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O N  A N I M A L  M A G N E T I S M 1

___________

TO M. LAVOISIER,
OF THE ACADÉMIE DES SCIENCES

Versailles, 2 April, 1784.

The King has chosen you, Sir, to proceed with several other

persons distinguished by their enlightenment and their

experience to the examination of the method or practice derived

from the claimed discoveries of the sieur Mesmer, about which

the sieur Deslon, doctor of the Faculté of Paris agrees to explain.

I do not for a moment doubt that you will fulfil this commission

with the zeal and attention which it deserves. When MM. the

Commissioners have drawn up a detailed report and their

opinion, I shall give an account of it to His Majesty.

I am entirely,

Sir,

Your most humble and most obedient servant.

Le Baron de Breteuil

P.S. It was, Sir, the doctors themselves who wished to combine

their report and their opinion with the members of the Académie.

________________

The Commissioners chosen by the King from the Académie des

Sciences to examine the effects of animal magnetism take liberty

to observe : That, as physical scientists, their functions must have

as their object only to

______________________
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1 Lavoisier assembled the following material, written in his own hand, with the intention of 

publishing it. We had the duty of conforming to his intentions. (Note by the editor)



characterise the agent designated by the name animal magnetism and to

describe its effect, in general, on the animal economy, or, more generally, on

organised beings;

As for matters related to the treatment of diseases, this purpose is entirely

foreign to them and is of concern only to doctors. They make the observation

only, that the cure of diseases may depend on an infinity of circumstances

quite distinct from animal magnetism and it is to complicate the question to

make it dependent on this outcome [i.e. the outcome of treatment with animal

magnetism]. There are a large number of maladies regarded as incurable

which, left to Nature, are cured by her aid alone. In the case of less serious

illnesses which are treated according to the rules of medicine, it is often

difficult to disentangle that which is due to the art from that which is due to

Nature. They believe, in consequence, that the treatment of diseases can

lead only to probabilities which could not be converted into certitude except

by experiments and observations more numerous and of longer duration than

the circumstances permit, and they believe that one cannot deduce from

them results sufficiently decisive to pronounce on the present question. They

will content themselves, therefore, with making use of patients who have

been chosen and admitted, or who will be in the future, in order to make

observations on the reality of animal magnetism considered as an agent in

general, and they declare that they will not take any part in anything that

could be purely medical.

__________________

Since we have signed the written report that MM. the Commissioners of the

Society of Medicine drew up yesterday, on the state of three sick women who

were presented to them, we feel ourselves obliged to declare that, not being

medical men, our signature can signify nothing other than our presence at

the examination of those patients.

500



501

Theoretic-practical treatise on animal magnetism

According to M. Mesmer

There exists in Nature a universal fluid; it is perhaps better felt than

described; Newton called it the ethereal medium; Descartes, the universal

mover; the hermetic philosophers, the universal principle, etc.

Light, sound, odours communicate by this medium or fluid. They strike

first the first parts nearest to the torch or to the scented flower,

communicate from globule to globule, and, finally lose themselves in

dissipation and remain without force; thus the operation of the fluid could

be explained by the laws of movement.

One cannot touch or smell, one cannot perceive this fluid : from this [it

would seem as if] it has no existence! But is attraction, of which the effect

is so constant, any better perceived, or the power of the magnet which is

touched by the finger; or electricity of which use is made to avoid

thunderbolts and even to bring about cures? The electric fluid is nothing

but the universal fluid combined, which arises from the rubbing of bodies.

Electricity does not create this fluid; electricity makes use of it, and this

new system makes its theory [that of electricity] more complicated.

Attraction, which is undefined, has perhaps no cause other than this fluid.

Why should one not see this effect in the continual movement of the

stars? Why should they not be supplied with a similar fluid which directs

them, attracts them and traces their courses? This fluid, however it may

be demonstrated, forms the action-space that there is between all bodies.

One man can communicate to another the fluid which permeates him and

gives him existence. Such is animal magnetism.

This action seems to feel the influence of the opposition of poles. To

realise the application of this to the human body one must pay attention to

the fact that it is clearly divided longitudinally into two parts : the right side

may be regarded as the south pole and the left as the north pole; and, in

the same way that, if one presents two magnetised bars to each other in

opposed directions, that is to say
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with their poles opposed, they attract each other naturally. In the same way if

one presents the south pole or the right side of a body to the north pole or left

side of another body, the second body receives a more or less marked

sensation which is attributed to the passage of a magnetic fluid provided by

the magnetiser, if he has more of it than the magnetised, or received by the

magnetiser if he has less of it.

This supposed fluid tends always to put itself in equilibrium and it produces

cures in certain subjects without their feeling any sensation; one has seen

several patients like this who have been cured of obstructions, hydropsies,

diseased glands etc.

Here is how it is applied; the patient is placed on a chair, the magnetiser puts

himself opposite, also on a chair, applying the inner sides of his knees to the

outer sides of the knees of the subject he is going to magnetise. In this

position the poles of their bodies are opposed because the right side of the

magnetiser is opposite the left side of the magnetised, and his left side

opposite the other’s right.

Then one lightly applies the hands to the hypochondria of the patient and

leaves them in this position for seven or eight minutes; after that, one moves

the hands so that the thumbs are placed on the pit of the stomach; the other

fingers of the left hand are on the liver and those of the right hand on the

spleen. One leaves them there for some time; after this one moves them

from above downwards, beginning with the head, at a distance of six lines1

from the patient’s body, the index or the thumb of the right hand on the left

side of the body, in the direction of the sympathetic nerve, keeping the other

hand on the hypochondrium. Sometimes one moves the two hands in the

same sense, the right hand in the direction of the left sympathetic nerve and

the left hand in the direction of the right sympathetic. On other occasions

one moves the hands on the hypochondria or on the affected parts,

observing always to direct the hands from above downwards in the direction

of the principal nerves of the parts being magnetised, always with the right

hand on the left side and the left hand on the right side, thus always

conserving the opposition of poles that constitutes the whole of magnetism.

______________________

1 six lignes; 1.35 cm. One ligne, or Paris line, in the French pre-metric system of linear

measurement was equal to 0.225 cm. Twelve lignes equalled one pouce (thumb or inch)

and twelve pouces one pied or Paris foot of 32.484 cm. (IMLD.)
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There is another method of decanting the fluid, as though one could

magnetise to a greater or lesser degree, or, which is the same thing,

magnetise positively or negatively. For this it suffices to bring the thumb

close to the part that one wishes to magnetise, and to withdraw it along a

perpendicular line to about a foot and a half’s distance, approaching it and

withdrawing it successively without touching the exact spot. One can carry

out this experiment on oneself; it suffices to bring the palm of the left hand

close to the right thumb and to approach and withdraw it alternately for eight

or ten minutes. Few people have done this without feeling marked warmth

in the palm of the hand.

No other preparation is necessary except extreme cleanliness and

avoidance of tobacco. Everyone carries with him his dose of magnetism,

and all magnetisers are more equipped, or less equipped, to produce its

effects, in consequence of their health, constitution and stronger

organisation. Only the fingers are used, or a bar of iron six inches long,

which is hardly necessary. One uses a conductor to distribute or direct the

magnetism as one wishes in the same way as with the fingers, but some

people claim that an iron bar is more effective because of the smaller

surface-area of its extremity.

The baquet is a barrel of hardwood, one and a half feet deep and four and a

half in diameter, completely covered by a lid made of planks well joined

together. This lid is pierced around the circumference, at three thumb-

breadths from the edge, with a number of holes through which one

introduces into the interior of the baquet as many iron rods bent at right

angles as there are patients seated around it; one points the iron bar,

outside the baquet, on to the affected part of the patient; sometimes one

sets up a chain of communication between all those who are around it by

their giving each other a hand; this makes the magnetism stronger. The

baquet has an inch and a half of sand in the bottom, covered by one and a

half to two inches of water, and is fitted with a layer of bottles arranged in a

circle, the necks to the outside, and magnetised in the following way.
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The bottle to be magnetised is held by its bottom in one hand, the thumb of

the other hand is moistened enough to be able to provide six or seven drops

of water; the thumb moistened in this way is put into the neck of the bottle,

and the bottle (placed on the other hand) is caused to roll in an arc in such a

way that the six or seven drops of water provided by the thumb can fall to the

bottom of the bottle. After eight or ten seconds the bottle is magnetised and

it is corked, being careful that the cork is put in gently so that its approach

does not cause evaporation; the bottle can be applied to the stomach of a

person susceptible to magnetism and will produce an effect. This experiment

has been repeated successfully several times.

The baquet supplied thus with magnetised bottles establishes communication

between all those magnetised, and thus facilitates the action of magnetism

on them, and one can in fact magnetise a bottle in the way one supercharges

a Leyden jar with electricity.

When the magnetised subject exhibits a crise 1 , fainting, convulsion, spasm

or delirium, the magnetiser must not be astonished; he is to continue his

operation, without this the crise will last a long time and become dangerous if

he does not master it. One must never magnetise from below upwards

because this can cause accidents, even apoplexy.

When one wishes to discover, using magnetism, which part is affected, one

passes the hands over the body, observing the opposition of poles, and the

region to which the hand is applied a little firmly becomes very sensitive, if it

is the diseased part.

______________________

1 The magnetisers, and hence the Commissioners, used ‘crise’ to mean specifically the

‘convulsive’ state produced by so-called magnetisation. When the word is used with this

specific meaning I have set it in italics. (IMLD.)



DECLARATION 

PRESENTED BY M. DE LA FAYETTE TO M. THE DUC D’ ORLÉANS,

TO BE SIGNED BY M. BERTHOLLET.1

After having done more than half of M. Mesmer’s course, that is to say, having 

attended inclusively as far as the second lesson upon Man, as it existed in the 

course for the month of April, 1784; and,inally, after having been admitted to 

the rooms for treatment and for crises, I declare that I have not detected the 

existence of the agent called by M. Mesmer animal magnetism.  Not believing 

the doctrine of M. Mesmer on the existence of the magnetic agent, on the 

direction of the fluid, and on the effects produced by the introduction and 

emission of currents, I think that the convulsions, the spasms, and the crises 

that are claimed to be produced by the magnetic procedures are purely an 

effect of the imagination and have no reality.  To assure myself further that I 

have been more perspicacious than most of those who have done the same 

course, I agree that, in a year (on 15th May 1785) this opinion, signed by me, 

shall be placed in the Journal de Paris.

_______________

DECLARATION MADE AND SIGNED BY M. BERTHOLLET.

After having done more than half of M. Mesmer’s course of the month of April, 

1784, after having been instructed in the practice of animal magnetism by M. 

Mesmer, and after having been admitted to the rooms for treatment and for 

crises where I carried out observations and experiments, I declare that I have 

not detected the existence of the agent called by M. Mesmer animal 

magnetism.  I have come to the opinion that the doctrine that we were taught 

in the course is disproved by the best established truths about the structure of 

the world and the economy of animals, and that I have seen nothing in the 

convulsions, spasms and indeed the crises - which are claimed to be produced 

by the magnetic procedures (when such occurrences have any reality) –

_______________________

1 Berthollet: Claude Louis Berthollet (1748-1822).  Physician to the Duc d’Orléans.  In 1784 

he was appointed inspector of dyeworks and director of the Gobelins tapestry factory.  A 

friend of, and collaborator with, Lavoisier and, with him, a founder of modern chemical 

nomenclature.

Duc d’Orléans: Louis Phillipe Duc d’Orléans (1725-1785). Father of Phillipe (Égalite), who

was revolutionary but was nevertheless executed in the Terror, and whose son, Louis-

Phillipe, became the last king (reigned 1830-1848)of France following the 1830 revolution.

La Fayette: Marie Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, Marquis de Lafayette (1757-

1834) was an important figure in both the French and the American revolutions.
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– imitate another and to put itself, even involuntarily, in the same position as

another animal that it observes – a rule on which convulsive disorders so

often depend. Finally, I declare that I regard the doctrine of animal magnetism

and the practice of which it serves as the foundation as entirely chimerical,

and I am willing that, from now on, any use that may be desired is made of my

declaration.

20 May, 1784.

¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬¬

_______________
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EXPLANATION OF THE DOCTRINE OF M. DESLON

There is a magnetic fluid which is distributed everywhere and which

penetrates all bodies : the earth, the planets and the celestial bodies are

nothing other than large magnets, and it is by an effect of their attractive and

repulsive forces that the movement of the celestial bodies and all the

phenomena of astronomy take place. This doctrine reconciles, according to

M. Deslon, Descartes and Newton, occupied space and the vacuum.

Each organised body is also a magnet which has poles; through it circulates a

magnetic fluid in such a way that, in presenting to each other the opposed

poles, a living being can operate upon another living being.

M. Deslon demonstrates this by the following effects : if one presents oneself

opposite an other person and approaches the right foot to his left foot, a

communication of magnetic fluid is established between the two individuals

and this transfer is made detectable by an impression of heat. If one opposes

one’s right foot to the right foot, or one’s left foot to the left foot [of the other

person] one does not produce the same effect except if the person doing the

approaching has a very large magnetic power, because [in that case] the fluid

is transmitted even when one presents to each other two poles that are not

opposite.

Magnetism acts over quite large distances Magnetism
acts over quite large distances
Magnetism acts over quite large distances and passes through solid bodies. 
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Thus one person can magnetise another without touching him, at least if that

person is very sensitive, even through a [closed] door but it is necessary that

communication has previously been established between the two beings by

touch or at least by the gaze.

To direct the magnetism, and to charge the diseased subject with it, one uses

the bars fitted to the baquet, a cord that forms a conductor and encircles either

the neck or the body or simply the arms or the thighs of the affected party, or

touching of the pit of the stomach, the hypochondria or the ovaries. One

reinforces the magnetism more by moving the finger along the midline of the

body from above downwards. Finally, one can charge a musical instrument

with magnetism and it then transmits the fluid along with its sound; in the same

way it transmits magnetism to anyone who touches the instrument.

The magnetic fluid is reflected in a mirror, making its angle of incidence equal

to the angle of reflection, in such a way that, by directing the finger or the hand

equipped with a little iron rod over the image of a person in a mirror, one

transmits animal magnetism to him. This fluid is also reflected by trees.

In order to apply these principles to medicine, M. Deslon argues thus : all

disease is caused by a morbid humour of which Nature tends to rid itself and

brings this about either by resolution or by crises. Thus the efforts of medicine

must be directed towards facilitating the progress of Nature and of resolution,

or to exciting crises, and it is this that magnetism brings about; all the crises

that the agent produces, like all real [i.e. natural] crises, end by an evacuation

of some kind, such as sweating, bowel movement or spitting.

__________



Remarks by Lavoisier

This simple exposé, concise as it is, shows how cleverly and with what

assurance animal magnetism is presented. It is a mixture of true facts and

observations with claimed results from a principle that is completely

hypothetical and from this one has succeeded in creating a body of doctrine

which is then imposed even on enlightened doctors of medicine.

The skill of the Commissioners consists in following the chain of reasoning

and recognising where it is interrupted; in posing facts before reasoning. A

good system of logic does not allow the admission of new principles in order to

explain facts if these can be explained by other principles that are already

known. We shall therefore not admit [the existence of] animal magnetism

except to the extent that it will present effects that cannot be assigned to any

other cause. We shall investigate whether imagination alone, without

magnetism, cannot produce similar [effects] and we shall undertake, therefore,

a series of experiments on animal magnetism separately from imagination and

on the imagination separately from magnetism. These reflections have

suggested the following plan to me.

The Commissioners chosen by the king to examine the method of M. Deslon

have already seen enough of it to be justified in suspecting that all the effects

that it produces can be explained without introducing into physics and

medicine an animal magnetic fluid of which no positive proof demonstrates the

existence, and which shares none of the properties of other known fluids, and

for which one supposes gratuitously some [properties] which are incompatible

with others and with everything that one knows.

The techniques that M. Deslon uses reduce essentially to two : ‘touching’ and

the claimed emission of a magnetic fluid that is conducted and condensed,

either with the finger or with a little iron rod. We have seen only one effect

produced by these two methods : it consists of making some people fall into

convulsive states, but without there being any alteration in the pulse nor

disturbance of the health.
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But one knows that the imagination alone, struck or primed to a certain

point, is sufficient to produce these effects, that there exists a host of

examples of imitative convulsions; more significantly, ‘touching’ might be

able to produce these results when its effects are added to those of the

imagination.

The art of drawing conclusions from experiments and observations consists

in evaluating the probabilities, and in judging whether they are large

enough, or numerous enough, to amount to proof. This type of calculation

is more complicated and more difficult than one thinks; it demands great

sagacity and is, in general, beyond the powers of most men. It is upon their

errors in this type of calculation that is founded the success of charlatans,

sorcerers and alchemists; and, in other times, of magicians, enchanters

and all those who deceive themselves and attempt to prey on public

credulity.

It is above all in medicine that the difficulty of evaluating the probabilities is

greater. As the principle of life is, in animals, a force that acts all the time

and continually tends to overcome obstacles, and Nature, left to its own

resources, cures a large number of maladies, when remedies are employed

it is difficult to determine what is due to Nature and what to the remedy.

Thus, for all that most people regard the cure of a disease as a proof of the

efficacy of the remedy, in the eyes of a wise man this result is only a

probability, more or less large, and this probability cannot be converted into

certainty except by a large number of results of the same kind.

These reflections have struck MM. the Commissioners on magnetism, and

they have recognised that, for a methodical proof of the existence of

magnetism by the cure of diseases, it would require, perhaps, the life-time

of several men. Therefore they have rejected a type of proof that might

lead them to admit [the existence of] an agent which has no reality at all;

they have thought that it would rather be necessary to get to the source and

to prove that magnetism did not exist in order to conclude that the cures

that are attributed to it are not due to that cause.



Once this type of experiment has been excluded, the path which the

Commissioners have to follow is simple and self-evident. The methods of

procedure of the partisans of magnetism consist in two things: 1st in

touchings; 2nd in various procedures for making the magnetic fluid in one

body pass into another [body] at some distance; and the result of these two

procedures is to make the patient on whom one operates fall into the state

called crise, that is to say, to give him convulsions; but to conclude that the

convulsions that very sensitive people exhibit are due to a particular agent,

to a magnetic fluid, it would be necessary that one could attribute the

convulsions to that single cause alone. For, logically, when an effect can

depend on several causes, one cannot conclude that it is due to one rather

than to another. Indeed, one knows that the least contradiction, the

smallest constraint, an excited imagination, suffice to give convulsions to

very sensitive people; in addition, there exist imitative convulsions such as

yawning that communicate themselves from one person to another. Thus, if

the effects of magnetism, and the convulsions that are sometimes the

consequence, can as well be explained by the effects of an excited or

exalted imagination, all the efforts of the Commissioners must be directed to

distinguishing in ‘magnetism’ those things that are related to physical

causes from those that are related to moral causes, the effects of a real

agent from those due to the imagination. There is but one method of

arriving at this end, that is by magnetising people without their knowledge

and by persuading them that they are being magnetised when they are not.

By combining these two types of experiment one will obtain separately the

effects of magnetism and those of the imagination, and, from this, one will

be able to conclude what should be attributed to the one and what to the

other.

Any experiment that deviates from this plan will obscure the matter instead

of illuminating it; for, both in the science and in the arts, a single conclusive

experiment is more exact than a large number of others which do not go

directly to the purpose.
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PLAN OF EXPERIMENTS

We shall go to Passy, to M. Franklin’s house, at exactly midday.

All the Commissioners will meet M. Deslon and the subjects who are to be

magnetized in M. Franklin’s bedroom ; there we shall explain in a definite

manner that neither M. Deslon nor the other Commissioners shall say a

word, except only for a single Commissioner who will question the patient.

Arrange for M. Deslon to magnetize Mme de Roumagné ; M. Franklin with

M. Majaud, M. Darat, Mme Moré in the salon ; the Commissioners, M.

Guillotin, M. Le Roy, M. de Bory, directly in the other room ; M. Bailly, M.

Lavoisier, M. Sallin, through the door.

Then, on the pretext of having experiments to arrange, we shall take the

patients to a place in the house where they will be kept under surveillance,

each in a separate room; one of them can be put in the salon.

Since the object of the first two experiments is to test the effect of the

imagination on people who are not magnetized, but who believe

themselves to be, one can do several at once. Thus one will be able to

carry out the experiment with the bowl and the one with direct

magnetization.

For this purpose, two Commissioners, MM …. will take one of the patients,

blindfold him and take him to the bowl, where the required number of chairs

will have been set out. A third Commissioner will come in a few moments

later, making a little noise, in such a way that the patient will be persuaded

that it is M. Deslon. One of the Commissioners, M … will be charged with

feeling the patient’s pulse from time to time, and asking him about what he

feels, remembering that the object is to make the patient believe he has

been magnetized and that he ought to be feeling effects, and slanting his

questions in such a way as to confirm him in this idea. Another

Commissioner, M …. will carefully record in writing the questions, the

replies and all the circumstances. It is important that there is only a single

Commissioner who speaks.



If the patient falls into a crise the Commissioners will have nothing to do other

than to give him aid, to observe and to record.

However, one of them can absent himself to go and fetch M. Deslon if it is

thought to be necessary. But M. Deslon will be required to observe the rule

of silence even faced with a patient in crise and even if he should appear to

be unconscious. On the other hand, if, after thirty minutes, there has been

no effect, one of the two will go and find M. Deslon and get him to approach

quietly, while the interrogating Commissioner distracts the patient’s attention

by his questions. In addition, since it is not the patient himself whom M.

Deslon will magnetize, but the water in the basin, the distance can be great

enough that the patient does not notice his presence.

During the same period three other Commissioners will be responsible for the

experiment on direct magnetisation of another patient in the salon. M … will

be the interrogator, M. …. will keep the records and M. …. will be charged

with unaffectedly imitating M. Deslon magnetizing. In this experiment all will

be done that one believes most appropriate for deceiving the imagination of

the patient so that he cannot doubt that M. Deslon is present. The one

whose responsibility is to interrogate will use all convenient methods in his

questions; he will even appear on occasions to address remarks in a low

voice to M. Deslon who is magnetising, but who is required to work without

replying in accordance with our rules.

A few minutes before the end of the time that has been allotted, one will say

to the patient : “Look, the experiment is about to finish and we will take you

back to the place where you were blindfolded, but there is one other thing to

which we would like you to agree; that is, to remain for another quarter of an

hour with your blindfold on so that you can examine your sensations when

you are not magnetized and compare them to those that you have just

experienced.”

Then one will lead the patient to a room where M. Deslon will have been

taken and signal to him to magnetize the patient;
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but it is likely that we will not have to get to that stage and that the patient

will have fallen into crise before the end of the thirty minutes when M.

Deslon was absent.

So that the procedures are carried out precisely, each Commissioner will

take a summary of what he has to do.

__________________
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SUMMARY OF THE REPORT 1

The animal magnetic fluid that M. Mesmer claims to have discovered is, as he

describes it and in his own words:

“an agent universally distributed throughout the whole of Nature; it is the

mechanism of a mutual influence between the celestial bodies, between the

earth and animate bodies; it is combined in such a way as not to allow any

vacuum; its subtlety is beyond comparison; it is capable of receiving and

propagating all the impressions of movement; it is susceptible to flux and

reflux. The animal body demonstrates the effects of this agent and it is by

insinuating itself into the nerves that it affects them immediately. One

recognises, in the human body in particular, properties similar to those of the

magnet; in it diverse and opposite poles can be distinguished. The action and

the power of animal magnetism can be communicated from one body to other

bodies, animate and inanimate. This action takes place at a considerable

distance without the intervention of any intermediate body; it is augmented,

[when] reflected by mirrors, and communicated, propagated and increased by

sound; this power can be accumulated, concentrated and transported.

Although this fluid is universal, all bodies are not equally susceptible to

receiving and transmitting it; there are even some, though a small number,

which have a property so opposed [to it] that their mere presence destroys all

the effects of the fluid in other bodies.

Magnetism can, according to MM. Mesmer and Deslon, immediately cure

diseases of the nerves and, through them, other diseases; it perfects the

action of medicaments; it provokes and controls salutary crises in a way of

which one can make oneself master. By its means the doctor is able to know

the state of health of any individual, and to judge with certainty the origin,

nature and progress of the most complicated maladies; it prevents the

worsening of these and leads to their cure without ever exposing the patients

to dangerous effects or to annoying consequences, whatever their age,

temperament and sex. Nature offers in magnetism a universal means of

curing and of preserving Men.”

___________________________

1 In Lavoisier’s hand (Note by editor.)
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Magnetism can, according to MM. Mesmer and Deslon, immediately

cure diseases of the nerves and, through them, other diseases; it

perfects the action of medicaments; it provokes and controls salutary

crises in a way of which one can make oneself master. By its means

the doctor is able to know the state of health of any individual, and to

judge with certainty the origin, nature and progress of the most

complicated maladies; it prevents the worsening of these and leads to

their cure without ever exposing the patients to dangerous effects or to

annoying consequences, whatever their age, temperament and sex3.

Nature offers in magnetism a universal means of curing and of

preserving Men.” 2

Such is the agent of which MM. Mesmer and Deslon teach publicly the

existence and effects; there is, according to them, only a single disease

and only a single remedy and this remedy is animal magnetism. Such

a singular and novel doctrine should, according to the custom of all

ages, lend itself at once to ridicule and infatuation. The capital1 , when

it was exposed to all this singular novelties, divided into factions and

animal magnetism found strong champions in the city, at the court and

among doctors themselves. Astonishing cures were reported, the

miracles multiplied and the most incredulous were taken aback.

The government could not remain indifferent to a question of this kind

that affected the health and the life of its citizens, and, because

according to the system of M. Mesmer and his disciples any individual

could, simply by practising magnetism, cure anyone, the whole science

of medicine would become useless; it would be necessary to close the

medical schools, to change the system of instruction, to destroy the

corpus of works believed until the present to be the depositaries of

medical knowledge and to change everything to the study of

magnetism. In an affair of this importance the government had to be

on its guard against both too facile belief and too unbridled incredulity.

It was necessary to acquire information before coming to an opinion; it

was essential at least to avoid the reproach of precipitate

________________

1 Paris (IMLD).

3 Memoir by M. Mesmer on the discovery of animal magnetism, 1779, p.74 et seq. 

(Lavoisier).

2 The sections within double quotation marks are marked thus in Lavoisier’s text. The

French text of these passages is the same as (though not always exactly to the word) as

portions of the text of the published Rapport. It seems highly probable that they are

quotations from the published Rapport or a late draft of it. However, because Lavoisier’s

text is undated another possibility is that Lavoisier marked these passages with quotation

marks because they were portions of a draft by him which were incorporated in the final

report of the Commissioners. (IMLD.)
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prejudice. Such are the motives that have given rise to the setting up

of the Commission whose report we present. The Commissioners

were chosen from the Faculté de Médecine of Paris and from the

Académie des Sciences 1 . Their wisdom, their moral qualities, the

name of the celebrated Franklin placed at the front, everything about

the Commission seemed appropriate to command respect and to

inspire confidence.

It was about the middle of the month of April that the Commissioners

began their discussions and meetings, and, although they have been

criticised by the public for their slow progress, one cannot but be

surprised, after reading their report, that people with other business

also to attend to, were able to complete such a large number of

experiments, to draw up a complete description of them and to

present it to the public in about four months.

The Commissioners were first careful to follow the treatment given by

M. Deslon and to witness the effects produced there by the practice of

magnetism;

“they saw, in the centre of a large room, a circular box made of oak

and raised about a foot or a foot and a half, called the baquet ; the lid,

also of oak is pierced by a number of holes from which issue iron rods,

cranked and moveable. The patients are arranged in several rows

around the baquet and each has his iron rod, which, because of its

crank, can be placed directly on the affected part. A cord passed

around their bodies joins them together; sometimes a second chain is

created through the hands, that is to say, by placing the thumb

between the thumb and index of one’s neighbour : one also presses

the thumb that one holds. The impression received through the left

hand leaves through the right and circulates round.

A pianoforte is placed in a corner of the room and there various airs

and movements are played; sometimes the voice and singing are

added.”

M. Deslon and all those who magnetise have in their hand a

____________________

1  MM. Franklin, Majault, Le Roy, Sallin, Darat, Bory, Guillotin, Lavoisier. (Lavoisier)
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small iron rod ten or twelve inches long which they regard as suitable to

act as a conductor of magnetism.

“They move it in front of the face and over the whole body from above

downwards, above or behind the head and on the affected parts,

observing the distinction of poles which forms part of the science of

magnetism. One also acts on the patients by fixing them with the gaze.”

In addition to these general techniques common to all, each patient is

magnetised individually by touching them, that is to say, by applying the

hands to the hypochondria and to the area of the lower belly.

“Some of the patients are calm and tranquil and show absolutely nothing;

others cough and spit and feel some slight discomforts, local heat or a

general warmth, and have sweating. Others are agitated and tormented

by convulsions; these are characterised by sudden involuntary

movements of all the limbs; by tightening of the throat, by convulsive

movements of the hypochondria and epigastrium, by difficulties with their

eyes, by piercing cries, tears, hiccoughs, exaggerated smiles; these are

commonly followed by expectoration of a cloudy, viscous liquid. Nothing

is more striking than the spectacle of these convulsions. One sees

looking for each other and throwing themselves on one another, smiling at

each other , speaking to each other affectionately and soothing each

others’ crises.”

It is mainly the women who are subject to these crises.

After this spectacle of what happens at the public treatment the

Commissioners describe the experiments that they have carried out to

uncover the causes which produce such singular effects. They first took

careful account of that which MM. Mesmer and Deslon call the magnetic

fluid escapes all the senses and that its presence cannot be shown by any

physical experiment; that all the means by which it has been thought to

make them detectable by the senses were illusory; that it has no relation

to either the electric fluid or to that of the magnet. The Commissioners

therefore found themselves reduced
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to demonstrating its existence by its action on animate bodies. M.

Deslon insisted that one should rely exclusively on experiments of

this kind. The Commissioners thought differently and, on the

contrary, they excluded all evidence from the cure of diseases.

Here are the reasons that they advance for the route that they

have followed.

They say, as did Hippocrates, that it is Nature which cures

diseases; the art of medicine cooperates with her; but what is

there which could distinguish in a cure what is due to Art and what

to Nature? Everyday one sees grave illnesses cured by mutually

opposing remedies; among a large number of patients there are

almost as many [cured] among those abandoned to Nature as

among those treated according to the rules of Art. If, then,

diseases are treated by magnetism how could one know if the

cure was brought about by the magnetism or by Nature without

magnetism? Suppose, the Commissioners said to themselves,

that magnetism does not exist would we not expose ourselves to

the risk, by treating patients by the practice of magnetism, of

giving the credit for Nature’s cures to an imaginary agent? And

thus a method that can lead us to admit the existence of a non-

existent agent is defective and dangerous.

The treatment of disease thus appeared to the Commissioners to

be able to supply only results that are always uncertain and often

erroneous. They thought that the uncertainty of this method, and

all the causes of illusion that are inseparable from it, could be

compensated only by an infinity of cures and by the experience of

several centuries, and they rejected a plan which could not

conform either to the object of their commission or with the

impatience of the government and the public.

These reflections directed their procedures; they began by

carrying out experiments on themselves; not at the ‘public

treatment’ where
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the course of their observations would have been disturbed continually,

where their doings would have been observed, where each word they

spoke would have been commented upon, but at the private baquet

installed at M. Deslon’s house, in a room set apart, which he had put at

their disposal. They continued for more than three months to attend at

the baquet at least once per week, and often to remain there for two

hours, to be magnetised regularly there by touching by M. Deslon or by

one of his pupils. Sometimes they were there alone, sometimes they

took with them patients of their acquaintance and people sufficiently

knowledgeable to appreciate their sensations. Neither the

Commissioners nor any of those who attended the baquet with them had

a crise or anything that approached it.

An unvarying and real cause must produce uniform effects on each

occasion when the circumstances are absolutely the same. How then is

one to explain the striking difference found between the effects observed

at the public treatment and those at the private sessions? In the one

case calm and silence, in the other turbulence and agitation; there violent

crises, the constant state of an agitated body and spirit, Nature

exaggerated; here the body free of pain, the spirit untroubled, Nature

following its ordinary equilibrium and course, in a word, an absence of all

effects. One had to conclude either that magnetism is not a consistent

and real agent or that the circumstances found at the public baquet were

not the same as those to be found at the individual treatment.

This comparison began to make the Commissioners suspect that an

excited imagination could well count for something in the effects

attributed to magnetism and that the crises were reinforced by the

presence of a large number of people in crisis. The experiments that

they had carried out at Passy, at M. Franklin’s house, did nothing to

contradict this opinion. Of seven patients who were magnetised by M.

Deslon there were only three who had shown some slight effects and

also he commonest of these effects was a visible consequence of

‘touchings’ continued for a long time. A very young child,
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scrofulous and almost emaciated, a young girl subject to

convulsions, but who was in a state of imbecility, felt absolutely

nothing. However, the absence of reason does not remove anything

from sensibility, it damps down the power of the imagination : thus

the action of the imagination is a necessary condition for the effects

of magnetism.

This was just an initial opinion that it was necessary to verify by

experiments; the Commissioners felt that, when a phenomenon is

the result of a number of causes, one must try to analyse them, to

separate them, to find out the influence of each in particular and

thus, through all the experiments in which we are going to follow

their progress, they have tried to separate the effects of the

imagination from those attributed to magnetism, to magnetise

without the involvement of the imagination and to bring the

imagination into play without its being accompanied by magnetism.

This way of proceeding showed them that it was not necessary to

use any of the techniques prescribed for the practice of magnetism

in order to produce its effects, that it was sufficient to heighten the

imagination of the patients progressively and when one had arrived

at the necessary degree of exaltation on could, without magnetism,

provoke crises and assuage them and provided that one could make

oneself master of the imagination one became at the same time

master of all the effects that depend upon it. It was at the house of

M. Jumelin, doctor of medicine in the Faculté de Paris, who is at

present in Constantinople in the entourage of M. de Choiseul-

Gouffier ambassador to the Porte, that the Commissioners carried

out the first experiments of this kind. A sufficient number of patients

having been assembled there we got them in one after the other,

blindfolded them, sat them done and persuaded them that we were

magnetising them; then, by carefully managed questions, we

caused them to experience impressions of heat and cold, made

them perspire and sweat, all the effects attributed to magnetism,

although we had not magnetised them in any way at all.

When the type of crise that they had demonstrated had completely
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passed, we magnetised them without their knowledge, still blindfolded, and

the magnetism was then without effect.

This singular fact of the ineffectiveness of magnetism without imagination

and the effectiveness of imagination without magnetism was never shown

in a more striking fashion that in the experiments carried out at Passy at M.

Franklin’s. M. Deslon had sent there two of the most susceptible of his

patients to magnetism. We took one of them into the salon, blindfolded,

made her sit down and persuaded her that we were going to fetch M.

Deslon to magnetise her. In fact, after a few moments, one of the

Commissioners entered copying the gait of M. Deslon; we appeared to

speak to him and ask him to begin the magnetisation : at the end of three

minutes the patients showed a nervous shudder, she had pains in her head

and her arm and a tingling in her hands and made involuntary movements

of her feet and hands. In a word, the Commissioners saw one of the most

characteristic crises even although for the whole duration of the experiment

the patient had not been magnetised in any way and we had even avoided

feeling her pulse for fear that it could be claimed that we had communicated

magnetism to her. On the same day we put another patient in front of and

near a closed door; we persuaded her that M. Deslon was on the other side

of the door and was magnetising her. It was hardly one minute after she

was seated that she began to have shivering, that she was take with

convulsions, with chattering of her teeth, twisting of her arms and trembling

of the whole body, etc.

A few days previously we had tried out at M. Franklin’s at Passy the effects

of a magnetised tree. We chose for the experiment an orchard in which

fruit trees with long trunks were planted equally spaced in a line. We asked

M. Deslon to magnetise one of them. M. Deslon had brought with him a

young man about twelve years old who was very sensitive to magnetism.;

he was kept under watch while he experiment was prepared so that there

could be no suspicion that he knew what was happening. We took him,

blindfolded, and presented him successively to different trees far away from

the one



that had been magnetised. From the first tree the youth began to have some

impressions; these increased gradually at each tree and, at the fourth,

although it was not magnetised and was very far from the tree that had been

magnetised, the young man fell into a crise, his limbs became rigid and he

lost consciousness.

In another experiment twelve porcelain cups were prepared; M. Deslon was

asked to magnetise one of them which had been carefully marked with a sign

known to the Commissioners. The cups were presented in succession to a

person who had already been tested and was known to be very sensitive to

magnetism. At the fourth cup the patient fell into a crise and, what is more

remarkable, when she asked for a drink the magnetised cup was then

presented to her and she drank from it quietly and said she was much

relieved. The cup and magnetism thus had completely failed in their effect

because the crise took place without magnetism and it was calmed rather

than increased at the approach of the magnetised cup.

A few moments later, once the patient was completely recovered, she was

taken to a room where she remained alone for almost two hours, the

Commissioners being occupied with other experiments during this time. The

noise that she was making having attracted some people entirely without

knowledge of magnetism, she was found to have fallen again into a crise

only by the belief that she was where she had been magnetised. She knew

that she had come in order to take part in some experiments; the approach of

anyone, the least noise, attracted her attention, revived the idea of

magnetism, and renewed the convulsions.

These experiments proved in a convincing way that the imagination without

magnetism produces all the effects attributed to magnetism. It remained to

prove in an equally formal manner that magnetism produces nothing without

the imagination, and this was the result that the Commissioners approached

in the next experiment.

In an apartment we arranged two contiguous rooms joined

521
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by a communicating door. The door was taken off and a frame covered

with double paper was substituted for it. In one of the rooms was one of

the Commissioners, unknown to the person who was to be magnetised;

he was seated next to a table and, on the pretext of being busy making

a book catalogue, he was on a position to write down everything that

happened. In the same room was a woman who was said to be from

the provinces and to have some linen to work on. We had chosen a

linen worker who had already been used in the experiments at Passy

and whose sensitivity to magnetism was known. When she arrived

things were arranged in the room so that there was only a single chair

on which she could sit, and this chair was placed in the embrasure of

the communicating door where she found herself as it were in a niche.

The Commissioners were in the other room and one of the, a doctor,

experienced in the art of magnetising and having already produced

effects was charged with magnetising the worker through the paper

frame and without her knowledge. It is a principle in the theory of

magnetism that this agent passes through wooden doors, walls, paper

etc. The female worker was thus magnetised in the same way as if it

had been in the open and in her presence. In fact she was so

magnetised for half an hour at a very short distance, following all the

rules of magnetism. During all this time she had made cheerful

conversation; asked about her health she replied freely that she was

well. At Passy, where, without her being magnetised she believed that

she had been, she fell into a crise at the end of three minutes; thus the

imagination alone produced all the effects attributed to magnetism, and

magnetism without the imagination did not produce any effect.

Such are the principal and most striking experiments that the

Commissioners’ report presents; we shall not follow them in all their

details. They might have ended their research and contented

themselves with having proved that the animal magnetic fluid did not

exist, but it was important that they should follow with care the effects of

the exalted
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imagination in the practice of magnetism, and this is not the least

interesting part of their report.

It is usually with the gaze that the person who magnetises seizes (to use

the received expression) the subject to be magnetised. It is this gaze that

produces the first disturbance of the imagination, which begins the work of

magnetisation. Touching, the application of the hands, follows quickly :

they are usually carried to the hypochondria, to the epigastric regions and,

sometimes, to the ovaries. The hands – the fingers – press on and

compress these various regions more or less. The Commissioners

examined the physiological effects that must result from this on the colon

and on the stomach; they emphasize the close rapport that exists between

these two viscera and the uterus. The various responsive plexuses in this

region constitute a veritable nervous centre connected to all the other

parts of the body. It is on this nervous centre that the affections of the

mind generally make their first impressions, and it is thus that, during large

fits of emotion one feels a pressure, a contraction of the stomach. The

imagination, excited, first brings the diaphragm into play; during sighs,

tears and laughter the diaphragm reacts on the viscera of the lower belly;

hence arises the colic which is quite common following agitation; the

diarrhoea caused by terror; the jaundice by chagrin.

The tears, the laughter, the coughing, the hiccoughs and in general all the

effects seen in what are called the crises of the public treatment, arise

therefore from the disturbance of the functions of the diaphragm by

physical causes such as touching and pressure; or from the power with

which the imagination is endowed to act on this organ, or even more from

the combination of these two causes. The circumstances that are

combined at the public treatment contribute even more to increase these

effects; imposing equipment, harmonious instruments, agreeable singing,

a heated atmosphere made noxious by the number of people there, all

combine to disturb and to excite the nervous types. A mechanical

imitation, which Nature seems to have made a rule for sensitive and

organised creatures, determines the rest. In the first hour of treatment,

______________

1 Grands mouvements It seems most likely that this is to be taken figuratively rather 

than literally. (IMLD)
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the patients in general show only slight effects; little by little the impressions

are spread and reinforced

“as one sees at theatrical presentations where the effect is stronger when

there are more spectators and above all in large venues where one is at

liberty to applaud. This sign of individual emotion creates a general feeling

because everyone participates in it to the degree that he is susceptible. It

is, moreover, what one sees in armies on a day of battle when the

enthusiasm of courage, just as do terrors and panics, spreads so rapidly;

the sound of the drum and military music, the noise of the cannonades and

musketry, the cries, the disorder, disturb the organs and move the spirits in

the same way and elevate the imagination to the same extent. In this

drunken unity, one emotion that is demonstrated becomes universal, it

encourages the charge or it causes flight. The same cause gives rise to

revolts; the imagination governs the multitude; men gathered in numbers

are more susceptible to their feelings, reason has less empire over them,

and when fanaticism seizes these gatherings it produces the shakers of the

Cevennes, the convulsions of Saint-Médard etc.”

It is in order to arrest this movement, so easily communicated to the

emotions, that, during seditions and revolts assemblies are forbidden. It

has been realised that, in isolating individuals spirits are calmed, and there

is a recent example of this in the young girls of Saint-Roch, in whom

separation cured the convulsions that they had when together.

Thus we find with magnetism, or, rather, the imagination such as acts in

theatrical performances, in armies, during revolts, [is active] in the crowded

assemblies around the baquet; in all of them there is an active and terrible

power whose effects one sees with astonishment, while at the same time

its cause is obscure and hidden.

Touchings, imagination, imitation, these are the real causes of the effects

attributed to this new agent advertised under the name of animal

magnetism. The practice of magnetism consists of the art of increasing the

imagination by degrees; gaze, pressure, touching
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seem to act as a preparation, the nerves begin to be agitated, imitation

communicates and expands the impressions. But this claimed

magnetism, this imaginary agent, the imagination exalted by the practice

of magnetism gives rise to crises; and it remained to discover whether

these might be useful, if they could cure or relieve patients.

“ Undoubtedly, the Commissioners say, the imagination of patients often

has a large influence on the cure of their diseases. This effect is known

only by general experience and has not at all been demonstrated by

positive experiments, but it seems that one cannot doubt it. It is a

common saying that faith is a saviour in medicine; this faith is the product

of the imagination : thus imagination acts only by gentle means; this it

does by spreading calm to all the senses, and re-establishing order in the

functions, in revitalising everything through hope. Hope is Man’s life;

anything that offers him the one contributes to giving him the other. But,

when the imagination produces convulsions it acts by violent means; this

means are almost always destructive. It is only in very rare cases that

they can be useful; it is in desperate cases that it is necessary to

dislocate in order to regulate anew. Methods of this kind can be useful in

medicine only in the way that poisons are. It must be necessity that

demands them and good order that employs them. This requirement is

brief, the shock must be a single one. Far from repeating it , the wise

doctor concerns himself with the appropriate means to repair the

necessary damage that it has caused. But, at the public treatment with

magnetism, the injury is repeated every day; the crises are long-lasting

and violent. The state of such crises being damaging, habituation to them

cannot but be deleterious. How can it be supposed that a woman with an

affliction of the chest, could, without danger, have crises of convulsive

coughing, and forceful expectorations, and, by such violent and repeated

efforts weaken and perhaps tear the lungs, organs to which it is so difficult

to bring soothing balms? How can one suppose that a man, whatever his

malady, requires, to cure him, to fall into crises where his life seems to be

lost, where the limbs become rigid,



where, during precipitate involuntary movements he strikes his chest

forcibly, crises that end with abundant spitting up of mucus and blood? This

blood is neither vitiated nor corrupt; this blood comes from vessels from

which it has been torn by [the patient’s] efforts, and which it leaves contrary

to the will of Nature. These actions [of animal magnetism] are therefore a

real injury and not a curative hurt; it is injury added to disease, whatever the

latter may be.

The crises present yet another danger. Man is continually ordered by habit;

habit modifies Nature by successive degrees, but she uses it with such

power that often she changes it entirely and makes it unrecognisable. Who

can assure us that this state of crisis, at first entered into voluntarily, will not

become habitual? And if this habit, contracted in this way, were often to

reproduce the same accidents, without these being desired, and almost

without the aid of the imagination what would be the condition of an

individual subjected to these violent crises, tormented in mind and body by

their miserable impression, whose days would be divided between

apprehension of pain and whose life would be nothing but enduring torture?

Diseases of the nerves, for all that they occur naturally, are the despair of

doctors; it is no part of medical art to induce them. An art is damaging if it

disturbs the functions of the animal economy, pushes Nature to extremes

and multiplies the victims of its derangements. An art is the more

dangerous if it not only aggravates maladies by causing repeated accidents

by making them degenerate into habits, but also if this state is contagious,

as one might suspect, the procedure of provoking nervous convulsions and

exciting them in public during the treatments, is a way of spreading them in

the large towns, and even of inflicting them on generations to come

because the ills and the habits of parents are transmitted to their offspring.

The Commissioners, having seen that this animal magnetic fluid can not be

perceived by any of our senses, that it has no action on them, nor on the

patients that they have submitted to it, and being certain
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that the pressures and touchings bring about changes rarely favourable

to the animal economy and disturbances in the imagination that are

always irritating; finally, having demonstrated by decisive experiments

that the imagination, without magnetism, produces convulsions and that

magnetism without the imagination produces nothing at all, have

concluded unanimously that, on the question of the existence and the

usefulness of magnetism there is nothing to prove the existence of an

animal magnetic fluid ; that this non-existent fluid is consequently

useless; that the violent effects that are seen at the public treatment

are due to touching and to the imagination set in action and to that

mechanical imitation that makes us repeat whatever strikes our senses

in spite of ourselves. At the same time they find themselves obliged to

add, as an important observation, that these touchings, these repeated

actions of the imagination in order to produce crises can be damaging;

that the spectacle of the crises is also dangerous because of that

imitation that Nature seems to have set as a law for us, and that, in

consequence, all public treatment at which the practice of magnetism is

employed, can only have, in the long run, sinister effects.”




