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Echoing the more formal techniques of contemporary French musique concrète artists, 
the 1960s U.S. poet William Burroughs compiled from radio and television broadcasts 
audio collages which he claimed represented the psychotic state of contemporary 
individuals, capable of “tuning in to a global and intergalactic network of voices.”1 
Over sixty years earlier, the death of France’s leading physician and the founder of 
French neurology was greeted by no less extraordinary a declaration. On the evening 
that Jean-Martin Charcot succumbed to angina while on a trip from Paris, several of 
his hysterical charges at the city’s Salpêtrière hospice claimed to have a nocturnal 
premonition that something terrible had happened to him. While Charcot himself 
made a career out of denouncing premonitory abilities and para-religious states as 
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indicative of neuropathology,2 this allegation was widely publicized in subsequent 
eulogies.3 In this way, supporters of clairvoyance and “la métapsychique” (as the 
Nobel-prize winning clinician Charles Richet called it) secured a minor posthumous 
victory over the neurologist by using the circumstances surrounding his death as 
evidence of the existence of a network of voices and insubstantial, spiritual forces. 

The link between these two concepts—Burroughs’s model of the alien 
habitation of individuals by technological vocalizations, and the virtual radio 
configurations of late nineteenth century Spiritist philosophy—is attenuated by a 
distance of time and context. Nevertheless, linked they are, and it is the trajectory 
joining such abstract modernist forms as musique concrète and Charcot’s patients’ 
symptoms that I sketch below. The complex association between the avant-garde 
movements active within late nineteenth-century aesthetic theory and practice, 
spiritual research and Charcot’s own scientific approach to neurophysiology and 
language is outlined in what follows, tracing a web of connections between science, 
parascience and the artistic avant-garde. 

In his seminal collection of essays, The Mass Ornament, Siegfried Kracauer 
identifies the chief characteristic of life under modernity as a state of abstraction.4 
This abstraction is effected not only through new technologies of representation and 
perception (the collapse of space through travel and communication; photography and 
cinema as abstractions of the real), experiences of embodiment (Kracauer uses the 
example of the uniform, drilled dancing troops of the Tiller Girls, Busby Berkley and 
others, which echo the body of the worker under industrial capitalism), but perhaps 
most importantly through social relations. Within the metropolis, these relations 
become standardized, typed according to such abstract categories as those developed 
by Charcot and his peers (the criminal, the hysteric, the efficient worker),5 and 
manifest via capitalist labor patterns, work methodologies and consumption. Charcot 
and his school played a part in the latter too, with the neurologist’s writings on 
neuromotor activity feeding into Étienne-Jules Marey’s physiological studies of 
biomechanical efficiency which abstracted the body into a proto-cinematic series of 
images of jointed armatures which lifted objects and moved through space.6 Marey’s 
concepts were indeed supported and enlarged upon by Charcot’s former student Paul 
Richer, who taught anatomy at the École National Supérieur des Beaux-Arts 
(ENSBA), 1903-1922. The national collectives into which these modern subjects were 
organized were also abstract. As French fascists like Robert Brasillach and Lucien 
Rebatet observed, the radiophonic voice and the filmic body were particularly suitable 
media for the generation and representation of race and nation precisely because of 

 
2 For a detailed account of Charcot’s Positivist war against all forms of forms of faith and religious 
belief, see Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify (Cambridge, 1987), passim. 
3 For example A. Lubimoff, Le Professeur Charcot (Paris, 1894), 10. 
4 Siegfried Kracauer, The Mass Ornament, trans. Thomas Levin (Cambridge, Mass., 1995), esp. 1-88. 
5 For a detailed account of Charcot’s role in pathologising the various ‘Others’ arrayed against the 
Third Republic’s ideal citizen so as to help define civic health and efficiency, see Robert Nye, Crime, 
Madness, and Politics in Modern France (Princeton, N.J., 1984), passim. 
6 On the use of Marey’s “méthode graphique” by Londe and Richer and their teaching at ENSBA, see: 
Jonathan W. Marshall, “The Theatre of the Athletic Nude: The Teaching and Study of Anatomy at the 
École des Beaux-Arts, Paris, 1873-1940,” Being There: After: Proceedings of the 2006 Conference of 
the Australasian Association for Drama, Theatre and Performance Studies (June 2008), 
http://ses.library.usyd.edu.au/bitstream/2123/2511/1/ADSA2006_Marshall.pdf, “Pathos, Pathology, 
and the Still-Mobile Image: A Warburgian Reading of Held by Garry Stewart and Lois Greenfield,” 
About Performance 8 (June 2008): 180-206; Marta Braun, Picturing Time: The Work of Étienne-Jules 
Marey (Chicago, Ill., 1994). All URLs accessed Sept. 2008. 
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their disembodied, dispersed nature.7 Images of these abstracted forms moreover were 
translated into modernist visual art, one of the stop-motion studies published by 
Richer and Salpêtrière photographer Albert Londe in their teaching text on life 
drawing serving as the model for Marcel Duchamp’s Nu descendant un escalier, no. 2 
(1912).8 
 

 
 

Figure 1 Luys demonstrating with a hypnotized subject whose actions are 
transcribed by one of Marey’s devices.9 Image courtesy of The Bakken 
Library and Museum of Electricity in Life, Minneapolis. 

 
It is not my intention here to map Kracauer’s ideas onto French 

neurophysiology. Rather I use the frame of bodily and subjective abstraction to mark 
out what might, in Michel Foucault’s terms, be considered a genealogy of discursive 
associations and poetic trends. This is not to say that Burroughs was necessarily aware 
of the work of Charcot, but to suggest that the studies opened up by Charcot and those 
associated with him contributed to a culture of abstraction which figures such as 
Burroughs and his predecessors in the early European avant-garde like Duchamp 
rendered through aesthetic form. The diversity of associations between these fields is 
too large to exhaustively detail here. In 1968, Burroughs did however provide the 
voiceover to a jazzy, beatnik overdub of Benjamin Christensen’s film Häxan (The 
Witch, 1922), which drew heavily upon the writings on hypnotism, animal magnetism 
and witchcraft by Charcot’s subordinate, Paul Régnard.10 The Spiritualist Konstantin 

                                                 
7 Alice Kaplan, Reproductions of Banality: Fascism, Literature and French Intellectual Life 
(Minneapolis, Minn., 1986), esp. 7-11, 125-53. These positions are not unique to French or fascist 
authors. See Joy Damousi and Desley Deacon, eds., Talking and Listening in the Age of Modernity 
(Canberra, 2007), 59-158. 
8 Linda Henderson, “X Rays and the Quest For Invisible Reality in the Art of Kupka, Duchamp, and 
the Cubists,” Art Journal 47, no. 4 (Winter 1988): 332. 
9 François Foveau de Courmelles, Hypnotism, trans. Laura Ensor (London, 1895), 56. 
10 Jonathan W. Marshall, “The Priestesses of Apollo and the Heirs of Aesculapius: Medical Art-
Historical Approaches to Ancient Choreography After Charcot,” Forum for Modern Language Studies 
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Raudive also linked nineteenth century spiritual science to post-World War II artists’ 
interest in demonology, Spiritism and various concepts marrying abstract embodiment 
with technological mediation, as Burroughs cited the Latvian scientist’s use magnetic 
tape to record and interpret voices of the dead.11 As Anthony Enns observes, the 
reception of new technologies of recording and of transmitting bodily actions such as 
the telephone or the radio functioned as an abstract or “acoustical unconscious” from 
the mid-nineteenth century onwards.12 Radio provided a “perfect model for telepathic 
communication, as it allowed scientists and spiritualists alike to envision the complete 
integration” of mind, body and voice with the growing “electric media 
environment”—an immaterial mass ornament, if you will.13 Seen in this perspective, 
the work of Charcot, Marey and their associates constitutes an important stage in the 
prehistory of the mediatized economy. They are amongst the first to outline what 
would be described in our own time as the information body.14 

The influence of Spiritism and parascience upon modern art has been 
described by Sixten Ringbom, Linda Henderson and others, as has the contradictory 
exchange between formal neuropsychiatry and parascientific models of the body and 
self.15 My aim here is to bring together these trends to demonstrate how 
neuropsychiatric research helped lay the groundwork for the cultural trope of 
modernist abstraction. The late nineteenth and early twentieth century avant-gardes 

 
43, no. 4 (Oct. 2007): 410-26; Paul Régnard, Maladies épidémiques de l’esprit. Sorcellerie, 
magnétisme, morphinisme, délire des grandeurs (Paris, 1887). 
11 Enns, “Voices of the Dead,” 23-25. 
12 A visual equivalent to this is found in Moholy-Nagy’s 1932 celebration of “camera-less” 
photography (a form pioneered by the Spiritists) as “Abstract seeing by means of … light” or a 
“dematerialized medium” which reflects the “psychological transformation of our eyesight” under 
modernity and whose origins lie “in scientific work” where photography was initially “employed 
without artistic ambitions.” Lázló Moholy-Nagy, “A New Instrument of Vision,” in Photography 
Reader, ed. Liz Wells (London, 2003), 92-96. 
13 Enns, “Voices of the Dead,” 13-18. 
14 In his own discussion of the possibility of communication with the dead, Thomas Edison proposed 
what he called a “unit theory” of existence, in which individuals were made up of microscopic particles 
similar to the units of analogue recording which Edison pioneered. I am also drawing here on the work 
of Kracauer’s compatriot, Benjamin, and discussions of machinic performance and selfhood under 
modernity, which were also strongly influenced by French neurophysiology. See Jonathan W. 
Marshall, “Flatness, Ornamentality and the Sonic Image: Puncturing flânerie and Postcolonial 
Memorialisation in the Work of Chesworth and Leber,” Sound Scripts: Proceedings of the Totally 
Huge New Music Festival Conference 2 (2009), forthcoming; Vanessa Schwartz, “Walter Benjamin 
For Historians,” American Historical Review 106 no. 7 (Dec. 2001), 
www.historycooperative.org/journals/ahr/106.5/ah0501001721.html; Walter Benjamin, “The Flâneur,” 
Other Voices 1 no. 1 (Mar. 1997), www.othervoices.org/gspeaker/Flaneur.html, “The Work of Art In 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” reproduced on 
www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm; Edward Gordon Craig, “The 
Actor and the Übermarionette,” in On the Art of Theatre (London, 1980), 54-94; Jane Goodall, 
“Transferred Agencies: Performance and the Fear of Automatism,” Theatre Journal 49.4 (1997): 441-
53; William Worthen, “Of Actors and Automata,” Journal of Dramatic Theory and Criticism 9 no.1 
(1994): 3-19; Philip Auslander, “Humanoid Boogie,” in Staging Philosophy, ed. David Krasner and 
David Saltz (Ann Arbor, Mich., 2006), 87-94; Felicia McCarren, Dancing Machines: Choreographies 
of the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (Stanford, Cal., 2003); Rae Beth Gordon, Why The French 
Love Jerry Lewis: From Cabaret to Early Cinema (Stanford, Cal., 2001); Marquard Smith, ed., Stelarc 
(Cambridge, 2005); A.D. Rothman, “Mr Edison’s ‘Life-Units,’” New York Times, Jan. 23, 1921, 
reproduced on www.nytimes.com; Steven Connor, “The Modern Auditory I,” in Rewriting the Self, ed. 
Roy Porter (London, 1997), 203-23. 
15 Anne Harrington, “Metals and Magnets in Medicine: Hysteria, Hypnosis and Medical Culture in fin 
de siècle Paris,” Psychological Medicine 18 (1988): 21-38; Nicolas Marmin, “Métapsychique et 
psychologie en France (1880-1940),” Revue d’histoire des sciences humaines 1, no. 4 (2001): 145-71. 
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within neurology, psychology, psychiatry, parascience and the arts all contributed to a 
set of discourses which figured body and self as a curiously abstract, composite and 
indeterminate entity whose archetypal form resisted attempts to tightly frame it.16 
Psyche and body became a composite receptacle for information, patterns of electrical 
and vibratory forces, and other fluid physical properties, whose patterns flowed into 
and out of a subjective matrix. 

The apparent contradiction of Charcot’s semiological oeuvre contributing to 
such an abstract model is reflected in L’éclair’s eulogy for the neuropathologist. The 
author noted that before news of Charcot’s death: 

had been communicated openly to the patients at the Salpêtrière, two … 
subjects of the master … declared, that evening, to the director, that they had 
terrible dreams in which the doctor Charcot had appeared. 
 “Is it not true,” they said sobbing, “that M. Charcot is dead?”17 

Even so, the author was keen to stress that, “In these conditions, it would be 
dangerous to attribute a scientific character to the incident and to rely on the 
event…to affirm the merits of ‘telepathy’ … My God! We have been told … hysterics 
have an extraordinarily fine sense of hearing” and so had probably simply overheard 
the news. Georges Gilles de la Tourette, whom Charcot had been grooming as a 
successor, emphasized to the journalist that Charcot’s approach “consisted of proving 
there were no miracles!”18 Even so, both the author and Tourette conceded that that 
the hysterical and hypnotic states demonstrated at the hospice generated in patients a 
condition of “extra-lucidity” in which their subconscious perception was greatly 
extended. 

Hysteria and hypnosis had been associated with near-miraculous sensory 
perception since Franz Anton Mesmer began using fixation of the gaze and passes of 
the hands to induce a state of “magnetic” or “nervous sleep” in patients, many of 
whom—if not the majority—were afflicted with hysteria or related intermittent 
neurological disorders (transitory tremors, seizures, fugue states, abdominal 
complaints, or sensory impairments). Mesmer practiced in Paris, 1778-87, while it 
was his contemporary from Strasbourg, the Marquis Chastenet de Puységur, who 
discovered the altered state of “somnambulism” in which patients revealed special 
knowledge and abilities not otherwise available to them—notably the capacity to 
diagnose themselves and others through a form of clairvoyance.19 Puységur also 
pioneered the use of physical and verbal “suggestion,” which was to become the chief 
method of inducing hypnosis employed by Charcot’s rival in Nancy, Hippolyte 
Bernheim. 

                                                 
16 I have written elsewhere on Charcot’s use of the Platonic archetype in his classification of diseases as 
especially liable to aestheticised abstractions. While Janet critiqued Richet and the Spiritists for their 
neo-Platonism, he nevertheless explicitly endorsed Charcot’s archetypal diagnostic model in the 
context of Spiritism. Jonathan W. Marshall, “Performing Hysteria: Charcot and the Problem of 
Theatrical Representation,” Proceedings of the Western Society of French History 28 (2002): 19-26; 
Pierre Janet, “Le spiritisme contemporain,” Revue philosophique 33 (1892): 423-26. 
17 Anon, “Charcot: Sa mort et ses obsèques,” L’éclair, Aug. 21, 1893, 3. All translations are my own. 
18 Ibid., 3. 
19 Adam Crabtree, From Mesmer to Freud: Magnetic Sleep and the Roots of Psychological Healing 
(New Haven, Conn., 1993), 1-82; Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in 
France (Cambridge, Mass., 1968); Henri Ellenberger, The Discovery of the Unconscious (London, 
1970); Alison Winter, Mesmerised: Powers of the Mind in Victorian Britain (Chicago, Ill., 1998). 
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As John Monroe observes, Mesmer’s followers and successors were divided 
over just how far these abnormal powers extended. Mesmer promoted his work using 
the terms of the Enlightenment science or natural philosophy, while the founder of the 
nineteenth century Spiritist movement Allan Kardec drew upon the rhetoric of 
contemporary French clinical experimentation to assert that his cosmology was 
rigorously based in verified tests performed upon individuals in a state of trance 
(mediums and table-turners) to produce a distinctly modern, rationalized theology.20 
Spiritists were not altogether comfortable regarding the association of mediumship 
with hysteria. Nevertheless, many mediums came to their calling through illness, 
whilst the ectoplasmic extrusions from the bodies of female mediums later in the 
century were closely associated with the grotesque, disorderly forms of femininity 
which hysteria typically represented. Spiritists and Mesmerists shared with Gilles de 
la Tourette and Charcot a concern in finding the rational causes to phenomena which 
had in more ignorant times been classified as “miracles,” whilst experimental subjects 
moved between the two spheres. Not only did Charcot devote one of his clinical 
lectures to Spiritist hysterical patients from the Salpêtrière,21 but the famous popular 
magnetist Dicksonn briefly worked with one of Charcot’s former subjects.22 

The association of Charcot with parascience was largely attributable to his 
interest in hypnotism and other altered states, including possession. With regards to 
Charcot’s studies on hypnosis, the lecturer in electromedicine at the Paris Faculty of 
Medicine, François Foveau de Courmelles,23 put the case well: 

the predominance of the School of the Salpêtrière is a recognized fact, due to 
its chief being a member of the Institut (Academy of Sciences section). This 
learned body is justly considered as the origin of knowledge, the vivifying 
artery from whence it flows; it is not therefore surprising that once hypnosis 
has been admitted—in the person of its chief exponent…its existence…should 
have been acknowledged. Without doubt the phenomenon would in time have 
been accepted, but…the study of sleep induced by artificial means…could be 
efficacious only when…[practiced] by a master devoted to these special 
studies and occupying a high position in the scientific world.24 

Foveau de Courmelles knew Charcot’s work well. He quarreled with Charcot’s 
successors over who was the true heir to the pioneering studies in electromedicine 
originally conducted by Guillaume Duchenne de Boulogne at the Salpêtrière during 

 
20 John Monroe, Laboratories of Faith: Mesmerism, Spiritism, and Occultism in Modern France 
(Ithaca, N.Y., 2008), 1-142. 
21 Denouncing Spiritist beliefs as neuropathological hallucinations, Charcot reproached the Turin-based 
psychiatrist Césare Lombroso for the latter’s support of mediumism, alleging that an outbreak of 
hysteria in the city was caused by Spiritist somnambulism. J.-M. Charcot, Œuvres complètes, 13 vols. 
(Paris, 1888-94), 3:229-42, 9:479-80—hereafter OC. 
22 Eric Dingwell, Abnormal Hypnotic Phenomena (London, 1967), 1:256. 
23 Like many electromedical practitioners, de Courmelles was also a gynaecologist (electronic probes 
were used to attack cancerous growths of the genitals), drawing electromedicine, hypnotism and 
sexuality together. This is to be the subject of a subsequent paper. Henry Régnier, Dictionnaire 
biographique international illustré des philanthropes (Paris, 1895), 29-31; Hirschler frères, eds., Nos 
docteurs: Répertoire photo-biographique et annuaire du corps médical (Paris, 1902), année septième, 
75. 
24 Foveau de Courmelles, Hypnotism, 36. 
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Charcot’s initial tenure and upon whose clinical diagnoses Charcot expanded.25 
Foveau was one of a number of medical “vulgarisers” who wrote on hypnotism, the 
text quoted above being published with copious illustrations (reproduced here) in both 
French and English.26 De Courmelles correctly identified Charcot as the most 
important practitioner in France whose studies included hypnotism, somnambulism 
and muscular electricity. Charcot was not the first physician to examine Mesmer’s 
claims of “animal magnetism.” After Mesmer’s work was rejected by two scientific 
commissions in 1784, there was a steady trickle of entreaties to Paris’s august bodies 
to re-examine the case. Richet—who briefly worked with Charcot at the Salpêtrière, 
but was more closely associated with Claude Bernard and Théodule Ribot—published 
a paper on the subject in 1875 whilst he was an interne des hôpitaux,27 while earlier in 
the century the work of British doctors James Braid (who coined the terms 
“hypnotism” and “nervous sleep”) and John Elliotson attracted considerable interest 
in France—and more than a whiff of scandal. Charcot himself promoted the early 
work of Eugene Azam on the “dédoublement de la personnalité” in magnetized 
subjects.28 It was not, however, until Bernard in 1876 appointed Charcot and Jules 
Luys to prepare a report into the claims of Victor Burq that the medical establishment 
as a whole accepted the reality of hypnotic states.29 Luys himself worked under 
Charcot at the Salpêtrière before moving to la Charité, where he taught Foveau de 
Courmelles. The report overseen by Charcot and Luys reiterated the Société de 
biologie’s rejection of Mesmer’s proposed vector for hypnotic effects—namely an 
invisible biomagnetic fluid (as opposed to an immaterial vibratory field of 
influence)—whilst Charcot and Luys explicitly endorsed the biological reality of the 
subjects’ responses to metallic, electromagnetic and hypnotic stimuli, which had 
previously been attributed to nothing more than patients’ ignorance, imagination or 
fraud. 

Burq’s approach reflected the way scientific and parascientific discourse on 
nervous action tended to blur distinctions both between medicine and its others, as 
well as between the body and its bounded surfaces. Drawing on Mesmer’s use of 
“magnetized” metallic wands and iron-suspensions to bring on a state of nervous 
sleep, Burq’s technique involved the strategic application of metals, magnets and 
solenoids to the skin above tendons and muscle groups (as well as draughts of 
conductive magnetic salts) so as to effect changes in the subject’s biomagnetic aura 
and thus release blockages of nervous impulse or to elicit temporary experimental 

                                                 
25 See untitled correspondence of Augustin Cabanès, Foveau de Courmelles and Dr Mathot in 
Chronique médicale 6 (1899): 141-42, 686, 736, 768, 807; Christopher Goetz et al., Charcot: 
Constructing Neurology (New York, 1995), 58-79, 105-13, 140-43. 
26 Other figures here include Cabanès (editor of the anecdotal medical publication Chronique 
médicale), Gaston Tissandier (La Nature), Fleury, and the indomitable Louis Figuier, Merveilles de la 
science ou description populaire des inventions modernes (Paris, 1868), 2:636, “The Electrical Girl,” 
trans. Clara Hammond, Popular Science Monthly (Mar. 1875): 588-92; Maurice de Fleury, 
Introduction à la médecine de l’esprit (Paris, 1898); A. Cartaz, “Du somnambulisme et du magnétisme: 
À propos du cours du Dr Charcot à la Salpêtrière,” Nature 7, no. 1 (1879): 69-70; Maurice Crosland, 
“Popular Science and the Arts: Challenges to Cultural Authority in France Under the Second Empire,” 
British Journal For the History of Science 34 (2001): 301-22; Susan Sheets-Pyenson, “Popular Science 
Periodicals in Paris and London,” Annals of Science 42 (1985): 549-72. 
27 Charles Richet, “Du somnambulisme provoqué,” Journal d’anatomie et de physiologie normales et 
pathologiques 11 (1875): 348-78. 
28 Eugene Azam, Hypnotisme et double conscience (Paris, 1893); Paul Richer, “Magnétisme animal et 
hypnotisme,” Nouvelle revue 4, no. 17 (July-Aug. 1882): 573-615. 
29 See: J.-M. Charcot, Jules Luys and Victor Dumontpallier, “Rapport fait à la Société de biologie sur la 
métalloscopie du docteur Burq,” Union médicale (1877): 1-19; OC 9:passim, 11:98-108. 
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paralyses. The specifically material methods used to induce hypnosis and the somatic 
symptoms so generated were immediately deemed by Charcot and his peers to be 
critical in establishing the reality of these responses. The body reacted in an 
anatomically determinate fashion. Anaesthesias were produced, while experimental 
paralyses and reflex actions followed the distribution of nervous tissues. This was to 
become central in Charcot’s later rhetorical defense of his own work, with the 
neurologist repeatedly asserting that his patients were insufficiently learned in the 
arcana of anatomical function and its pathways as to be unable to fabricate the 
patterned responses which he was able to solicit from them. 
 

 
 

Figure 2 Vibration induction of hypnotic states at the Salpêtrière using a gong 
and an electric carbon-arc light.30 Images courtesy of the Harvard Medical 
Library. 
 
The enhanced materialism of Mesmeric discourse coincidentally effected its 

increasing abstraction and rationalization. The person of the hypnotist was gradually 
eclipsed in the relationship between the affected subject and that now depersonalized, 
neuroelectric stimulus which acted upon him or her. Where no locking of the gaze or 
passes of the hands were employed, the relationship between hypnotist and subject 
passed out of the realm of speculative psychology into that of rationalized, abstracted 
clinical medicine. Luys went so far as to design a special device for hypnotizing his 
subjects (a set of rotating mirrors and lights),31 while Charcot used Duchenne’s 

                                                 
30 Régnard, unnumbered plate; Désiré Magloire Bourneville and Paul Régnard, Iconographie 
Photographique de la Salpêtrière, 3 vols. (Paris, 1875-80), 3:plate XXIII. 
31 Jules Luys, “Procédés et instruments nouveau pour obtenir le sommeil hypnotique,” Comptes rendus 
hebdomadaires: Séances et mémoires de la Société de biologie 8, no. 5 (1888): 630-35, “Applications 
thérapeutiques de l’hypnotisme,” Gazette des hôpitaux 62, no. 98 (29 Aug. 1889): 893-96. 
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electrostimulation devices to induce hypnotic responses, or alternatively an “intense, 
sudden and unexpected noise” or other vibrating force like a gong, tuning fork, or a 
brilliant electric carbon-arc light to disrupt nervous transmission and so move a 
patient between the hypnotic conditions variously identified by Charcot as catalepsy, 
lethargy and somnambulism.32 Richer observed that waves of light or sound could be 
“communicated throughout the body by the vibrations propagated by the resonating 
box” or other suitable amplifying device, turning the patient into a vibratory 
neuroelectric “automate”—a programmable, machine-like state of heightened 
reflexive response.33 
 

 
 

Figure 3 Medication at a distance. Images courtesy of The Bakken.34 
 
Mesmerists had long argued for the existence of an invisible, insubstantial 

electromagnetic fluid as the principle medium whereby bioelectric forces were 
communicated between bodies or other sources. Discussing the practice of his former 
teacher at la Charité, Foveau de Courmelles asserted that: 

We are surrounded in nature by a subtle fluid that savants call ether, and which 
is supposed to be imponderable; it would seem possible that this ambient 
medium—the nature of the substance being unknown—may transmit 
perturbations of nerve power. This is the conclusion that Dr. Luys’s theories 
point to, and in this it is similar to those of the magnetizers [or neo-
Mesmerists]. The brain nerve cells vibrate under the influence of different 
causes, why should it be thought that the movement does not extend further 
than the cranium?35 

Luys’s own results in the field were certainly startling. Building on Duchenne’s work 
in experimentally inducing the muscular physiology of various emotional states using 
electrostimulation,36 Luys brought sealed tubes of chemicals into close proximity with 
nerve centers on the skin of hypnotized subjects. He insisted that hypnotism was 
produced not only by a “neuro-muscular hyperexcitability, but also by a 

                                                 
32 OC 9:294-305, 420; Bourneville and Régnard, Iconographie Photographique, 3:176-82; Marshall, 
“Priestesses,” 419-22. 
33 Paul Richer, Études cliniques sur la grande hystérie ou l’hystéro-épilepsie (Paris, 1881), 375, 560. 
34 Foveau de Courmelles, Hypnotism, 53-54, 77. 
35 Ibid., 48. 
36 Guillaume Duchenne de Boulogne, Mechanism of Human Facial Expression, ed. and trans. Andrew 
Cuthbertson (Cambridge, 1990). 
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hyperexcitability of the emotional and intellectual regions of the brain.”37 This then 
elicited in the subjects characteristic emotional states, expressions, and physical signs 
(goiter and swelling of the throat, horror and fear, uncontrollable laughter). While 
most of these patterned responses reflected normative ideas about expressive causes 
and effects (tubes of alcohol induced drunken physiognomy and behavior), others—
such as the way valerian induced cat-like behavior—were so abstract as to render 
these bodies opaque. Charcot himself condemned Luys’s later work on “medication at 
a distance,” but his own experiments were scarcely less extraordinary, the most 
notable being the idea of “transfer,” in which a magnet or battery applied to one side 
of the body could carry the imprint of this gesture (such as an experimental paralysis 
of the arm) and then transfer this structure to the opposite side of the body.38 It was 
this technique which was performed by Charcot’s chef de clinique Georges Guinon 
when the co-founder of the Theosophical Society, Henry Olcott, visited the 
Salpêtrière in 1884 and 1891. Translating this concept into his own terms, the 
Theosophist attributed this biological phenomenon to “the direct auric action of the 
magnet.”39 
 

 

Figure 4 Transfer. Image courtesy of The Bakken.40 
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39 Henry S. Olcott, Old Diary Leaves, 6 vols. (1902-4, rpt. Whitefish, MT, 2003), 3:153-54, 4:336-76. I 
am grateful to Professor John Monroe for bringing these references to my attention. 
40 Foveau de Courmelles, Hypnotism, 89. 
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Luys’s role was critical here, as he joined sometime Salpêtrière photographer 
Hippolyte Baraduc in asserting that one could visualize and photograph these etheric 
transmissions and forms.41 “Certain subjects in the hypnotic state,” Luys claimed, 
“possess the ability to see the effluvia which escapes from the poles of a magnetized 
bar” of metal, or of seeing the distinctive contours of “blue and red” electromagnetic 
energy “which escape from the body of an individual.”42 Prepared photographic plates 
could be co-opted to record these etheric emissions. More convincing perhaps than the 
swirling filmic “iconography of the invisible” produced by Baraduc himself, were the 
glowing, animated electrostatic shapes demonstrated by the electrician Radiguet in 
1898 using the alternating current generator built by Nikolai Tesla and other similar 
devices designed to provide “effluvation without [a] subtle conductor and employing 
[a] high frequency field” around the body to heal it.43 While the theories of Baraduc, 
Tesla and Radiguet were far from widely accepted, the idea that these unseen 
vibratory forces present in the nerves acted in a way comparable to the newly 
discovered X-rays (whose photographic capture was pioneered at the Salpêtrière by 
Londe), the recently harnessed powers of electricity and magnetism, to sound 
reproduction and recording technology, or to light itself, was firmly established in 
popular and scientific discourse. Indeed, the images published in the 1895 edition of 
the Journal of Laryngology depicting characteristic abstract patterns produced by 
placing a mobile painterly substrate over a membrane vibrated by specific 
combinations of sounds and frequencies—the “voice flowers” of Margaret Hughes’s 
eidophone—bore a more than incidental resemblance to the images taken by Baraduc 
and his Spiritist associates.44 Voice, thought and emotion all had patterned bioelectric 
forms which moved through and between bodies, much like Burroughs’s viral radio 
transmissions. 

The work of Luys often served here as a stalking horse in Spiritist and 
Theosophist discourse, his association with Charcot justifying in the Theosophical 
journal of The Path such exaggerated claims as: 

Charcot, Binet, [Charles] Féré … and many other investigators have shown the 
ability of a hypnotic subject to become a witness of things that were not within 
the range of physical perception and [which] … could only have been sensed 
through perception of astral vibrations.45 

The author concluded from this that “the state of artificial somnambulism or … trance 
is simply an [experimental] excitation of the astral percipiency.” Baraduc and Luys 
were themselves cited in the widely read Theosophical text, Thought Forms (1901), 
by Annie Besant and Charles Leadbeater, which shaped the conceptions of Rudolf 
Steiner and Wassily Kandinsky on “colour music” and their conviction in the 
existence of universal, abstract vibratory forms which were rendered visible to 
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“sensitives” through listening to music or by entering trance states.46 Sound, vibration 
and electricity generated patterned forms which impacted upon the body as in the 
treatments pioneered by Radiguet and of the head of Charcot’s electrotherapy 
laboratory, Romain Vigouroux, and which reflected the essential properties of the 
human organism and its soul. 

 

 
 
Figure 5 Demonstration of a Tesla coil and therapeutic “effluvation” of the 
body.47   Images courtesy of The Bakken. 

 

 
 

Figure 6 Static electricity generators at the Salpêtrière. Image courtesy of the 
Musée de l’Assistance publique des hôpitaux de Paris.48 
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Charcot’s studies laid the groundwork for these more expansive ideas. The 
physician explicitly saw neuropathology as a disorder of perception which could have 
paradoxical effects on the sufferer. Recalling Richer’s vibratory sound boxes which 
transformed patients into something akin to the resonating body of a guitar, many of 
Charcot’s patients became virtual cameras, their sight reduced to black and white, 
whilst experiments using the application of colored slides over the eyes of 
somnambulists elicited specific hallucinations which accorded with the mood 
suggested by colors. Green engendered visions of gardens, while red slides produced 
scenes of violence.49 Alfred Binet for his part was one of the pioneers of the study of 
synaesthesia, in which perception of one sense (sound) was transformed into a 
repeatable perceptual structure of another sense (patterned colors, shapes, or even the 
“scotomas” or scintillating lights described by Charcot in hysterical patients).50 Nor 
were these researches conducted at the Salpêtrière any less abstract in their effects 
than those of Luys. In a particularly over-determined photographic study published in 
the hospital’s journal of 1893, a patient was subjected to stimuli of sound, taste, touch 
and sight at multiple points across her body, each localized assault generating a 
particular neuromuscular shape or “contracture,” whilst combinations of these stimuli 
produced dense hybrids of these positions.51 Nor was the association of Charcot and 
his peers with Spiritism lost on the neurologist’s contemporaries, a journalist in Revue 
illustrée noting that it was “men of science … all French” who had “followed in the 
footsteps” of those seduced by tales of marvels: 

The reader sees here, in a series of the most stupefying events, one can touch 
that unknown thing, that intangible essence, which one may call the nervous 
atmosphere, the psychic force or the fourth state of matter.52 

It was this sense of the universe as a series of abstract, overlapping and 
interpenetrating semi-transparent planes or vibrating forms, accessible to perception 
via altered neuroelectrical states or sensitive perception, which served as the basis for 
Cubist and Futurist rhetoric in the early twentieth century. Albert Gleizes for example 
claimed in the 1910s that: 

 
Cubism goes beyond externals…It no longer suffices to look at the model, the 
painter must reconceive it. He will transport it into a Space which is at once 
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spiritual and plastic in nature—a Space in regard to which we may perhaps 
allow ourselves to speak of the Fourth Dimension.53 

 
The Futurists for their part cited Marey’s chronophotographic studies as a source for 
their own dematerialization of the body into multiple vibrating forms, as in 
Duchamp’s Nu descendant.54 

 
 
Figure 7 Multiple sensory tests on a Salpêtrière patient, 1893. Images courtesy 
of the Harvard Medical Library.55 

 
The tendency for audiences to confuse Charcot’s work with that of Luys or the 

latter’s collaborator “Mage Papus” (Dr Gérard Encausse, an Occultist who ran la 
Charité’s hypnotic laboratory)56 reflected not just Charcot’s status as a central figure 
in scientific work on hypnosis, but his institutional position. It was not only the 
Academy of Sciences which acted as that “vivifying artery from whence” knowledge 
“flows,” but the Salpêtrière itself. That matrix of doctors, scientists and even art 
teachers (such as Richer and his successor at the ENSBA, neurologist and sometime 
art historian, Henry Meige)57 who moved throughout the hospice’s laboratories, wards 
and clinics comprised the majority of significant figures associated with the study of 
hypnosis, neuropsychiatry and psychology. Duchamp’s brother and housemate, 
Raymond Duchamp-Villon, himself interned at the Salpêtrière in 1890s, where he 
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worked with Londe (whose motion studies were used by Richer in his lessons at the 
École), while in 1917 André Breton studied at the hospice with Charcot’s leading 
student, Joseph Babinski.58 With figures like Olcott, Baraduc, or Charcot’s former 
student, the right-wing demagogue and novelist Léon Daudet (also a believer in 
Spiritist phenomena),59 passing through its doors, the hospice was a major site for the 
dissemination of ideas regarding those forms of “fourth dimensional perception” and 
astral travel which were enabled by neuroelectric transmissiveness—as well as for the 
promulgation of Charcot’s more bounded psycho-organic conceptions. 

The universe conjured up within these models was highly permeable, yet 
dense with patterns of communication and forces. Jules Bois was a widely published 
skeptic who once likened Charcot to a village sorcerer, concluding that the 
neurologist’s lessons had degenerated into “a sort of theatre where the ancient 
convulsive dramas of the Middle Ages were played out” revealing little more than 
“the spectacle of Satanism.”60 Nevertheless, in his commentary on fellow skeptic, 
Charles Richet, and on the latter’s work as a leading representative of the international 
Society for Psychical Research, Bois reflected: 

are there forces besides those which reach the consciousness through the 
senses? There is no doubt … Physicists have taught us that there are magnetic 
forces, forces of gravitation, ultra-violet rays, infra-red rays, irradiating waves, 
emanations of radium … There are billions of Herzian rays [sic; the radio 
waves recently discovered by Heinrich Hertz] in this room which we could 
capture if we had the proper apparatus.61 

Bois and Richet concluded that the bodies of sensitives could register and translate 
these emanations into a “sixth sense” which extended beyond normal corporeal 
boundaries in the form of “hyperaesthesia” (amplification of the usual five senses), 
“cryptesthesia” (telepathy), telekinesis, “ectoplasms” and other manifestations 
brought on by altered psychophysiological states. Richet noted that: “The only 
difference between the somnambule and the medium is that while the actions of the 
former are due to the verbal suggestion of the magnetizer, those of the latter are due to 
an auto-suggestion whose” exact “origin is unknown” but which could be surmised to 
be “some mysterious external vibration that acts on our organism.”62 This could be 
likened to the “sound produced” by biomechanical action like the “muscular noise” of 
neuromotor contractions, heart murmurs, and so on, which Richet, Marey and Bernard 
had studied and recorded using microphones, auscultators and graphic traces63—the 
latter also constituting a translation of sound into a patterned image of vibration; a 
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metapsychical precursor to later developments in musique concrète visualization or 
“visual music” by figures such as Walter Ruttman and Oskar Fischinger.64 

It is a truism of scholarship regarding Spiritism that supporters likened 
mediums to the new communication and representational devices of their day, notably 
telegraphy—the physics and informatics of which had been developed by the 
psychical researcher William Crookes, who also invented the vacuum tube later to 
become central in the discovery of atomic radiation, X-rays, and television—as well 
as to telephones, phonographs, cameras and other devices.65 Indeed, following the 
debunking of Edouard Buguet’s spirit photographs in 1895,66 the resemblance of the 
material generated within Spiritist séances to existing photographs published in 
newspapers and other sources became integral to parascientific doctrine. Tom 
Gunning observes that in both the writings of Richet and those mediums he studied: 

Spirits are not simply captured in pictures; they communicate by a sort of 
pictorial language. [by which] The medium herself became a sort of camera … 
as the human body behaves like an uncanny photomat, dispensing 
[ectoplasmic] images from its orifices.67 

Indeed, as Kardec explained in 1869, mediumism constituted a “language of signs” or 
“sématologie” which the medium and his or her scribes had to translate, the distant 
spirit using the reproduction of traced signs or extant photographs to communicate.68 
It was not images of the deceased that one saw emerging from mediums during 
séances, but rather an abstract photographic album which had been selected and 
arranged by the spirits. 

It is less commonly recognized that many of the same metaphors recur 
throughout the writings of the Charcot school, especially in the discussion of hysterics 
and somnambules. The neurologist claimed for example that that the will of 
hypnotizer was “photographically reproduced” in the mind and body of the subject, 
whilst patients were elsewhere likened to “expressive statues” (with doctors often 
playing the role of platonic Pygmalions to their Galateas), cameras, film, wax (a 
substrate also telekinetically molded in séances), pianos, music-boxes, or other forms 
of reproduction.69 Moreover, Charcot and his peers explicitly saw this construction of 
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the body in terms of communication systems and language. The neurologist proposed 
that it was a “mental motor representation” or psychophysiological “image” of any 
given action “which necessarily precedes the accomplishment of all movement.” The 
generation and embodiment of “kinaesthetic notions” was therefore the first stage in 
the performance and repetition of movement and of speech.70 The distribution and 
structure of these reproducible “images” within the nervous system accorded with the 
neural pathways, with Charcot building on Paul Broca’s landmark research at the 
Salpêtrière into the cerebral localization of language.71 Charcot contended that a 
different set of neurosensory associations was coupled to the “motor graphic image” 
(the sensation of writing a word), as opposed to the “verbal motor image” (the 
sensation of speaking a word), the “auditive image” (that of hearing it spoken aloud), 
which could be further subdivided into an “auditive musical image” for those with the 
skill of solfège (note recognition), and of reading and writing music (“graphic” and 
“motor musical images”).72 Aphasia—a neurolinguistic paralysis, in this sense—and 
normal paralyses were both generated by the severing of the link between these 
neuropsychological images. Charcot figured the body as a linguistic information 
system with no pre-established form as such. Instead, corporeality acted as a set of 
pathways and systemic alliances which tended the organism towards a functional but 
provisional unity—what Joseph Séglas called “cœnesthésie,”73 which he considered 
the “fundamental basis of the personality.”74 

This model of embodiment was most clearly elucidated in the writings by the 
neurologist’s academic peer Ribot, and by Charcot’s former students Séglas and 
Pierre Janet. In Ribot’s extraordinary 1896 essay “The Abstraction of Emotions,” the 
physician provided a guarded endorsement for Symbolist poetry, conceding that even 
bounded emotional constructs like “joy, sadness, fear, anger” and “love” were 
regularly invoked in human existence without being attached to a specific object.75 
This was particularly the case with more amorphous feelings such as: love of a 
country and its symbols (flags, crowns, and so on), the mystic emotions associated 
with the atmosphere of a monastery, or one’s response to music. These synthetic 
sensations, like the human psyche itself, were produced by an affiliation of diverse 
sensory inputs, memories and responses. Janet further contended that the psyche itself  
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Figure 8 Sketch by Richer showing the method of connecting graphic devices 
to patients, and traces so produced. Images courtesy of The Bakken.76 
 

was nothing more than a collection of neuro-mnemonic aggregates. The 
“dédoublement de la personnalité” first identified by Azam was generated by a schism 
between one set of these neuroemotional associations versus another, which then 
functioned as a virtual second self, with its own memory and characteristics. Indeed, 
from Janet’s perspective, there was no theoretical limit to the splitting of nervous 
aggregates and the information associated with each. Just as much bodily movement 
occurred without one being directly conscious of it (breathing, the precise placing of 
feet while walking, and so on), so consciousness existed as part of a dynamic 
equilibrium with a second, near coextensive field of dispersed activity which Janet 
called the “subconscious” (which differed from the more subsumed structure of the 
“Unconscious” proposed by yet another of Charcot’s former students, Sigmund 
Freud).77 Janet established that, like mediums, “normals” could subconsciously write 
extensive passages while their central focus was distracted (or dissociated) by 
someone talking in their ear.78 Breton and Philippe Soupault explicitly likened the 
“pure psychic automatism” of the Surrealist poet or artist to such medium-like activity 
and to the equally machinized graphic recording devices strapped by Charcot and 
Richer to their patients at the Salpêtrière.79 Nor were the Surrealists alone in 
associating Spiritism with Janetian psychology and the work of Charcot. Diagnosing 
Spiritism and Occultism as pathological, Séglas observed that there were “intuitive 
writing mediums” whose “semi-mechanical” actions constituted “a motor 
hallucination of articulation which seems to precede the graphic impulse” whereby 
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“unconscious automatic writing is guided in some way by a state of visual 
consciousness.”80 Séglas concluded, “As is justly remarked by M. Ribot, in the 
normal state, the individual who senses and who thinks” is sensorially and 
neuropsychologically “adapted to his milieu.”81 In a “sensorial hallucination,” this 
internal psycholinguistic “adaptation” of the individual to his or her “exterior 
world”—and the “correspondence” between sensorium, language and surroundings—
was “destroyed.” Spiritism and its hallucinatory apports were therefore a production 
of the individual’s “abnormal evolution of the personality” in which the subject failed 
to correctly construct their own “humanity.” This gave rise to the robot-like state 
described by Charcot and Janet as “automatism.” 

Rosalind Kraus has employed Roger Caillois’s famous essay from Minotaure 
of 1935 to interpret the indeterminate boundaries and forms commonplace within 
Surrealist photography.82 Citing Janet’s work on automatism in which disaggregated 
subjects such as Charcot’s hysterics found it difficult to recognize the distinction 
between themselves and regions outside of their own bodies, Caillois described the 
urge to mimetically reproduce one’s surrounding influences as a cannibalistic 
surrender to the seduction or “temptation” of space itself. Mediums and hysterics 
merged with their environment, their bodies ectoplasmically leaking into the world, or 
taking up external influences and patterns. Even insects were liable to these near-
hypnotic states, with the tendency of caterpillars to stiffen when touched figured as a 
“cataleptic” form of “hysterical contraction.” Via the influence of Janetian 
psychology, the splotchy “informe” tones found in photographs such as Raoul Ubac’s 
Portrait dans un miroir (1938) continued a tradition of bodily and subjective 
abstraction whose origins lay as much in Charcot’s writings and Spiritist ectoplasms 
as in Georges Bataille’s poetics.83 The photographs that figured so prominently in the 
publications of Charcot and his peers rarely achieved the degree of formless 
abstraction evoked by the work of the early twentieth-century avant-garde. They 
nevertheless exhibited a tension or pulsion which pointed them towards such 
creations. 

I would like to conclude by contending that Charcot’s hysteriform imagery 
and ideas—which figured so prominently in Surrealist collage, photography and 
aestheticized automatism—was a principal source for modernist abstraction as a 
whole, across both the artistic and social fields. The web of ideas sketched above 
joined various experimental frontiers in art, Spiritist discourse and science. Charcot’s 
provided the conceptual basis for many of the social phenomenon which he 
condemned, ranging from Spiritism to neo-Mesmerism, metapsychology, and those 
near pathological forms of avant-garde abstraction which had been diagnosed as 
diseased by both Charcot himself and in the well known 1892 text on “degenerate art” 
authored by the neurologist’s former student, Max Nordau.84 These diverse yet 
interlinked cultural tropes fused technology and embodiment into a set of abstract 
information systems whose patterned forms could determine emotional constitution, 
movement and spirit. Mediated through popular culture and Spiritist publications, 
these models enunciated by Charcot and his associates offered a vision of humanity in 
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which, to use Burroughs’s terms, language, space and the mediatized landscape acted 
as a “virus,” conflating the body and vibration, sound, light and form—or the 
structure of the subject, versus the pulsing chaos of neuroelectric communication and 
representation which surrounded and suffused it. In today’s digital age, these 
destabilizing abstract precedents in biological informatics have become all too 
familiar again. 

 


