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In this talk, I trace how portraiture mediated the evolution of nineteenth-century physiological psychologies (which emphasized the somatic aspects of emotion, consciousness, and thought) into increasingly disembodied understandings of the mind.  I anchor this analysis in the concept of “dismemberment” as it appears in American painter Thomas Eakins's portraits, photographic portraits of wounded and mutilated bodies of Civil War veterans, and Eakins's friend, writer, and psychologist S. Weir Mitchell's short story about one such veteran, “The Case of George Dedlow” (1866).  Antebellum physiological psychology often posited the body as a form of thought; the wounds suffered by these bodies generated what Henry James called “a huge comprehensive ache” in American consciousness.  I suggest that, as the century progressed, the subjects of both portraiture and psychology shifted, away from an “inner self” expressed via and anchored in the corporeal and toward an “inner self” as trapped by the body.

By exploring the complex role that the aesthetic form of portraiture played in developing intellectual and scientific ideas about human psychology in the U.S., this paper revisits important but often overlooked nineteenth-century theories of somatic consciousness as particularly meaningful in relation to recent scholarship on the body, affect, the sensorium, and “new materialisms.”  Evaluating nineteenth-century American portraiture in a broader cultural context allows us to see how portraits construct the possibilities, characteristics, and boundaries of psychology as a historically-situated and changeable phenomenon.

