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P
rosopagnosia is a rare form of visual agnosia charac-
terised by impaired recognition of familiar faces (or
equivalent stimuli). The term was coined by Bodamer in

1947, although the phenomenon had been described towards
the end of the 19th century by Quaglino (1867), Hughlings
Jackson (1872, 1876), and Charcot (1883).1 2 Brief accounts
thought to be suggestive of prosopagnosia have been
identified in writings from classical antiquity by Thucydides
and Seneca.3 While there are dangers in this type of
retrospective case identification, nonetheless I venture to
suggest another early description of prosopagnosia.
The account is taken from Through the looking-glass and what

Alice found there (1872) by Lewis Carroll (pseudonym of the
Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson). In chapter 6, Alice
notices that the egg that she has just purchased

had eyes and a nose and mouth; and when she had come
close to it, she saw clearly that it was HUMPTY DUMPTY
himself. ‘‘It can’t be anybody else!’’ she said to herself.
‘‘I’m as certain of it, as if his name were written all over his
face.’’

Discussion follows, in which Humpty Dumpty, sitting
precariously balanced upon a wall, gives his famous defini-
tion of the meaning of a word (‘‘just what I choose it to
mean’’) and coins the term ‘‘portmanteau word’’. As Alice
takes her leave of Humpty Dumpty, the subject of facial
recognition recurs, in the following exchange:

‘‘Good-bye, till we meet again!’’ she said as cheerfully as
she could.
‘‘I shouldn’t know you again if we did meet,’’ Humpty
Dumpty replied in a discontented tone, giving her one of
his fingers to shake: ‘‘you’re so exactly like other people.’’
‘‘The face is what one goes by, generally,’’ Alice
remarked in a thoughtful tone.
‘‘That’s just what I complain of,’’ said Humpty Dumpty.
‘‘Your face is the same as everybody else has–the two eyes,
so–‘‘ (marking their places in the air with his thumb) ‘‘nose in
the middle, mouth under. It’s always the same. Now if you
had the two eyes on the same side of the nose, for instance–
or the mouth at the top–that would be some help.’’
‘‘It wouldn’t look nice,’’ Alice objected.

Humpty Dumpty reports an inability to recognise a familiar
face, yet is able to recognise eyes, nose, and mouth and their
correct positions, as is also the case with prosopagnosics. In
developmental or congenital prosopagnosia, where the
neuropsychological deficit is perhaps most pure because
acquired cases following pathological insults such as cere-
brovascular disease may not respect functional boundaries
and may be accompanied by additional neurological signs
such as visual field defects, there are impairments in face
identity matching tasks but the ability to identify sex, age,
emotional facial expression, and eye gaze direction is
preserved.4 5 As in these cases, Humpty Dumpty’s account
seems to indicate preserved componential but impaired
configural processing. There is also a suggestion that
Humpty Dumpty might be able to use extraneous informa-
tion to assist in facial recognition, his example being two eyes
on one side of the nose or the mouth at the top of the face.
Prosopagnosics may use extraneous visual cues such as
spectacles, facial jewellery, and hair colour or style to aid
facial recognition.3–5

Whether Dodgson wrote this passage purely from imagina-
tion, or he based it upon observation of a prosopagnosic
individual is not known. He did occasionally parody human
idiosyncrasies, for example he himself appears as the Dodo
because of his stammer (‘‘Do-do-Dodgson’’) in Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland (1865, chapters 2 and 3).
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