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The father of modern surgery

HAROLD ELLIS

Lawson Tait was one of the most remarkable of that extra-
ordinary band of surgeons who flourished in the second half of
the nineteenth century. Born in Edinburgh in 1845 of humble
origins, he showed his promise at an early age when he was
accepted as a foundation scholar at George Heriot's School. He
qualified at the age of 21 at Edinburgh, where his teachers
included Syme and Simpson. Tait bore a close resemblance to
Simpson, and, indeed, there were rumours that he was Simpson's
natural son-rumours that Tait seems to have encouraged and
even enjoyed.
Moving south, Tait became house surgeon to the Wakefield

General Dispensary, just at the time that the introduction of
anaesthesia was making abdominal surgery a practical propo-
sition. By 1870 he had successfully removed three ovarian cysts.
The following year he became assistant surgeon to the newly
formed Birmingham and Midlands Hospital for Women and
over the next dozen years he was to make quite extraordinary
contributions to abdominal surgery. He was the first surgeon to
operate for a ruptured ectopic pregnancy (1883), the first in
Britain to perform cholecystotomy for stone (1879), the first to
diagnose correctly and also remove successfully a perforated
appendix (1880), and the first to describe (in 1891) the now well-
known association between fibroma of the ovary and pleural
effusion (though today this bears the eponym of Meigs's
syndrome, described by Meigs in 1937). Tait also pioneered
surgical excision for inflammatory disease of the tubes and
ovaries and advocated early laparotomy for acute abdominal

emergencies. W J Mayo was hardly exaggerating when he wrote:
"The cavities of the body were a sealed book until the father c f
modern surgery, Lawson Tait, carried the sense of sight into the
abdomen."
As well as being one of the fathers of modern gynaecology and

abdominal surgery, performing some 5000 abdominal operations
in 20 years, he was a colourful character. He clashed with
Spencer Wells, discarded Listerism, was an early proponent of
Darwinism, used the centigrade scale 100 years before the rest
of the profession in this country, and was what we would call
today a "women's libber" who soon engaged female house
surgeons at the Women's Hospital and for a long time employed
a lady anaesthetist.
We are grateful to John Shepherd, who is not only a distin-

guished Liverpool surgeon but also a prolific writer on the
history of surgery, for producing this new biography on Lawson
Tait. It is a scholarly account that reads easily and paints Lawson
Tait's brilliant but short career against the vivid background of
the exciting changes that were taking place in surgery in the
latter half of the nineteenth century. It is a book that every
surgeon with an interest in the history of his craft will wish to
read.

Lawson Tait: the Rebellious Surgeon (1845-1899). John A Shep-
herd. (Pp 249 +illustrations; in the UK available from the
author (JJ7'70 post free), Liverpool Medical Institution, Mount
Pleasant, Liverpool L3 5SR.) Coronado Press. 1980.

Entering hospital is seldom a pleasurable experience. People are neatly
converted into numbers, categorised, and filed in buff-coloured folders. Most
comply with little question to our investigations and treatment even when this
is meted out with little reassurance or explanation. This potential stress is often
compounded by an alien environment-expanses of drab pastel walls, feature-
less corridors, and confusing signs.

Peter Senior was struck by the "overwhelming drabness" of his local hospital
and in 1974 spent a sabbatical year as a volunteer artist in St Mary's Hospital,
Manchester. The impact of his paintings and murals prompted a second year
and in 1976 he was awarded one of six artist-in-the-community residencies,
sponsored by the Gulbenkian Foundation in collaboration with the regional arts
associations. The project blossomed and its initiation, evolution, and achieve-
ments are described in the Manchester Hospitals' Arts Project by Peter Coles (13
(plus 45p postage and packing); available from the Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation, 98 Portland Place, London WIN 4ET).

The aim of the programme has been to humanise the environment and
atmosphere of health service buildings in the Manchester Area Health Authority.
It has grown to embrace many different art forms and makes impressive reading.
It is also salutary to appreciate some of the practical and philosophical problems
that the artists have encountered. As always the spectre of financial backing
raises its head. One hopes that it can be circumvented and that this unique and
wort-hwhile project is the forerunner of many.

The Sheriffdirecting patients to the fracture
clinic in Manchester Royal Infirmary. He
was designed by Ralph Nuttall, head porter,
and cut out and painted by the Arts Team.
(Photograph: Brian Chapman of the Arts
Team.)
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