FORUM LIGHTER SIDE

lwa travellers were chatting an a trainoin the middle of 19th-century
Germany, and one remarked that ha was from Leipzig, toowhich,
vnprempted, the cther said, That is the hame of the greatest
German humeurist, Gustay Theodor Fechner’. The man from Leipzig
chuckled inwardly, for it was Fechner nimself,

Far rgst undergraduates, Fachner if known at all, is the dry old
stick whose incemprehensible law
Legins the aridities of paychophysics.
Fechner had, though, a double life.
Whilse still & reluctant madical
studanl, his aller ege, ‘Or Mises',
wrale humaurous, saticical articles,
many stltin print, that prickad at the
prmposities ol Garrman doctors znd
mary other largets.

Humaur farmously dossn’
Iranslate, ke il across time [Dr Misas
wrale alrmos! wo centuries agal,
across space [from Germany Lo
England], or across languages land
even comeritlad Freudians admil
Jakas and Theer Relafion 1o (he
Unconscious Tails terribly in
trznslation, its laharous puns
painstakingly spellad cut unbil he wil
is moribund and the hurmour suicidal)

Fechner's aarly, satirical humour s ofien science-basad, with
Fythonesgua flights of fartasy reminiscent of Srvate Eve, Tha Proof
that the Moo as made of lodne, published in 1827, when Fechner was
but 2, attacked those credulous dectors who uncritically pramated
iodine, discovered meraly a decade earlier, @s a cure far atlills, In
1832, with chalzra raging across Eurapz, the Qefansive Measures far
Chalera, was net about protecting people frem chelera, but about
protecting cholera from people. Written for a more leisurely age, Lhe
joke pernaps was overcitended at 184 pages.

Eccentric humeur is on a line baginning with wil, mmoving
through strargeness, weirdness, and Fnally reaching psychesis. e
Comparative Anatomy of Argels, written with biological wit and insight,
considering angeis hodily shape (sphericatll and how they talk (by
light], was bul eccentriz, Hewever The Litile Bool of Life alftor Death
wis [urther aleng the ling, with no hurmour sut much panpsychism,
the sun, moen and planals having a colleclive unconscious inta which
we all ane day merge. OF The Sowl Cife of Blants, perhaps Little should
be said, Fechnars theological journey from son of the manse,
through medical student atheist, e thoroughoong parpsychism,
puts a differanl face on paychophysics, incarparating the psyehical
as much as the peychaloyizal

Fechner's image, made worsa by those dreadful pholographs,

15 the archetypically desicoated Teuione profassorn However like

all professors, he was young enee, and he alsa had Ton, Alaays

a scheolar, with ‘'no aptituda for anything sxcept 1o hold & pan and

a boak’, his Life, taking place mainky at my desk’, was much mors
than just psychophysics land he dic influence William James, Freud
and Wittgensteinl. That great histarian of psychalogy, untortunately
named Boring, described the sedantary Fechner, ‘faring forth on his
many and variad adventures of the mind'. And as psychophysics has
somehow never managed, those mental adventures mads people
Latigh.

Humour dopsn't travel well?

Chris McManus is al Univarsily Callege London, This celumn aims Lo
prompl discussion end debata and the add wiy smile.



