
mesmerism and mormonism

gary L bunker and davis bitton

on 2 may 1842 the times and seasons reprinted an article
from the new york weekly heihelheraldaldaid which suggested that jo-
seph smith was unknowingly practicing animal magnetism

joe believes himself divinely inspired and a worker of mir
cles he cures the sick of diseases so it isis said and al-
though joe is not aware of the fact we have been informed
by a medical man that his influence over nervous disorders
arisesarises from a powerful magnetic influence that joe is a

magnet inin a large way which he calls a power or spirit from
heaven 1

this was the first effort to explain mormonism inin terinsterms of
animal magnetism mesmerismmesmerism or their more respectable
counterpart hypnotism since church leaders made repeated
efforts to discourage any participation inin such experiments
the persistence of claims that Mormomormonismnisin relied on the powers
of mesinerismmesmerism isis ironicironic to say the least it was not the first
time nor the last that mormonscormons were accused of practices they
had clearly opposed it isis another instance of the wide chasm
separating the mormon religion and its history from the images
purveyed in popular writings that established the stereotype
of mormonmormonismis 2

EVOLUTION OF MESMERISMNIES MERISM

the belief that the human body possessed magnetic prop-
erties isis generally traced back to the physician and astronomer
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paracelsus 149015411490 1541 it was J B van Helinhellnheilnhelmontont however
who taught that this magnetism could be transferred from one
person to another the term animal magnetism was intro-
duced to differentiate the magnetic effects of human bodies
from magnetism applied to physical objects franz anton mes-
mer was most responsible for popularizing the practice of an-
imal magnetism in the eighteenth century he was so success-
ful that mesmerism became a more common label of this in-
terpersonalter influence phenomenon than animal magnetism
initially mesmer used magnets to effect cures in patients
later he believed that magnets only served as conductors of an
ether like fluid emanating from his body eventually he
dropped the use of magnets altogether and adopted the view
that the magnetic power resided within him and was trans-
ferred by a subtle fluid to the body of his patient 3

it was a disciple of mesmer the marquis de puysegurPuysegur who
extended the concept to include mesmeric or magnetic sleep
what we now call hypnosis while subjects were in this state
puysegurPuysegur noted not only could they sometimes be cured of
diseases but their movements could be controlled and when
they returned to normal consciousness they usually remembered
nothing of the trance A royal commission appointed to investi-
gate these various claims including eminent men like A L
lavoisier and benjamin franklin reported in 1784 that it
found no evidence for the existence of a magnetic fluid but
it did not express an opinion as to the reality of cures or the
nature of the magnetic sleep nevertheless the general skepti-
cal tone of the report did much to reduce interest in the phe-
nomenon for a generation

in the early nineteenth century interest was revived by alex-
andre bertrand a parisian physician and by a favorable report
in 1831 by the academy of medicine of paris recommending
magnetism as a therapeutic agency it came to be extensively
practiced inin europe and america but because many of the prac-
titionerstitioners still held to the unsupported theory of magnetic fluid
and because it was frequently combined with belief in astrol-
ogy spiritualism and other fads and bizarre practices most
sober scientists regarded it as quackery or superstition everyone
had heard of people who had experienced amazing cures how
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ever and the behavior of people in a magnetic sleep was used
for entertainment of the curious and was a frequent subject of
discussion 4 when the medical consultant to the new york
weekly herald said that joseph smith was practicing animal
magnetism therefore he was making reference to a little un-
derstoodderstood but widely discussed phenomenon

MORMON MESMERISM ARTLESS OR EVIL

despite differences in interpretation concerning the source
of joseph s power many writers perceived him to be a man of
unusual influence amos S hayden the chronicler of the early
history of the campbellite faith wrote

whatever we may say of the moral character of the author of
mormonism it cannot be denied that joseph smith was a
man of remarkable power over others he exercised an
almost magnetic power an irresistible fascination over
those with whom he came in contact 5

to some the magnetic power of joseph smith and his disciples
was the exercise of an unconscious misunderstood power
others took the opposite position that the mormonscormons delib-
erately learned the principles of mesmerism to delude and
even seduce unwitting victims

an example of the first interpretation the naive applica-
tion of misunderstood power appeared in an essay written in
1847 entitled fascination or the philosophy of charming 6

john B newman the author argued that the majority of that
deluded sect were converted by the observation of healing
miracles he told of an incident in which mormonscormons had con-
fused apostolic power with the principles of fascination

mesmerism

some three years since I1 attended a mormon lady who had
disease of the heart with marked success one day while op-
eratingera ting an elder of the faith who stood by remarked that I1

possessed the gift of laying on of hands I1 paid very little at-
tention to his remark at the time but some weeks afterward
while visiting a friend one evening I1 heard a lady ex-
plainingplaining the tenets of mormonism and triumphantly quoting
her own case as an illustration of the fact of their possessing
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apostolic power more especially the gift of healing by laying
on of hands she had frequent attacks of tic doloreuxdoloreux and
nothing except the rite of the mormon church had ever suf-
ficed for one moment to alleviate the pain

she was speaking with considerable animation and had
produced a powerful impression on the minds of those pres-
ent but was suddenly arrested in the midst of her interesting
and enthusiastic discourse by an attack of that horrid disease
finding that she was suffering the most exquisite agony I1

rose rather hesitatingly for I1 dislike scenes and offered to
relieve her giving her the assurance that one of the mormon
elders had pronounced me in possession of the gift the
drowning will catch at a straw and my proposition was as-
sented to but evidently without any hope of success on the
part
lamneartlamm

of the sufferer in less than a minute for her system
hadad been prepared by repeated fascinations she was power-
fully under my influence and the relief was immeasurably
greater than it had ever been before after awaking the lady
I1 explained the whole matter to those present and it is very
probable that but few of my hearers ever undertook a pil-
grimage to the holy city of nauvoo 7

furthermore newman also believed that the practice of fas-
cinationci by mormonscormons and other religious groups would even-
tually prove their undoing

fascination will most assuredly crush them and so well
is this fact known that perceiving its onward progress
many of them are even now endeavoring to wrest its phe-
nomena to support their own views 8

the foremost exponent of the proposition that mormonscormons
deliberately used mesmerism to persuade delude and deceive
was the author of female life among the cormonsmormonsMormons maria
ward 9 maria was mesmerized into accepting a marriage pro-
posal from a mormon elder 1 I was like a fluttering bird be-
fore the gaze of the serpent charmer 10 her husband learned
the art from none other than joseph smith the prophet had
fortuitously for him though not his followers learned all
the strokes and passes and manipulations from a german ped-
dler who notwithstanding his reduced circumstances was a
man of distinguished intellect and extensive erudition smith

ibid ppap 888988 89
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paid him handsomely and the german promised to keep the
secret A footnote observed

joseph smith was one of the earliest practitioners in animal
magnetism and it was the

i
use of this power at that time

that convinced his disciples of his supposed miraculous
gifts 12

early in the novel we learn that the prophet mesmerized a
young lady from the dead after the plot thickens it is re-
vealed that he had earlier mesmerized her to simulate death
the victim of josephs machinations recalled

I1 was fascinated by his gaze so deep earnest and steady A
strange sensation of drowsiness overpowered my senses I1
wished but could not struggle against it the consciousnessconsciousness
that I1 was dying came over me and yet how different from
all that I1 had imagined of death no pain no torture no
agonizing convulsions but all calm sedate and tranquil A
gradual suspension of feeling and perception a blending of
indistinct images like objects in a dream that mingle and
then melt to nothingness yet I1 knew that a warm hand
closed my eyes that the same hand moved gently down my ex-
tremitiestremitieses and that was the last 13

not content to heal the prophet also gave a display of his pow-
er over his enemies he took a brother babcock seated him in
a chair and proceeded with his gazing and passes brother
babcock became palsied and every sense and perception
seemed closed to external objects

you see now said smith pointing towards babcock
you see the power which god has delegated to me you can-

not doubt how immediately with a motion of my hands and
a glance of my eyes I1 could transform my enemies to lifeless
senseless lumps of clay how I1 could deprive them of their
senses or compel them to my bidding even to take their own
lives 14

fortunately members of the church were not subjected to the
powers of mesmerism its application was reserved for the un-
believer those most expert in this practice were selected as
missionaries and the scope of this program was said to have
reached at least ten thousand in its diabolical use

it is probable that the maria ward novel influenced others
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to read mesmerism into mormonism in 1856 two indepen-
dent french translations of this novel were sold all over
france 15 two french authors paul duplessis16duplessis16 1859
and hortense dufay 1863 used the language of magnetism
to explain the behavior of mormonscormonsMormons dufay s use of magnetic
gifts to describe joseph smith was much more benign than the
version in female life among the cormonsmormonsMormons nevertheless
dufay like ward wrote that joseph smith was taught animal
magnetism by a german practitioner the prophet s power was
said by dufay to reside in his fascinating eyes duplessis
was not as restrained he created the magnetic like spiritual-
istic personality of hiram harris characterized as the moving
force behind the token figurehead leadership of brigham
young the extent to which the two french writers borrowed
the themes of mesmerism from ward is of course conjectural
they may have drawn as well from nineteenth century mes-
meric theories fashionable in france

other novels and plays incorporated mesmerism as an ex-
planation of mormonism s attractions usually this was done
indirectly emphasizing such terms as attraction fascination
or magnetism and somehow calling attention to the eyes percy
bolinbrokebolingbrokeBolinbroke st john in jessie the cormonsmormonsMor mons daughter writes
the following warning beware of their arts enter not the cir-
cle of their fascinations their charms are like those of the ser-
pent at a mormon meeting the young mormon at the
front was said to have terrible eyes 18

the case of pascal B smith illustrates how easily mormon-
ism became linked to mesmerism in the public mind in 184818 48
harriet smith secured lawyers to represent her claim that her
husband pascal B smith was insane and hence incompetent
to manage their financial affairs she requested that the court
appoint someone as a guardian of their finances in the course
of the trial it was noted that mr smith had joined a spiri-
tualist group called universal brotherhood the intent of this
group was to establish a christian church with a view to
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remedy the great evils of society 19 it was alleged that the me-
dium for the universal brotherhood james F mahan was
unscrupulously siphoning money for personal gain from pascal
B smith under the guise of religion the legal transcript in-
cluded a relatively obscure reference that mahan had been a
mormon preacher or been with the mormonscormonsMormons 20 nothing else
is said about mahan s alleged association with the mormonscormonsMormons
except that in the summary statement of one of the prosecuting
attorneys mahan is repeatedly referred to as the prophet
mahan s alleged previous association with the mainline metho-
dists or even his involvement with the universal brotherhood
was ignored instead the published pamphlet of the court pro-
ceedingsce received the title law case of pascal B smith ex-
hibitinghi the most extraordinary developments arising from
mesmeric clairvoyance As related by a mormon prophet

more serious efforts to account for the rise of mormonism
occasionally brought in mesmerism in one way or another As
early as 1838 david M reese in humburgshumbugs of new york la-
mented multitudes who believe in animal magnetism sub-
scribe to phrenology are the willing victims of every form of
quackery multitudes of such have gathered around this
mormon oracle and drank in wisdom from his golden
bible 21 J B turner mormonism in all ages 1842 sees
mormonism as one of a series of delusions in the same series
was animal magnetism charles mckay who wrote one of
the earliest reliable histories of mormonism also produced
memoirs of extraordinary popular delusions 1850 with a
substantial section on the magnetisers this was guilt by as-
sociation mormonism and mesmerism finding themselves to-
gether on the samesarne rubbish heap

in 1867 pomeroy tucker published origin rise and prog-
ress of mormonism after recounting brigham young s suc-
cession to the leadership of the church following joseph
smith s death tucker notes that young s peculiarities of char-
acter were similar to joseph s he was shrewd bold and reso-
lute possessing an almost intuitive knowledge of men he soon
attracted attention and became influential with his brethren

law case of pascal B smith exhibiting the most extraordinary develop-
ments arising from mesmeric clairvoyance as related byhy a mormon prophet
cincinnati 1848 p 13
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they were involuntarily swayed by his strong electric
will 22

THE HYPNOTIC PROPHET

about this same time mesmerism was invoked as an ex-
planation for one of the famous miracles of early mormonism
the event took place in kirtland ohio in 1831 ezra booth
symonds ryder a mr and mrs johnson and others went to
visit joseph smith to examine the claims of mormonism in the
course of the conversation it was disclosed that mrs johnson
had a paralyzed right arm as a result of a stroke an 1876 ac-
count of the event described the subsequent developments

A few moments later when the conversation had turned in
another direction smith arose and walking across the room
taking mrs johnson by the hand said in the most solemn
and impressive manner woman in the name of the lord
jesus christ I1 command thee to be whole and immediately
left the room the company were awe stricken at the in-
finite presumption of the man and the calm assurance with
which he spoke the sudden mental and moral shock I1
know not how better to explain the well attested fact elec-
trified the rheumatic arm mrs johnson at once lifted it up
with ease and on her return home the next day she was able
to do her washing without difficulty or pain 23

by 1888 an important addition occurred in the description of
the scene

moving backward a few steps he looked intently into the
eyes of the lady as if to get her under his mental control 24

the latter author summarized the alternative explanations
the case is well authenticated and those who seek to explain
it away will be compelled to base themselves upon mesmeric
influence or the unconscious nervous operationcooperationco of the lady
affected rather than in cunning upon the part of smith it
seems to have been simply a case where his audacity was re-
warded with an accident of fortune it by no means de-
served 25

in 1894 1I woodbridge riley traveled to salt lake city to
gather material for a master of arts thesis and a subsequent

pomeroy tucker origin rise and progress of mormonism new york
D appletonAapp2pp I1 eton & co 1867 p 132

hayden early history p 250
24jJ H kennedy early days of mormonism london reeves and turner

1888 p 122
aibid p 121211



154

doctoral dissertation on joseph smith he was not content
with earlier explications of the psychology of the prophet
sectariansSectarians and phrenologists spiritualistsspiritualises and mesmerists have

variously interpreted his more or less abnormal performances
it now remains for the psychologist to have a try at them 26

he was not really a trained psychologist as an academic dis-
cipline psychology was in its infancy and riley s training had
been minimal but in his primitive effort to explain joseph
smith on psychological grounds he was a pioneer psychohispsychosis
torian he relied heavily on genetic explanations based on re-
ports and rumors about the prophet s family and on the sub-
stantial role of hypnosis as a source of deception both self de
ceptioncaption and the deception of others by riley s time hypnosis
had acquired greater credibility in the explanation of phenom-
ena previously explained by the discredited mesmerism hyp-
nosis did not rely on explanation which emphasized the activa-
tion of magnetic fluids or the mystical power of the mesmerist
the psychological state of the subject not the hypnotist was
the key to successful hypnosis it was james braid who was
responsible for the greater respectability of hypnosis over mes-
merism braid did not believe that hypnosis was a cure all
but like any other medical treatment had its indications and
contraindications 27 according to riley there were two dif-
ficulties with maria ward s mesmeric theory of joseph smith s

power exaggeration and anachronism the theory is interest-
ing he said but it overexplainsoverexplains joseph had immense in-
fluence long before this country was permeated by a distorted
mesmerism 28

although riley did not see mesmerism as an adequate ex-
planation for the prophet s behavior he was quite willing to
suggest a linkage that disparaged mormonism without endors-
ing mesmerism citing an anonymous pamphlet he suggested
that joseph smith knew the value of anna little who had
11 mastered the science of animal magnetism and kept her
in the sanctuary of the communicant sisters furthermore

riley saw in anti mormon descriptions of the mormon temple
ceremony similarities to the real doings around mesmer s

baquetsbaquetabaquets magnetiques while discounting the trustworthiness
126I1 woodbridge riley the founder of mormonism new york dodd
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of these accounts riley ignored the credibility issue when
mormonism could be identified with the occult and abnormal
riley alluded to the use of mesmerism by the mormon proph-
et in the law case of pascal B smith which as we have seen
offered no evidence of any such use he noted that the account
of the law case was published in a city where city ordinances
early prohibited public mesmeric exhibitions and where there
was some complaint of the difficulty of keeping female ser-
vantsva ts out of the clutches of the mormonscormonsMormons

riley found in the heir apparent to mesmerism hypnotism
the key to joseph smith s power without documentation
riley alluded to smith s apparent hypnotic influence over
people in many respects riley s interpretations were more
compatible with mesmerism than hypnosis the examples of-
fered in the most general of terms of the prophet s sugges-
tive successes include the three witnesses to the book of mor-
mon the early faith healings and his ability to retain a large
congregation for hours obviously for riley as a result of
11 a real collective hypnosis in an appendix entitled poly-
gamy and hypnotism he proposed to show that some of his
joseph smith s illicit purposes were effected through hyp-

notic influence but beyond the feeble examples already
mentioned all liehelleile offers is lucy kimball s account of her orig-
inal reluctance to become the prophet s plural wife his insis-
tence that she would receive a manifestation that would reas-
sure her and the eventual spiritual experience that did just
that for riley this was a perfect example of posthypnoticpost hypnotic
suggestion with deferred hallucination 29

in the 1910s a wave of anti mormon propaganda and oc-
casionalcas ional violence swept across great britain based on the
charge that polygamy was continuing the participants in this
anti mormon crusade were especially concerned about the con-
version of english girls in newspaper articles in sermons in
rallies in all kinds of public anti mormon meetings the warn-
ing was sounded among headlines in the london daily ex-
press were the mormon trap the deadly menace to en-
glish girls and polygamy still the real faith 30 if there
were not explicit charges of hypnotic powers in many of these
warnings they often implied that the mormonscormons exerted a
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mysterious unholy influence one of the most popular movies
of the time was trapped by the cormonsmormonsMormons in which the mor-
mon missionary exerts an obvious hypnotic force upon a beau-
tiful helpless maiden camera closeupsclose ups repeatedly showed the
missionary s eyes in a powerful transfixing stare 31

about 1919 a london publisher brought out in the grip of
the cormonsmormons by an escaped wife of a mormon elder in it
one of joseph smith s first converts was his wife emma who
listened to him with fear and an undefined reverential awe
that paralyzed her reason due to his powers of fascination
she was helpless the combination of terror and superstition
had been so overpowering that she remembered nothing but a

conflicting of different passions in her heart a dizziness and
pressure of the atmosphere when all was dark and blank and
she was half inclined to believe more than human agency had
been present and deprived her of consciousness As the proph-
et continued his preaching adding to his followers he felt his
own powers As his bold fiery eyes rested on them he knew
their hearts quailedquailer before him 32

MESMERISM MORMONS AND MORMONSEXMORMONSEX

from the 1840s to the 1910s those who saw mesmerism in
mormonism used it to explain the appeal of joseph smith in

particular and mormon missionaries in general they also as
we have seen saw it as an explanation of the faith healings
claimed by mormonscormonsMormons that either the conversions or the heal-
ings might have been authentic was seldom considered iron-
ically the mesmeric interpretation was given unwitting en-
couragementcouragement by some mormonscormonsMormons and it found its strongest ad-
vocate in one ex mormon

not that the mormonscormons ever said that joseph smith had
mesmeric powers but he was described as being a strong
11 personality and influence mary alice cannon lambert
as having an engaging personality jane snyder richards
as being highly charged with the holy ghost joseph lee
robinson as having personal magnetism william tayl-
or as having an electrifying handshake emmeline B

trapped by the cormonsmormons was recently acquired by the church historical
department

in the grip of the cormonsmormons by an escaped wife of a mormon elder
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wells I1 as having eyes that could look right through a person
mary elizabeth rollins lightner parley P pratt said
there was something connected with the serene and steady

penetrating glance of his eye as if he would penetrate the
deepest abyss of the human heart gaze into eternity penetrate
the heavens and comprehend all worlds 33 A nonbeliever at
all disposed to explain smith s influence on the grounds of
mesmerism exercised consciously or unconsciously would find
reinforcement in these statements from the prophet s devoted
followers

more influential and more direct were the words of apos-
tates who looking back saw their own conversion to mormon-
ism as coming from some strange mysterious power the most
widely read such account was tell it all by fanny stenhouse 104

by the 1870s she along with her husband T B H stenhouse
had abandoned the mormon faith her book is thus an apol-
ogy not only giving her reasons for apostasy but also explain-
ing her conversion in the first place in essence she says that
the mormonism she heard in england in the 1840s was not the
mormonism of today but it is obvious that hypnotic or mes-
meric attraction entered into her early conversion and loyalty
to mormonism even before she encountered mormonism
firsthand her parents were led astray by the fascinations of
the new religion then the wife of a baptist minister warned
her about the mormon missionaries there isis a strange power
with them that fascinates the people and draws them into their
meshes inin spite of themselves 35 she describes a meeting in
which a new member was confirmed A short testimony kneetrneetmeet-
ing followed and one mormon was seized with a nervous
trembling and began to prophesy stenhouse explains

when we consider the excited state of her the new mem-
ber s mind and if the statements of psychologists be true

the magnetic currents which were being transmitted from
the sensitive nature of the man into the excited brain of the
new convert together with the pressure of half a dozen hu

examples drawn from a convenient summary hyrum L and helen mae
andrus they knew the prophet salt lake city bookcraft 1974

fanny stenhouse wrote two books exposexposeespos of polygamy new york
american news co 1872 later workedreworkedre and transformed into tell it all

hartford conn A D worthington 1874 which itself went through many
editions ronald W walker has shown the extent to which the book was plag
iarized or fictionalized in the stenhousesSten houses and the making of a mormon
image journal of mormon history 1 197451721974511974 517251 72
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man hands upon her head it is not at all astonishing that
when the hands were lifted off she should firmly believe that
she had been blessed indeed 36

at another meeting mrs stenhouse heard a brother edwards
bear his testimony

his voice thrilled with an earnestness which seemed to us
something more than the mere excitement of the soul A
burning fire seemed to flash from his large expressive eyes
his features were lighted up with that animation which gives
a saintlikesaint like halo to the earnest face when fired with indigna-
tion or pleading soul felt truths while his whole frame
seemed to glow with the glory of a land beyond this earth

the effect of this exhortation was magical we forgot
all our outward surroundings in the realization that the great
work of the lord was so gloriously begun and that it would
surely go on conquering and to conquer 37

she even describes the ordinance of anointing the sick in sim-
ilar terms

there was something peculiar about this laying on of hands
it was not a mere gentle touching but a thorough manipula-
tion the two hands were placed firmly on the top of the
head and then drawn energetically down the body while vig-
orous passes as magnetizersmagnetizers call the action were made
repeatedly over the affected parts 38

what mrs stenhouse wanted was a naturalistic explanation
of the phenomena that had impressed her as an investigator
and convert to the faith it was all a mystery to her then
she explains

I1 knew then nothing of the miraculous power of faith not
religious faith but often just the reverse which has so often
relieved and cured diseases and infirmities which have baffled
the power of the most skilled physicians moreover I1 knew
nothing then of that peculiar magnetic power which scien-
tific men now have proved belongs to certain constitutions
and can be used for curative purposes 39

she does not for a minute believe that they were really miracles
for she is confident that scientific inquiry would readily show
that the effects were only natural results of natural causes 14010
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mesmerism for mrs stenhouse is a deus ex machina a nat-
uralisticura listic explanation for the success of mormon proselytersproselyters
for the healings and sincere testimonies she has witnessed and
above all for her own conversion and early belief it places the
responsibility beyond herself she was not duped but was the
victim of a mysterious power although she did not originate
the supposed connection between mormonism and mesmerism
her work which went through several editions probably did
more than any other to give it currency from the mid 1870s on
the mysterious powers of attraction the intense expressive
eyes the irresistible fascination of the missionaries the mirac-
ulous actually hypnotic healings these as we have seen be-
come the commonplaces of anti mormon literature for a whole
generation

MESMERISM AND ANTI MORMON literature
one of the most prolific of anti mormon writers during this

period was winifred graham whose books all novels except
one sold by the hundreds of thousands for many readers the
image of the morimortmormonnon was that portrayed by this author in
her eve and the elders the opening scene has the heroine eve
coming upon a mormon elder in the park who was being
heckled and on the verge of being driven out she was drawn
by curiosity fascinated by the sight of his strained white
face when she met the missionary an elder penrose she
found that his face contained a charm that was indefinable
his eyes sought hers and she felt the magnetism of his glance

strong and appealing actually there is some complexity
to this plot for elder penrose turns out to be secretly chafing
under the tyranny of mormonism but the description of other
elders goes along the samesarnesaine line A very successful proselyter
elder Solsolomonornon flittlerslittlerFlittler would go to any lengths to win con-
verts he never considered the truth and promised the girls
anything under the sun if he thought he could persuade them
to emigrate his conquests were numerous for he sought im-
pressionablepression able girls he was a kind of conjurer who could
produce the most wonderful gifts from unseen sources eve
finds herself drawn by a strange destiny into a web from
which she could not break free 441 the plot continues through
murders blood atonement escapes threats and eventual

winifred graham cory eve and the elders london nd chapters
161 6
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marriage of the heroine and the elder who renounces mor-
monism winifred graham s ezra the mormon contains the
same stereotypes ezra the mormon elder was the very na-
ture to attract thora he waslwas a man in whose eyes the power
of dominion shone in a later scene when thora s father at-
tempted to separate the two young people he brought down his
cane on the mormon elder s shoulder who made no signs of
feeling pain he just stood and fixed his assailant with an eye
of steel the elder slipped his arm through thora s the
girl looked dazed and helpless she tried to speak but her
trembling lips failed to frame a word she s mesmerized
half shrieked her father 42 again the plot moves from en-
gland to utah with the girl and the elder drawn through a
series of adventures including the unspeakably hideous en-
dowment ceremonies and threats of blood atonement but en-
ticement attraction fascination and magnetism are prominent
throughout set against the countercurrent of attempted escape

that a concept so useful seeming to explain so much con-
tinued to crop up in more recent treatments of mormon his-
tory should not be surprising vardis fisher s children of god
portrays a joseph smith by no means lacking in admirable
traits of character but including as well some stereotypes from
the mesmerism tradition at one confrontation between the
young smith and a palmyra mob one man tried to laugh but
only snickered and another slowly withdrawing with his gaze
on joseph s face spoke out of sudden awe look at his eyes
men look at his eyes soon the men left and joseph was left
alone a man courageous and fearless whose eyes whose
strange intense directness had abashed his enemies later helieite
took the three prospective witnesses of the book of mormon in-
to the woods there with bared head liehelleile stood motionless
gazing at the sky his eyes so bright and hypnotic that dave
looked anxiously at oliver in other incidents the same pat-
tern is repeated as when sidney rigdon and joseph entered the
woods to pray rigdon watched him with a skeptical stare
when liehelleile saw the pallor in joseph s face and the farseeingfar seeing hyp-
notic brightness of his eyes he was convinced and he listened
attentively when the prophet spoke 43

winifred graham cory ezra the mormon london everett & co
1908 p 19

vardis fisher Cbchildrenildren of god new york and london harper &
brothers 1939 ppap 30 47 80
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the standard biography of joseph smith fawn brodie s
no man knows my history refers to smith s magnetic in-
fluence over his friends and his talent for making men see
visions referring to the tesimony of the three witnesses and
the fact of their later departure from the mormon church mrs
brodie notes that joseph smith had no reason to fear that they
would deny their testimony for he had conjured up a vision
they would never forget she recognizes his magnetic sway
while attempting to see him as growing into a role quite un-
consciously 44 ultimately the brodie interpretation sees the
prophet as self hypnotized the combination of personal sin-
cerity and deception earlier claimed for converts is now claimed
for the prophet himself

MORMON ATTITUDES TOWARD MESMERISM

while many non mormon or ex morimorlmormonnon writers were at-
tributing the powers of mormonism to mesmerism many mor-
mon writers were relegating the powers of mesmerism to the
devil at the very best mormonscormons were cautious and skeptical
about mesmerism the times and seasons issue of 15 march
1843 reflected this concern

with several hundred different religions all clashing and in
commotion the speculative theories of miller with his wild
enthusiasm the deceptive pretensions of mesmerism the
poison of infidelity the plans of fourier and the ten thou-
sand other notions that are deluging the earth and cracking
the human brain render it indeed necesssarynecess sary that god should
again speak and point out the way of salvation and happiness
with certainty to the human family and bid the dire com-
motion cease 45

less than two months later joseph smith objected to 1

a lecturer
on mesmerism and phrenology performing in the city 114146

however the record is not clear as to whether joseph objected
to his phrenology his mesmerism both or some other charac-
teristicte of the man in 1843 the nauvoo neighbor under the

fawn M brodie no man knows my history new york alfred A
knopf 1945 ppap 73 74 78 86

stimes4timesimes and seasons 4 15 march 18431371845137184515718431845 157137 the same statement ap-
peared in the millennial star 4 january 184414018441401844120

joseph smith history of the church of jesus christ of latter day saints
ed B H roberts salt lake city the church of jesus christ of latter day
saints 1932511932 51 5383 the handwritten version included the following
stronger words which were omitted from the published version thought we
had been imposed upon enough by such kind of things joseph smith hist-
ory ms church archives
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rather hostile caption mesmeretic idiots gave important
cautions to those who wish to examine this subject practically

never allow yourself to be mesmerized by a person not in
perfect health
never allow yourself to be acted on by a person inferior in
his mental powers
never allow a rough uncouth person to act on you he will
frequently induce nervous diseases the most difficult to cure
never allow a stranger especially one of the opposite sex to
mesmerize you
never allow yourself to be acted on by more than one mes-
merizermerizer
never remain in the mesmeric condition more than thirty
minutes
by all means never allow your brain to be tampered with by
ignorant mesmerizersmesmerizers in an evil hour they may render you
idiotic for life 47

cautious participation in mesmerism seemed permissible under
certain circumstances

notwithstanding it is clear that during the nauvoo period
there was little sympathy for mesmerism in 1844 a new york
newspaper the atticalattican democrat reported the case of a har-
vey hawkins who with the help of mesmerism was able to
reveal the location of 1000 buried in the woods near alex-
andria the nauvoo neighbor took a rather dim view of the
sensational mesmeric revelation we should suspect that har-
vey knew something about the money before he went into a
mesmeric sleep 4841

one of the earlier attributions by mormonscormons of the power of
the devil to the practice of mesmerism occurred in 1845 the
nauvoo neighbor printed an account from blackwoodsBlackwoods maga-
zine of an amateur mesmerist who was surprised by his newly
found powers the origin of his power was no mystery to the
editor of the neighbor

we can inform mr blackwood that there is a power in mes-
merism and that power is the same that john saw come out
of the mouth of the dragon out of the mouth of the beast
and out of the mouth of the false prophet devils working
miracles thats all 49

mesmeretic idiots the nauvoo Neighneighborforhor 1 19 july 18433184531845518431845 3
mesmerism the nauvoo Neighneighborneighhorborhor 2 21 august 18443184451844 3
A man a mesmerizer in spite of himself the nauvoo neighborNeighforhorhof 3

11 june 184511845
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before elder john taylor left wales in 1846 to join the
saints in the wilderness he sketched an outline of an essay
on mesmerism and requested T D brown the editor of the
millennial star to complete the project the intent of the art-
icle was to guard the saints against the frauds and impositions
of men and the power and influence of satan 0 50O taylor con-
ceded that there was power in mesmerism questioned the secu-
lar explanations of magnetism as the source of the power and
implicated the devil in its operations evidently taylor s con-
cern was stimulated by his observation that some of the mem-
bers were meddling in mesmerism

I1 have met with some who were saints that had been magne-
tized by unbelievers and they partook of their spirit and have
fallen from the simplicity of the gospel again I1 have met
with saints who have magnetized others not knowing that
they were doing wrong and the persons have received no
material injury because the magnetizer himself had not a
bad spirit but let him continue to do it and he would loose
sic the spirit of god and so would those who were op-

erated upon 51

john taylor made his position very clear

we shall not ourselves go to magnetizersmagnetizers nor suffer ours to
go to them to be benumbed for amputation excision or
healing if god does not heal us the devil cannot 5292

other articles appeared in church publications with a similar
53message

the identification of the devil with mesmerism intensified
with the growth of spiritualism beginning in the late 1840s 5414

spiritualism incorporated many of the techniques of mesmerism
clairvoyance table rapping seances table tipping and spirit
mediums became virtually synonymous with mesmerism much
of the criticism by mormonscormons of mesmerism after the onset of

john taylor mesmerism the millennial star 991515 february 1847491847 49.4949
511311ibidbid p 52

ibid
john davis the cholera and mesmerism in wales the millennial

statstarslatsfatsray 11 10 july 18492646618492641849 26466.2646626426466 66 the millennial star 11 1 november 1849
335 the cheltenham ecce homo the millennial star 15 17 september

1853 61820618 20 J L barfoot dialogue on mind juvenile instructor 14
1879106

see davis bitton mormonism encounters spiritualism journal of
mormon history 1 19745950197459197439501974391974 5950395039 50 the association with spiritualism also re-
sulted in a loss to mesmerism of support in scientific circles E G boring
A history of experimental psychology 2ndand ed new york appleton century
crofts 1950 ppap 12223122 23



16464

spiritualism was directed at the claims of spiritualism when
the spiritualistic and the occult were divested from phenomena
circumscribed by the concept of mesmerism there was occasion-
al evidence of openness to more naturalistic explanations an
1850 article in the deseret news under the heading A new
form of mesmerism illustrates this contention

it is said that certain clock makers at bristol connecticut in
making some chronometerschronometers lately found it impossible for the
workmen to keep awake when they were setting instruments
agoing it is necessary in regulating them to count the beats
in a minute by a regulator and change the hairspringhair spring until
both go nearly in time then the screws in the balance are
turned until the greatest maximum is obtained when they are
rated and the rate registered the workmen find no dif-
ficulty with the parts but when the whole movement is
going any person who sits down and counts the beats or
watches the motion of balance invariably becomes drowsy
attempts have been made with other clocks but they do not
produce the same sensation the clocks are of polished work
and gilded by a peculiar galvanic process which if the facts
be as here stated may have something to do with the effect
what is curious is that the person who is put to sleep con-
tinues to count the beatings of time with his hand or foot
the writer in the boston post who gives an account of the
matter adds it affords me some amusement to visitors to
see a company of men at work and half of them asleep yet
laboring to keep themselves awake on saturday last a collier
came to the factories with a load of coals and was admitted
into the finishing room to see the clocks one of the work-
men desired to make the experiment accordingly the old man
was put to count striking on the bench with his hand in time
with the clock he went to sleep in three minutes and was
kept under the influence for nearly an hour his dog that
had followed him into the room upon discovering his situa-
tion exhibited alarm and ran about howling in a most dismal
manner all this did not disturb the sleeper but the moment
the clock was stopped he awoke and was surprised to find
that so much time had passed there is some great princi-
ple established in these phenomena that is truly mysterious 51555.1

orson pratt thought that some had been rendered more sus-
ceptiblecep tible to the acceptance of mesmerism by the adoption of
11 scientific phraseology which seemed to confer the authority
of science on the practice

the devil has invented various names for his manifestations
inin order to get the people to swallow them down the same as

A new form of mesmerism deseret news 19 october 1850



MESMERISM AND MORMONISM 165

the doctors when they wish to administer some nauseous
kind of medicine they sweeten it up a little so the devil has
sweetened up these things in such a way that he has got al-
most all these manifestations under the name of science if
you want to see a species of devilism made manifest it comes
out under a scientific phraseology under the specious name
of electrobiologyelectro biology animal magnetism or some such popular
name names that have been given to real sciences which
have their laws founded in nature are now given to these
supernatural manifestations why does satan use these arti-
fices because the people at the present day have become
naturally scientific or a great many of them have and the
devil thinks if he can only invent a real nice beautiful name
with some resemblance to a scientific name a great many of
these persons will swallow it down and think it all right 56

but it was not simply the legitimization of mesmerism by
its association with accepted jargon that influenced some brig-
ham young cited examples hypothetical and real of the power
of seduction by mesmeric demonstration 1 I know of many
whom mesmerism has led out of this church they would see
the sick healed and attribute it to the power of god would
fall under its influence embrace and practice it and thus give
the devil power over them to lead them out of the kingdom of
god 57

mormonscormons were by no means perceived to be powerless in
the face of mesmerism quite the contrary president young
taught that the faithful latter day saint could not be magne-
tized and he defied spiritualists to exercise mesmeric powers
in his presence it was when members of the church did not
possess the light of revelation that they were unable to dis-
cern between the powers of satan and the powers of god

for president young there was another key besides the
light of revelation to judge the value of mesmeric demonstra-
tion his practical bent moved him to apply a pragmatic test

As I1 have said to my friends here in speaking about spirit-
ualism I1 have seen the effects of animal magnetism or some
anomalous sleep or whatever it may be called many a time
in my youth I1 have seen persons lie on the benches on the
floor of the meeting house or on the ground at their camp
meetings for ten twenty and thirty minutes and I1 do not
know but an hour and not a particle of pulse about them
that was the effect of what I1 call animal magnetism they

orson pratt in journal of discourses london latter day saints
book depot 1855861855 86 1370 hereafter cited as JDD

JDID 315515315651566
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called it the power of god but no matter what it was I1
used to think that I1 should like to ask such persons what
they had seen in their trance or vision and when I1 got old
enough and dared ask them I1 did so I1 have said to such
persons brother what have you experienced nothing
what do you know more than before you had this what do

you call it trance sleep or dream do you know any more
than before you fell to the earth nothing more have
you seen any person no then what is the use or utility
of your falling down here in the dirt I1 could not see it
and consequently I1 was infidel to this 58511

obviously while calling attention to the lack of useful prac-
tical results in the revivalistic experiences young was willing
to explain the behavior itself by involving the term animal
magnetism he was giving a naturalistic explanation to some-
thing the revivalistsreviva lists themselves thought divine at the same
time he did not carry this notion to its logical conclusion
never did he suggest that mormon healings were merely mes-
meric illusions and once he explicitly rejected the claim of
some that the new testament miracles were accomplished by

psychology electrobiologyelectro biology mesmerismmesmerisimesmeristn etc 59

actually brigham young was willing to concede some
truth to mesmerism in 1846 he heard a lengthy explanation of
the experiments of animal magnetism by a dr jewett who said
it had nearly cured him of infidelity and he thought the mor
mons would understand the principle young s answer falls
far short of condemnation pres young told him that he un-
derstoodderstood it the principle of animal magnetism perfectly that
the saints believed in the lord s magnetizingmagnet izing that god magne-
tized beltshazzarbelteshazzarBeltshazzar so that he saw the hand writing on the wall
etc 60 ten years later young said in a sermon

the principle of animal magnetism is true but wicked
men use it to an evil purpose I1 have never told you much
about my belief in this magnetic principle speaking is a true
gift but I1 can speak to the glory of god or to the injury of
his cause and to my condemnation as I1 please and still the
gift is of god the gift of animal magnetism is a gift of
god but wicked men use it to promote the cause of the
devil and that is precisely the difference 61

VDD 14113 see also 1490
ID 131404113140 41
journal history 3 march 1846 brigham young also used the language

of mesmerism on one occasion to support the importance of the laying on of
hands in healing the sick JDD 3157583157 58
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mesmerism said young was an inverted truth which orig-
inated in holy good and righteous principles which have been
inverted by the power of the devil 62

but the recognition that animal magnetism was a true prin-
ciple if properly used and that it explained the trances of re
vivalistsviva lists and at least one scriptural miracle fell short of an en-
dorsementdorsement As practiced in his day the principle was associated
with spiritualistsspiritualises and evil men he did not encourage the
saints to participate in these experiments

the closest that any latter day saint came to the non mor
mon allegations regarding joseph smith s magnetic powers
was contained in an article published in the juvenile instructor
at the turn of the century N Y schofield a mormon phre-
nologistno logist had been exposed to the claims of mesmerism during
his schooling at the american institute of phrenology he
wrote

one of the many distinguishing characteristics of the prophet
was the wonderful magnetic influence he unconsciously ex-
erted over others

in looking for the physiological source of this mystic
power in joseph smith it is important to bear in mind that
god always works upon natural principles if therefore
a positive effect be traced to its probable cause we should ex-
pect to find in the prophets mentality an unusual develop-
ment of that particular organ which determines the strength
and measure of that subtle force we call magnetism lo-
cating the seat of magnetic power in the little brain or cere-
bellum we find the organ remarkably strong in the present
instance

the cerebellum is conspicuously large giving rise
to the fair and logical inference that in raising up joseph
smith to be a leader expounder defender and martyr the
lord designedly endowed his servant with a special measure
of these mental and physical attributes the natural func-
tion of which is to attract repel and influence according to
will or expediency the thoughts emotions and actions of
other men 63

this is an interesting attempt to have it both ways a kind of
naturalistic supernaturalism god fully understanding that the
prophet would require magnetic powers created a large cere-
bellum in joseph smith that the last dispensation might be
ushered in the essential point does not rest upon the assumpassume

IDD 3156
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tionseions of mesmerism in the same vein schofield might have
said that recognition of what the prophet would need led god
to create in him a high intelligence and an articulate tongue
still it is clear enough that schofield influenced primarily by
phrenology ascribed some truth to mesmerism

such minor eddies should not take us away from the main
stream throughout its history mormonism generally opposed
mesmerism there were many reasons for this opposition
mesmerism was frequently associated with spiritualism was
often practiced by charlatans seemed to offer a competitive
naturalistic explanation for miracles and was perceived as a
threat to free agency it should be added that throughout its
history mesmerism was also faced with substantial scientific
skepticism and opposition the mormonscormons liked to see them-
selves as scientific especially when the conclusions of science
coincided as in this instance with their religious position
john taylor s early skepticism of the theory of animal magne-
tism underlying mesmerism was in spirit close to the scientific
skepticism of his contemporaries

HYPNOTISM

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the lan-
guage of mesmerism except as metaphor gradually disap-
peared from the scene and theories of hypnosis assumed the
role of explanation yet mormonscormons showed little variation in
attitude continuing to regard hypnotism in the same terms as
the earlier mesmerism to the popular mind they were simply
two words for the same phenomenon and hypnotism con-
tinued to be handicapped by many of the questionable associa-
tions and sensational exhibitionist uses that had handicapped
its predecessor besides as we have seen popular writers in-
terestedte in the attractions of mormonism used the terminology
of hypnotism in the same general way that they had used that
of mesmerism in 1901 a hypnotist had been visiting the set-
tlementstlements in emery county this ledfed someone to ask whether
latter day saints should participate in the experiments the
deseret news answered

we say most emphatically that it is not right to engage in
that practice nor to come under its influence there is no
harm in fairly investigating the claims of hypnotism to be
a science or in learning what it is and does but revelation is
very clear as to the means to be employed in the church for
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the healing of the sick and the suppression of disease when
there is not sufficient faith to obtain relief we are to nourish
the sick with all tenderness with herbs and mild foods but
not from the hands of an enemy and the elders are to ad-
minister the ordinance provided for the purpose

it is not proper for elders or members of this church to
experiment on people in the fashion of the pretended pro-
fessorsfessors who travel through the land as conjurorsconjurerscon jurors and stage
performers to astonish and draw money from the credulous
let them alone 64

in addition to the inappropriateness of hypnotism as a
means of treating illness and its use to astonish and draw
money from the credulous there was another basic reason why
latter day saints were warned against it As apostle francis
M lyman explained in 1903

hypnotism is a reality and though some who claim to have
this mysterious power are only tricksterstrick sters yet others do really
hypnotisehypnotismhypnotise those who submit to them from what I1 under-
stand and have seen I1 should advise you not to practise
hypnotism for my own part I1 could never consent to being
hypnotisedhypnotized or allowing one of my children to be the free
agency that the lord has given us is the choicest gift we have
As soon however as we permit another mind to control us
as that mind controls its own body and functions we have
completely surrendered our free agency to another and so
long as we are in the hypnotic spell and that is as long as
the hypnotist desires us to be we give no consent in any
sense whatever to anything we do hypnotism is very
much like the plan that satan desired the father to accept be-
fore this earth was peopled he would make them do good
and save them in spite of themselves the savior on the
other hand proposed to give free agency to all and save
those who would accept salvation 65

thus abuses by the unethical andor incompetent the use
of hypnotism as show business the honest concern with the
issue of free agency and skepticism of hypnosis as a healing
power also led church leadership to oppose hypnosis more-
over the historical tie between mesmerism and hypnotism did
not enhance the image of the latter more recently the involve-
ment of the ethically competent professional has doubtless
played some role in the formation of a more neutral church
position vis a vis hypnosis and the professional in a letter ad-
dressed to dr leslie cooper on 7 october 1974 church com

deseret news 29 january 1901
improvement era april 1903
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missioner of health dr james 0 mason noted that the first
presidency had cleared the following statement on hypnosis
the church regards the use of hypnosis under competent pro-

fessionalfess ional supervision for the treatment of disease as wholly a
medical question the church advises members against par-
ticipation in hypnosis demonstrations

given the general rejection of mesmerism and hypnotism by
mormonscormons at least until the very recent cautious changes noted
above what stimulated writers to connect these with mor-
monism mainly we feel they offered a naturalistic explana-
tion of joseph smiths success as a leader of the proselyting
success of mormonism in the late nineteenth and early twent-
ieth centuries and of the miraculous healings and gifts that
mormonscormons testified to to portray the mormonscormons as foul and
disgusting was not consistent with their success or the experi-
ence of those who heard the missionaries to portray them as
outwardly attractive or at least inoffensive while calling atten-
tion to their strange and mysterious powers of attraction
seemed to combine a description with a warning the seduc-
tion of converts was explained A factor like brainwashing
or mesmerism seemed at once to recognize the sincerity of many
mormonscormons and to hold forth the promise that educational and
social crusades might be the solution to the mormon prob-
lem 6 at least one ex mormon fanny stenhouse found the
approach highly useful in describing her own experience she
could reproduce her early enthusiasm for the mormon religion
and even recognize the sincerity of other converts while of-
fering a naturalistic explanation that in effect absolved her of
responsibility for her early decisions finally both mormonism
and mesmerism made good copy to connect them capitalized on
a widespread popular interest in the strange and exotic if the
two delusions could be simultaneously smeared by being
brought into contact with one another this was for many of the
writers all to the good

gail farr casterline in theileale toils or onward for zion images of
the mormon woman 185218901852 1890 master s thesis utah state university 1974
p 2255


