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The Smallest Elephant


Positive self worth and esteem are crucial influences required for a healthy childhood.  However, what about cases where support is merely a façade, especially after years of abuse?  Is it enough to save the individual from the damaging effects of his youth?  Apparently not in the case of Joseph “John” Carey Merrick, better known as the elephant man.  Losing his parents early in his childhood, Merrick went from workhouse to freak-house, never resting due to an unfortunate genetic disorder:  Proteus Syndrome (a hugely unproportional swelling of bones around the body).  Eventually, Merrick was accepted into Whitechapel Hospital in London where he started to rebuild.  While he came to better terms with himself, he could never quite come to terms with other’s perception of him.  Although they tried, the people who knew Merrick could never fully accept him in their hearts and Merrick’s realization of this lead to his downfall.  The need for Merrick to be accepted socially was just as vital psychologically as food, water and shelter were physically.


Merrick’s first appearance in the play reflected the humiliation that he made his current livelihood.  In it, Ross (Merricks’ manager while an exhibition), was calling out into the streets of London advertising his star attraction, The Elephant Man, “…His physical agony is exceeded only by his mental anguish, a despised creature without consolation.  Tuppence only, step in and see!”(3)  A successful, young surgeon, Frederick Treves,  happened to be walking by and took an interest.  At first, Treves was in disbelief, but Ross agreed to show him risk free, commanding Merrick to stand up, “Merrick, stand up.  Ya bloody donkey, up, up.”(4)  Even more humiliating, when Treves requests to take Merrick in for examination, Ross insisted on renting him out like a mule for “five bob and he…[was Treves’]…for the day.”(4)  Later on, Treves rescued Merrick after Ross decided he was unprofitable and sent him almost penniless to London.  As Treves grew to know Merrick he subconsciously touched on the feelings experienced by one so shunned.  One night, he reversed the day of their first meeting in a bizarre dream almost verbatim:

TREVES asleep in chair dreams the following: MERRICK and GOMM(The proprietor of Whitechapel Hospital) dressed as ROSS in foreground.

MERRICK:  If he is merely papier maché, a swindler and a fake—

GOMM:  No, no, a genuine Dorset dreamer in a moral swamp.   Look—he has so forgot how to protect himself he’s gone to sleep.


MERRICK:  I must examine him.  I would not keep him for long, Mr. Gomm.


GOMM:  It would be an inconvenience, Mr. Merrick.  He is a mainstay of our institution.

MERRICK:  Exactly that brought him to my attention.  I am Merrick.  Here is my card.  I am with the mutations cross the road.

GOMM:  Frederick, stand up.  You must understand.  He is a very very valuable.  We have invested a great deal in him.  He is personal surgeon to the Prince of Wales.

MERRICK:  But I only wish to examine him.  I had not of course dreamed of changing him.


GOMM:  But he is a gentleman and a good man.

MERRICK:  Therefore exemplary for study as a cruel or deviant one would not be.

GOMM: Oh very well.  Have him back for breakfast time or you feed him.  Frederick, stand up.  Up you bloody donkey, up!  (59-60)

The obvious condescending attitude expressed here seems oddly strange when applied to a normal young man, yet for most of his existence this was the standard attitude expressed towards Joseph Merrick.  At the climax of the play (actually towards the beginning), Merrick finds himself helplessly dumped on a London bound train by the selfish Ross, who decided he was no longer profitable to keep after an incident involving competition at a show in belgium where the police took the side of a group of pinhead ladies (women with pointed heads, probably retarded).  Ross lied to the conductor, saying that Merrick was an imbecile who knew only his own name.  Ironically, Merrick was in fact quite intelligent and sensitive, and more ironically he could not easily express himself as his speech was mangled beyond recognition due to the growths:

POLICEMAN:  Got a card here.  You Johnny Merrick?  What’s this old card here, Johnny?  Someone give you a card?


CONDUCTER:  What’s it say?


POLICEMAN:  Says Mr. Frederick Treves, Lecturer in Anatomy, the London  

Hospital.

CONDUCTER:  I’ll go see if I can find him, it’s not far. (exits)
POLICEMAN:  What’s he do, lecture you on your anatomy?  People who think right don’t look like that then, do they?  Yeah, glung glung, glung, glung. (14)

It was no wonder that Merrick exclaimed, “help me!” when Treves came, foreshadowing the day Treves would utter the same words referring to his difficulty accepting Merrick for who he was:  a freak only on the outside.


After the humiliation of his show days, life in Whitechapel seemed to the “Promised Land”(25).  However, despite continuing effort to acclimate Merrick to normalcy, they could acclimate themselves to Merrick.  At the beginning of his stay, Treves intervewed a nurse experienced in strange and horrifying illnessess.  Nothing he could say prepared her for what she saw and she ran screaming from the room.  This briefly appearing character symbolized the general curiousity and shock of the public.   Analagous to Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Minister’s Black Veil,”  the people are curious to the point of obsession about what lies under the mask yet can never be truly ready to see it.  On one level, the upset nurse was scared by Merrick’s appearance, yet on a deeper level the people who knew Merrick were never quite ready to accept that he was just like them inside, possibly even scarier.  Interstingly enough (and seemingly contradictorally), a whole chapter (“Who Does He Remind You Of?”) is devoted to several visitors of various status’ visiting Merrick and somehow seeing themselves reflected in him for various reasons:

MRS. KENDAL(famous actress of the time):  Well, he is gentle, almost feminine.  Cheerful, honest within limits, a serious artist in his way.  He is almost like me.

(…)

GOMM:  He seems practical, like me.  He has seen enough of daily evil to be thankful for small goods that  come his way.  He knows what side his bread is buttered on, and counts his blessings for it.  Like me.

(…) all exit, except TREVES

TREVES:  Merrick visibly worse than 86-87.  That, as he rises higher in the consolations of society, he gets visibly more grotesque is proof definitive he is like me.  Like his condition, which I make no sense of, I make no sense of mine. (39-41)

Yet was their open aknowledge of this similarity really accepting that they could be like the Elephant Man?  It is more likely that, with the exception of Treves (as evident by his last statement) they were merely trying let him into their hearts verbally because inside, they could not.  However, Treves seems to be the only one to truly connect with Joseph Merrick.  Unfortunately, this connection was more of a partial connection as he could never quite make that last jump into Merrick’s Mind.

…

…

…


It is likely that even after the Elephant Man’s death, people preferred to try and put the episode behind them rather than accept who he really was.  Merrick’s desire to be seen as normal would never be fulfilled.  Similar to Catch-22, by Joseph Heller (A crazy man should not be sent to fight a war, yet who else would want to go?), Merrick can’t live a normal life, yet when he becomes normal (symbolically), he dies.  As Treves and Gomm write a letter of thanks to the Times for its support, Treves considers mentioning that Merrick was “highly intelligent…[and that]…he had an acute sensibility, and worst for him, a romantic imagination.”(70)  However, he is unable to go out on that limb and quickly changes his mind.  In the letter, they explain how while Merrick slept, which he normally did, sitting up, head resting on crossed arms on knees, he somehow leaned back and the weight of his mishappen head (“its circumference was about the size of a man’s waist.” (5)) caused him to asphyxiate.  Symbolically, the play retells the death of John Merrick with the three Muses’ of his old world come to lay him down to a final rest after a passing funeral procession foreshadowes it:


MERRICK alone, looking at model.  Enter SNORK with lunch.

SNORK: Lunch, Mr. Merrick. I’ll set it up.  Maybe you’d like a walk after lunch.  April’s doing wonders for the gardens.

(a funeral procession passes slowly by)


My mate, Will, his sister died yesterday.  Twenty-eight she was.  Imagine that.  Wife was sick, his sister nursed her.  Was a real bloom that girl.  Now wife okay, sister just ups and dies.  It’s all so—what’s that word?  Forgot it.  It means chance-y.  Well.  Forget it.  Chance-y’ll do.  Have a good lunch. (Exits)
MERRICK eats a little, breathes on model, polishes it, goes to bed, arms on knees, head on arms, the position in which he must sleep.

MERRICK: Chance-y? (Sleeps)

Enter PINHEADS singing. 

PINS:  We are the Queens of the Cosmos


Beautiful darkness’ empire


Darkness darkness, light’s true flower,


Here is eternity’s finest hour

Sleep like others you learn to admire

Be like your mouther, be like your sire.

They straighten MERRICK out to normal sleep position.  His head tilts over too far.  His arms fly up clawing the air.  He dies.  As light fades, SNORK enters.
SNORK:  I remember it, Mr. Merrick.  The work is “arbitrary.”  Arbitrary.  It’s all so—oh. Hey! Hey!  The Elephant man is dead!

Fadeout.

While Gomm closed up the letter to the Times,  Treves mentioned that he “did think of one small thing.”(71)  Gomm replied, “It’s too late, I’m afraid.  It is done,”(71) and smiled sadly.  While never explained, it can be inferred that Treves was referring to the way in wich Merrick passed away – as a normal man, fully reclined in his sleep.  When Gomm replied that it was too late, he did not mean that it was literally to late to add this detail.  He was implying that the public was no longer ready to accept Merrick as normal nor would be in the near future.  


Joseph Merrick was unlucky enough to be born into a world unfostering of diversity, wich eventually caused his psychological collapse and death.  Despite the best intentions of his friends, neither they nor the world were able to sincerely look past his physical appearance.  Would the Elephant Man’s story be different had he been born in this day in age?  Unforunately, while we are more tolerant of medical cases, society still cannot get past phenotypical reactions upon encountering the unusual.

Joseph “John” Carey Merrick – The Elephant Man

b.1862 – d.1890

“ ‘Cause I don’t care where I belong no more.

What we share or not I will ignore.

And I won’t waste my time fitting in.

‘Cause I don’t think contrast is a sin.’”

-Millencolin, “No Cigar”



