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M ODERN A NIMAL M AGNETISM :
T HE W ORK OF A LEXANDRE B ARÉTY ,
É MILE B OIRAC, AND J ULIAN O CHOROWICZ
Carlos S. Alvarado
University of Virginia
Historical discussions of animal magnetism as a concept of force generally emphasise
publications appearing before the mid-nineteenth century. This article focuses on selected
aspects of a later neo-magnetism that flourished between the late nineteenth and the
first two decades of the twentieth century, namely the work of Alexandre Baréty, Émile
Boirac, and Julian Ochorowicz. They used the concept of magnetism to explain the
induction of trance and anaesthesia, as well as mental suggestion. Outside of the neomagnetic movement, contemporary comments of the work of these men were generally
negative. Regardless of this, and of current scepticism on the subject, this work should be
recognised as part of the context in which the field of hypnosis developed.
General histories of the investigations and ideas of hypnotic phenomena always
mention the concept of animal magnetism as a factor in the development
of hypnosis (e.g., Gauld, 1992; Pintar & Lynn, 2008). Because the concept
was important, we need to be aware that certain aspects of its history are
sometimes neglected. In this article, I will focus on selected examples of late
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century magnetism.

ANIMAL MAGNETISM
Animal magnetism was considered by many to be a force that could be used
to induce trance, and other phenomena such as healing, clairvoyance, and
the transference of thoughts and sensations from one person to another (for
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overviews see Barrucand, 1967; Crabtree, 1993; Gauld, 1992; Méheust, 1999).
Writing in 1779, Franz Anton Mesmer (1734–1815) listed 27 propositions
concerning this force, which he defined as a universal fluid that emanated from
the heavenly bodies and that was present in nature (Mesmer, 1779/19801).
Mesmer related animal magnetism to physical and organic matter, the human
body being affected by it through the nerves. In an attempt to relate this force
to other principles, Mesmer compared it to magnetism, arguing that it was
polarised. He not only believed that this force could heal, but was convinced
that it could be reflected and intensified by mirrors, propagated by sound, and
stored in matter (Mesmer’s system is thoroughly discussed by Pattie, 1994).
This concept was elaborated by later mesmerists who published their
ideas and observations during the eighteenth (Tardy de Montravel, 1785),
nineteenth (Du Potet, 1868), and twentieth (Durville, 1920) centuries. In the
opinion of Baron Jean du Potet de Sennevoy (1796–1881), the phenomena of
magnetism could be explained as follows: “The nervous, active atmosphere of
the magnetiser, no doubt augmented by the impulse of his will … enters in
rapport with the passive nervous atmosphere of the magnetised person, and
augments the latter to the point that, in some cases, it seems that there is a
real saturation of the nervous system” (Du Potet, 1868, p. 316; this and other
translations are mine). By all accounts, the mesmeric literature was vast and
varied (Alvarado, 2008; Gauld, 1992, pp. 631–668).
The development of a variety of theoretical views about hypnosis (e.g.,
Braid, 1843; Charcot, 1882) contributed to the decline of magnetic theory. As
stated by a writer in the Revue Scientifique de la France et de la Étranger, hypnosis
was seen either as a “particular case of induced hysteria,” or as the absorption of
“animal magnetism into hypnotism according to Braid’s formula” (Héricourt,
1884, p. 813).
Scepticism about this hypothetical force was rampant. One author saw the
“hypothesis of magnetic fluid” as one unsupported by “any good experimental
demonstrations” (Richet, 1884a, p. 221). Hippolyte Bernheim (1840/1919),
the leader of the Nancy school of hypnosis, affirmed that the phenomena of
hypnosis “are not due to a magnetic fluid”; instead, he wrote “everything is
due to suggestion” (Bernheim, 1884, p. 73).
But this is far from saying that the mesmeric tradition was over. As stated
in a recent overview: “Hypnosis had not replaced mesmerism at the end of
the nineteenth century, but still existed alongside it” (Pintar & Lynn, 2008, p.
1
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91). In fact, magnetism, and its variants, continued to be defended by serious
students during the late nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries. While it
may be argued that ideas, similar to the concept of animal magnetism, are still
with us in many guises (e.g., Movaffaghi & Farsi, 2009; Nelson & Schwartz,
2005), my interest in this article is to discuss some partly forgotten figures who
were active at the end of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth
centuries. In a previous article, I discussed two such figures (Alvarado, 2009).
In this article, I will focus on the work of other overlooked theorists, namely
Alexandre Baréty, Émile Boirac, and Julian Ochorowicz. 2

SOME MODERN MAGNETIC IDEAS
Mesmer’s view (1779/1980), that the efficacy of the magnet to heal was due
to animal magnetism, was echoed by others who saw the magnet as one of the
means by which human magnetism could be transmitted (Durville, 1895). In
this context, it is of interest to mention that the influence of the magnet was
explored at the Salpêtrière by many physicians such as Alfred Binet (1857–
1911) and Charles Féré (1852–1907), who focused on transfer phenomena.
This was the belief that a magnet applied on a hypnotised subject could be
used to move a motor or a sensory phenomenon from one side of the body
to another (and later from one person to another). However, instead of animal
magnetism, these authors explained their successes with the idea that the
magnet “acts like a faint electric current on the nervous system, and produces
a continuous peripheral excitement” (Binet & Féré, 1887, p. 262). This, and
studies on the physiological effects of metals applied internally (in liquid form),
or externally on contact with the skin (Charcot, Luys, & Dumontpallier, 1877,
1878), while not using the concept of animal magnetism, had a conceptual
relationship to the old mesmeric claims of the efficacy of magnets as healing
agents (Harrington, 1988).
In England, Edmund Gurney (1847–1888) explored the possible effect of
a physical influence from the fingers of a person to induce anaesthesia and
other effects (e.g., Gurney, 1884). The French were particularly interested in
these ideas as seen in Ambroise-Auguste Liébeault’s (1823–1904) exploration
of the effects of “zoomagnetism” on the medical condition of small children
2
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(Liébeault, 1883), in Albert de Rochas’ (1837–1914) studies of the projection
of tactual sensations beyond the periphery of the body during hypnosis, a
phenomenon referred to as the “exteriorisation of sensibility” (De Rochas,
1899), and in Jules Bernard Luys’ (1828–1897) descriptions as the abilities of
hypnotised individuals to perceive “effluvia” emanating from human beings
(Luys, 1892). In addition, many others defended a variety of concepts of force
that formed what may be termed the late neo-mesmeric movement. The
individuals discussed below represent prominent exponents of this tradition.3

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF JULIAN OCHOROWICZ
(1850–1917)
Polish psychologist and philosopher Julian Ochorowicz created a simple
instrument to measure susceptibility to hypnosis and to magnetism. This
consisted of a tubular magnet, called an hypnoscope, that was placed around
the finger of a person (Ochorowicz, 1885). In some persons, the magnet
produced physical sensations that indicated to Ochorowicz openness to
hypnosis and to magnetism. Out of 100 tests, there were reports of sensations
in 30 of them.
Ochorowicz believed that the effects could not be accounted for by
suggestion, even though he accepted that both suggestion and magnetism
could act together. In his view, the magnet “is merely the substratum of
another action, which is so weak … that it hides itself from our instruments,
and exhibits itself only through the intermedium of exceptionally sensitive
nervous systems” (p. 281).
In a test conducted in darkness, a woman was able to differentiate a
magnetised from a non-magnetised hypnoscope (Ochorowicz, 1909, p. 750).
The magnetised hypnoscope elicited sensations of cold and tingling, while the
non-magnetised one felt hot and agreeable. 4
Ochorowicz (1887/1891, p. 348) referred to “psycho-physical transmission”
to account for such phenomena as differences in performance between
hypnotisers. Furthermore, he discussed this transmission in terms of the ups
and down of what the French called “mental suggestion,” defined by one
author as “the transmission of thought or sensations of an individual to another
3
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There were many other representatives of this tradition (e.g., Alrutz, 1921; Bertholet, 1927;
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without perceptible exterior signs to our senses” (De Rochas, 1887, p. 372). 5
He believed that rapport between operator and subject did not take place in
hypnosis. However, magnetic action could bring rapport in different stages.
In this view, rapport showed “the action upon the subject of a centre of
radiation from without … and an adjustment in conformity with the dynamic
nature of that centre … effected little by little” (Ochorowicz, 1887/1891, pp.
273–274).
Ochorowicz discussed other phenomena that, in his opinion, provided
evidence for the existence of a physical influence. One of these was the
subject’s recognition of the magnetiser’s touch from that of other individuals.
This also happened, he said, when the touch was applied through a rod or a
pencil. On the latter, he wrote: “It proves that molecular dynamic differences pass
beyond the surface of the body; that a certain vibratory tonic movement peculiar
to a given organism is propagated beyond its periphery, and can influence the
subject so definitively, so palpably, that there is a real action” (Ochorowicz,
1887/1891, p. 223).
The Polish researcher also said that it was possible to produce healing
effects without actual physical contact and without the patient’s knowledge.
This effect was further evidence for “an inductive action that overpasses the
superficies of the body” (Ochorowicz, 1887/1891, p. 328). In addition, he
argued that “moral” or psychological means could not explain the differences
in the effects of the magnetic action on different people: “One hand acts
differently from the other hand. Hence, there is a physical action, and a
personal physical action” (p. 329). Nevertheless, he stated later that he did not
believe that the right and left hands had different polarities and that he had not
found that they produced different effects (Ochorowicz, 1909, p. 759).

THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF ALEXANDRE BARÉTY
(1844–1918)
French physician Alexandre Baréty became interested in magnetism during
the 1880s. His preliminary studies were presented to the Société de Biologie
de Paris on July of 1881 (Baréty, 1881/1882) and later expanded into a long
monograph entitled Le magnétisme animal: Étudié sous le nom de force neurique
rayonnante et circulante dans ces propriétes physiques, physiologiques et thérapeutique
(Baréty, 1887; see also Baréty, 1888).
5
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Baréty’s monograph, over 600 pages long, was described by another
proponent of magnetism as “the greatest scientific effort which has been made
hitherto to establish the reality of animal magnetism” (Boirac, 1912/1917, p.
92).This book was about the field of “neurodynamics,” or “the study of actions
of neuric currents of a neuraliser subject on the neuric currents of a neuralised
subject” (Baréty, 1887, p. xiv). Neuric force, a principle analogous to animal
magnetism, was believed to be a bodily force “probably from the nervous
system, which circulates along the nerves or radiates out of them … and is
susceptible to producing certain sensitive, motor and psychic modifications
on other human bodies” (p. xii). The book was divided into two parts. The
first consisted of physical and physiological phenomena observed with one
person, a Mlle C., and the second included phenomena observed with other
individuals.
The neuric force, Baréty believed, circulated within the nerves of the body
and could be projected out of it as well. The latter was accomplished by means
of passes, by pointing the fingers to the desired target, as well as through
eyesight, and breath.The rays were said to travel in a straight line when coming
out of the body, and could be reflected by some surfaces such as mirrors, or
dispersed when passing through a prism.
Its effects included anaesthesia, hyperesthesia, loss of sight or hearing,
contractions and trance. For example, when Baréty affected the sensibility of
Mlle C, he was able to “anaesthetise and hyperesthesise the integuments of
different regions … abolish or exalt one or another sense” (p. 326).
The neuric force was said to have both internal and external properties.
The internal ones were physical properties similar to heat, light and electricity.
The external ones were the effects on animate and inanimate matter out of
the body. The effects of this force were similar to the effects of a magnet, and
some metals could augment the neuric force. Furthermore, Baréty noticed
that those susceptible to “neuricity” were also susceptible to atmospheric
electricity.
Direct neurisation involved radiation from the magnetiser to the patient.
But it could also be achieved through reflection (when the neuric force
bounced off another surface) or through refraction (through lenses or prisms).
Baréty also referred to mediated neurisation, or an effect produced by another
body or substance that had been charged with neuric force. An example of
such a substance was water, which could “acquire the inherent properties of
the neuric force” (p. 56). But water did not retain the force for long. Baréty
presented a list of common objects that he was able to charge with neuric
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force to use in mediated neurisation (pp. 271–272). In addition to water, this
included paper, a table, a wall, a mirror, a book, a flower, a ruler, dice, and a
handkerchief. Baréty believed that the hand could project this force through
a sewing needle.
Neurisation also took place through induction. As Baréty explained: “The
sole presence of a person close to another may affect the specific nervous state
of one of them...” (p. 234).
The neuric force could produce therapeutic effects. Baréty believed it could
affect general sensations, the functioning of the senses, movement and mental
functions. These effects could take place while the subject was awake, or in
a trance induced by the force, or appear spontaneously while the force was
acting.
The first passes with Mlle C. were carried out on 30 October 1880. Baréty
passed his open hand up and down the patient’s body, and she soon fell into
trance and exhibited anaesthesia throughout the body. “Some days later, on 2
November, I saw that I could produce anaesthesia without trance by passes on
different regions of the body, and limited to the region covered by the passes.
I could thus anaesthetise a finger, the nose, and ear, one of the eyelids, [and]
half of the side of the body’ (p. 211).
Baréty attempted to control Mlle C.’s stomach pain. “Her pain,” he wrote,
“disappeared in a few seconds when we directed our fingers” to the region of
her body that was in pain (p. 98).
Digital rays could go through different obstacles, he thought, such as walls,
wool, and a shawl folded in eight sections. But the effects of the force passing
through obstacles were weaker than those obtained with the direct projection
of “neuric radiation.” In November of 1880, Baréty tested the possibility of
neuralisation through a brick wall; the wall was 50 cm thick. His patient was
situated between 10 to 12 cm from the wall’s surface. From another room, Baréty
placed his hand 50 to 60 cm from the wall pointing his fingers at the subject. He
was able to induce contractions in the patient’s hand and wrist (p. 116).
Baréty believed the neuric force could explain some medical conditions.
Hysteria was a case in point, representing a “modification in the direction, the
force and the distribution of nervous or neuric currents” (1887, p. 627).6
6
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THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF ÉMILE BOIRAC (1851–1917)
French philosopher Émile Boirac, a professor of philosophy at the Lycée
Condorcet (Paris), and chancellor of the Académie de Grenoble and of the
Université de Dijon, was well known for his strong defences of magnetism. In
an early essay written to classify what we refer to today as parapsychological
phenomena, Boirac (1893) referred to “psychodynamy,” or the phenomena
in which an individual could affect persons or physical matter at a distance
through a force housed in the human body that was “different from all known
forces, but analogous to radiating or circulating forces such as heat, light,
electricity and magnetism” (pp. 346–347). Later, in a similar way, he referred to
magnetism as “a personal and psychophysical action of the operator, an action
emanating from its brain, which is exerted by currents more or less analogous
to electrical and magnetic currents … ” (Boirac, 1895b, p. 60). The effects of
this force on individuals included sensations of attraction and healing, but
also such effects as the exteriorisation of sensibility (Boirac, 1895a) and the
induction of trance at a distance (Boirac, 1896a).7
For all the merits of the Nancy School of Hypnosis, Boirac (1895b)
argued, suggestion was not enough to explain all the phenomena produced.
But he believed that mesmeric hypothesis had acquired a bad reputation and
was ignored by most scientists: “Animal magnetism is [like] an America [in]
that [it] has been lost and recovered during the [last] twenty or thirty years”
(Boirac, 1907, pp. 1–2).
Boirac was aware of the influence of suggestion, but wondered “whether the
ancient hypothesis of animal magnetism, in a more or less modified expression,
was not the source” of some hypnotic phenomena (Boirac, 1912/1917, p. 80),
as he wrote about a force he called “biactinism”:
[This] is the agent which transmits to the nerve centres the excitations coming from
the periphery and gives birth to the sensations. It is this also which transmits to
the muscles the orders of the will, and determines the movements of the exterior
organs. It is this, too, which excites and regulates the different vital functions;
respiration, circulation, assimilation, and catabolism. But we do not know what
constitutes it. (Boirac, 1917/ n.d., p. 158)

Boirac classified the phenomena dependent on this nervous force as
“magnetoid.” He argued that, when acting on a person, their physical basis
could be separated from suggestion by keeping information from the subject,
7
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by conducting observations in complete silence, and “by acting only at a
distance, without contact, through the supposed radiation of some organ of
the operator, principally the hand” (Boirac, 1917/n.d., p. 60).
In attempting to show the existence of this force, Boirac used passes and
a steady gaze to influence a 16-year-old young man: “Seated in front of the
subject … I slid my right foot slowly over the carpet, the toe pointing toward
the subject’s left foot. I noticed immediately a slight movement, a sort of
tremor, in his foot. Again I slid my right foot, very slowly and without noise;
this time the subject’s foot glided visibly toward mine … ” (Boirac, 1917/n.d.,
pp. 165–166). Similar effects were reported when Boirac moved his hand
nearer to the subject’s own hand. In these movements, the subject “behaved as
if his nervous system were, so far as voluntary movements are concerned, in
communication with my own” (pp. 166–167).

CONTEMPORARY CRITIQUES
The work of Ochorowicz, Baréty and Boirac was not accepted by most of their
contemporaries involved with hypnosis. An indication of this was an editorial
note published in the Revue de l’Hypnotisme Expérimental & Thérapeutique on
the first page of an article about the neuric force authored by Baréty (1888).
The note stated that Baréty’s opinions were in “complete opposition with the
ideas generally admitted today” (p. 80). Suggestion was the generally accepted
explanation for the phenomena of hypnosis, and ideas of magnetism, fluids and
the like were considered unscientific and unacceptable by many.
An example of incredulity about the dynamic ideas of Ochorowicz was
the reviewer of his book on mental suggestion. The reviewer, who praised
Ochorowicz for his empirical approach, simply stated that he was not
convinced (Colas, 1888). Another reviewer, English psychical researcher, Frank
Podmore (1856–1910), referred to the hypnoscope as a “dubious little toy,”
and considered that it was premature to discuss the merits of Ochorowicz’s
force concepts to explain mental suggestion (Podmore, 1887).
Baréty was said not to have taken (or reported) proper precautions against
suggestion, especially because most of his results were obtained with a single
subject and “everyone knows that hypnotisable subjects are susceptible,
through training, to a special education of incredible perfection, that renders
them suitable to seize the suggestions” (Anonymous, 1887, p. 566). Similarly,
the reviewer of the American Journal of Psychology saw the book as a document
suggestive of a “joint product of pseudo-scientific methods gradually evolving
a set of systematised symptom-reaction in an interesting hysterical subject, half
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whimsical originations, half subtle divination of theories of the experimenter
almost before they are known to himself ” (Anonymous, 1888, p. 502).
Pierre Janet, well known for his studies of dissociation, suggested that
Baréty’s beliefs led him to accept ambiguous responses of his subjects that
may have had explanations other than the projection of a neuric force (Janet,
1888, p. 94). Janet also felt that the psychological aspects of the subjects were
not explored, something that could explain or interact with other factors.
However, he admitted that ideas such as Baréty’s could contain some truth.
Boirac’s ideas were also debated by several individuals. One of them wrote
that he used a “truly scientific spirit” (Jankelevitch, 1908, p. 552), while another
saw his work as possibly being the effect of “unsuspected sources of error
rather than the existence of a psychic force” (Pierce, 1908, p. 471).
It was noticed that Boirac’s concept of a force was ambiguous, but seemed
to be analogous to physical magnetism (Leaf, 1895, p. 600). As this critic wrote:
“We know far too little to say that it is not so; but I am not aware of any
experiments which tend to prove it, and M. Boirac’s seem to me to go certainly
against it” (p. 600).8 Furthermore, another critic accused Boirac of showing a
“loose and vague way of handling theories” (Sidgwick, 1908, p. 288).
Another reason for the rejection of the work discussed here was the
psychical research work these men engaged in, particularly Boirac and
Ochorowicz.9 Both of them wrote about mental suggestion (Boirac, 1896a;
Ochorowicz, 1887/1891). Similarly, both men discussed telekinesis, assuming
that it was explained by the projection of a biophysical force of a person’s body
(Boirac, 1912/1917; Ochorowicz, 1910). Such interests were demonstrated as
well by other neo-mesmerists (e.g., Durville, 1909; De Rochas, 1887). Closely
related to the late magnetic movement, there was a spiritualistic and psychical
research literature on concepts of forces emanating from the human body to
explain mental and physical phenomena that preceded, and later overlapped
with, the neo-mesmeric movement (Alvarado, 2006).

CONCLUSION
Compared to earlier authors, Baréty, Boirac and Ochorowicz represent a
late mesmeric tradition. Among other aspects, they used magnetic theory to
8
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effects of a physical effluence to explain the effects reported by Boirac.
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explain action at a distance. In addition, both Baréty and Boirac discussed
magnetic effects on the human body.
While their ideas were not widely accepted at the time, and may seem
to many today to be methodologically weak, this does not mean that they
were the work of cranks, or that they should be treated with disdain, as some
have done in the past (Barrucand, 1967). Such ideas were part of the history
of attempts to understand hypnosis, interacting in many ways with other
developments that became part of the accepted canon.
Following the interest historians of science have in rejected practices such
as alchemy and phrenology, and in constructs, such as the ether and phlogiston,
a proper history of hypnosis should not be made only of past work and ideas
that resemble the present. Studying the work of such men as Baréty, Boirac
and Ochorowicz illuminates the context in which Charcot, Bernheim and
others worked to develop their ideas. In a wider context, re-examining such
ideas is helpful to understand the development of science itself (e.g., Hanen,
Osler, & Weyant, 1980), a topic beyond the scope of this article.
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