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The Madness of Bedlam: A Time Team Special, Channel 4 [UK], 1 December 2013, 9 pm
GMT

In the October 2013 issue of Medical History, Heidi Knoblauch posed an important
question:how should an historian subject a media item to peer-review?1 This replayed over
and over in my mind while attempting to review The Madness of Bedlam, and I feel that
I have arrived at an important suggestion with regard to documentaries. Reviewers must
remove their metaphorical ‘anoraks’ as a matter of urgency. Documentaries are for the
consumption of a wide audience, often with no particular interest or previous knowledge
of the subject area. Watching a medical history documentary with the express intention
of ‘rivet counting’ is therefore not helpful, as the story inevitably has to be edited and
simplified in parts. There are of course exceptions to this rule – the re-writing of history
with no factual basis for the purpose of entertainment and attempts of presenters to invoke
negative opinions or emotions to meet their own ends should be criticised. We must not
forget that some members of the public take what they see on television as gospel and I
speak with some authority as a teaching assistant and historical interpreter, who has had
to sift through the wreckage of BBC’s Blackadder. I therefore believe that documentaries
should be reviewed on how they meet their aims, and their educational value in the non-
specialist sphere.

In autumn 2013, Channel 4 aired a few programmes that engaged with mental health
issues and the history of psychiatry. This run started with a series focusing on patients with
psychiatric disorders under the care of the South London and Maudsley NHS Trust, with
the not-so-original original title, Bedlam. On the whole, it was done with respect, sympathy
and sensitivity. The run culminated in the weird yet slightly wonderful Psychopath Night,
which dedicated two hours to ‘exploring the minds’ of psychopaths. This was approached
through interviews with diagnosed psychopaths, a ‘Top 10’ list of psychopath films, and
associated online content, which encouraged the public to assess their own psychopathic
traits2. It was a tad too sensationalist for my tastes. Bang in the middle was The Madness
of Bedlam: A Time Team Special, which forms the subject of this review. For those not
acquainted with British programming, Time Team was a long-running documentary series
that followed teams of specialists carrying out archaeological digs across Britain, with
actor Tony Robinson explaining the processes in layman’s terms. It ended its twenty-
year run in March 2013 but a number of special programmes were commissioned – The
Madness of Bedlam representing one of them.

The primary focus of the documentary was to showcase the archaeological dig of the
cemetery at the original Bethlem Hospital at the Priory of St Mary of Bethlehem in
Bishopsgate. The archaeological teams found hundreds of years’ worth of stacked graves
in a number of trenches near Liverpool Street Station, which were uncovered during
excavation work for London’s Cross-Rail link. The tone and aims of the documentary
were set in the first few spoken statements. Tony Robinson explained that they would be
looking for evidence of ‘abuse behind the asylum walls’ and to investigate the ‘so-called
cures’ of madness, with the crucial caveat that the archaeologists could not differentiate

1 H Knoblauch, ‘Review of Brought to Life: Exploring the History of Medicine, Science Museum, London’,
Medical History, 57 (2013), 619–25.
2 If you are interested in ‘testing your psychopathic traits’, please visit: http://www.channel4.com/programmes/
psychopath-night.
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between the skeletons of Bishopsgate’s dead and those of Bedlam patients. The aim
of this documentary was therefore shattered before it had begun. It was immediately
apparent that this would be a sensationalist documentary that aimed to inspire revulsion,
pity and anger amongst viewers rather than presenting a balanced history of Bedlam. As
a medical historian, I did not find this approach very helpful or stimulating but I can
understand that these very emotions would keep lay-viewers from changing the channel.
The patients of Bedlam were portrayed throughout as people with mental health problems
rather than lunatics or the mad. Whether this was done in the spirit of political correctness
or to encourage the application of a biased modern mind-set to the problems is unclear.
Regardless of the reason, this method effectively demonstrated that attitudes to madness
have altered dramatically over the last 600 years.

The story of ‘cruelty, violence, and abuse’ at Bedlam was presented in a simple
chronological fashion, starting in the age of the prison-like medieval priory, going on to
the therapeutic pessimism of the Monro family, and finishing at the more sympathetic age
in Bedlam’s nineteenth-century site in Lambeth. Self-fashioned specialists on the history
of Bedlam and known authorities on the history of psychiatry were interviewed, which
resulted in an interesting narrative. The popular writers contributed to the ‘abuse’ side of
the story, whereas the academic contributors such as Jonathan Andrews, Edgar Jones, and
Richard Barnett brought the viewer back down to earth by interpreting primary material,
stories, and objects from the various periods. Tales of wronged patients at the hands of
the Monros such as James Tilley Matthews and Alexander Cruden provided a much-
needed personal dimension to a predominantly institutional history. This documentary
would never cover the long history of Bedlam adequately in its time-frame but the major
chronological developments were there and the balance between academic and popular
opinion was largely effective.

The exploration of the skeletons represented a tiny segment of this 45 min programme.
Tony Robinson was in the trench twice and only two skeletons were interpreted by osteo-
archaeologists, which were ‘likely patients’ of Bedlam. One skeleton was found to have
syphilitic affections of the bones and the other was subjected to a cranial autopsy. This
allowed for an explanation of the various stages of syphilis and the shift toward brain
localisation. No signs of beatings were identified on these particular skeletons, therefore
shattering the dominant abuse narrative. This did not discourage the presenters from
continuing in this vein. This element was particularly disappointing, as archaeological
interpretation was meant to be at the heart of this documentary. On the other hand,
the segments exploring treatments were very entertaining and informative. Co-presenter
Alex Langlands tried out some of the treatments available from the medieval to the
eighteenth century, including leeches, purgatives, and electro-therapy. Understandably, he
passed on the suggestion of a beating. This allowed for short, effective explanations on
shifting understandings of psychiatric disorders, including demoniac possession, humoral
imbalances, and conditions located in the brain or psyche.

In conclusion, The Madness of Bedlam: A Time Team Special was a very difficult
documentary to review. I can imagine that the British public found it very interesting due
to its focus on madness and psychiatry, which always attracts high-viewing figures. It
was informative in parts and presented the story of Bedlam in a straight-forward fashion.
However, the programme largely failed to meet its aims to uncover the history of ‘abuse
behind the asylum walls’ by failing to find any evidence of this on the skeletons, which
may or may not have been Bedlam patients. As historians, we know that abuse was a part
of Bedlam’s history, which was carried out by cruel attendants but this theme was applied

https://doi.org/10.1017/mdh.2014.16 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/mdh.2014.16


Media Reviews 313

to all aspects of asylum life, including treatment. This resulted in a skewed portrayal of
the history of the hospital. I firmly believe that the sensationalism of this documentary
detracted from its overall educational value and that a more balanced account remains to
be presented.

Lynsey Shaw
University of Oxford, UK

doi:10.1017/mdh.2014.17

Review of the Kaiser Permanente Medical Care Oral History Project website, http://bancr
oft.berkeley.edu/ROHO/projects/kaiser/index2.html

The Kaiser Permanente Medical Care Oral History Project website showcases an important
set of primary sources on the largest health care delivery system in the United States. The
earliest version of Kaiser Permanente (KP) dates back to 1933 when aqueduct construction
workers in southern California paid surgeon Dr Sidney Garfield and his colleagues a
nickel a day in return for guaranteed health care. In 1938 the industrialist Henry J. Kaiser
contracted with Garfield to offer prepaid health care to his workers who were building
the Grand Coulee Dam. The key to the plan was preventive medicine, which kept the
costs of health care down for both the workers and the insurer. At the end of the Second
World War, Kaiser opened up the plan to the public. Attacked in the 1940s and 1950s
by the American Medical Association as a form of socialised medicine, KP became the
prototype health maintenance organization. In order to understand current and former
debates about American health care reform, it is essential to understand the history of
KP. The KP Medical Care Oral History Project website gives a voice to this vital history.

The website is sponsored by the Regional Oral History Office (ROHO) at the University
of California at Berkeley, one of the oldest oral history programmes in the USA.
The project’s principal investigator is Dr Richard Cándida Smith, a well-respected oral
historian who directed ROHO from 2001–12. As the site carefully explains, ‘though
funded by (a grant from) KP, this project was designed and is being executed as
an independent scholarly research project; individual interviewees are covered by UC
Berkeley Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects guidelines that provide for
sealing portions of interview transcripts at the discretion of the interviewee’. The oral
histories are not corporate; they are independent and follow the highest standards of oral
history protocol. Several interview subjects chose to have their interviews sealed until the
2020s, and thus, just their names, not the interviews or brief biographies, are listed on the
site. Each time a viewer wants to see an interview transcript, he or she must first read an
explanation of oral history and the permission guidelines for quotations.

The focus of the site is 48 interviews with KP physicians, nurses, health educators,
board members, attorneys, and health care administrators. The site builds on a previous set
of 22 interviews, mostly conducted in the mid-1980s, with KP’s pioneers; the transcripts
of these interviews are included on the site. The latest interviews, conducted between
2005 and 2010 and the majority by lead interviewer, Dr Martin Meeker, focus on KP
from 1970 to the present. They are in-depth, with most lasting from two to ten hours.
Many of the transcripts are more than 100 pages long. In each year of the project, the
interviews concentrate on a different and important theme in American medicine. The
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