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concludes: “Call this thing animal magnetism, animalized electricity [...], or 

whatever you like.”
69

 

 

Figure 10. – Le Mesmerisme confondu (round 1800). 

Mesmer’s universal fluid can be considered as a medium, insofar as it 

constitutes the general condition for everything being connected with everything. 

A second, more instrumental view of mediation comes into play with the 

procedures of the Mesmerian treatment. Departing from the assumption that “Man 

constantly finds himself embedded in general and special streams, and is 

penetrated by them,”
70

 malady can be understood as a local aberration from the 

cosmic balance of flows. Correspondingly “the treatment consists in 

reestablishing the troubled harmony.”
71

 As Mesmer tells his disciples, “there are 

several means [“plusieurs moyens”] to increase the number and activity of the 

currents.”
72

 The first and simplest means is corporeal touch, the physical 

connection between the patient and the magnetizer. But the transmission of the 

magnetic flow does not only work by “immediate” contact. It even may “produce 

                                                 
69

  Ibid, 357. 
70

  Mesmer, Aphorismes, 27. 
71

  Ibid, 76. 
72

  Ibid, 71. 
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more effect” when applied “at a certain distance.”
73

 In any case there has to be a 

physical support, something which establishes the connection. The magnetic 

transmission is conceived as a “wirkliche Mittheilung,”
74

 a “real imparting” 

which will not work without “conductors and mediating bodies [“Mittelkörper”] 

of any kind.”
75

 Here one can find the reason for the miraculous proliferation of 

media and media dispositives so characteristic of the Mesmerian treatment. As the 

magnetic “currents can be communicated and propagated by any means where 

there exists continuity either solid or fluid,”
76

 there is literally no limit to the 

media arsenal of a Mesmerian doctor. Anything which conforms to the idea of 

continuity and contiguity can be considered and used as an agent of transmission, 

even “the rays of light, or the oscillations of sound.”
77

  

If everything is about establishing contact, it may not be so important by 

which means this contact is accomplished. What does not work with one medium, 

will perhaps do with another. So the development of the Mesmerian system is 

characterized by the fast and easy replacement of the media of transmission, a 

practice of testing and dismissing the various channels of communication. The 

metallic magnets initially used by Mesmer are soon abandoned. In his Munich 

demonstrations, Mesmer performs “most of his cures without any artificial 

magnets by merely touching the suffering parts, either directly or indirectly.”
78

 

1785, in Paris, Mesmer proposes to “touch mediately” [“mediatement”] using an 

“external conductor,” “a small stick” which preferably should be made of glass 

but can also be made of “iron, steel, gold, or silver etc.”
79

  

The experimental trait of Mesmerism, its tendency to try out all kinds of 

mediating bodies is especially apparent in the famous baquet which tries to 

maximize the effects of animal magnetism by combining all media of contact one 

can think of. The dispositive is described by the members of the royal board of 

inquiry in 1784:  

They saw in the middle of a large room, a circular chest made of oak wood 

with an elevation of one foot or one foot and a half, called the baquet; which 

makes that the top of this tub is pierced with a number of holes, whence 

come out bent and moveable iron branches. The patients are placed in 

                                                 
73

  Ibid. 
74

  Mesmer and Wolfart, Mesmerismus, 112. 
75

  Ibid. 
76

  Mesmer, Aphorismes, 29. 
77

  Ibid. 
78

  Peter v. Osterwald, Schreiben des Churbayrischen geheimen Raths Herrn Peter von Osterwald 

an Herrn G. F. Brander, Mechanicus in Augsburg, einige Mesmerische sogenannte 

Magnetkuren betreffend (Augsburg: s.n., 1776), 13. 
79
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several rows around the baquet, and each of them has her iron branch, 

which, by means of a hinge, can be applied directly to the diseased part. A 

rope wound around their bodies unites them with each other; sometimes 

they form a second chain by linking their hands [“en se communiquant par 

les mains”]
80

.  

Additionally one can find a “piano forte placed in a corner of the room” that has 

been magnetized “according to the principles of Mr. Mesmer:” “Via the sounds of 

the instrument the magnetism will be transferred to the surrounding sick.”
81

 So, as 

the report of commission documents, there is a variety of means which are all 

meant to do the same thing. The flows of animal magnetism will be propagated by 

the iron branches, by the ropes, by the chain of hands, and by “the sound of the 

piano or of a pleasant voice.”
82

 And last but not least there is the Mesmerian 

doctor who will directly magnetize his patients “by means of the finger or the iron 

stick.”
83

  

Depending on the kind of disease and on the stage of the treatment the 

communication of the magnetic fluid may happen in very different ways. As the 

report from 1784 notes, some of the patients “are calm, quiet, and do not feel 

anything; others cough, spit, feel some mild pain, local or universal heat, and 

sweating; others are restless and tormented by convulsions.”
84

 It is this phase of 

convulsion, called crisis, which especially catches the attention of the 

commissioners: “Nothing is more astonishing than the spectacle of these 

convulsions; if you have not seen it, you cannot get any idea of it.”
85

 As the 

commissioners note, “these convulsions are characterized by precipitated and 

involuntary movements of all members and the entire body, by tightening the 

throat, by ups and downs of the hypochondrium and the epigastrium, by the 

derangement and the clouding of the eyes, by ear-piercing cries, weeping, 

hiccups, and immoderate laughter.”
86

 

Code and Contact 

There may be quite a lot of differences between the gross appearance of a 

Gassnerian exorcism in a German backwater town and the fancy atmosphere of a 

                                                 
80

  Bailly, Jean S., Benjamin Franklin, Joseph I. Guillotin, Antoine L. Lavoisier, and others, 

Rapport des commissaires, chargés par le Roi, de l’examen du magnétisme animal (Paris: 

Moutard, 1784), 4. 
81
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Mesmerian treatment in Paris. The magnetized piano and the “matressed” “salle 

des crises”
87

 do not only indicate the difference between a religious procedure and 

a medical treatment, they also mark a social distinction: While Gassner’s 

exorcism has the air of rural incivility and folk superstition, mesmerism goes very 

well with an attitude of enlightened skepticism and scientific curiosity. Despite all 

rhetoric of equality, borrowed from contemporary freemasonry, the Mesmerian 

circles of Paris remain restricted to the nobility and upcoming bourgeoisie.
88

  

Yet below the apparent differences, Gassner’s exorcism and Mesmer’s 

magnetic cure are linked by a fundamental identity which can be found on the 

level of their technical functioning. Mesmer could replace Gassner (and 

Mesmerism can be regarded as kind of secularized exorcism), insofar as both 

procedures rely on the same principle of operation. Both Gassnerism and 

Mesmerism revolve around the idea of communication, and in both cases this 

communication is not about conveying a message, a meaning, it is about 

mediating between two corporeal states which are marked by an imbalance of 

energy. In this operational system, the message is nothing, the transmission is 

everything; and so both Gassner’s and Mesmer’s deliberations concentrate on the 

technical means and media which can allow for such a transport of forces.  

To draw a more general conclusion I suppose that throughout the early 

modern period there can be found basically two ways of understanding 

supernatural communication (and, maybe, communication tout court): One might 

be called ‘contact paradigm’ and would among others include the practices of 

Gassner and Mesmer, the second one could be named ‘code paradigm’ and would 

unite all magical practices primarily based on the interpretation of signs. Practices 

which rely on the idea of a hidden, codified message (like alchemy, astrology, 

Paracelsian medicine, the Kabbalah and other hermeneutical systems), necessarily 

have a tendency towards erudition and over-complexity. In contrast, magical 

techniques relying on the idea of contact and contiguity, impress with the 

simplicity of their assumptions and proceedings. While the ‘analogical’ systems 

which emerged from Renaissance esotericism, necessarily imply a certain 

idealism (the conception of a non-corporeal accordance between separate 

ontological regions), the ‘contact paradigm’ implicitly tends towards a kind of 

materialism: the down-to-earth-assumption that there can’t be communication 

without connection, without an intermediate agency that cares for the 

                                                 
87

  Ibid, 8. 
88

  According to a contemporary pamphlet Mesmer’s “Society of Harmony” consisted of “48 

persons, among whom there are 18 gentlemen almost all of eminent birth; 2 knights of Malta; 

one lawyer of unusual merit; 4 doctors; 2 surgeons; 7 to 8 bankers or merchants, some retired; 2 

clergymen; 3 monks,” cited after Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and the end of the enlightenment 

in France (Cambridge, Mass, London: Harvard University Press, 1995), 73-74.  
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transmission. So even if the communication is conceived as ‘mental’ or 

‘spiritual’, there must be some kind of support, some medium of transport to put it 

into effect. Paradigmatically this view is expressed by the 17th-century scientist 

and physician Jan Baptist van Helmont, deliberating upon the effectiveness of 

witchcraft: 

There is therefore a certain spiritual ray from the witch to the human, or the 

animal that she intends to kill according to the common rule that there is no 

action without some bringing-together [“Zusammen-Bringung”] of the 

acting and the suffering thing, and without their forces being linked, it may 

now happen such bringing-together in a physical or a spiritual way.
89

 

Of course the proposed opposition between code and contact suspiciously 

resembles the famous distinction made by James George Frazer in his Golden 

Bough, first published in 1890. According to Frazer the whole universe of 

bewitchment and sorcery can be reduced to two simple laws of magical 

efficiency: the “law of similarity” and the “law of contagion:”  

From the first of these principles, namely the Law of Similarity, the 

magician infers that he can produce any effect he desires merely by 

imitating it: from the second he infers that whatever he does to a material 

object will affect equally the person with whom the object was once in 

contact, whether it formed part of his body or not.
90

  

So one could argue that conceiving the spiritualist communications of the 

eighteenth century in terms of code and contact means applying an extraneous, 

anachronistic analytical scheme, analogous to the binarism of similarity and 

contagion which Frazer had imposed on the most divergent cases of magical 

dealing.  

But, as I would like to think, it is not me who makes the distinction, 

applying a binary opposition of today's media science to the innocent material of 

the past. Rather I suggest that this distinction was made by the historical actors 

themselves, that it was operative in the early modern debates on witchcraft and 

sorcery, and that it shaped and ordered both learned and popular discourses on the 

possibility of supernatural communication. Magical or religious practices were, of 

course, always ‘mixed’ and included elements of diverse semiological orders or 

systems of transmission.
91

 In the practices themselves, however, there can very 

                                                 
89

  Jan Baptista van Helmont, Aufgang der Artzney-Kunst (Sulzbach: Endter, 1683), 1032. 
90

  James George Frazer, The golden bough: A study in magic and religion: Vol. 1: The magic art 

and the evolution of kings (London: MacMillan and Co., 1920), 52.  
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well be found a tendency towards conceptual discrimination, a steady work of 

differentiation between ways of communication that ‘work’, and others that don't 

work. Attributing certain practices to the one or the other mode of operation, the 

practitioners themselves were establishing an implicit understanding of magical 

efficiency based on binary distinctions. This tendency towards bifurcation became 

explicit when the practical ad hoc distinctions where translated into ‘theory.’ 

Theologians and physicians succeeded in reducing the complexity of supernatural 

dealings to a neat binary scheme that allowed for discriminating various practices 

of supernatural communication and for drawing a demarcation line between 

different systems of belief. 

So, speaking of code and contact as paradigms of early modern 

communication, I do not intend to re-read the metaphysical past of human 

thinking in today’s media-materialistic terms.
92

 I rather want to make a historical 

argument on the origin of media and communication sciences. It seems as if they 

did not arise from scientific curiosity as such, but from a very special problem of 

early modern confessional culture: to make sense of supernatural communication. 

While people felt little need to explain ordinary, every-day communication, they 

were obsessed with the idea of discovering the truth of communications whose 

senders and paths of transmission were not so plain to see. So, it was not the 

normal course, it was the wonders of communication which first incited 

something like media theory. Taking into account this historical genealogy, it is 

not surprising that spiritualism and media theory share a common vocabulary. If 

magical practices can be so easily described in semiotic and media-theoretical 

terms, it is because these concepts and distinctions were originally created for the 

very purpose of understanding and controlling these practices.  

So, while media theory undoubtedly helps us to understand magical or 

spiritualist practices (it has long experience of doing so), the history of these 

practices can also help us to better understand media theory.
93

 Regarding media 

theory as a kind of secularized media theology, would at least explain one of its 

characteristic traits, namely the tendency towards clear-cut conceptual 

dichotomies: medium vs. message, channel vs. content, hardware vs. software, 

                                                 
92

  As an example for the anachronistic rewriting of the history of philosophy in terms of media 

and information science see Michael Wetzel: “Von der Einbildungskraft zur 

Nachrichtentechnik: Vorüberlegungen zu einer Archäologie der Medien,” in 

Mediendämmerung. Zur Archäologie der Medien. Edited by Peter Klier and Jean-Luc Evard, 

(Berlin: Tiamat, 1989) 11–39. In this text from the springtime of German media theory the 

philosopher Leibniz marks the “progress [...] from Read Only Memory to Rapid Access 

Memory” (28), and the poet Lessing is presented as an “IT specialist as hard as steel” / 

“stahlharter Informatiker.” (31)  
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presence culture vs. meaning culture, etc. Basically, it seems as if one still had to 

choose between two theoretical platforms: a system of ‘holy signs’ confronted to 

a network of ‘magical channels’. Showing a predilection for meaningful 

communication and a clear disinterest in the materiality of the transmission, the 

Luhmannian system theory seems to have entered into the inheritance of symbolic 

magic. Reciprocally media theory – at least in its ‘hard’, McLuhanian or 

Kittlerian variant – tends to show an ostentatious disdain for the ‘contents’. 

Keeping instead to the material preconditions, the channels and apparatuses of 

communication, it follows the tradition established by men like Gassner or 

Mesmer. So, may be this is why adhering to a certain communication theory still 

has something of a religious choice, a decision which is certainly more profound 

than the one between Apple and Microsoft.
94

 

 

 

 

                                                 
94
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Fig. 1 – Abbildung des Herrn Johann Joseph Gaßners (Augsburg 1775). 

Fig. 2 – Abbildung des Wohlehrwürdigen Herrn Johann Joseph Gassners 

(Augsburg 1775). 

Fig. 3 – Abbildung des wohlehrwürdigen Herrn Johann Joseph Gaßners (1775). 

Fig. 4 – Saint Antonius surrounded by Demons (late 17th or early 18th century). 

Fig. 5 – Frontispice from Gespräche im Reiche der Lebendigen [...] über die [...] 

Beschwörungen und Wunderkuren Herrn Gaßners (1775).  

Fig. 6 – Aechte Abbildung des hochwürd. Herrn Johann Joseph Gaßner 

(Regensburg, ca. 1775). 

Fig. 7 – Weise wider die Anfechtungen der Hölle zu streiten (Augsburg, ca. 1775). 

Fig. 8 – Durch Ausspruch des allerheiligsten Nahmen Jesu (leaflet, ca. 1775). 

Fig. 9 – Le Baquet de Mr. Mesmer (after 1778).  

Fig. 10. – Le Mesmerisme confondu (round 1800). 
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