
Cultures, Minds and Medicines

“Listening for the Voice of God? An early 
twentieth-century female prophet and her 

revelatory experiences.”

Jane ShawJane Shaw
Stanford UniversityStanford University

April 12, 2017, 5:30-7:00April 12, 2017, 5:30-7:00
Building 50, Room 51ABuilding 50, Room 51A

In 1919, a vicar’s widow named Mabel Barltrop founded a millenarian community in Bedford, 
England, based on the truths that she and some of her followers believed they had received from 
God. She was considered a prophet, re-named Octavia and also declared to be the daughter of 
God. Octavia sat down at 5 o’clock every a  ernoon to receive God’s word via ‘automa  c wri  ng’; 
these revela  ons were published as the Wri  ngs of the Holy Ghost and guided all aspects of com-
munity life. This paper will analyze the process by which Octavia and her followers believed they 
heard the voice of God, and what shaped their understanding of it. It will also consider whether 
Octavia’s diagnosis of melancholia, and the records of her eighteen months of hospitaliza  on for 
that, help or hinder our understanding of her capacity for such revelatory experiences.

Cultures, Minds and Medicines aims to bring together scholars from the 
social sciences, humanities, medicine and bioscience and technology to 
explore the ways that health and illness are made through complex social 
forces. We aim for informal, interactive sessions, full of debate and good 
will. We will meet every other week on Wednesday evening 5:30-7:00, for 
dinner and conversation. Talks will take place in Anthropology, Building 50, 
51A (Conference room). 

We are able to off er graduate students, medical students and residents a 
certifi cate in “Cultures, Minds and Medicines,” supported through the Insti-
tute for Research in the Social Sciences. iriss.stanford.edu/cmm

Spring 2017 Seminars:

Jane Shaw is Professor of Religious Studies and Dean for Religious Life at Stanford. Her most recent book is Octa-
via, Daughter of God: the story of a Female Messiah and her Followers (Yale 2011), and she is currently wri  ng a 
history of modern mys  cism. Prior to coming to Stanford she was Dean of Grace Cathedral in San Francisco, and 
before that taught at Oxford University for many years where she was a Fellow of New College.

Apr. 26: Joel Gold (New York Uni-
versity School of Medicine)

May 3: Adam Haslett

May 19: Joe Henrich (Harvard Uni-
versity)


