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Budding ophthalmologist 
William Briggs (1642–1704, 
pictured) was just 13 years old 
when he enrolled at Corpus 
Christi College. His friend 
Isaac Newton (Trinity College) 
derived much of his anatomical 
knowledge of the eye from 
watching Briggs dissect the 
eyes of various animals. Despite 

the inaccuracies of his theories, published in Nova 
visionis theoria in 1685, his detailed anatomical 
surveys provided the foundation for much of the 
future study of the eye by Newton and others. As 
a personal physician to King William III, Briggs was 
a prominent medical professional in 17th-century 
England. Other Corpus neuroscientists include Colin 
Blakemore (1944-) who made groundbreaking 
discoveries on visual development and Peter Lewis 
(1924-2007) who developed methods for tracing the 
distribution of the neurotransmitter acetylcholine 
in the brain. Loss of acetylcholine function plays an 
important role in the pathology of
Alzheimer’s disease.

Image credit: Keller et al., Br J Ophthalmol 2012:96:781-782

John Caius (1510-1573) introduced the study of 
anatomy into England. He dissected two criminals 
annually. William Harvey (1578-1657) was the first 
person to describe the systemic circulation and 
properties of blood being pumped to the brain and 
body by the heart. Charles Sherrington (1857-1952) 
shared the Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine 
with Edgar Adrian (1889-1977, Trinity College) 
in 1932 for their work on the function of neurons. 
Sherrington coined the term ‘synapse’ in 1897.  

Charles Smart 
Roy (Professor 
of Pathology at 
Cambridge) and 
Charles Sherrington 
(right), at the door of 
the Old Pathological 
Laboratory, 
Cambridge, 1893

Isaac Newton
(1642-1727) was a brilliant 
mathematician and physicist 
famous for formulating 
the natural laws of motion 
and gravity. He was also a 
neuroscientist. His (probably 
painful) experiments on 
his own eyes are recorded 
in his notebooks held at 
the University Library (10). 
Michael Foster (1836-1907), 
was the first University 
professor of Physiology in 
1891. The pharmacologist Henry Dale (1875-1968) 
discovered noradrenaline and isolated acetylcholine 
and shared the Nobel Prize for Physiology and 
Medicine in 1932. Alan Hodgkin (1914-1998) and 
Andrew Huxley (1917-2012) did the same in 1963 
for their work on synaptic transmission and the 
action potential.

See www.trin.cam.ac.uk/library for regular opening 
hours of the Wren Library at Trinity College.

Image credit: Trinity College

Thomas Young (1773-1829) 
pictured, was elected to 
a Fellowship of the Royal 
Society when he was barely 
twenty-one. By this time, 
he had already studied 
medicine at London, 
Edinburgh, and Göttingen, 
and was a qualified doctor 
when he came to Emmanuel aged 24 to study 
medicine. While at Cambridge, Young produced 
an important paper in which he drew attention 
to analogies between the transmission of sound 
and of light. It is said that he first observed the 
phenomenon of ‘interference’ in the ripples set up 
by two swans on the Emmanuel pond. Frederick 
Gowland Hopkins (1861-1947) was an English 
biochemist who won the 1929 Nobel Prize for 
Physiology and Medicine for his work on vitamins 
and the discovery of tryptophan, the amino acid 
precursor to the neurotransmitter serotonin.

Image credit: Emmanuel College
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The Eagle was a popular lunch destination for staff 
working at the University’s Cavendish Laboratory 
when that was still at its old site at nearby Free 
School Lane (1). Francis Crick (1916-2004) 
interrupted patrons’ lunchtime on 28 February 1953 
to announce that he and James Watson (1928-) 
had “discovered the secret of life” after they had come 
up with their proposal for the structure of DNA. 
This earned them a share of the 1962 Nobel Prize 
for Physiology and Medicine with Maurice Wilkins 
(1916-2004).
Maurice Wilkins worked alongside Rosalind 
Franklin (1920-1958, Newnham College) at King’s 
College, London, using X-ray diffraction to study 
DNA. Crick and Watson used these findings in 
their own research and her contribution was not 
acknowledged until much later. Franklin died in 
1958, so despite her key experimental work, could 
never have won a share of the prize since it could 
not be received posthumously. The anecdote is 
commemorated on a blue plaque next to the 
entrance, and two plaques in the middle room by 
the table where Crick and Watson lunched regularly. 

‘Time passes and we all die’. One of the most 
eye-catching sights in Cambridge is the Corpus 
Chronophage Clock, designed by Corpus Engineer 
John C. Taylor and gifted to the College in 2008. 
Sitting atop the clock is a fearsome looking beast, 
the Chronophage (‘time eater’). With 30 seconds 
of each minute to go, its mouth starts to open and 
as the minute passes its mouth snaps shut. This 
signifies that the minute is gone, never to be had 
again. The hour is struck, not by the usual chiming 
of bells, but by the shaking of chains and a hammer 
hitting a wooden coffin.
We have a clock of our own. Specialised cells in 
the brain provide a signal to the rest of the brain 
and the body that synchronises the body with the 
environment. This is called the circadian (circa = 
about, dia = day) 
clock, that runs 
to approximately 
24 hours. The 
Chronophage, 
though, relies 
on Universal 
Computer Time!

The work of Bryan Matthews (1906-1986) 
on cortical potentials with Edgar Adrian 
(Trinity College 8) led to the development of 
electroencephalography (EEG), a test that measures 
and records the electrical activity of your brain.
The figure illustrates potential changes from cortex 
of rabbits under urethane anaesthesia (moderately 
light (A) and deep (B and C) anaesthesia. In deep 
anaesthesia the slow waves become more regular. 

Image credit: Adrian and Mathews, J Physiol. 1934 Jul 31; 81(4): 440–471

Can art and creative activities support mental 
health and well-being? At the Fitzwilliam Museum, 
a number of innovative programmes create 
opportunities for people experiencing mental ill 
health to feel connected and explore their creativity 
through the collections. Come and experience this 
for yourself; founded in 1816, the Museum houses 
over half a million artefacts and art from around 
the world, evidencing thousands of years of human 
creativity. 

Please visit http://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/visit for 
regular opening hours. The Fitzwilliam Museum will 
open to visitors on Saturday June 24 (10:00-17:00) and 
Sunday June 25 (12:00-16:45)

Nicholas Culpeper (1616-1653-4), an English 
botanist, herbalist and an astrologer, was regarded 
as both a 17th century maverick and as the father 
of contemporary alternative medicine. He attended 
Cambridge in 1634, and although no college records 
remain, his father matriculated from Queens’ in 1601.

The history of monoclonal antibodies started in 
Cambridge when an Argentinian émigré called 
César Milstein (1927-2002) arrived at the Laboratory 
of Molecular Biology in Cambridge. It was  here that 
Milstein, together with Georges Köhler (1946-1995), 
pioneered the seminal technique for the production 
of monoclonal antibodies in 1975 and showed their 
clinical application for the first time. The role of 
monoclonal antibody therapies in treating medical 
conditions has expanded tremendously since its 
inception, and their use in neurologic conditions 
has increased in the past few years. Currently, 
monoclonal antibody  treatments are being tested 
in conditions ranging from neuromuscular disorders 
to demyelinating diseases. César Milstein, who 
received the 1984 Nobel Prize in Physiology or 
Medicine, was a Fellow of Darwin College from 1980 
to 2002.

Cambridge University Library has a rich collection of 
sixteenth-century medical books from the founders 
of modern anatomy. This includes first editions of 
the De humani corporis fabrica (pictured) by Andreas 
Vesalius (1514-1564), Imperial Physician at the 
court of Emperor Charles V. Also on display are 
items from the Library’s modern archives including 
those of Cambridge biochemist Frederick Gowland 
Hopkins (1861-1947, 3) This special ‘pop up’ 
exhibition will be open to visitors on Saturday June 
24 from 09:00-16:45. 

See www.lib.cam.ac.uk for further information about 
the Library.

In an example of self-inflicted experimental surgery 
Henry Head (1861-1940), in collaboration with 
William Rivers (1864-1922), conducted pioneering 
work into the somatosensory system upon himself, 
by severing his own radial nerve and mapping the 
subsequent regeneration (pictured). Rivers was best 
known for his work treating First World War officers 
who were suffering from shell shock, a phrase coined 
during the war to describe a type of post-traumatic 
stress disorder. John Langley (1852-1925), the 
second University Professor of Physiology worked 
on the autonomic nervous system, particularly the 
‘fight or flight’ response. He was the first person 
to describe membrane-bound receptor proteins 
that respond 
to chemical 
signals in the 
nervous system. 
Much of modern 
pharmacology 
depends upon his 
resulting theory of 
drug action. 

Image credit: Wellcome Library, London

Charles Darwin (1809-1882) the famous biologist 
and naturalist was an undergraduate at Christ’s 
College. His voyage on HMS Beagle led to his 
seminal work The Origin of Species. In 1872, he 
also published The Expression of Emotion in Man 
and Animals. The Old Library at Christ’s College 
contains many early-printed books and manuscripts 
dating from the 11th century to the present day, 
including first editions of Charles Darwin’s works. 
The Old Library will open especially for Cambridge 
BRAINFest visitors on Sunday June 25 from 11:00-
14:00. Here you will be 
able to view a special ‘pop 
up’ exhibition. In 2009, the 
College created The Darwin 
Garden in New Court to 
mark Darwin’s remarkable 
life and to provide a setting 
for Anthony Smith’s bronze 
sculpture of him as a
young man.

See www.christs.cam.ac.uk/library for regular opening 
hours.

Image from page 321 of ‘The Expression of the Emotions in Man and 
Animals’ (1872)

The MAA houses the University’s collections of 
local antiquities, together with archaeological and 
ethnographic artefacts from around the world. 
Here, you can see a small pot of curare, the arrow 
poison that was used by South American indigenous 
people as a paralyzing poison for their prey. The 
current exhibition Another India also showcases 
extraordinary and fascinating objects, many of which 
tell intriguing stories. These include the efforts of 
William Elliot Marshall who encountered the Toda 
people of the Nilgri Hills in south India in 1870. He 
embarked on an ambitious if rather obscure project 
of analysing the character of the Todas through the 
now discredited science of phrenology — analysis 
of the bumps of the head. 
The man pictured here was 
selected solely on account 
of being one of the baldest 
men of the tribe (although 
modern men might think 
his head of hair is above
the average!).

See www.maa.cam.ac.uk
for regular opening hours.

The Whipple Museum holds an internationally 
important collection of scientific instruments and 
models, dating from the Middle Ages to the present. 
It has a large collection of papier-mâché models 
of animals, plants and humans made by French 
physician Louis Auzoux, who was frustrated by 
the shortage of human corpses 
available for studying anatomy. 
Using his own secret papier-
mâché mixture he developed 
‘dissectable’ models, which 
could be used again and again.

The Whipple Museum will 
open especially for Cambridge 
BRAINFest visitors on Saurday 
June 24 from 12:30-16:30.

See www.sites.hps.cam.ac.uk/
whipple for regular opening 
hours.

Image credit: Wh.5893, model of a human
by Auzoux, French, 1848. Whipple Museum
of the History of Science.
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Sidney Sussex College

Jesus College

David Hartley (1705-1757), a Fellow of Jesus College 
from 1727, was a philosopher who published 
Observations of Man in 1879 – the first English work 
using the term “psychology”. He summarised views 
on neurology, moral psychology and spirituality 
explaining consciousness and sensation through 
his concept of vibratiuncles and locating mind in 
brain, ideas that much influenced Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge, a student at Jesus College from
1791-1794.

Gabriel Horn (1927-2012) was Emeritus Professor 
of the Department of Zoology and Master of Sidney 
Sussex College from 1992-1999. He was renowned 
for his study of the neurophysiological mechanisms 
of attention, sensory interaction and the neural basis 
of learning and memory in chicks.

13 Point of interest -
Cambridge Judge Business School

Built on the site of Old Addenbrooke’s Hospital first 
established in 1766, the Cambridge Judge Business 
School is housed in a refurbished extended building 
that retains the original façade. The hospital moved 
to the New Addenbrooke’s site in 1961, but the last 
patients did not move from Old Addenbrooke’s until 
1984. The Outpatients Department was situated in 
what is now Brown’s Restaurant next door.
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Cambridge Neurotrail was especially created 
by Cambridge Neuroscience for Cambridge 
BRAINFest. 

Cambridge Neuroscience is an Interdisciplinary 
Centre in the University of Cambridge; a virtual 
community of brain scientists with over 800 
members, working in everything from biomedicine 
and maths, to psychiatry and philosophy, and 
education, engineering and economics. Membership 
spans all six Schools of the University and over 65 
Departments and Institutes. Cambridge Neuroscience 
connects multidisciplinary research and teaching 
across the University of Cambridge and affiliated 
Institutes, with a mission to enhance health and 
quality of life. For more information, please see 
www.neuroscience.cam.ac.uk

Special thanks to Adrian Newman for invaluable 
assistance in creating Cambridge Neurotrail.

10% discount at The Cambridge Gift Shop (Tourist 
Information Centre) on presentation of this map.

 


