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SIR ARTHCR, VERNON NIBCAN, M.B., F.R.C.P.I. 

RP the death of Sir Arthur >lacan, which took place at  Dublin on 
the 26th of September, a most distinguished member has disappeared 
from the ranks of the  medical profession : in particular those branches 
of the Xedical Art of which this JOURXAL treats haw suffered, being 
suddenly deprived of a zealous worker and powerful master, whose 
ability is appreciated not only throughout the British Empire but 
in all parts of the civilized world. 

Arthur Vernon Nacan was born on the 30th of January 1843, at  
9 Mountjoy Square, one of Dublin’s liandsonze green p d s ,  a re- 
sidential quarter not lacking in historic interest and at  that  time still 
much in vogue; but nowadays not so fashionable and less central 
owing to  the gIowth of the city in the southerly direction. 

He  was the eldest son of the Ilioii. John Macan, a distingiiished 
lawyer, ex-sclzolar of T.C.D., and Q.C. of the Connaught circuit, who 
for many years held the position of First Commissioner in Bankruptcy 
in the High Court of Justice in Ireland. Judge Xacan came from a 
Sligv family, and his brother Francis was distinguished as a n  Army 
Surgeon. 

Arthur Macan’s mother was Miss Xaria Perrin, daughter of a 
Liverpool merchant, whose people lived in the Co. 3%-iclrlow, though 
they were of English and Huguenot extraction. 

Judge Macan died in 1859 and left a widow, two daiighters and 
four sons, of wlioni Arthur was the eldest. Of the others Jameson 
John went to Cambridge, also adopted the medical profession, 
and is now well known in London as a medical journalist. Reginald 
Walter had a distinguished career at Oxford, and fo r  some time has 
been Master of Cniversity College. Francis, the youngest son, went 
into business. After her busband’s death Mrs. Xacan remained in 
the same house until after the marriage of her serond daughter in 
1868, all her sons having thcn left home. 

On the death of his father, Arthur was taken from St. Colixmha’s 
College, and sh ortly afterwards entered Trinity College, Dublin. He 
passed without particular distinction through his career of under- 
graduate, being too discursive to be much of a mere prize winner. 
He devoted liimsclf clzie5y t o  the mathematical side of the course. 
H e  also spent some time in studying music and in reading English 
literature and philosophy including the works of John S. Mill and 
Herbert Spencer. 
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He graduated in Arts in 1863 as Senior Respondent, z.e., first of 
the honour division at thc Degree examination, a distinction t o  gain 
which an accurate knowledge of all the subjects in the Sopliistcr 
curriculum is required, and not inercly of a few selected to suit the 
candidate competing f o r  a medal. It is therefore coilsidered more 
difficult to obtain. 

H e  did riot join the medical school until he had finished his Arts 
course. Then, having found a specific goal f o r  his energy, he started 
his medical studies with characteristic zcal and ability. H e  attended 
the clinical work in the wards of the Government House of Industry 
Hospitals-Richmond Surgical, Whitworih Xedical and IIardwick 
Fever,-in each of which he served a six months’ term as Resident 
Pupi l :  a post much coveted by senior students, as its functions 
resembled those of House Surgeon or  Physician in the English 
Bospitals. 

At a later period he spent 6 months as Internal pupil in the 
Rotunda Lying-in Hospital. 

H e  obtained his 11.R. and KCh.  degrees in 1868. Shortly after- 
wards he attended a special class in London, with the view of 
entering the Army Medical Seivice. But  he soon abandoned this 
idea, and in January 1869, went t o  Berlin, where two of his class 
fellows were studying ophthalmology and pathology. He  demted him- 
self t o  learning the language and to skating, and first in the spring 
turned his attention to professional work. H e  attended several 
lectures and cliniques, and in the summer session a course of practical 
operative surgery conducted by Langenbeck, who mct his class 
punctually at 6 o’~lo(:k a.m., in spite of liis some seventy years of age. 

Intending to spend the following winter in Tienna he utilised the 
summer months by a series of .cr-alliing tours, with a Dublin friend, 
in which they tramped from Berlin to  Milan and thence t o  Vienna, 
both depending solely on their knapsacks. In the three months they 
traversed Saxon Switzerland, the ITartz Mountains, Thuringer 
Forest, Sieben Gehirge, the Rhine, Black Forest and Switzerland, 
passing from Milan through the Tyrol to Linz and by thc Danube 
to  Vienna. 

I n  Vienna (1869-70) he attended several of the post-graduate 
courses for  which that school is famous, devoting himself chiefly to  
Pathology, Dermatology and Gynecology. He  was struck with the 
Austrian methods of treatment, which differed so essentially from the 
time-honoured system that then obtained in these islands-Hebra’s 
out-patients, male and female, niarching round quite nakcd before a 
large class seemed strange t o  modest Irish eyes. The well-organized 
gynzecological department was a revelation when compared with the 
backward state of that  branch at home. Jlacan soon gInsped the 
situation, and becoming familiar with the new order of things, 
worked away with his usual pertinacity. 



I n  March 1870, he left T'ieniia and travelled through Italy, 
Sicily, Greece, to Conslantiiiople, returning to  Tienna in June, bnt 
only for  a short time, fo r  then the continent was all ablaze with the 
Franco-German war. He made his way t o  Frankfort, and with 
some tlifficultg obtained work as a medical rolunteer. After many 
hardships while conwying wounded from the front to the hospitals 
at the bases, he found himself at Tersailles, tlie Royal Palace there 
being used as a German Uilitarj- Hospital. His war service was 
Iather disappointing. He acquired some nseful experience, no d o ~ b t ,  
but it n-as combined wit6 so lnaiip haid knocks, terrible privations. 
and inability to do what he considered really useful and hest-being 
a mere ~dunteer,-that he decided to return to  Tienria in Kovemlrer 
1870. TTe rrorked exrlusivcl y iii the Gyiimological department for 
the next nine months under Prof. Braun. About that time he 
became great friends with lhaun's senior assistant, Bokitansky, 13-ith 
whom he worked assicluously. 

After another long walking tou r  in the Taration of 1871, he 
again returned t o  Tieniia a d  continued his obstetric work during 
the wintrr session, actiiig as  junior assistant. 

W h e n  he left Tienna f o r  good (Xarch 1873) be spent a few 
months in Par is reviewing the ohstetric and gynzxological cliniques, 
ah ich  Iir (lid not consider were equal to  tliuse of Tieunu. He alw 
visited the obstetric institutions in  London, and was disappojriteil 
that 80 little progress had been made in adapting thr ncvrest and best 
modern methods. 

On his rctiirn to Dublin he mts welcomed 7u:- his friends, many of 
\Thorn had enjoyed similar advaiitages of continental studj-. I ie 
became an active member of tlie Dnblin Riological Club, wliicli 1it;cl 
been formed aiier the maiiiicr. of the 4hrnian ~~~isse,schaftiic?rc 
Kiieipe, at which the scieIitific topics of the day, etc., x r re  cliscusstd 
owr beer and tobacco. Some of the seniors looked rather. askance at  
this new departure, aiid Vacan  as dubbed by a railstir wit " The 
Leader of the German Band." 

ITe diligently attended the Rotunda Ej-ing-in Hospital, arid 
shortly became Assistant Phy-siciaa. 

IIis progress in Dublin was niarked with brilliant success through- 
out. H i s  first appointment to a Teaching post was that of Lecturer 
0x1 0bstt.tric.s in the Cariiiichael Scliool of Medicine, where he gare 
a sybtematic course of lectnres during the summer session. 

A. new post o n  the clinical staff-that of gynaecologist-was created 
at the City of Dublin Hospital, arid Macan was selected to fill i t  011 
his eeasiiig to be Assistaiit Physician at the Rotunda. Here he 
worked with zeal a n d  marked success f o r  several pears before he 
gained the highest prize in the obstetric field in Ireland, namely the 
Xastership of the Rotunda Lying-in Hospital, an appointment which 



Ob ituam! 347 

was held fo r  7 years arid gave him ample scope fo r  the exercise of 
his abilities and the application of his cxperieuce. 

In 1889, shortly after he bad left tho Rotnnda and taken up his 
residence at 53 Merrion Square, he was appointed t o  the post of 
King’s Professor of Nidwifery in Trinity College, and at the same 
timc., ips0  facfo, lie became Obstetric Physician to Sir Patriclr Dun’s 
Hospital. 

DI. Macan received many well-merited distinctions, XT hich may 
be hricflg enumerated. In 1577 he obtained the X.A.(U., T.C D., and 
the Fellowship of the Collcge of Physicians in Ireland. I n  18S7 hr 
arted as President of the (Obstetric scction of the British Xedical 
ilssociatioii. 
President of the Obstetric section of the International Congress in 
Berlin. He also lwld thc posts of President of the British Gy1iz~w- 
logical Society and of tlie Obstetrir section of the Royal Arademy of 
Medicine, Ireland. In 1896 he was Honorary President of the 
Congress of Qynzwology and Chstetrics in Geiiera, and hc  held the 
same post in Anisteidanz in 1599. 

He had acted as C‘ensor and Exauiiner, and in 1902 he was elected 
t o  the Presidency of the Hoyal (’ollegc of Physicians of Ireland. I n  
the fullowing year, during tlie sccniid year of his term of office as 
President, hc acccptcd a, knigb thood. 

E ’ r u m  190.3 to 1907 Iir held the post of examiner in the Xedical 
School o f  Oxford, and at  the tinic of his death mas consulting 
gynzcologist to  the I C o t L d a  Lying-in JTospitnl. 

IIe n-rote no text-lnook, although 
fen. ~.voiild have bccn innre competent to clo so on acrwuit of tlip 
enormous scope and accuracy of h i s  lrno~~ledpe of the liieratuie of 
liis sixlnjcct. IIe shone rather as a clinicul teacher and demonstrator 
of facts than a sc,rihblcr of theoiiea. His new views a i d  metliods he 
disclosrd to  learned strc+tics peIsonally as practical demonsti ations. 
However, between tlie years 1873 and 1909 he made some 70 com- 
munications, reports and exhibitions to the  Obstetric and other 
Dublin Sorieties, whic*h were pnblislicd in the Dublin J l e d z c d  
Journal of those years. 

At the aiinual meeting of the British Medical Association at Cork, 
in 1Hi9, he read a paper o n  “ HEmo1rhag.c from the organs of genern- 
tion dnring pregnanqr and parturition,” m-liich opened the discu\- 
sion, and mas considcrctl a eomprchcnsire resume of the subject. 
And at their annual meeting at Oxford, in 4904, he read a logical 
and well-arranged paper to open the disrussion 011 “ The treatment of 
accidental hzemorrhage.” 

The 
operative treatment of puerperal fever,” which he read before the 
Obstetric section of the R o p l  Academy of Medicine, Ireland. 

It is as a clinical teacher, lecturer and demonstrator, that Sir 

In 1SOO he  had the honour n f  heiiig scl 

Macan was not a prolific writer. 

The pre\+xs number of this JOERK.~L rontains a paper on 
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Arthur Macan was renowned. IIis personal force was communicated 
directly to his hearers, who bore it away to shed seeds in distant 
lands. He was remarkable as a reformer and introducer of new 
methods and modes of treatment, and in this way be helped to 
advance his subjects more than by original writings. 

It is difficult for a modern obstetrician t o  realize the conditions 
in vogue 35 years ago. News from afar of the dorsal position 
being used in obstetrics had been heard by some, but not 
without expressions of amazement and aver seness. I t s  adoption 
was regarded then as quite out of the question in this country. 

Such an  unheard-of contrivance as an obstetric chair was spoken 
of rather with horror than admiration, and it took a considerable 
time to overcome this prejudice even when its advantages had been 
practically demonstrated. Ahdominal palpation as a means of 
diagnosis and a substitute for vaginal examination during labonr 
was not accepted as practicable even by those to whom it was known 
Such an unhcLrd-of contrivance as an obstetric chair was spoken 
as a new and successful method. The views on  the subject of uterine 
displacements accepted in these islands, before M acan introduced 
Schultze’s rational ideas, were crude and vague. 

For some time before Macan had become the Master of the 
Rotunda, many of these antiquated conditions had been removed. 
Some new methods a d  various new treatments were adopted while 
he was yet Assistant Physician. In spite of their conservative bent, 
the Masters under whom he served either let him have a free, o r  
lent him a helping, hand in all matters that they considered to be 
useful and good. I n  Macan’S earliest days the antiseptic method 
was oiily beginning t o  have a firm footing in midwifery. H e  now 
came forward as its most zealous adkocate, and no doubt considerable 
progress was made in this direction when he was Assistant and Dr. 
Atthill Master. While Master, Macan worked hard to  insist upon 
the systematic use and perfection of aseptic methods of every kind 
then known. So successful did these precautions become under his 
guidance that blood poisoning was almost forgotten, no case having 
occurred during the eighteen months prior to his vacating office. 

To gauge adrquately the great general impetus given by Macan 
to the improvement of obstetric methods and gynacological practice, 
one must take into acconnt the comprehensive character of the 
Rotunda Rospital and the widespread influence this institution exer- 
ciseR both at home and abroad. This was the field upon which his 
hardest ba,ttles were fought and his most distinguished victories 
gained. A more cosmopolitan class of students could not be found 
than that  drawn together by the plentiful material for  study pro- 
vided by its wards and out-patient department. It is not to be 
wondered at that the extraordinary number of 4,000 deliveries per 
annum, and a corresponding field of gyna?cological pradice, induced 
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many students and practitioners from the sister isle, as well as 
distant parts of the Empire, Bmerica and many foreign countries, 
t o  visit this great Dublin school. To such a class for some ten years- 
three as Assistant and seven as Master-Macan imparted his ripe 
knowledge with all his emphatic force and pcrsonal persuasiveness. 
To the last he continued with unexhausted vigour to teach in the 
Medical School and Hospital of the Dublin University. His early 
reading of Herbel t Spencer and other philosophical writers, tended 
t o  increase his innate readiness to re-adjust the commonly accepted 
fitness of things that, in his opinion, mere not logically fit. He 
analysed the worth of established systems and sought fo r  weak points 
of old-standing situations. Thus lie v a s  a Ieformer to the backbone; 
when he saw that a change was advisable he insisted that it be made 
at once. He was an active radical ahen there was any evil to be 
eradicated. 

During 
his tenure of office as Naster of the liotunda he managed all its 
multifarious departments with the same remarkable efficiency and 
success that characterized his clinical work. With indomitable 
patience and tact he remodelled the old nursing arrangements and 
introduced a srstem that required but little to  make it perfect. 

To his patients, 
equally to the high and to  the low, he was cheery and inspiring. 
To his friends he was warm and sincere. He was genial and straight 
to his colleagues and kind and encouraging t o  his pupils. For  some 
people, however, he was too straightforn-ard and downriglit, and 
accordingly he has been accused of having an uncompromising 
manner. This may t o  some extent be explained by the very plain 
way he had of speaking the naked truth : for the truth without somc 
little dressing may at times be found to be unpalatable. He certainly 
did not attempt to all’ect that intense suaviter in modo which some 
think should gild the elegant physician. But he was an honest man, 
a wise counsellor and impartial adviser. 

I t  is possible that now and then his apparent brusqueness was the 
outcome of an effort to subdue a feeling of shyness, a trait he 
despised. At any rate, none can be found that did n o t  admire and 
respect him, and that do not nox- sincerely mourn his loss. 

Next t o  his undying energy, Xacan’s most striking characteristic 
was his great thoroughness in all his undertakings. m7hen acquiring 
knowledge he went to the bottom of every item and was not satisfied 
until he had completely grasped every point of the matter in hand. 
He believed that almost every arcoinplishment could he acquired if 
practised with determination and perseverance, and so he worked at 
everything he took up ; whether musir, skating, German, operating 
or teaching. 

He loved argument, which he 

As an administrator he was both capable and thorough. 

€€is manner was bright and hiioyant to  all. 

He had naturally a logical mind. 
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carried out on systematic logical lines but with a dogmatism and 
assurance with which it was hard for an antagonist t o  cope. His 
wish t o  carry logic into the details of daily liie occasionally landed 
him in a d w a r d  corners out of which he 101-ed to wriggle with subtle 
reasoning. One o€ his pet theories was that no human being should 
control or correct another. He quite differed with Solomon about 
the treatment of children. One might giiidc them by precept and 
example, but never correct or punish them, and as f a r  as comnioii 
senso .;I-oulrl admit lie carried this out in practice. 

He was fond of out-door exercise to  the last, arid eren when he 
was too ill to attempt it he wciit fishing not rery long before the end. 
In his student days lie was very fond of skating and worked very 
hard iii Berlin under a professional for three months. ,4t the 
TTienna vlub rink his skating was qiiitc a revelation. Often he was 
obliged to abandon practiqing a figure from the number of too attcn- 
tive onloolrers. When cycling pame into ~ogi ie  he becanic a n  
enthusiastic advocate for the iron horse, arid almost daily took con- 
siderable exercise on his wheel ~ possibly of late 1-ears too much. 

He was always of rrniar1;ably strong physique, and had but few 
illnesses in h i s  life. The oiily one of real  danger was typhoid, which 
he contracted in tlie auturnn of 2879. This kept him hora d e  ro i / iba t  
for  nearly six Iiionths, but his recovery was tlieri complete and he 
again took to active $1)-sical exei cxise which he continued until a 
couple of monihs before his death. 

On his 34th birthd:ty--3Oth .January, 1877-Dr. Macan married 
lllary Agncr  Wanldyn, daughter of John Bradsham Wanklyn of 
Cheam, Surrey; in which parish his sister had heen scttlcd since 1868 
as n-ife of the Hector. She proved a charming aiid able helpmate, 
but their happy married life lasted but little o v r  nine pears, as she 
died on  tlie 26th July 18S6, at  tlic very time hc hat1 attained the 
highest point of his success. In  addition to oiiv daughter who did 
not survive early childhood there were three sons and three daughters 
of tlie marriage. The eldest son died some few years ago, and the 
others remain to  mourn the iireparablc loss of a devoted and in- 
dulgent father and friericl. 

The blanlr left in Duhlin by the death of Sir Brtliur Xacai l  mill 
be liard to fill. It must remain cnnspiciious, not only among the 
number of Dublin gynzecologists hut also in more general circles, 
for  his mas a well-known and striking figure in the Irish metlopolis. 

His loss will be keenly felt throughout Ireland both by the 
medical 1)rofession and by his nunieroiis patients, by whom he was 
esteemed with veneration. A. general feeling of cordial sympathy 
will he extended to his near relatives, especially his children, whose 
loss it is quite impossible to  mitigate by any pity or compassion. 




