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Dr. C. R. Agnew’s Choice: Cocaine Anesthesia Discoverer 
Over U.S. President

At a meeting in 1884 in Heidelberg, Germany, a paper was presented—the world’s first on using cocaine as a 
topical (surface) anesthetic. The author was a surgical intern in Vienna named Carl Koller, M.D. (1857 to 1944). A 
conference attendee, New Yorker Henry Noyes, M.D., reported Koller’s discovery in the October 11, 1884, issue 
of the New York Medical Record. One week later, Noyes’s colleague, ophthalmologist Cornelius Rea Agnew, M.D. 
(1830 to 1888, right) was delighted to publish his own clinical cases confirming the effectiveness of Koller’s cocaine 
anesthesia. Ironically, Agnew passed away in 1888 in New York, in the same year and city to which Koller would 
immigrate from Europe. A professional admirer of Koller, Agnew was quoted posthumously in Harper’s Weekly 
(left) that he (Agnew) would rather have been “the discoverer of cocaine anaesthesia than President of the United 
States.” (Copyright © the American Society of Anesthesiologists’ Wood Library-Museum of Anesthesiology.)
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