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The book uses the lives of two men to explore the nature and origins of mental illness. It begins with Jacques Rébiere living on a poor Breton farm with his father, his second wife and his bright but schizophrenic brother, Olivier, who has been locked away in the stable with the horse and pigs. His mother, about whom conversation is suppressed, died when Jacques was a baby. Jacques is anxious to understand more about his brother, to prevent him being sent back to the mad house, and to know more about what his mother was like. Both brothers have developed a yearning to know more about the natural sciences. Olivier developed great knowledge of the planets and stars before his illness began in his late teens. Jacques is fascinated by living creatures and how their brains work - he carried out operations on frogs and other animals to reveal the brain and to find out what happens when electricity is applied. The local curé, Abbé Henri, takes Jacques under his wing and pays for his education. Jacques eventually moves on to university in Paris where he gains general medical training and develops an obsessive interest in psychiatry - a relatively new discipline in the 1860s, when the book starts. 
The other central character in the story is Thomas Midwinter, brother of Sonia. They were brought upon within the landed gentry of Lincolnshire. Well educated, widely read and with the social mores of their class - self confident and, for the women in particular, brought up with a strong sense of duty. Thomas is a romantic who enjoys the good life and reading poetry and Shakespeare. His desire to read literature at university is frowned upon and he is eventually persuaded to study medicine at Cambridge - the university of choice for members of his family and their circle. Thomas, like Jacques, also becomes interested in the human mind and takes up a first appointment in a lunatic asylum, where he begins his studies of the origins of madness. Sonia, meanwhile, is persuaded to marry Richard Prendergast, the wealthy son of a Nottingham lace maker. Richard drives himself and Sonia into relative poverty by his failed attempts to establish a sugar brokerage, and persuades her father to take her back, when she does not provide him with offspring. 
Thomas and Jacques come together in a chance meeting in Deauville, France. Thomas had been invited to join his sister, Sonia, and Jacques, was taking a holiday with Abbé Henri to celebrate success in his medical exams. It was the beginning of a life-long partnership between the two men. Jacques is invited to visit Thomas in Lincolnshire, where he falls in love with Sonia – and the stage is set. 
The rest of the book is about how the two physicians and mad-doctors come to establish their own psychotherapy centre in the Alps. Jacques is very influenced by the Freudian school of psychology and, in particular, by public lectures given by the French psychiatrist Charcot on the conscious and unconscious mind. Thomas sees madness as a physical affliction caused, in part, by inherited traits. He is greatly influenced by Darwin’s Theory of Evolution and believes that the evolution of the conscious mind is what sets homo sapiens apart from early man. He sees schizophrenia as being caused by imperfections in communication pathways between the two halves of the brain, and suggests that as evolution speeds humans towards greater perfection then such “illnesses” may disappear. He does not believe the religious story that man was created perfect in God’s image, and elaborates his evolutionary theory in a ‘poorly received’ public lecture. The book explores, in some detail, the psychological debates of the late 19th and early 20th century. The dichotomy between the physical and the psychological or psychosomatic is one of the debates explored. Jacques is inclined to believe that madness has a psychological basis and can be overcome by exploring suppressed memories. His stance is called into question when he fails to diagnose a patient with ovarian cysts, believing instead that there is some repressed sexual explanation for the abdominal pains experienced. It is Thomas who identifies the physical illness and arranges for emergency surgery. The patience in question goes on to become his wife.

Schizophrenic patients, it is argued, resist change and like stability in their lives. When they move their clinic to a mountain top retreat Olivier, Jacques brother, commits suicide by jumping off the cliff. For much of the rest of the book Thomas’s success increases, and Jacques suffers a crisis of confidence.

At the very end Thomas begins to suffer from dementia at the age of 60. Towards the end of his working life he believes that he has failed to ever cure a “mad” patient. At this point Daisy,  whose release he had arranged from asylum in England to have a fulfilling life as one of his assistants, points out that he had succeeded through kindness to improve the lives of many people – including her own,. Similarly he had rescued Mary, who had been committed to the asylum for no other reason than she was blind. 

There are a number of sub-plots within the book. Thomas joins a mapping expedition to German East Africa where he comes close to the evolutionary origins of homo sapiens, discovering footprints of a hominid family in volcanic ash. Jacques has an affair with the daughter of a wealthy Russian. Daniel, the son of Jacques and Sonia, is killed before his 19th birthday during the First World War in Italy, having survived the trenches of Belgium. There were fears that he too might have turned out to be schizophrenic and at the end of the book there is the suggestion that Jacques mother who died when he was very young could have suffered from the illness. Issues of nature vs nurture are alluded to throughout the book.
The books end with Sonia visiting Jacque’s homestead, which they inherited on his father’s death. She appears to see the ghost of Jacques mother, suggesting that she at least believes that human being leave spiritual traces, even if much of the evidence of their existence fades like footsteps in the sand. She leaves us with the thought that understanding the minds of human beings may be beyond our grasp. “Human beings could live out their whole long life without ever knowing what sort of creatures they really were. Perhaps it did not matter; perhaps what was important was to find serenity in not knowing.” 

Although over 600 pages long it is a very engaging book, and a great holiday read!
