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Dr Franz Mesmer (1734–1815) was 
a German physician who studied 
at the University of Vienna. He 

championed the healing power of “ani-
mal magnetism” and applied his theory 
to  treat individual patients or groups. 
Under his powerful suggestion, patients 
fell into a trance or experienced hysteri-
cal convulsions, which  seemed to heal 
them of their ailments.  

Dr Franz Mesmer (top right, holding a wand) conducting a group session. By Claude-Louis Desrais (c. 1780). Source: Wellcome 
Collection, reused under the CC BY 4.0 license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/deed.en). 

Mesmerism became very popular 
in Europe. Mesmer went to Paris and 
became physician to Queen Marie 
Antoinette and others in the French 
court. Later on, King Louis XVI ordered 
an investigation of his methods by a com-
mittee from the Paris Medical Society, 
which found that Mesmer’s method was 
fraudulent. After further failures, Mesmer 
left Paris and went to Switzerland to 
continue his work there. 


