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Opera Occulta 
 
Collected from the Society’s archives by C. Vaughan Ruckley 
 
 
Abstract 
With a mixture of pride and humility I began to turn the pages of the great leather-backed volumes which 
enclose the early Dissertations of the Royal Medical Society. It was something to be done with care, for the 
pages are brittle and cachetic. The regular, flowing, almost copper-plate writing is only s lightly faded and is 
eminently legible. We, who can achieve immaculate script only through the medium of machinery, might pause 
and consider the scholarship of our predecessors who wrote Greek, Latin or English with artists ’ hands. 
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40 R E S  M E D I C A

the amount inhaled are more likely to be the factors involved (4 and 32). 
Petrol lighters have been suspected but it w as found that they were 
not used any more often by patients with bronchogenic carcinoma than 
by non-cancer patients (13).

T h e  tar collected from “ sm oking m achines” is carcinogenic and in 
1954 Graham  (20) found that an acetone solution of cigarette  tar produced 
epidermoid carcinoma in mice after 71 w eeks which is a little more than 
half their average  life span of two years. This  period, he pointed out, 
w as equivalent to the 30 to 50 years required in man to produce lung 
cancer by smoking. Campbell (3) showed that 70% of the mice surviving 
after repeated exposure to dust from the sweepings of tarred roads 
developed cancer of the skin but the concentration of tar present w as 
far higher than that to which human beings are ever subjected. 
Unfortunately similar experiments cannot be employed with cigarette 
smoke because mice rapidly succumb to nicotine poisoning if allowed to 

inhale significant quantities (20). L u n g  tumours, however, have been

o p e r a  o c c u l t a
W ith  a m ixtu re  of pride and h u m ility  I began to turn the pages 

of the g rea t leather-backed volum es w hich enclose the early  D isserta
tions of the R o yal M edical S ociety . I t  w as som eth in g to be done 
w ith  care, for the pages are b rittle  and cachetic. T h e regu lar, 
flow in g, alm ost copper-plate w ritin g  is o n ly  s lig h t ly  faded and is 
em in en tly  legib le . W e, who can ach ieve im m aculate scrip t o n ly  
through the m edium  of m ach in ery, m ig h t pause and consider the 
scholarship  of our predecessors who wrote G reek, L atin  or E n glish  
w ith  a rtis ts ’ hands.

T h e fascin ation of these w orks, how ever, does not end in the 
contem plation  of their beauty. Into these pages has been poured 
all the erudition and earnest sp eculation  of m ore than tw o hundred 
y ears ago. N ot o n ly  do th ey  carry  a m ass of inform ation of the 
state of m edical kn ow led ge in the eighteenth  cen tu ry , but th ey also 
breathe an aura of the life, m anners and social conditions of the 
tim e. So  m uch is there th at is in terestin g , so m uch to am aze 
or am use, th at it seem s scarcely  possible to p ick out isolated 
passages of adequate b re v ity  for the confines of th is production. 
H ow ever, w ith  the hope th at the authors w ould have excused 
the m u tilation  of their opera, I have selected at random a few 
passages. T h e y  w ill be found in th is and subsequent issues.

Diagnosis ?
F ro m a let ter  to the P re s i d e n t  of  the S o c i e t y  i n 1777.

“  A t  eleven o ’clock  th at n ig h t a m essenger cam e to m e, sa y in g  
that W atson w as g o in g  m ad. I found him  p erfectly  sensib le, com 
p la in in g  of a lig h tn ess across h is stom ach, w ith a peculiar sensa
tion (to quote his words) ‘h is en tra ils m ov in g  up and dow n as 
if th ey  w ere a liv e , ’ and he said he could not d rin k. I had a 
lo o k in g  g la ss  b rou gh t p riv a te ly  to m e, and held it up before him  : 
the s ig h t of w hich threw  him  into v io len t agitation . I then 
persuaded him  to try  to d rin k ; but on the fluid approachin g near 
his lip s he w as in a sim ilar agitatio n  to that w hich the g la ss  
produced. It n e x t occurred to m e th at the accession of cold air 
to the body, according to som e author, had the sam e e ffe c t; I 
therefore fanned him  w ith  m y hat . . . ”


