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The Bastard Offspring of Hermes and
Aphrodite: Sexual “Anomalies”
and Medical Curiosity in France

Gabrielle Houbre

Translated from the French by
Nikki Clavarino and Peter Cryle

BI()L()GICAL AND CULTURAL, THE BODY, BY REASON OF THE DIVER-
sity of its conditions, has always garnered attention, raised questions,
and served as fuel for the imagination.' As the primary expression of
an individual’s physical and moral integrity, it bears witness to the
process of civilization as it does to mechanisms of social control. Emit-
ting its own eloquent and meaningful language, it embodies the imme-
diate referent to identity and, in a breathtaking smise en abime for a
medical body disrupted by the hermaphrodite body, to otherness. Be-
fore being an impossible sex for a society, which rests upon a sexual
dichotomy, the hermaphrodite is a dissident body, marked by the en-
tanglement of masculine and feminine. It is down to doctors to disen-
tangle if not separate the two skeins and to determine which will

prevail at the expense of the other.
Moving beyond the treatise on monstrosity delivered by Isidore
Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire in 1837,2 and his conception of hermaphrod-
‘ ism which was now considered too loose (“the co-presence in the one
individual of both sexes or of some of the characteristics thereof”),
during the period from the 1880s until the First World War, medical
thinking arrived at a definition which was, in other ways, more restric-
tive, pathologized, suspicious, and deprecatory. For Gabriel Tourdes,
coauthor of the lengthy article “Hermaphrodism” in the 1888 edition
of the Dictionnaire encyclopédique des sciences médicales, the term referred
to “all genital organ conformation defects which can result in an error
as to sex, which give to one sex the appearance of the other or which
suggest the co-presence of both sexes in the one individual, in sum,
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associated with the realities of sex, the nature of “true” sex, and the
division of gender roles. The hermaphrodite body, the hermaphrodite
sex and person, which transgress the borders between masculine and
feminine, between normal and abnormal, between reality and appear-
ances, become crucial issues during the Belle Epoque as they defy a
whole social order.

Granted, by the end of the century most doctors like Charles De-
bierre admit that the hermaphrodite, in light of its anatomy, is not a
“monstrosity,” an “error of Nature,” but rather “a being, which has
simply deviated from the ordinary course of development.” But De-
bierre goes straight on to say that, in his physiology, the hermaphro-
dite “is a degenerate being, impotent, infertile, a deviant being in its
very inclinations and psychosis, by reason of its incorrectly developed
and perverted sexuality.”* One can detect in this less-than-flattering
portrait the marks of familiar debates about degeneracy and heredity,
which regularly appeared in nineteenth-century medical discourse re-
garding hermaphrodites.

It was no longer, as in previous decades, so much a question of
knowing how to determine whether the subject was male or female: at
that time a significant consensus was reached around the idea that sex
was to be attributed in accordance with whichever gonads were lo-
cated, even if they were atrophied, with the testicle making the male,
the ovary the female. The debate intensified again when doctors found
themselves unable to apply this theory, because neither of these two
touchstones was incontestable, that is to say before puberty and cer-
tainly at birth. They thus divided themselves into two factions: those
who declared the sex to be either “uncertain” or “neutral,” and those
who, giving one or the other the benefit of the doubt, preferred to
assign cither masculine or feminine sex. The principle of biological
sexual identity is thus theoretically reaffirmed, with one key differ-
ence, however: that the problem with hermaphrodites lies in the con-
flict between biological sex—if it should be incorrectly determined at
birth—and social sex. Dumbfounded doctors thus had men and
women appearing in their surgeries (usually because of an entirely sep-
arate health issue) who thought that they were what they, according
to medical logic, were not and who behaved in accordance with the
norms which attached to their social sex and not according to those
which flowed from their biological sex. To show the antagonism of
two sexes in the one individual, doctors would call upon a new
weapon, scientific photography, which progressed at a great rate be-
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tween 1870 and 1914. Scientific photography invaded individuals pri-
vacy and fixed forever their biological and social identity.

PHOTOGRAPHY, OR STRIPPING BARE THE HERMAPHRODITE

One of the most striking characteristics of flourishing medical prac-
tice during the Belle Epoque was the consistent recourse to this novel
technique: because photography reproduced everything the eye could
see, and furthermore supposedly revealed everything the eye could not
see,!¢ it became the ultimate tool for doctors in their quest for knowl-
edge and in their appropriation of the hermaphrodite subject. With-
out hesitation, they seized upon it at a time where respect for privacy
was a notion which seemed to them to have meaning only when ap-
plied to their bourgeois peers: the large majority of case studies dis-
cussed in articles or at the meetings of scholarly societies came from
the lower classes, the other classes being preserved from such unpleas-
antness.'’

Whereas, in written text, anonymity was generally preserved, im-
ages were paradoxically distributed without the least precaution: thus
doctors Tuffier and Lapointe saw fit to identify the subject of one of
their articles, “Mlle L.S.,” by her initials, and yet included four per-
fectly recognizable photographs of her (one dressed and three nude)."*
Tt was rare for patients to wear a mask or to be photographed only in
their street clothes, as was the subject of a study presented by Doctor
Victor Pauchet who, in fact, seems to belong to the middle classes.'”
"The purity of intention of practitioners who so frequently used scien-
tific photography is undoubtedly questionable. It should be noted that
it is only in the name of science that these images evaded the censor-
ship attached to the publication of nudity during the nineteenth cen-
tury, and it should also be remembered that most artistic or academic
nudes were banned from “public distribution or exhibition.” Photog-
raphers who dared to shoot pornography often had run-ins with the
vice squad, as did their models.”

So it is scientific research that legitimizes the photographic nude.
After a collection of examples of skin diseases published in 1868 by
Hardy and Montméja, the latter the following year launched the Revue
photographique des hipitaux de Paris, which comprised seven volumes
between 1869 and 1876 complete with many fully nude pictures. Also
in this publication can be found, in 1875-76, the first hermaphrodite
case study, with three plates, two of which show the patient’s most
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private parts. Does this explain why the first extant scientific photo-
graphs should indeed be dedicated to a hermaphrodite, with a series
of nine prints produced by the already very famous Félix Nadar, at the
request, it seems, of Doctor Trousseau? Nadar, who was well aware
that he was skirting the bounds of permissibility, ensured in 1861 that
the copyright registration in respect of the prints was accompanied by
the following legal proviso: “On the express condition that these
plates, which are intended purely for scientific use, will not be publicly
displayed.”!

From 1870, photographs of hermaphrodites were circulated rather
timorously. Doctor Delacroix seemed to be one of the first to present
some in an address to the medical society of Rheims.”? From the 1890s
onward, however, their numbers really took off. In this, one can detect
the contribution of aesthetes of anatomy seeking to find the link be-
tween Greek statues or the paintings of Pompeii and the specimens
before them. One such was Paul Richer, a doctor but also a sculptor
and professor of comparative anatomy at the School of Fine Arts and
author of Nouvelle iconographie de la Salpétriére in 1892, or, three years
later, the neurologist Henry Meige who published a study of L 'Infan-
tilisme, le féminisme et les hermaphrodites antiques with photographs to
support his argument.**

These admirers of antique statuary were, however, far from out-
numbering the legion of upholders of sexual and social norms. And
though they naturally sought to further knowledge about defects in
genital conformation, they also sought to give a clearly visible shape,
by close-ups of the sex organs or full-length portraits, to an aberration
of sexual identity, which cannot be determined by a close examination
of the body’s outer surface, no matter how scrupulous.

Close-ups of the genital organs, looking like spectacular hallmarks
of abnormality, are furthermore the most common. In their complete
crudity, they reveal the abusive and intrusive examination practices of
doctors, evidenced by pincers or hooks, which served to pick out an
aspectof the genitalia deemed to be strange. Sometimes it is the actual
hands of the doctor that stigmatize the unusual, on occasion serving
to stimulate an erection in a penis a few centimeters long. The patients
consent to the examination. Some even themselves display the precise
element of their sex—although a few cases of reticence or refusal to be
examined or re-examined did occur—but one can wonder at the value
of this consent in the context of a relationship where one party stands
in such a position of dominance. They posed for full-length portraits,
either nude or dressed, sometimes both. When photographed in the
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nude, the focus is on the complex interplay of the masculine-feminine
contradictions in a body and in a sex. For example, a male hermaphro-
dite presents a feminine exterior: breasts, hips, not too much body
hair, a vaginal cavity, but also an atrophied penis and testicles revealed
in fine by the doctor from what appeared to be an inguinal tumor.
With clothed shots, the aim is to demonstrate the social fraud of a sex
which holds itself out to be another.

This stigmatized exhibition of hermaphrodite bodies is not unlike
the case of anthropometric photography, adopted in 1882 by the po-
lice headquarters and whose conceiver, Alphonse Bertillon, published
in 1890 a short popularizing work entitled La Photographie judiciaire.
He recalls therein the enthusiasts who collected “ethnic, professional
or picturesque types . . . adopting formats, poses and zoom techniques
used by the police which were calculated to obtain the maximum use-
ful effect with the minimum effort.”? It is clear what the police had
to gain by imposing this iconographic standardization. In fact, as Ber-
tillon notes himself, for seven years murderers had been appearing
photographed in right profile in the newspapers read by doctors. That
might explain the fact, though it may not have been done consciously,
that many prints representing hermaphrodites were taken using the
police practice. They were almost always captured in right profile.

MepicaL (FUARDIANSHIP

As seemingly impetuous as it was, this assimilation of hermaphro-
dites to the delinquent population reflects nonetheless one of the most
persistent prejudices of doctors, one that recurred in their conduct of
patient “interviews.”’?* Consider for example the following description
by Doctor Guermonprez regarding his patient: “The biography of
this bizarre being is very difficult to determine, because of the reluc-
tance, the indecision, the vagueness of her answers, always embar-
rassed, evasive and often contradictory. When questions are asked at
close range, the subject always finds some means of evading them: she
impatiently responds that she can’t remember, for example.”??

The focus was deliberately placed on the confession of “genital ex-
ploits,” to quote the expression used by Doctor Jarricot in 1903.2¢ He,
along with his colleagues, wondered what type of sexuality could at-
tach to such badly conformed genitalia. This crystallization leads us
back to the analysis of Foucault, according to whom the confession of
an individual’s sexuality, with the help of experts, is one of the essential
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components of the machinery developed to control and discipline the
body, individuals, and society itself.?”

At the same time that it was solicited by doctors, the speech of her-
maphrodites was also undermined and even discredited, especially
when they talked about the pleasure they took in sexuality, something
which Théodore Tuffier had difficulty imagining: “Some hermaphro-
dites, such as our case study, have affirmed that they had a taste for
homosexual relations and that they obtained all of the satistactions
compatible with the conformation of their organs. But the confessions
of individuals who are sometimes imbalanced both mentally and ana-
tomically are not always credible.”**

Increasingly, doctors who seemed to have an almost unlimited faith
in writing and who recalled the case of Alexina B, did not seem to take
the trouble to ask their patients to write down the experience of their
sex. It was, however, a widespread practice in the nineteenth century
to entrust to lunatics and criminals the task of writing an account of
their own pathology or their autobiography.*

Perhaps they act differently when faced with, on the one hand, two
groups which are excluded from society and, on the other, one which
is not, and is consequently not penalized by law. Still, it remains sur-
prising that the condition of hermaphrodites should not have been ex-
amined under the magnifying glass of graphology, which was
garnering influence in medical circles at the turn of the century.®
After all, the work of Alfred Binet was specifically dedicated to what
writing could reveal about the person writing:** “Writing is either
masculine or feminine; if it isn’t, it is either a forgery, or the product
of an inverted individual,” he affirms in 1906 in his book Les Révéla-
tions de Pécriture d’aprés un contrle scientifique.

In fact, almost all doctors agree that it is for them and them alone
to prescribe rules for the hermaphrodite: “Today the hermaphrodite
is regarded as a scientific fact and a degraded organism. For this dou-
ble reason, he falls properly within the domain of medical prac-
titioners. It is incumbent upon doctors to reconcile the interests of the
hermaphrodite with those of the society in which they will define his
place.””4

Manifestly, doctors balked once again at the notion of taking into
account the personal feelings of hermaphrodites when it came to de-
ciding their sex and their place in society.’* In that, they marked a
departure from the habits of the classical age, which allowed hermaph-
rodites to choose their sex. What was punishable by death was for the
hermaphrodite to have sexual relations with someone of the sex they
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had chosen to adopt. In the same vein, doctors noted with satisfaction
that the new German Empire had renounced the article of the Prus-
sian Code according to which, in cases where it is unclear at birth, the
choice of sex was left to the parents and the individual had the right to
change it upon attaining the age of eighteen. For Tuffier and La-
pointe, “this solution was too prone to error.”*

The life accounts which they extract from their patients, sometimes
as if with the use of forceps, reveal something about social norms
(some sort of education, though it may be rudimentary, paid work, a
love life, sometimes a marriage destined to be sterile), but at the same
time also something abnormal as these anomalies prove to be out of
keeping with the requirements of sexual expression. Biological abnor-
mality betrays itself in society: in the taunts endured by persons whose
gender is deemed too ambivalent between masculine and feminine; or
even by the type of work they do. Many hermaphrodites seemed in-
deed to exhibit themselves, in fairgrounds primarily as bearded
women—even if all bearded women are not necessarily hermaphro-
dites’’—or indeed at the Medical School in sessions which were no
doubt remunerated.

Along the way, doctors were awoken to the problem of gender by
being asked to weigh the biological against the cultural. They discov-
ered notably how many boys raised as girls reacted largely as girls—
and vice versa—which seriously undermines the infamous theory of
feminine nature that they had themselves developed since the latter
part of the eighteenth century. But the main focus of all of their efforts
was incontestably the marriage between two people who, in their eyes,
were of the same sex. They were made aware of this problem by the
proceedings regularly brought in the nineteenth century, where one
spouse sought an annulment of the union in court. Furthermore,
Franz Neugebauer published an article about this in 1899, which
served to fuel fears and phantasms: he declared that following a study
of 610 cases of pseudohermaphrodism, he found fifty cases of mar-
riages following an error as to sex, or in other words 8 percent.*® One
can see reemerging in this example the thematic, which was never
entirely abandoned: “monstrous marriage” according to Garnier,
“monstrous alliances” in the eyes of Delore, “monstrous union” for
Leblond.* In short, the social monster is born of abnormality and bio-
logical degeneracy, and that led doctors to call for reform of the civil
code to end the difficulties of these hollow marriages which society
should not allow.

In this circus of imprecations, Valentin Magnan, touched by the
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conjugal harmony of a woman and a hermaphrodite woman believing
herself a man, clashed with contemporary wisdom by his display of
understanding, particularly when he chose not to reveal the “true” sex
to the husband: “In the peculiar situation of the young couple, the role
of the doctor was clear: silence. It was not for him to focus on a ques-
tion which was never asked of him and which, in any case, could not
be raised by the two souls in question, the husband and the wife. In
view of the circumstances, it would have been cruel and pointless to
trouble a union, which was to all intents and purposes successful, regu-
lar and normal.”#

He is one of the rare commentators to temper the power of medi-
cine by putting individual interests ahead of social ones, at least insofar
as the latter are conceived by his colleagues who could not accept that,
for example, a masculine hermaphrodite woman, married to a man,
could, according to the language of Samuel Pozzi, practice “sodomy
legally and legitimately” within society’s central institution.*

The figure of the hermaphrodite, at once delimited and disruptive,
is thus raised up by doctors and by others to the level of an emblematic
icon of fin-de-siecle society, where it finds its place not far from that of
the femme fatale. Ambivalent in their treatment of the hermaphrodite
figure, doctors tended to strip it of its ancient reputation as a monster
doomed to flames but still retained some remnants of that notion.
They worked toward its banalizdtion by conferring upon it the ration-
alized status of abnormality, seeing it as the victim of a biological dis-
figurement. Yet all the while they betrayed in their practical approach
the persistent prejudices attached to the figure of the monster, notably
by the way in which they exhibited and photographed the naked her-
maphrodite body.* Aware of the uniqueness of the hermaphrodite
individual, they evaluated it nonetheless in terms of a dubious preoc-
cupation with sexuality “gone wrong.” Perhaps one could read this
ambivalence as a reflection of the troubled and perplexed relationship
to otherness, the feeling, oscillating between repulsion and fascina-
tion, of an other which remains, regardless of anything they might do
and say to distance themselves from it, a little like them.

At the same time, by rendering the dimorphic approach to sex out-
moded and the concept of sexuality simplistic, the hermaphrodite
plays a key role in the Belle Epoque, which was tormented by the
question of sexual identities and the challenge to a sexed social order.
And because the hermaphrodite forces the medical milieu to disassoci-
ate biological sex from social sex in a veritable cultural revolution, the
hermaphrodite imposes an epistemological modernity, which merits
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greater consideration in a multidisciplinary history of sex and sexuali-
ties.*
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