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Conjoined twins fused at the head, or craniopagus twins,
occur with an approximate incidence of one in every 2.5
million live births, and such twins represent only 2 to 6 % of
conjoined twins [10]. In craniopagus parasiticus, which is also
known as épicome [3] or epicomus [8], a parasitic twin head
with an undeveloped or underdeveloped body is conjoined to
the head of the developed twin [7, 8], as in the case of the
“two-headed boy of Bengal” (Fig. 1 and Cover Figure) born in
1783 [3]. The authors briefly discuss the apocryphal tale of an
Englishman afflicted with this condition, Edward Mordake
(Fig. 2), who has been the subject of various works of art,
includingMordake, an opera by the composer ErlingWold [5],
and “Chained Together for Life,” a song by the singer-
songwriter Tom Waits, which is featured on his album Alice
[6]. Mordake’s legendmay find a greater audience among fans
of the cinematic genre of horror through the fourth season of
the American television series American Horror Story,
subtitled Freak Show. This season of the series is set in 1952
in Jupiter, FL, and revolves around a troupe of carnival per-
formers with various congenital anomalies [9]. The actor Wes
Bentley plays the two-faced character of “EdwardMordrake,”
whom one of the show’s creators, Ryan Murphy, describes as
a subject of superstition among carnival performers [9].
Mordake’s predicament is detailed in the following passage

from Anomalies and Curiosities of Medicine by Gould and
Pyle, which was first published in 1896 [4]:

“One of the weirdest as well as most melancholy stories of
human deformity is that of Edward Mordake, said to have
been heir to one of the noblest peerages in England. He never
claimed the title, however, and committed suicide in his
twenty-third year. He lived in complete seclusion, refusing
the visits even of the members of his own family. He was a
young man of fine attainments, a profound scholar, and a
musician of rare ability. His figure was remarkable for its
grace, and his face – that is to say, his natural face – was that
of Antinous. But upon the back of his head was another face,
that of a beautiful girl, ‘lovely as a dream, hideous as a devil.’
The female face was a mere mask, ‘occupying only a small
portion of the posterior part of the skull, yet exhibiting every
sign of intelligence, of a malignant sort, however.’ It would be
seen to smile and sneer whileMordake was weeping. The eyes
would follow the movements of the spectator, and the lips
would ‘gibber without ceasing.’ No voice was audible, but
Mordake avers that he was kept from his rest at night by the
hateful whispers of his ‘devil twin,’ as he called it, ‘which
never sleeps, but talks to me forever of such things as they
only speak of in hell. No imagination can conceive the dread-
ful temptations it sets before me. For some unforgiven wick-
edness of my forefathers I am knit to this fiend – for a fiend it
surely is. I beg and beseech you to crush it out of human
semblance, even if I die for it.’ Such were the words of the
haplessMordake toManvers and Treadwell, his physicians. In
spite of careful watching he managed to procure poison,
whereof he died, leaving a letter requesting that the ‘demon
face’might be destroyed before his burial, ‘lest it continues its
dreadful whisperings in my grave.’ At his own request he was
interred in a waste place, without stone or legend to mark his
grave.”

Gould and Pyle note that Mordake’s case was “taken from
lay sources” but was “of sufficient notoriety and interest” to be
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included in their book [4]. Its inclusion in Anomalies and
Curiosities of Medicine evidently fostered debate as to wheth-
er Mordake’s case was entirely fictional. In an edition of the
Theosophical Review published in 1905, the notion that Gould
and Pyle’s passage on Mordake is a description of an
authentic medical case is met with skepticism [1]. In-
terestingly, some members of the medical community
remained undecided regarding the veracity of Mordake’s
case decades after the publication of the first edition of
Anomalies and Curiosities of Medicine, as evidenced by
the following passages:

From an edition of the Journal of the History of Medicine
and Allied Sciences published in 1958 [2]: “If this is a genuine
case in teratology, there should be authoritative sources for it.
The assistance of readers is invited.”

From The People’s Almanac Presents the Book of Lists,
which was published in 1977 [11]: “An heir to a peerage,
handsome, gifted as a scholar and musician, Mordake was
also gifted with something else which made him very
unhappy. On the back of his head he had another face.
It was said to be a girl’s. Although it couldn’t eat or
speak, the face’s eyes moved; it could also laugh and cry.
Edward begged to have his ‘devil twin’ removed, even if
the surgery killed him, but no doctor would attempt it. He
committed suicide at the age of 23.”

In conclusion, the origins of the story of Edward Mordake
are ultimately unknown. Mordake is portrayed in the extant
literature as a tortured soul grappling with the sinister persona
of his parasitic twin. The authors anticipate that the viewers of
American Horror Story: Freak Show will take interest in the

legend of Edward Mordake and the medical phenomenon of
craniopagus parasiticus.
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Fig. 1 and Cover Figure Hand-color drawing of the two-headed boy of
Bengal by Mr. Dent, salt agent for the Dutch East India Company at
Tumloch. Acquired from the article “The Two-Headed Boy of Bengal”
by Jan Bondeson, which can be found at http://www.forteantimes.com/
features/articles/148/the_twoheaded_boy_of_bengal.html Fig. 2 Wax interpretation of Edward Mordake by an unknown artist.

Acquired from the article “Edward Mordake – ‘Poor Edward’” by J.
Tithonus Pednaud, which can be found at http://www.thehumanmarvels.
com/from-the-archives-edward-mordake-poor-edward/
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