
an unusual intelligence. In fact, he has warmed to the man so much that
he regrets the objectivity of his own manner, which he would have been

inclined to emphasise in other circumstances for reasons of his profes-

sion. In due course the moment comes. The prisoner is given his chance

to say a few words. The last rights are carried out. The physician takes one

final opportunity to go through the procedures they have agreed. Then the
man is put under the blade, the blade is brought down and, to the cheers

of the crowd, his head is severed and lands with a thump in the basket.
History has recorded the results of the experiment as negative.
Neither the physician nor his colleagues could discern any response on

the face of the executed man. The seconds ticked away. And when all wit-
nesses agreed, the experiment was brought to an end.

These details are given in an account written in the physician’s
own hand, preserved in an archive that remains accessible even today to
anyone willing to make the necessary arrangements. One researcher has
consulted the record in order to relay the story through her contribution
to a radio programme on the history of Capital Punishment—it is her ac-
count that forms the basis for this current retelling. As she speaks to the
interviewer she is aware of a risk that she may deviate from the hard facts.
The line can be difficult to find between fidelity to the archival document
and the embellishment of a story. But perhaps some license is admitted.

After all, the academy itself accords priority these days to the popularising
of scholarly work. To dramatise the events of history is one good way of
giving them currency and that in turn may be an effective way of drawing
new recruits into the field of study—if not into historical scholarship then
some other discipline. _
Now a new version of events might be told. If in some respects
it does not depart markedly from the earlier versions, then it presents
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