A Physic for Love, a play in one act

Scene one: the morning room of the Earl of E****’s London house 

John Hunter, surgeon and anatomist, enters from the left, apparently ushered into the room by a servant.  He strolls around the room humming a Scotch air.  His eye is caught by something beyond the window, but his perusal is interrupted by the arrival of the Earl, stage left. 
E****: Hunter, you’re here at last.  Waited an age.

Hunter: I apologise, I came as soon as your Lordship’s note and the press of business would allow.

E****: A complaint of this sort, you know…

Hunter: I’ll do what I can to set your Lordship’s mind at rest.

E****: Delicate matter… What to say…

Hunter: What first roused your concern?
E****:  Lately I have detected a redness…a soreness and some little pain…

Hunter: In what region has this discomfort manifested itself?

E****:  …In the britches…

Hunter:  I see…and you have reason to fear that you have contracted some distemper arising from your… contact with the fairer sex?

E****: I met her when I took the Grand Tour.  Sabrina.  Uncommon fair for an Eyetalian.  Light brown hair and a vastly pretty smile.  Very….vigorous girl.  I liked her company enormously, but always wondered… And now I’m to get married you know.  Miss Middleton.  Now there’s a fine woman.  A noble profile and no accent to speak of… Mother is wholly behind the match of course and I shan’t say her fortune won’t be welcome… But you see the urgency I suppose? We’re due to marry in three weeks…

Hunter:  I quite understand your Lordship, if you would perhaps allow me to examine the injured, ahem, …
E****:  Must you though?  In the morning room and all?

Hunter: I fear it is quite essential my Lord.

E****:  Very well… I’ll tackle all these buttons m’self, shouldn’t trouble my man about such a matter as this…

Hunter: Just as you prefer my Lord.

Hunter wanders to the window and peers out, while the Earl begins to undo his britches (clumsily and slowly, unaccustomed to a task usually performed by personal servants). Hunter’s interest in caught and he appears to look closely at something in the middle distance.

Hunter:  Do I see caged birds in your garden my Lord?

E****: You do indeed.  Mother’s partial to them.  Come from somewhere in the tropics from a devil of a distance…canaries or some such…or did she say finches…
Hunter:  They exhibit an unusual variety of plumage, I should very much like to get hold of one or two.  As you may have heard, I collect rare specimens, alive or dead.  I don’t suppose her Ladyship would part with one or two, if only when they have died? [By now the Earl’s britches are around his ankles; he waits for Hunter to turn around]

E****:  ‘Fraid not Hunter.  Mother wants them herself you see.

Hunter:  [with considerable surprise] Your mother is an amateur anatomist?

E****: No, she wants them for the table… Eats ‘em.  Says the flesh is sweeter than the small fowl you can get here or in Paris.  I say, Hunter…

Hunter:  [who continues to squint through the window] That is undoubtedly my very great loss.
E****:  Time to look at a bird of a different feather now, though, eh?

Hunter: [Turning round and realising E****’s exposure] I’m so sorry my Lord, let me have a look at the offending…

[Silence and a long pause while Hunter takes out a pair of pince nez and makes a very intimate visual examination of E****’s genitals, touching nothing; he straightens, and smothers a smile]

Hunter: When did your Lordship return from the Grand Tour?

E****:  In the year ’82.  

Hunter: Then I have excellent news my Lord.  This can in no way be considered a case of the French disease.

E****: I say, but are you sure?

Hunter: Quite positive my lord.  I do detect a patch of soreness, but would I be right in thinking that your Lordship is in the habit of… how shall I say…  frequent and repeated application of the hand to the relevant parts?

E****:  I don’t think that can be any of your concern…
Hunter: Quite so, my Lord, but in my medical opinion this is no virulent humour conveyed by the fair Sabrina but rather a mild abrasion caused by… your own doubtless anxious manual attentions.  [He turns away to hide his twitching lips from his noble patient]

E****: [with as much hauteur as he can muster while rebuttoning his britches]  I see… in that case I won’t be needing your services any further today Hunter.

Hunter: [already drifting back to the window] It is always my pleasure to assist your Lordship in any way I can.  

E****: And there’s no need to mention the nature of this visit to any …

Hunter: [genuinely shocked] Indeed no my Lord, I shall not speak of it to anyone…  And you are sure that your mother cannot be persuaded to part with any of her finches?

E****: On no account.  The cost of bringing them over is damned high; don’t know why she can’t settle for quail myself.  I must dash, mother’s ‘at home’ to Miss Middleton at any minute and I mustn’t be late for the ladies.  Wouldn’t do at all to be absent for the arrival of the affianced.  [E**** exits left.  Hunter casts one last regretful and lingering look out of the window and follows the Earl.  Offstage we hear Hunter greet Miss Middleton, presumably in the lobby of the Earl’s residence.  Curtain falls]

Scene Two: Hunter’s consulting room at his house in Leicester Square.  Hunter is apparently asleep on a chaise longue.  A servant enters right.

Footman: Ahem.  Sir.  Your first patient of the afternoon awaits you.

Hunter: [Opening his eyes and sitting up] I was just resting my eyes for a moment.  Who do we have today, Patterson?
Footman:  A Miss Middleton, Sir.  

Hunter: Good Grief!  Well, show her in.  [Footman exits right.  Hunter frowns and scratches his head but straightens as Miss M enters from the right]

Hunter:  Miss Middleton, this is a most unexpected pleasure.  I did not think to see you twice in one day.
Miss M: [simpering] You flatter me Mr Hunter, and I feel most embarrassed to take up any of your valuable time.  I was fortunate enough to be invited to one of your wife’s literary gatherings last week and she encouraged me to seek your advice in advance of my marriage.  I apprehend it is such a minor matter that you will think it beneath your notice but I find it preys on my mind and I should so like to embark on married life with a clean…conscience.

Hunter: Very natural in you Miss Middleton, your feelings do you credit.  You are perhaps a little nervous about the… mechanics of married life?

Miss M:  Oh, Mr Hunter, you will make me blush scarlet!  Not that I am not apprehensive… but the Earl seems a kindly man and I fancy I shall be able to tolerate his… It is not so much the procedure that concerns me as my own appearance on the occasion.
Hunter: Your own appearance?

Miss M: Recently I have experienced a temporary burning sensation when I make water…[Hunter turns away, rolls his eyes, and looks back] I am sure it is the mildest disorder and that I am troubling you with a case which shall resolve itself, but I should so like to be sure…

Hunter: Very proper.  Perhaps I might take a look below your skirts?

Miss M: Good Gracious, Mr Hunter!  Can you not prescribe on my description?

Hunter:  I fear not Miss Middleton. I have had very recent cause to reflect that there is such a variety of possible…abrasions… that an examination is regrettable but imperative.  If you will allow me to be frank?   You might recline on the chaise longue here and loosen the cord at the top of your drawers.  I shall be as quick and discrete as you could wish.  Imagine me as your old nurse in the days of childhood, merely solicitous for my darling’s comfort.
[Miss Middleton, reconciled to her indignity with surprising speed, promptly lies down with her feet away from the audience, raises her skirts and wriggles out of her drawers.  Hunter, studiously oblivious to her rapid change in demeanour, approaches the chaise longue, bends down as if to examine her, and straightens again rather quickly]

Hunter:  Miss Middleton, my I trespass on your patience a little longer and ask how long you have suffered this ‘burning’?

Miss M: Lord I couldn’t say.  Perhaps a month or two?

Hunter:  And how long have the… sores… been suppurating?

Miss M:  The words you use, Mr H!  They are enough to give me the vapours.  Only the last week or so.

Hunter:  [grimacing] You may recompose yourself now.

[Miss Middleton restores her attire and perches primly on the edge of the chaise longue]

Miss M: I’ve no doubt you will say this is a trifle, but if you could just give me some powder or a tonic to clear the… As you know I marry within the month and I shall require to be neat and tidy for my nuptials.

Hunter:  Miss Middleton I have some distressing news.  There is nothing I can prescribe that will clear your… complexion…in so short a time.
Miss M:  What’s this?!  I was sure you would have the very thing for me.  Mrs Hunter spoke of your success with the ladies…

Hunter:  With the ladies, perhaps, but with the Pox no.  I am very much afraid that you have contracted a dose which will require the most aggressive of treatments.  If you are able to apply yourself to the regimen I recommend your sores may heal in the fullness of time but even so…

Miss M: [resentfully] You speak too strong Mr Hunter.

Hunter: Plain speaking is the only recourse for me Miss Middleton.  I can hardly allow you to believe yourself imagining a condition of such obvious gravity.

Miss M: You speak as the Earl’s medical man, I suppose.  He seeks to avoid me.  You would ruin my prospects and call off my wedding!

Hunter: You mistake me entirely…

Miss M: If you speak a word of this to anyone my father will pursue you at law…

Hunter: Madam I would scorn to betray any patient’s desire for secrecy…

Miss M: Well see you don’t.  I shall not expect to see a bill for this consultation.  I conceive you have insulted me in every way possible.  I shouldn’t wonder if the examination was entirely unnecessary…
Hunter:….but…surely…

[Miss Middleton sweeps from the room, exiting right.  Hunter exhales heavily, and walks right to call offstage]

Hunter:  Annie!  A word when you have a moment…
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Comedies, or comedies of manners, were popular on the English stage in the second half of the eighteenth-century, the period that covered the majority of John Hunter’s

working life. Medical men were rarely prominent in the action of these plays, but even a fleeting reference to a surgeon could be made the means for additional amusement (as in the case of Mr Carnage the surgeon, alluded to in Charles Macklin’s play The True Born Irishman first performed in 1783).
John and Anne Hunter lived in Leicester Square for the last five years of John’s life, until his death in 1793.  The house was an extraordinary testament to the social and medical ambitions of the couple.  Anne was a poet, and held literary salons in the evenings.  John undertook punishing, 18-hour days and routinely took some early-afternoon rest in his consulting room.  He saw patients at the front of the house in Leicester Square, but presided over a purpose-built anatomy museum behind the main residence, and ran an anatomy school complete with regular, night-time deliveries of human cadavers at the back of the house.  Hunter’s museum contained thousands of human and animal preparations, illustrating points of morbid human pathology, normal animal development and abnormal individuals/structures.  At his death the collection was retained and eventually found a permanent home with the Royal College of Surgeons of London.  A large proportion of the specimens were destroyed in the Second World War but around 4000 survive, and are on daily display to the public, at no charge, at the College premises.  
Hunter’s interest in comparative anatomy was boundless.  He dissected creatures of all sizes, including bees, and bought specimens of exotic creatures at considerable cost.  At his death he was heavily in debt, and the Leicester Square house was sold to meet his obligations leaving his wife Anne in penury.  One of his recent biographers speculates that he was close to formulating a theory of evolution, or at least was the closest person to doing so before Darwin.  This fictional, unwitting brush with some Galapagos finches is an attempt to make concrete his proximity to discovery.  Furthermore, what this story implies about the appetites of the eighteenth-century moneyed classes, and their propensity to eat almost anything, is entirely authentic.
John Hunter had a vexed and personal relationship with venereal disease.  In the 1760s he injected ‘a patient’, allegedly himself, with syphilis in order to determine whether it was the same complaint as gonorrhoea.  He unfortunately (uncharacteristically incorrectly) concluded that they were the same, and therefore delayed a fuller scientific understanding of sexually-contracted disease.  He may also have shortened his own life in the process.

In treating the Earl of E**** and Miss Middleton, he was witness to a familiar marital scenario among the eighteenth-century London social elites.  The Earl’s family was landed, and titled, but lacking in cash.  Such families sought alliances with the daughters of wealthy traders, since the girl’s fortunes would provide a much-needed injection of liquid capital to a high-status lineage and her own social standing would be raised by the alliance.  The reverse situation, where the daughter of a titled family married the scion of a trading family, was much deprecated (since the girl would take on the lower status of her husband’s family).  Many elite daughters remained unmarried as a result.  The success of Hunter’s own marriage is something of an enigma; he was a rather rough Scottish autodidact, while she was a society daughter.  Nonetheless, they were apparently very happy.
It was a routine element of a gentleman’s education to undertake a Grand Tour of the continent, in theory to finish their education and introduce a young man to the aesthetic tastes suitable to the English landed elites.  Sexual adventure was often a part of or indeed dominated the actual experience of travel.  Therefore the Earl’s situation on the eve of his marriage might really have been parlous; however, the lapse of time between the conclusion of his own ‘Tour’ and the above consultation (which must have been at least six years), and the evidence of Hunter’s examination, reveal that he was merely given to rather damaging masturbation. The only surprise here is the implication that the Earl’s sex-life has been so limited since his return from the continent.   Women’s virtue was guarded jealously but obviously in this instance, Miss Middleton’s leisure hours have not been watched with sufficient rigor.  She has had an unspecified sexual encounter of her own which, rather than leaving her pregnant (the stereotypical result, in literature as in life), has instead transmitted syphilis.  The Earl’s surprise on his wedding night can only be conjectured.
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