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Abstract
The artist Irene Brown is interested in the long history of how visual perception and illusion, and
the equally long history of ‘magic’ intersects with orthodox histories of Western scientific
‘progress’. She is also interested in how the model of the artwork as a source of illusion intertwines
with these now dual histories. Her work here is an attempt to plot an alternative story in which
these three ideas stand in a new relation, and remain intertwined as they originally were, rather
than disaggregated into disciplinary silos and deracinated forms of research. As this chapter
illustrates, Brown’s method is to excavate lesser-known stories about the interaction between fine
art, spectacle and performance, and tease out how they might be related to the dominant story of
disinterested scientific endeavour as the engine of Enlightenment, charged with an emancipatory
power for all humanity. In her work, the development of scientific artefacts and specimens has
been a circuitous process in which the strictly ‘rational’ discovery and application of scientific
theories is close to myth-worship; and indeed one where mythologies acquire living logics of their
own.

The Scientist and the Magician
Irene Brown

“Science continues to be a channel for magic – the belief that for the human will, empowered by
knowledge, nothing is impossible. This kind of confusion of science with magic is not an ailment of
a kind that has a remedy. It goes with modern life… Science and occultism differ at many points,
but at one they converge: they both view the world as being governed by laws.”i

Introduction
This chapter is based on studies conducted during my time as International Research Fellow at
the Bakken Museum of Electricity and Magnetism,ii Minneapolis, USA in 2013 and subsequent
studio based investigations leading to the production of the installation Phantasmagoria Electric
(Figure 1).iii I want to pursue the idea that the histories of the development of science, and in
particular physics concerned with electricity and magnetism, and those of the public performance
of magic and the paranormal are far from comfortably separate. Even more uncomfortably, the
longstanding association between art and illusion – and the idea that true art lies in the
concealment of illusion corresponds closely to this latter history. In the representational tradition,
the definition of artistry and artifice are as a means to creating illusion (as encapsulated in the
phrase ars est celare artem). Accordingly, the form of this essay is one matched to its subject, just
as is desired in works of art. It is presented as if a work of art, or else as corresponding to the
principles that works of art operate upon. It is also, necessarily, presented episodically, through a
series of individual vignettes that correspond to particular pregnant moments in those histories,
and which should, at the risk of sounding portentous, be read allegorically rather than historically.
The benefit of treating these episodes as discrete units is, perversely enough, that through that
mechanism a reader then may be more readily inclined and able to envisage them re-assembled,
re-imagined, reallocated new places in the order of things, rather than take them as Aristotelian
propositions casually linked, forever, in a definite order whose logic is unassailable. The logic here

is, intentionally, all too assailable, just as it was in the experiments themselves that provide my
subject matter.

My reflections upon these histories are, necessarily, positioned as being those of a practising artist
for whom they provide inspiration and source material, rather than those of an academic historian,
for whom a set range of existing debates would provide means of adjudication as to the truth-value
of the claims made. The claims made here are artistic ones, rather than scientific ones, and are
necessarily intended to conjure the illusion of narrative coherence in the speculative conclusions I
draw. If there is dramatic license, though, it was on the part of the ‘scientists’, illusionists and
showmen (the gendering is apposite) whose business and whose profits lay in confounding our
ordinary state of perception.

To recap briefly: my hypothesis here is that I want to pursue the idea that stories of scientific
advancement, illusionism, and artistic practice have become comfortably separated in retrospect.
This much is a ‘known known’: that the separation of disciplines over the course of the eighteenthand nineteenth-centuries in Europe and North America allowed successors including ourselves to
imagine the material world through several discrete frameworks. What we might call the history of
the imagination, though, in which objects in the material world are no longer quite seen as
specimens, and not necessarily works of art, runs differently. The essay therefore takes a form
that echoes the principles of ‘pre-modern’ cabinets of curiosity in which things that should
(apparently) not sit together, or be seen as aligned, happily do so. Recent work by figures such as
Graham Harman and Jane Bennett invites us to see material objects as if endowed with all of the
vitality and the mystery of works of art. From my perspective, their work suggests that we can,
therefore, see the entire history of Western scientific endeavour from a similar lens. What if,
following Harman, we imagined scientific inventions and even practices – and those that were
eventually disregarded or forgotten about, or ‘declassified’ from the terrain of science proper – as
‘objects’ possessed of infinite strangeness of ‘things’, human-made and otherwise. His work
invites us, as he writes, “to embrace the innate theatricality and deep multiplicity of

every artwork”.iv My contribution here invites us similarly to embrace the innate theatricality and
deep multiplicity of ‘scientific’ labour – and in particular, pre-scientific attempts to render visible
what is ordinarily inaccessible to our senses.

My practice as an artist proceeds from what might be articulated as a similar method – one on
which rendering archival material and historical intellectual formations visible is itself an ‘illusion’, a
form of bringing-to-life, or rather, bringing-back-to-life what has been lost to history. We know full
well that ‘science’, ‘art’, and mere ‘entertainment’ were conceived of differently in the past. We
often fail to imagine that they may be conceived of equally or more different in the near future. The
vignettes here each furnish us with an alternative conception of what ‘scientific-artistic’ endeavour
is – I use this term in the understanding that, following Harman, we may not necessarily be able to
separate these domains convincingly any longer.

A COMPENDIUM OF VIGNETTES, OR, IMAGINING – AND IMAGING – ‘ENERGY’

Figure 1. Phantasmagoria Electric, 2015, Gallery FOE 156, Munich, Germany.

The starting point here is a final artwork that resulted from a set of investigations into both the
physical artefacts from prior historical moments, and the recorded histories that account for them.

I will begin at the end. Or at least an end-point: a ‘finished’ work of art as seen in its exhibition
conditions, insofar as any work of art can remain ‘finished’, rather than enacting a process through
its very act of being exhibiting. The first image shows my own installation Phantasmagoria Electric,
consisting of ten custom-built ‘magic lanterns’ each powered by a salt-water battery, utilizing
electrical technology originally developed by Alessandro Volta in 1800.v Each of these ten is a
miniature projector, whose job is to beam a tiny image into a water-filled chemistry flask, where the
glass sphere acts as a magnifying lens that distorts the image, creating the illusion that the image
is floating within the liquid – or more accurately that the image is alive, and embodied in a foetal
state, suspended in amniotic fluid or in formaldehyde. It is, accordingly, possible to imagine it as

either an animate being in embryo, or a ‘specimen’ preserved for scientific observation (Figure 2).
One hypothesis is precisely, as I suggested above, whether the domains of ‘the scientific’ and ‘the
artistic’ are mutually exclusive, or must occupy expressly differentiated positions in our
imagination. The form of the work is, therefore, allegorical. It is a four-dimension, i.e. temporal
equivalent of the famous ‘duck-rabbit’ question in perceptual psychology, in which we can only see
one or the other at any given time, but never both at the same time. It sets us a parallel problem:
can we register ‘the scientific’ at the same time as ‘the artistic’? Can we avoid separating the two,
at this moment in time, when we know full well that such a habit of mind was not always
embedded in the European imagination?

The ‘technologies’ that I employ in creating works of art are now rudimentary, available to all to
utilise. To employ a strategic anachronism, following the lead of art historians such as Alexander
Nagel and Giorgio Agamben, these simple contraptions were once the ‘cutting-edge’ of scientific
endeavour. These basic forms of apparatus embodied discoveries so innovative as to appear as
‘supernatural’; as sources of intense ‘wonder’. My objective here is to return viewers to such a
sense of pre-modern ‘wonder’; to allow them to enter a state of suspension of disbelief about the
illusions that artistry offers and the revelations that scientific experiments can elicit – and to,
somehow, combine the two once again.

Figure 2. Phantasmagoria Electric (detail), 2014, Glass, wood, steel, salt-water, copper, zinc.

Phantasmagoria Electric echoes the shape that forms of elite, and eventually more popular forms
of entertainment once took in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-centuries. If there is an absent centre
to this artwork, it is the human figure who at those times would have introduced and narrated the
experiment – and made its findings vivid, dramatic – and to use Graham Harman’s term –
‘theatrical’. There can be no denying that the dissemination of the history of disseminating
scientific discoveries and ideas is also a history of showmanship, of theatricality, of forms of
persuasion that do not rely on falsifiable premises, upon logical clauses and propositions related in

a causal chain, and which can be tested across time and space. My wager here is simple enough.
It is the post-Benjaminian proposition that we should (in Harman’s terms again) “embrace” the idea
of phantasmagoria as a means to destabilise our current formation of knowledge. The use of
intentionally antiquated technology is, I will also wager, the only likely means that we might allow
any adequate and rounded alternative conceptions of the relationships between science and art to
develop. Put very briefly, Peter Osborne has persuasively argued that the history of ‘modernism’ in
art is a history of negations, and of laying claim to imagined futures.vi Modernism’s value lies in its
claim to futurity. Only after the twentieth-century has passed have the pleasures – indeed, the
ethical necessities – of strategic anachronism begun to be explored in art practice and art history
alike. ‘Time’ in art is no longer strictly a ‘political’ matter in Osborne’s terms, but a creative one, as
historians such as Christine Ross have correctly identified.vii My own work follows Ross’s
argument that creative construction of alternative temporalities is the defining characteristic of
contemporary art in the last decade. My means of conjuring such imagined temporalities into being
is precisely through returning us to what North-Western Europeans often take the imagined originpoint of modernity itself: the ability to generate and harness electricity. (There are, of course,
manifold other turning points and starting points laid claim to, relating to colonial conquest and to
the exploitation of fossil fuels independently of their use to generate electrical power.)

A counter-temporality can readily be imagined if we take the premises of this work seriously. One
purpose of Phantasmagoria Electric is to imagine a world in which the means of producing
electricity could be – or even have been – individualised, with each household generating its own
electrical needs rather than being reliant upon a centralised system of production, itself (in the UK
at least) both privately owned and run for profit, and run in a thoroughly unsustainable way that
remains reliant upon fossil fuels. If Phantasmagoria Electric is or can be read as an allegory, one
reading is indeed that the past may well resemble the future in an inverted mirror image. It
proposes a world in which the creation of electricity is undertaken at a small scale and upon an
‘amateur’ basis, in which the existing division of labour has been thoroughly overtaken. The
political implications of such a world in which each individual household unit or individual held

control over the means of energy production can be imagined rather than given exposition here.
The artist’s job is still to show, not tell. In the near future, each of us may be responsible for the
miracle of light, of a sustainable energy. The form which my works take – of taking ‘ordinary’
experiments and allowing them to take Benjaminian forms as magical apparitions, exemplifies the
need to see modernity not as a teleological and endless form of progress towards hyperconsumption, but as an evolutionary blip, a temporary aberration, and one where the party is all
but over.

I have dwelt upon this work because it condenses an alternative history of scientific endeavour,
magic, and artistry within itself. It does so by containing ten images that here provide me with a set
of vignettes to explore and expand upon, and which provide a collective set of episodes that may
be reunited into a new story. The images span the earliest electrical experiments through to the
Victorian and Edwardian commitments to Mesmerism and to Spiritualism. The ten images
comprise a series, a linear sequence of its own that has not been created to date.

Deus ex machina: from the magic lantern to the Layden jar
The images begin in Paris, at the end of the eighteenth century – in this at least, I do, intentionally
follow the dominant precedents in constructing scientific histories. One of the most celebrated
inventions from this time is Étienne-Gaspard Robert’s Phantasmagoria, a device for conjuring
apparitions using a magic lantern. Somewhat less well known, however, is his Salon de Physique
where ‘serious’ scientific endeavour was as gilded with theatrical artifice as modern-day party
politics seemingly is. As I suggested above, what I want to engage with here is how our
predecessors (and by implication how we) have attempted to figure the idea of electricity. After all,
electricity is all too easy to imagine as a form of energy that is God-like in its form – as form-less,
infinite, all-powerful, deadly, able to move mountains and mobilise all kinds of matter into states of
animation. And it can, with greater difficulty, be imagined as an animate life-form of its own –yet as
one that is invisible, inaudible, and indeed inaccessible to all of the senses, except to touch. And
for those foolhardy enough to touch it, an Icarus-like fall can be the only outcome: electricity’s
sublime power can only stun or kill us if we come too close to its awesome, destructive power. It
is, therefore, unsurprising that there is an extensive body of scientific, literary, and religious or
spiritualist writing that has attempted to give figures to electricity and reveal imaginative visions of
what it is and can be and do. And documentation of how, in European lecture halls, scientists
acted as showmen and in the séance room, the magician was the rational sceptic.

The research that contributes towards this essay, and which led to the creation of Phantasmagoria
Electric, was begun on a residency at the Bakken Museum, which has an exceptional collection of
historical, and highly delicate ‘Layden jars’, many decorated with gold leaf. These devices were
used to store electricity, and do indeed allow us to imagine it as simultaneously invisible and yet
thoroughly material. The Layden jar is itself a kind of ‘duck-rabbit’ device, in other words:
something that allows us to see electricity as either / or material - immaterial, compounding the
effect that I am aspiring toward in my works.

Figure 3. Layden jar, 1750-1850, France. Glass, copper, gold leaf: Bakken Museum Archives.

The Bakken Museum’s archive contains varied apparatus and texts from early experiments in
electrochemistry that provided a focal point for my investigations. Through my own experiments, I
created a salt-water battery sufficiently powerful to light a single LED bright enough to project an
image. As well as creating my own electricity, by forming a small copper cylinder with a lens at one
end and a tiny 6mm slide slotted in the centre, I was able to create a rudimentary projector. Like
the early scientists, I had both created electricity and a cinematic illusion of animate life.

What follows below is an outline of the ten vignettes that compose the magic lantern show in
Phantasmagoria Electric as an alternative history of what I will call the intellectual materials of its
own making: the ideas, assumptions and pathways that preceded it and which it is logically
dependent upon for its own existence. As above, the sequence of vignettes is intended to bring
phenomena back into alignments and conjunctures that were once taken for granted, but which

the process of disaggregation that underpins almost all scientific methods have dissolved.
Together, the ten vignettes tell the story of how the search to discover scientific explanations for all
invisible phenomena gave credence to practices now called pseudo-science. What we might call
the fallibility of ‘the scientific method’, in the face of deliberate deception is one area of interest to
me here. The persistence of a collective need for ‘wonder’ in the face of an apparent deenchantment of the universe is a second. What we might call the conceptual strength as much
as the popular power of ‘magic’ is a third concern.

#1: A FIRST EXPERIMENT – IMAGINING ELECTRICITY

Vignette 1: A detail from Charles Rabiqueau’s ’Le Spectacle du feu élémentaire ou Cours
d'électricité expérimentale’ (1753) (Figure 4). The illustrations describe electrical experiments and
equipment able to generate static electricity, store a static charge in a Leyden jar and conduct
experiments including lighting a candle, making bells ring and (as slide 1 depicts in Figure 6) raise
the fur on a squirrel’s tail.viii

Figure 4. Detail from Charles Rabiqueau’s ’Le Spectacle du feu élémentaire ou Cours d'électricité
expérimentale’ (1753).

The wager here is that electricity was the scientific obsession of later eighteenth-century Europe:
that it prompted the most intense debates about the nature of the material world, and what exists
but is not visible, and what does not exist. The ‘discovery’ or more accurately full study and
harnessing of electricity can, and should, be imagined as a fundamental challenge to existing
ontologies, as much as to medical knowledge. It prompted reflection upon the relationship
between mind, body, and ‘soul’; between matter and the immaterial; and upon humans’
relationship to the powers of the ‘natural’ world. A related proposition is – following Bruno Latour’s
thesis in We Have Never Been Modern – that the division between the natural and the cultural
instigated in early-modern Europe is hardly unrelated to discussions around electricity, and
energy. Electricity was a form of – indeed the pre-eminent form of ‘natural magic’ that required
investigation, and that had gone from an ‘unknown unknown’ to being a ‘known unknown’.
As has been well established, the attempts to explain the existence of electricity and its workings
took a considerable period of time to reach the current consensus.

As is also well known, many commentators anticipated that electricity might eventually provide the
answer to the source of life, or its nature. The hypothesis that in discovering it, humans had
discovered the hidden secrets of the universe, is all too understandable. Prior to the development
of the profession or even the naming of a ‘scientist’, speculations of enthusiasts sat alongside and
even surpassed any made by ‘experts’.ix To use another strategic anachronism, gentleman
amateurs were the scientific establishment. To paint with an extremely broad brush indeed, the
initial association between electricity and scientific endeavour, and the latter with concepts of
(some form of) world-historical or universal ‘progress’ underpinning ‘modernity’ are my concern
here. My hunch is that artworks, like other forms of historical and literary speculation, can start to
unpick such associations and trains of thinking; and that these forms of speculation echo the
unsuccessful forms of ‘science’ that have been discredited or forgotten:
The prevailing understanding of the enlightenment is one in which there was only
scientific and rational thinking, but there was also a significant number of people

contributing to the enlightenment who were absorbed in dubious scholarly pursuits
like alchemy, mythology, astrology and secret societies.x

This observation forms the backbone of this essay: what are now science’s ‘others’ were once the
things that constituted it at its very core – and that, again following Latour, might provide us with
the tools to liberate ourselves from a modernity that threatens to exhaust the material basis it rests
upon, and destroy many thousands of species in the process.

The first vignette here re-introduces a world in which anyone of means could demonstrate the
creation and the applications of electricity, as an example for the present day. It also proposes that
then, as now, the interpretation and meaning of the phenomenon was contestable – indeed was
up for grabs. This speculation provides a connective tissue through the vignettes below. As I have
suggested, my work also partakes of the forms of experiment that are no longer active or
practised: as the canonical histories of science outline, electrical experiments became a popular
parlour game. It is well recorded that electrical experiments were “the most pleasing and surprising
appearances for the entertainment of one's friends”.xi

Of course, alongside these forms of lucrative showmanship, the idea that therapeutic effects could
be exercised through electricity gained traction; those styling themselves as ‘natural philosophers’
perceived a link between electricity, bodily ailments, and psychological states. And my own work
continues that proposition by introducing new states of affect precisely by reintroducing prescientific concepts, as the following vignette outlines.

Vignette II:

A detail from Edward Nairne’s ‘The Description and Use of Nairne's Patent Electrical Machine:
With the Addition of Some Philosophical Experiments and Medical Observations’ (1783). Nairne’s
electrotherapeutic instruments are seen applied to a (disembodied) female patient’s arm
Nairne promoted his device as having applications in both medicine and physics (slide 2, Figure
6).

My work Phantasmagoria is intended to re-embody scientific knowledge through practice – on the
empirical grounds that my own ignorance of basic electrical principles and production is nearly
complete; and that this echoes the experience of my entire circle of acquaintances. The division of
labour that the disciplinary organisation of knowledge has created has its costs, as well as
benefits. It argues for a new form of ‘amateurism’ – a rhizomatic form of knowledge production, let
us say, (or one across a ‘hive mind’, to mix my metaphors) where valid contributions to the
production of new knowledge can come from multiple sources.

It is also intended, of necessity, as a kind of a cautionary tale: a window onto cost incurred by the
innocent in modernity. It is a window onto the history of the medical applications of electrical
‘therapies’ in which shock treatments were applied to many thousands of individuals across time
and space. The affect associated with ‘wonder’ that I want to conjure is one of non-knowledge,
echoing medical professionals’ lack of knowledge of the changes wrought on the body when
receiving an electrical charge. The artistic imperative is to provide a ‘shock to the system’ of
knowledge production.

Vignette III:

Luigi Galvani’s ‘Aloysii Galvani…De Viribus Electricitatis in Motu Musculari Commentarius’,
(1791)( Figure 5) The book describes Galvani’s electrical experiments that later became known as
‘galvanism’, where dissected frogs and a dead dog are ‘animated’ through a static charge (detail
depicted in slide 3, Figure 6).

Figure 5. Luigi Galvani’s ‘Aloysii Galvani…De Viribus Electricitatis in Motu Musculari
Commentarius’, (1791).

“Falsification is generally more useful than verification, if only because it is easy to find evidence
in support of established views, whereas when we falsify a theory we learn something new.”

xii

The form of Phantasmagoria Electric gives animate life to the body of images it encompasses; and
hypothesises that it is not an accident we talk of a ‘body’ of images, or of ideas. It takes Galvani’s

ideas and misappropriates them – strategically misemploys them for artistic purposes. The intent
is, I hope, to reorder the chain of association that his work began. Galvani’s work prompted
debates about the brain (and the body) generating an electrical ‘fluid’; containing (an image of)
Galvani’s work inside fluid itself provides a poetic image – an objective correlative, let us call it in
the terms of poetry itself – for this idea. Galvani’s animation of frogs’ legs ‘demonstrated’, wrongly,
that electricity was the animating force of all animal life (Volta later proved his experiment to rest
on the electric current generated between the two metals applied). The idea that we are electricity,
in some form, proved difficult to dislodge or deny; it is an understandable intuition. Even into the
nineteenth-century, figures such as John Abernethy were promoting the idea of life ‘itself’ as being
a fluid equivalent to electricity. My work tempts those encountering it into entertaining the idea
again, as another cautionary tale, a false turn taken.

Vignette IV:

A detail from ‘Principes du magnétisme’, c.1786. This anonymous French manuscript includes
discussion of the theory and principles of animal magnetism (slide 4, Figure 6).

In the entire history of electricity’s applications, the positing of a relationship between electricity
and magnetism is one of the undeniably most important. William Gilbert, acknowledged as the
‘father’ of electrical studies, authored De Magnete Magneti cisque Corporibus et de Magno
Magnete Teure Physiologia (1600). Gilbert proposed the idea that Earth itself was a kind of
magnet to explain why compass needles point north. I draw attention to Gilbert’s findings because
they are the unlikely intellectual materials that are the basis of Mesmerism, which is the fourth
vignette of the Phantasmagoria Electric. The fluids that it is made from intentionally echo the
appearance of art-historical representations of sublime, infinite seas, and to a lesser extent,
moonscapes. Franz Anton Mesmer (1734-1815) hypothesised that the human nervous system
was made up of ‘magnetic fluid’: an invisible substance similar to electricity, but affected by
planetary motion just like the ebb and flow of the ocean tides.xiii We ourselves are mere liquid, in
this vision, held in dynamic equilibrium, and given motion by a ‘current’. The coincidence
between these figures – of flow, motion, and transfer of energy – is no coincidence at all, of
course. The attention implicitly drawn to it in the work is one intended to alert us to the limits of
our language, and to the fragility and fallibility of the figures by which we imagine the world’s
workings. Mesmer’s methods ‘treated’ haemorrhoids, vomiting, paralysis, blindness and all kinds
of convulsive and hysterical disorders. xiv His work features in the piece not least because his
techniques included curative baths in magnetised water, mesmeric massage and his ‘baquet’.
This was a large wooden tub filled with magnetised water that Mesmer claimed acted like a huge
Layden jar, charged with his own personal animal magnetism “stored up and concentrated, like
electric fluid”.xv Pierre Bourdieu has helpfully called ‘art’ the domain of “the charismatic ideology”:
the place where objects are invested with quasi-magical or spiritual powers to intercede on our
behalf.xvi The wager played out here in my work is that there is an uncanny alignment between

Mesmer’s analysis of bodies’ (spiritual) power and potency, and Bourdieu’s description of what
works of art are, at least under the current form of capitalist individualism. In the latter’s words,
the “charismatic ideology of ‘creation’ … ‘directs the gaze towards … the magic power of
transubstantiation with which the “creator” is endowed’”.xvii The homology implied between artistic
creativity and pseudo-scientific powers is not, of course, a complete one; but it suggests that all
domains of knowledge are a matter of faith and of suspending disbelief, by their very nature. Any
successful artwork is testimony to the power of the imagination to persuade, and even to deceive
– or at least to generate a successful illusion. To expand the hypothesis a little: the successful
work of art generates an illusion of coherence rather than merely a perceptual illusion: it provides
an explanation for the world, or at the least some model of its order, and this allows us to hold faith
in it, in our encounter with it. It exerts a kind of magnetic pull upon our imagination just as
Mesmer’s patients willingly subjugated themselves to the ‘magnetizer’ who manipulated them by
just a look or simple sign.xviii A successful work of art instigates an alternative form of
consciousness at best – for as fellow artist Hans Haacke writes, “art… belong[s] to what has
aptly been called the "consciousness industry".xix Mesmer’s role, and my role alike, are to realign
consciousness. The glories – and the dangers – of this thinking have been seen more clearly by
Haacke than anyone else. And as he has extrapolated, “the artist’s business requires his [sic]
involvement in practically everything. He works in reference, not to a section of the world, but to
the whole world … the artist's business is how to … manipulate the findings of perceptual
psychology … Theoretically there are no limits to his involvement”.xx This beautiful, horrifying
image – in which art is akin to advertising, propaganda, and scientific experiment rolled into one –
is one I subscribe to wholeheartedly, and which this entire essay is an attempting to account for.
Mesmer’s work, in this thesis, is repositioned somewhat counterintuitively as a branch of
perceptual psychology that preceded the manipulation of consumers through advertising, and
voters through propaganda.

Vignette V:

Ernest Abraham Hart Smith’s ‘Hypnotism, Mesmerism and the New Witchcraft’ (1896): chapters
on ‘Hypnotism and Humbug’, ‘Animal Magnetism and Hysteria’, ‘Mesmerism and the New
Witchcraft’, ‘Groping’s after the Supernatural’ and ‘The Eternal Gullible.’ (Slide 5, Figure 6).

Mesmer’s work is, also, a precursor of beliefs in the ‘occult’ and the ‘paranormal’ that are
routinely seen as pseudo-science. The door that was opened by his work and that of peers was
that of connecting electricity as potential portals or connections to the ‘other’ world of the
afterlife. The flourishing of such beliefs into the twentieth-century has been under investigation
by artists across Europe and North America since around the millennium: many believe that the
investigation of the ‘darker’ side of modernity has been one of the dominant motifs in
contemporary art as a whole across the last two decades. Survey exhibitions on both sides of
the Atlantic testify to this. The history of the imagination has, I want to suggest, taken a ‘turn’
towards re-examining the repressed or even frankly ridiculous sides of modernity, and of
modernism in the visual arts. My work echoes the cultural theorist and latterly artist Mieke Bal’s
warrant to construct a ‘preposterous history’ through positively anachronistic means, or rather
positive forms of anachronism. xxi Accordingly, as outlined above, some investigation of the
existing histories in play is a necessity in order to relate how my own recasting of them has been
achieved.

This chapter in my work examines authorities’ support of such notions, and the cultural authority
that they lent to what are now deemed ideas outside the mainstream or worthy of official
approval. In France, an 1826 report commissioned by the Académie Royale de Médecine in
Paris was supportive of the idea of ‘animal magnetism’, although reclassified Mesmer’s magnetic
fluid as a ‘non-specific fluid’ still able to be directed by willpower. A second report of 1831 also
validated the realities of animal magnetism and somnambulistic paranormal phenomena,
advising that used correctly, they were real medical tools. A third commission of 1835 produced

a report that flatly contradicted the earlier ones entirely: the lack of consensus between the class
of ‘experts’ about the nature and capabilities, of electrical and electro-magnetic treatments was
clear. Other commentators of that period imagined that magnetism would eventually “render the
mystical scientific, rather than science mystical”.xxii The connection I am drawing here is between
the spirit world and magnetic somnambulism, as endorsed by, for example, the Swedenborgian
Stockholm Exegetic and Philanthropic Society. The idea at play was that ‘magnetizing’ allowed
the body and soul to separate, activating an ‘inner sight’ to render the invisible spirit world
present. The idea this rested upon was that the fundamental forces not only guiding matter, but
guiding our souls and minds, were magnetic.

Figure 6.

Vignette VI

Chauncy Hare Townshend’s ‘Facts in Mesmerism, with Reasons for a Dispassionate Inquiry into
it’ (1840) (slide 6, Figure 7).

The development of public as opposed to professional scientific debate has, I contest,
developed episodically, in response to particular flashpoints where publicity draws attention to
issues of pointed contestation. One such episode is the alarming case of the Fox Sisters, who in
1848, came to represent Spiritualism in America. The sisters became the first celebrity
‘mediums’ whose self-induced somnambulism or hypnotic state –with no need for a controlling,
Svengali-like mesmerizer, captivated audiences. This idea spread across social groups,
becoming a form of entertainment. One early Victorian British spectator wrote ‘table moving’ is
all the rage…Every evening party must of course have its experiments.’xxiii The Fox Sisters are a
part of my work as they have long represented the return of ‘experiments’ as forms of public
entertainment. The development of a scientific body of language, or its misdirection and
contestation, are important here, as my work is concerned precisely with how we figure, and
imagine, the interplay of mind and body – or soul. The image, potentially representing the Fox
Sisters that I have selected and cropped positions them precisely as ‘floating’ into an expanded
sea of consciousness – a limitless space that had not been conquered previously, but which
willpower, and science, could open up. The image is, of course, as tantalizing as it is misleading
– but has its own power as an image. And it reminds us that the power to ‘conjure’ objects into
being – here, deceased others – is a form of artistry that artists have not had a monopoly over.

Vignette VII:
The Davenport Brothers Public Cabinet Séance at the Queens Concert Rooms, Hanover
Square, London in 1865 (slide 7, Figure 7).

“The standard line of scientific naturalists – Thomas Huxley in the nineteenth century, Richard
Dawkins in the twenty-first – is that science subverts belief in God… [but] far from destroying
faith, science is impossible without it.”xxiv

My contestation here is that ‘mediumship’ is the signature development of the mid-nineteenthcentury in the public reception, and misappropriation of ‘scientific’ ideas about electricity (here
imagined first as a physical ‘fluid’ within the body, then as a kind of universal theatre of operations
which individual consciousness could travel across). ‘Electricity’, in other words, became a kind of
peculiar catch-all term: an open signifier which almost any phenomenon could be attached to, and
which all forms of magical wish-fulfilment could be realised through. ‘Electricity’ can be
understood as the meta-sign under which Phantasmagoria Electric stands, and allows me to
connect together multiple other signs and stories with relative impunity – as the term is already
connected to every other.

The seventh story brought into play in the work is that of the American brothers Ira and William
Davenport, who operated on the threshold between magic and mediumship, and who presented
ghostly manifestations on theatre stages. Their signature act was to invite spectators to tie them
fast into a cabinet filed with musical instruments, and once the doors were closed, music would
emanate and ghostly hands appear through the cabinet windows. Their use of phosphorescent
paint in their theatre séances convinced many that they had accrued such an electrical charge
that they could make objects fly of their own accord, creating their own living paintings. The
painterly image I have employed accordingly speaks of them as artists manqués with good
reason. It positions their actions and my own as again in alignment, as part of an unintentional
shared project.

Vignette VIII:
Double-exposure spirit photograph’ by Eugène Thiébault, 1863, of Henri Robin.xxv (Slide 8,
Figure 7).

“For some of its practitioners psychical research – a new science, as they liked to think of it – was
in fact a type of magical thinking… The psychical researchers turned to science looking for [even]
more than immortality.”xxvi

The development of Spiritualism and the possibility of accessing previously undetectable
aspects of the world through innate, but usually latent ‘super-powers’ is an ongoing idea that has
been repeatedly exploited. The discovery of electro-magnetic (radio) waves and X-rays can be
seen to have reinforced such ideas; and given license to those who wanted to prove the
scientific basis of psychic and other phenomena.xxvii They raised the question of precisely how
many ‘invisible’ worlds within our own there actually are, waiting to be revealed by science.

The eighth image in my compilation was the tool of scientist and showman alike. Spirit
photography was both a magicians’ parlor trick and scientific tool famously employed by
the group of eminent English Victorians called the Society for Psychic Research
(henceforth SPR). The group included eminent scientists and philosophers committed to
strictly scientific enquiry, and had the collective wealth to conduct extensive
international research.xxviii The sheer quantity of experiments undertaken, and strict
adherence to methods of logical deduction and even (what we now call) falsifiability are
undeniable.

The SPR’s establishment membership simply could not agree upon the roles that
electricity, and invisible forces played in the physical, or spiritual worlds. But pictorial
representation proved an answer: photography itself could be imagined as an impartial,
mechanical, reliable, objective scientific tool. The camera was the ultimate witness, free

of prejudice, credible in its account, diligent in its watch. Photographic images, occupied
a different ontological state to words – to verbal claims made by participants. They
acted as a guarantee, as they continue to do in legal cases today.

It became obvious to the SPR that the camera could capture phenomena that were not
necessarily evident to the naked eye: the magic of ‘freezing’ a slice of time from its
endless flow allowed scientific investigation to be objectified, made permanent, and
findings circulated through reproduction. And of course, the photographs of the SPR
themselves act as evidence of their own time: they are as date-stamped, ideologically
speaking, as any artefact could ever be. And they are more akin to art objects in their
artistry, their pictorial rhetoric, and their ability to conjure and cajole than to any
scientific artefact or specimen. But a specimen they remain, in court, and in scientific
enquiry. Is it possible to see a photograph as an illusion and as an indexical
representation at the same time? Or is this, too, a duck-rabbit problem of another kind?

Vignette IX:
Stanley De Brath’s ‘The Physical Phenomena of Spiritualism’, London Spiritualist Alliance
Publications, 1930: “the making of a thumb-print by a Materialised Hand on dental wax softened
by hot water’.” (Slide 9, Figure 7)

“There is a persisting need to believe that the order that is supposed to exist in the human mind
reflects one that exists [independently of it] in the world. A contrary view seems more plausible
the order pleasing any view of things is to the human mind, the less likely it is to reflect reality.”
xxix

As I have suggested, the apparatus of both the pictorial and performing arts alike were called
upon to verify and not just to dramatize, scientific endeavors. In the thought process that
generated my work, elaborated upon here, this is just as true. In the ninth vignette, I have
alighted upon a photograph of the medium Mina ‘Margery’ Crandon (1888 – 1941), who
popularized the idea that ‘ectoplasm’ was produced when spirits were called forth to enter this
world from their own. The idea of ‘ectoplasm’ first appeared during experiments in the 1880s
Accounts of how such matter ‘transported’ across dimensions related only vaguely to ideas of
electrical transference, but can be seen as sitting in parallel to them.

The invention of the figure of ‘ectoplasm’ is a triumph of the imagination: the naming of an
imagined substance in defiance of all known laws of physics. It was usually figured as a
luminous, light-emitting substance – therefore somehow ‘charged’ with energy, implicitly aligning
the electrical with the spiritual, as if the two were one and the same. ‘Ectoplasm’ was visible only
under low lighting, conveniently, and therefore able to be documented with infrared film, again
capturing a frequency of light, or a type of energy, ordinarily beyond the naked eye.xxx My
purpose here is to render visible historical accounts of how ‘the invisible’ has been presented;
the job of such accounts is in effect that proposed by Jean-Francois Lyotard as the role of
modernist artworks tout court as ‘presenting the unpresentable’. xxxi What is notable here is how

even Lyotard’s imagery seems directly indebted to the vocabulary developed around the image
and idea of electricity. The dominant images of the role of art, and those of electricity, have
come into strange alignment, with our without my own contribution or attempt to achieve that.

Vignette X:
Harry Kellar: 1894:’ the Levitation of Princess Karnac’.xxxii (Slide 10, Figure 7)

The final vignette in my work makes visible the magician Harry Kellar’s popular illusion of ‘the
Levitation of Princess Karnac’. In his act, a woman floating in the centre of a brightly lighted stage,
is seemingly held in place by the electrical rays emanating from Kellar’s hands. Such episodes in
the history of magic and illusion remain intriguing precisely because from the earliest days of
Spiritualism, it was magicians who openly challenged mediums as frauds.xxxiii Kellar was one of
the first to openly acknowledge that he was practising a mere trick and an illusion, rather than a
‘wonder’. He presented his act not as feats of psychic mystery but a ingeniously crafted trickery.
Similarly, the climax of Houdini’s final tour in 1925-26 was an extraordinary spirit exposure,
demonstrating on a fully lighted stage how mediums duped their customers. And so, the vaunted
self-reflexivity of artworks is a mere pale imitation of the manoeuvres practised on stage, rather
earlier. We have come full circle.

Reflecting upon the presence of magic in artwork, and artistry of magic and science: some
inconclusive conclusions
“The decline of psychical research has not gone with a loss of interest in the paranormal.
Research has continued [to this day]… though the results have been inconclusive.”

xxxiv

My understanding of the ‘experiments’ above is, in part, that they must indeed be deemed
inconclusive; were misguided; or otherwise blatant forms of misdirection or disinformation. They
are all the better for this as forms of inspiration. Failure is always more interesting than
unmitigated success. Deception, and self-deception, always prove more potent weapons than the
self being open to its own propensity for being deceived. I have set out a chain of events here
which, I hope, offer windows onto other possible ways in which we might yet configure knowledge;
other ways in which we might figure and understand the most fundamental aspects of our material
universe; and other ways in which art might yet be a vital part of the body politic, in representing
the unpresentable, rather than merely a form of parlour-game for the wealthy as it is so often is
reduced to, today.

My work embodies early Enlightenment approaches to the investigation of electricity and
magnetism that were, despite their ‘unscientific’ methods by present-day standards, a means by
which a philosophical revolution was founded – and hence by which entire other worlds of
imaginative and medical enterprise were begun. Their legacy, therefore, is complex and
contradictory. Artworks remain one of the few means by which we might test or reconfigure that
legacy; and the ingenuity, guile, and love of complexity that artworks can evidence bears
comparison, I have wanted to show, with both the finest experiments and forms of illusionism.
The ‘discovery’ of worlds far beyond human vision or ordinary sensory perception could only be
understood through fundamentally imaginative endeavours.

And so magicians, in this story, come out well, at least at one level. Their sheer artistry, if we
can call it that, in the creation of illusion and the suspension of disbelief, is a constant –

whatever inventions or new ideas they are competing with. Magicians are sharing the secrets of
their trade with scientists in order to study how the brain works: Hans Haacke was right.xxxv The
use of magic tricks in experiments in the science of vision has divulged that our consciousness
is aware of only a fraction of the information that enters our eyes. xxxvi My own work exploits this.
It echoes the claim made by philosopher Paul Carus a century ago, that:
“While magic as superstition and fraud is doomed, magic as an art will not die.
Science will take hold of it and permeate it with its own spirit, changing it into
scientific magic, which is destitute of all mysticism, occultism and superstition, and
comes to us as a witty play for our recreation and diversion”.xxxvii
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