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“In this provocative and engaging book, Dr. Leskowitz shares uncensored insights into topics rarely discussed in orthodox medicine. He argues that medicine can only benefit from going beyond its focus on reductionism and the tangible material world. This book will help you understand the apparently paradoxical phrase, ‘I’ll see it when I believe it.’”

PETER M. WAYNE, PH.D., ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR AND 
DIRECTOR OF THE OSHER CENTER FOR INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE 
AT HARVARD MEDICAL SCHOOL

“Ahead of the curve and just in the nick of time, Dr. Leskowitz’s work is exactly what is needed now if we are ever to harness what is actually true about human potential. Witty and insightful in its transformative revealing of a more enlightened world of healing and forward thinking. This is a must-read on every level.”

DR. SUE MORTER, AUTHOR OF THE ENERGY CODES

“When a Harvard Medical School physician tells us something that’s absolutely vital to our health and well-being, we should pay close attention. Dr. Leskowitz  tells this story, which is firmly grounded in both ancient and modern worldviews and presages a coming revolution in medicine and beyond.”

DEAN RADIN, PH.D., CHIEF SCIENTIST, 
INSTITUTE OF NOETIC SCIENCES, AND AUTHOR OF REAL MAGIC

“This fascinating introduction to life energy and its healing potential brings together all of the key perspectives on the topic. The author’s engaging narrative style, his wry sense of humor, and his half-century of practice as a psychiatrist have given him a bird’s-eye perspective that encompasses both conventional and integrative medicine.”

DAWSON CHURCH, PH.D., AUTHOR OF 
THE GENIE IN YOUR GENES

“Dr. Leskowitz proposes a cartography that will be useful to anyone interested in phenomena on the energy spectrum. These include prehistoric stone circles, phantom limbs, sports events, rock concerts, and people exuding charisma. He concludes by explaining ‘how it works,’ a true tour de force.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., AFFILIATED DISTINGUISHED FACULTY 
AT THE CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES

“Dr. Leskowitz has dropped a big rock in the pond, and the ripples are making waves. By building upon considerable scientific evidence, Dr. Leskowitz’s 40 years of work has dramatically pushed out integrative healing practices for chronic pain management, even in the NFL. A new day is happening!”

DAVID MEGGYESY, EX-NFL LINEBACKER, AUTHOR OF OUT OF THEIR LEAGUE

“Dr. Leskowitz elegantly discusses a broad spectrum of human energy topics with irreverent humorous stories and brilliant scientific insights that encourage us to embrace a new metaphor for healing based on an energetic paradigm. If you want to know how to make your heart frequencies more coherent and get into the zone of peak performance, this book is for you!”

LARRY BURK, M.D., CEHP, AUTHOR OF LET MAGIC HAPPEN

“An excellent book that includes many extraordinary aspects of life energy and its relevance to science and medicine. Ancient mystics understood and modern physicists know that all is vibration. Now you can too! Whether you’re new to the subject or have been studying it for a long time, The Mystery of Life Energy has something in it for everyone.”

JONATHAN GOLDMAN, AUTHOR OF HEALING SOUNDS

“A grounded guide to sovereign self-management inside the broader context of the global consciousness elevation. If you’re looking to elevate your life energy management, you’ll find valuable wisdom inside this book.”

DAVID GRUDER, PH.D., FOUNDING PRESIDENT OF 
THE ASSOCIATION FOR COMPREHENSIVE ENERGY PSYCHOLOGY

“A seriously good book, inviting you to look at the many faces of life energy, literally. A guide-by-example to interesting aspects of consciousness and how to learn from them.”

ROGER NELSON, DIRECTOR OF THE GLOBAL CONSCIOUSNESS PROJECT


[image: ]


Bear & Company

One Park Street

Rochester, Vermont 05767

www.BearandCompanyBooks.com

Bear & Company is a division of Inner Traditions International

Copyright © 2024 by Eric Leskowitz, M.D.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or utilized in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Cataloging-in-Publication Data for this title is available from the Library of Congress

ISBN 978-1-59143-486-3 (print)

ISBN 978-1-59143-487-0 (ebook)

The text stock is SFI certified. The Sustainable Forestry Initiative® program promotes sustainable forest management.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Text design by Kenleigh Manseau and layout by Debbie Glogover

The author made every effort to locate and contact rights holders for all images used to obtain permission and give credit.

To send correspondence to the author of this book, mail a first-class letter to the author c/o Inner Traditions • Bear & Company, One Park Street, Rochester, VT 05767, and we will forward the communication or contact the author directly at themysteryoflifeenergy.com.

[image: ]


Contents

Foreword by David Feinstein, PhD

Introduction: Shifting Perspectives

PART I

A Brief History of Energy

1Emerging Views of Energy: West Meets East

2Modern Resistance: Four Case Studies

3Bringing Energy Medicine into Academia: My Story

PART II

A Cartography of Energy Medicine

4How to Feel Energy

5Understanding Energy

PART III

Practical Applications of the
 Energetic Perspective

6The Strange Case of Phantom Limb Pain

7The Zone

PART IV

Large-Scale Manifestations of
 Life Energy

8Group Energies

9Earth Energies

10Global Consciousness

[image: ]

Acknowledgments

Resources

Glossary of Acronyms

Bibliography

Index


Foreword

David Feinstein, PhD

My wife, Donna Eden, and I first learned of Rick Leskowitz in 1999 when he reviewed our book, Energy Medicine, for a prestigious integrative medicine journal. He gave it a glowing appraisal and endeared himself to us forever when he revealed that his primary disappointment with the book was that he didn’t write it. Now, a quarter century later, he has written his own energy medicine book, and you are in for an exciting adventure.

We wondered, who is this board-certified psychiatrist who has apparently penetrated behind the enemy lines, holding a position at Harvard Medical School and bringing energy medicine techniques into a major Harvard teaching hospital. Of course, by now, conventional medicine is no longer the “enemy” as energy medicine is being more widely embraced within traditional institutions, and it is partially through Dr. Leskowitz’ tireless dedication that this shift is occurring. It would be easy to underestimate the pioneering courage required to bring the widely ignored or disparaged methods he was using back then into one of the world’s top medical institutions.

The Mystery of Life Energy, as I see it, delivers on three major aspirations:

1It weaves into a single tapestry a wide range of disparate and fascinating phenomena, all tied together with the bright thread of life energy, and in a manner that will give some refreshing jolts to the reader’s perspective.

2It unflinchingly examines each of them from, in the author’s words, “both sides of the aisle”: conventional linear science and traditions that are grounded in an appreciation of the “multidimensional nature of reality.” Few scientists are so deeply grounded in both sides of this gaping chasm (it’s not just an aisle) as to allow them to seriously attempt such a feat. Dr. Leskowitz does it masterfully.

3In the process, you are taken on a journey in which one of the core paradigm clashes of your culture is piece-by-piece disassembled, put under the bright lights of reason and experience, and reconstructed in a way that can move the culture—as well as your intellect—forward, informed by both sides of the chasm.

The author’s credential that most impresses me is his application of energy techniques to effectively relieve suffering and promote healing. That’s not to take anything away from my fascination with the other topics in the book, but it is where the proverbial rubber meets the road, regardless of how conventional or outside the lines the method might be. The outside-the-lines topics in this book, however, are likely to trigger your interest or at least your skepticism.

What tempered my own skepticism around some of the controversial topics, such as crop circles and precognition, was the conversational style where the author’s amazement is woven into the ways he makes sense of his own experiences, of validated reports, and of scientific research that all truly stretch the mind. Through this somewhat autobiographical feature of the book, we see how Dr. Leskowitz’s own evolution mirrors the change that society is experiencing as we all go through a paradigm shift.

The culture’s resistance to this shift is examined in a series of case examples that describe how imprisonment, internet censorship, and even book burning were used as tools of control. We see how Franz Anton Mesmer was indelibly branded as a charlatan and is still mocked despite continuing evidence of the validity of many of his core ideas. Wilhelm Reich died in prison for distributing a machine that purportedly worked with the body’s healing energies. In 1998, the American Medical Association “debunked” the energy medicine practice of Therapeutic Touch in its prestigious journal based on surprisingly amateurish data. And, when provided with irrefutable feedback that Wikipedia has consistently ignored efforts to get it to mention that over one hundred clinical trials demonstrate the effectiveness of energy psychology, its founder resorted to childish name-calling instead of lifting the censorship. The inertia of the materialistic worldview and the relationship between science and politics are illuminated throughout the book.

Out of the smoldering ashes of outdated models within established institutions, a phoenix of new and vital breakthroughs in our understanding is rising. The Mystery of Life Energy chronicles these developments. I had to rethink my dismissal of the more far-out explanations for crop circles. In another area, I have no intellectual context for reports throughout history of precognition, of knowing what is going to happen before it occurs. So what am I to do with the puzzled reflections of an NFL linebacker who “could sense the movements of the running backs a split second before they happened?” Mind-stretching examples permeate the book. Don’t miss the breathtaking implications for global consciousness in the final chapter.

The book’s scientifically informed perspective combines with down-to-earth stories that stretch or counter conventional thinking. All this is leavened with the author’s unique sense of humor and irony. And it’s done in a manner that makes a potentially esoteric topic eminently approachable. So have a go at it, and let your boundaries be stretched a bit. You’re in good hands, and I think you’ll enjoy the ride.

DAVID FEINSTEIN
 ASHLAND, OREGON

DAVID FEINSTEIN, PHD, is a clinical psychologist and nine-time national award-winner for his books on consciousness and healing. He and his wife, Donna Eden, established the world’s largest hands-on organization teaching energy medicine, and their book, The Energies of Love, achieved bestseller status on the New York Times Relationship List. He has also written more than one hundred articles in professional literature. Feinstein has served on the faculties of The Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine, Antioch College, and the California School of Professional Psychology.


INTRODUCTION

Shifting Perspectives

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?

“The heart is a pump, the eye is a camera, and the brain is a computer.” These three metaphors are at the core of every American high school biology class and are used to describe the function of various organs in the human body. They’re certainly helpful as far as they go, but I don’t put these images in the one-picture-is-worth-a-thousand-words category. In fact, I think they are wrong turns that have sent modern science and medicine (and even society itself) off in a mistaken and even dangerous direction. Of course, the metaphor of the human body as a complex machine is enticing and has led to many valuable medical and surgical advances. But it is a fundamentally shortsighted metaphor because it completely overlooks the essential component of being alive—the sea of invisible and intangible life energy that we literally swim in, the reservoir of vitality that infuses us with profound resilience. It is our most direct connection to the world at large and to each other, a connection we have been ignoring at our peril.

In fact, every healing tradition the world over—except for modern Western medicine—invokes the concept of an invisible healing force or energy. Many of these foreign terms for energy-based practices have even found their way into contemporary American culture—the Chinese exercise of tai chi, the qi that is stimulated by acupuncture needles, the yoga postures and mantra meditations, and so on. But Western medicine hasn’t yet embraced the idea that something invisible, apart from chemicals and cells, gives us our human essence. As this book will demonstrate, this disconnect is responsible in large part for many of society’s crises today—medical, interpersonal, ecological, and geopolitical. 

Many writers have already described in detail the shortcomings of this mechanical, materialist worldview.

What I hope to add to the conversation is my perspective as a conventionally trained physician who is also a long-term practitioner of mind/body medicine, and a student of energy healing for over thirty-five years (but I had opted for surgery rather than meditation and acupuncture to repair my torn knee ligament years ago). The goal of this book, then, is to describe a completely different point of view (POV) that emerges once we acknowledge that “energy” is real. And life as a whole looks very different when viewed through this lens.

HOW MY PERSPECTIVE CHANGED

In addressing this energy-centered POV, I’ll work both sides of the aisle. I’ll balance a discussion of scientific advances and research findings with personal stories and experiences, clinical reports, and practice exercises for the reader. I’ll comment on cultural trends in science and society to reveal how a new medical worldview opens the door to a cultural shift in perspective. In this way, the hard analytic data favored by the brain’s left hemisphere will be complemented by images, emotions, and experiential practices that are at home in our impressionistic right hemispheres. Hopefully, this synthesis will provide a catalyst for change—in the reader and in the culture.

To begin, it’s important to put my cards on the table and make a confession: I was brought up in the tradition of scientific materialism—not in the sense of lusting after the latest consumer goods, but as a believer that life’s essence is found in material structures, that every human experience can be reduced to matter, and that the only trustworthy sources of information about the world are our five physical senses. I was the son of a scientist, an organic chemist turned immunologist, and I loved the excitement of the real-life not-on-TV microscopes and test tubes in my father’s research lab. However, I didn’t realize that while I was being entranced by these powerful tools, I was also being indoctrinated into a very limited worldview. In school, I was good at math and science, so I got more than my fair share of approval and ego gratification for pursuing those interests. Studying medicine seemed to be the best way to harness and develop those skills while helping others in the bargain. I never thought too deeply about the big questions: the nature of illness, where consciousness came from (the brain, obviously!) or what love was (I hadn’t fallen in it yet), and so I looked forward to going to medical school and getting all the answers.

Fortunately, I made a crucial decision before starting that training. After college, I took a couple of years off to travel in Europe, the Middle East, and South Asia. I saw enough of non-European cultures to realize that our Western approach was just one of many ways of looking at reality, each with their own integrity and validity. So, when I began med school in 1975, I had already gained enough perspective on the subject to suspect that my professors might not have as complete an understanding of health and illness as they professed. For example, I was disappointed to learn that many diseases were considered to be “idiopathic” (a term that was Greek to me—literally—until I found it was just a fancy way of saying that the cause wasn’t known), while common disorders like hypertension were “essential” (in other words, they just happened). There were no explanations to satisfy my sense of curiosity, but plenty of details to memorize (we were told early on that at least half of the material we were being taught would be obsolete in ten years, but since the professors didn’t know which half was which, we should learn it all!).

My classmates and I joked that Latin or Greek should have been a required course for pre-med students because so much of the mystique of medicine depended on the use of an impenetrable Greco-Latinate jargon. Would you have more confidence in a doctor who told you that he didn’t know why your skin was turning purple and you were running out of blood clotting cells, or in one who told you that you had a classic case of idiopathic thrombocytopenic purpura? That mumbo jumbo is a direct translation into Medicalese of the Anglo-Saxon description.*

Bottom line: no one really seemed to know why things happened to our patients or why they happened at the particular time that they did. So they filled in the causal blanks by burrowing down into ever more microscopic levels of understanding. Genes were always the fallback explanation, but that left us feeling like we were just robots playing out the genetic hand we were dealt—not at all satisfying to my wish to understand at a causal level how health and illness were generated, where they came from, and how health could be sustained.

As a compromise, I decided to specialize in psychiatry because it had a different level of focus than straight internal medicine. At least psychiatrists talked about thoughts and emotions without trying to reduce them to chemicals (this was just before psychopharmacology and medication management took off as the field’s raison d’être). I was fortunate enough to train with some of the founding fathers of psychoneuroimmunology (PNI), Greco-Medical for “the study of mind, the nervous system and the immune system.” PNI was a definite upgrade from earlier psychoanalytic notions of “psychosomatic,” usually taken to mean that it’s all in your head (ie, imaginary). PNI was the thin end of the wedge because it showed how stress affected all of our body’s biologic functions, including immunity. That’s a “D’uh!” insight today, but forty-five years ago it was a radical notion. So in order to prove that these insights were legit, and to gain acceptance in the halls of academic medicine, PNI became focused on reducing these behavioral patterns to hormones and neurotransmitters and nervous system responses, the sort of structures my medical colleagues had faith in. To be fair, they also believed in energy, but it was ATP (adenosine triphosphate), the chemical fuel that made cells go.

It wasn’t until 1985, when a nonphysician colleague invited me to a lecture on “energy healing,” that things really began to fall into place (or fall apart, depending on your POV). The term “healing” evoked images of “the laying on of hands,” which was too off-puttingly Christian even for my nonobservant but culturally Jewish upbringing. I was fortunate enough though to hear an extraordinary speaker, the Rev. Rosalyn Bruyere, an LA-based healer who had earned the respect of her local medical community for the simple reason that she got results. Most puzzling to me, she had no formal medical training, having studied to be an engineer. Instead, she was able to assess the clinical situation using what she called her clairvoyance, her intuitive inner vision. Despite having my intellectual defenses triggered by all these red flags, it took all of ten minutes into the lecture for me to be hooked. She clearly knew her stuff and was talking about the missing ingredient that conventional doctors had been overlooking—the energy that linked thoughts, emotions, and the body. Nothing seemed idiopathic any more.

For the next seven years, I attended her regular healing intensives in Western Massachusetts, where about forty of us regulars learned the vagaries of energy healing, shamanism, spiritual growth, and the multidimensional nature of reality. I also learned, to my dismay, that intellectual prowess was not the be-all and end-all in this line of work. In retrospect, one of the most important lessons I learned from those workshops was humility—for the first time in my life, I was the dumbest kid in class. I spent so much time in my head that I couldn’t feel the energy moving through my body that my classmates were busy sensing and modulating. My main challenge was learning how to put aside the steady stream of thoughts, judgments, and analyses that had been so valuable in my medical training and instead tuning into the subtle messages from my body’s inherent energy-sensing systems.

I soon realized that it was helpful to bring these energy-based approaches into my regular pain management practice, where I was part of a multi-disciplinary team that taught self-management skills to chronic pain patients. In that way, my patients might benefit from the healing forces I was learning about. But once I started looking at the world through the lens of invisible healing energies, everything shifted. It wasn’t just that new clinical options opened up for my patients, but also other seemingly unrelated hobbies and interests began to make sense. As I would come to see, energy was the common denominator (or as they say in med-speak, the final common pathway) for everything from pain management to athletic performance, from team chemistry and fan energy to sacred sites, paranormal phenomena, and global consciousness. Those connections and their energetic underpinnings have been the focus of my work for the last thirty-five years.

THE PATH AHEAD

In part I of our journey, we’ll use several case studies to look at the history of Western medicine’s longstanding antagonistic relationship to healing energies, starting with the notorious father of animal magnetism, Franz Mesmer, and building toward a final example of social media as a powerful force for energetic suppression. But the times are changing, and we’ll also see how the field of energy medicine is gradually gaining acceptance in academia and the medical mainstream. My own bumpy road through the halls of academia will illustrate this transition.

Entering the clinical realm, part II will describe the huge difference energy-based treatments made for my chronic pain patients, allowing them to shift away from reliance on medications toward self-management. This was not a placebo effect: many pain conditions stemmed from imbalances of energy flow that appeared to mimic nervous system disorders. Some conditions, like the bizarre syndrome of phantom limb pain, even provided an opportunity to directly perceive and confirm the existence of energy fields. When I discuss this syndrome in more detail later, readers will learn how to detect their own biofields by using a simple adaptation of a common energy therapy, forcing the standard paradigm of Western medicine to give birth to a broader view. Medications and surgery can certainly do wonderful things (e.g., my knee), but it’s time to expand into new dimensions.

In the final two sections, I’ll make the leap from individual energy effects to group energy interactions. This larger-scale phenomenon became evident to me because I was a rabid sports fan, having grown up in the Greater Boston area (where sports fanaticism comes with the territory). While following my favorite teams and players, I had noticed that the energetic aspects of athletic performance were obviously heightened during those times when players were in the proverbial Zone of peak performance. By taking a look at the energetics of being in the Zone, whether you’re an athlete (elite or amateur), musician, public speaker, or just an average person doing what you do each day, we can learn how to be, in the words of tennis coach and colleague Scott Ford, “in the Zone by choice, not chance.”

But even more telling than these individual energy shifts were the intense energies generated by the entire sporting event, by the players as a team, and especially by the fans in the ballparks. This growing awareness coalesced for me in 2004, when our local baseball team, the Boston Red Sox, won the World Series for the first time in eighty-six years. I was struck by how everyone in New England was so emotionally invested in their championship run, whether a fan or not, that the energies of the entire region seemed to be elevated together.

My filmmaker cousin and I eventually told this story as a documentary film. The Red Sox organization allowed us to interview players about how they responded to fan energy and created team chemistry. We also spoke with leading “Hall of Fame” energy researchers. We used state-of-the-art computer software to measure these group energy effects in the lab and in the ballpark, and our film—The Joy of Sox: Weird Science and the Power of Intention (2013)—was broadcast on PBS. A spin-off group of coaches, athletes, and sports psychologists continues this work by bringing ideas of energy and consciousness to mainstream culture, where a national newspaper article about a pro football linebacker’s yoga practice will probably have more of an impact on cultural evolution than any five randomized, controlled clinical trials conducted by the NIH (the National Institutes of Health).

Another seemingly unrelated long-term passion became much more understandable when I considered the role of invisible energies in mystical places like the ancient stone circles of England. Under the guidance of my British wife, I have visited England many times and walked among the great standing stones of Avebury and Stonehenge (back in the days when the public could actually touch the stones, before the latter was fenced off). And the sense of mystery and wonder in these spots was palpable. But then, starting in the 1990s, we began to hear about huge, complex geometric designs that appeared overnight in the wheat fields of Southern England, patterns that could only be seen from the skies above. These mysterious “crop circles” soon became a personal obsession, and before long I was convinced that they were not hoaxes (as the mass media wanted us to believe), but intelligently designed patterns that appeared in that particular part of England for good reason.

I learned about geomancy—the study of Earth energies, ley lines, and sacred sites—and I came to realize that the circles were yet another forum in which invisible energies could work their magic. Gaia—the classic Greek goddess also known as Mother Earth—had her own energy system, with exact analogues to acupuncture points and meridians, and these circles only appeared in areas where her energy pathways were optimally aligned. The evidence also suggested that these complex and geometrically precise crop circle designs did not originate on our planet, but that extra-terrestrial intelligences were involved in their creation. Needless to say, this was the deepest of all my rabbit holes!

Finally, it turned out that group energies could also be measured at a distance—around the globe, in fact. The same software that detected changes in fan energy levels inside Fenway Park could also measure consciousness shifts at the global level. A worldwide network of these devices—The Global Consciousness Project—had been taking the pulse of our world “brain” since 1998. Their results showed that we are all interconnected by yet another form of invisible energy, giving scientific credibility to such previously hypothetical concepts as Carl Jung’s collective unconscious and Teilhard de Chardin’s noosphere. We were finally developing empirical explanations for paranormal experiences like telepathy and synchronicity.

If all of this material is as valid as the evidence suggests, then we have some powerful new/old tools to help humanity deal with its current line-up of catastrophes. We can repair our damaged ecosystems by revitalizing Earth’s energy grid, we can resist a wide range of illnesses (including Covid) by using energy medicine techniques to enhance our natural immune resistance to disease, and we can reverse the energetic costs of social isolation by remembering and re-experiencing the web of invisible energy that connects and nourishes us all. When we acknowledge that we’re interconnected energy beings rather than separate machines, we can harness our innate healing gifts and benevolent interdependence to find a non-polarizing way forward that works for everyone.

So that’s what lies ahead. At one level, it’s the story of how a series of seemingly unrelated personal interests triggered one person’s change from neuroscience nerd to energy adept. But more importantly, it’s an outline of our current cultural shifts as we seek to birth a new paradigm that has room for both science and mysticism, a paradigm that can guide us to a future where we can all thrive together.


Glossary of Acronyms

This book uses many acronyms both for professional organizations and brevity. At the back of the book you will find a Glossary of those acronyms for your reference.





*Here are the Greek stubs, followed by their meaning, and in parentheses a modern English word that comes from the same root: Idio-: unknown (idiot); -pathic: disease (pathetic); thrombo-: blood clot (lump); -cyto-: cell (hut); -penic: lack of (penury); purpura—bleeding under the skin (purple).


PART I

A Brief History
 of Energy


1

Emerging Views of Energy

West Meets East


East is East and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.

RUDYARD KIPLING, 
THE BALLAD OF EAST AND WEST (1889)




THE STORY OF FRANZ MESMER: THE QUACK VS. THE KING

“Charlatan, fraud. . . or genius?” That’s not a multiple-choice exam, but the headline of the publicity poster for a 1994 biopic about Franz Anton Mesmer, the eighteenth-century German doctor whose discovery of animal magnetism turned the medical world upside down. Although his public image has migrated toward the charlatan/fraud end of the reputational spectrum since then, this chapter will make the case that he was in fact a genius of sorts, and that his work set the stage for what I hope will be the eventual acceptance of healing energies by Western medicine and society as a whole. Ironically, the same political forces and intellectual biases that forced Mesmer to leave Paris in disgrace 250 years ago more recently led the prestigious Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) to try to debunk the notion of energy fields by publishing a study that was written by an eleven-year-old school girl! So those forces are important to study.

The story of his rise and fall illustrates so many key points about how paradigms shift that it provides an excellent template for understanding sociopolitical processes that are still in operation today. Here are five key aspects of the process that will guide us as we take a closer look at Mesmer’s life and the challenges that he, and all innovators, face in developing a conceptual model that conflicts with accepted scientific views:

•The innovator’s personal path of inspiration and discovery

•The conservative and dogmatic nature of conventional medicine

•The financial and political pressures that hinder the development of new medical treatments

•The role of the Establishment in controlling the dissemination of information

•The way that historic legacies are shaped by The Powers That Be

As with other great innovators, Mesmer’s origin story is important. Franz Anton Mesmer was born in 1734 in rural Germany, near Zurich, Switzerland. The son of a forester, he went to a Jesuit university and then to medical school. His medical thesis was entitled “On the Influence of the Planets on the Human Body,” a form of medical astrology that assessed the “tides” within the body that were generated by the movements of the planets, in particular the moon and sun (NB: Medical Astrology was not part of the curriculum when I attended medical school, not even as an elective). But in a rather impressive sign of how the pendulum has swung back again, at least one Harvard-affiliated psychiatrist now offers this diagnostic option in her practice (Tsafrir 2024). Mesmer married a wealthy Viennese widow and set up his practice in this epicenter of Europe’s Age of Enlightenment at a time when the scientific world was abuzz with the latest discoveries about the mysterious forces of electricity and magnetism.

Mesmer’s inspirational idea was to harness these new developments into an approach to medical treatment by having his patients ingest metallic salts and then placing lodestones (naturally occurring magnetic rocks) on their body to augment their inner tides. He soon came to believe that he could enhance the process by transmitting his own personal magnetic force through his palms, which he stroked several inches from the surface of his patient’s body, in so-called mesmeric passes. He called this biologic healing force animal magnetism, as a naturalistic complement to electromagnetism (Ellenberger 1970).

He established a flourishing practice in Vienna, but a very public failure in treating a well-known blind pianist led him to leave his wife behind and move to Paris. At this time, many improbable scientific breakthroughs were regularly publicized and popularized, including the invention of “elastic” shoes that would allow one to walk on the Seine River. Another amateur scientist claimed to be able to breathe underground and burrow to his destinations (Steptoe 1986). In this climate, Mesmer’s relatively more realistic work with actual physical magnets became so popular that he devised a form of group treatment in order to accommodate his growing clientele of wealthy aristocratic patients. (His business model was also aided by the fact that the physician to King Louis XVI’s brother was himself a convert to mesmerism.)

Modeled after the newly invented Leyden jar, the first capacitor to store electricity, Mesmer used large wooden basins (baquets) filled with water that he claimed to have previously energized with his personal magnetism; they were literally capacitors for human magnetism. A series of iron rods emerged from the water around the basin’s perimeter and could be held by up to twenty patients at once, allowing many people to receive simultaneous magnetic charges (up to four baquets were in operation at a time). This proved to be such a good business model that the other physicians in Paris grew concerned about his growing competitive advantage.

Mesmer was popular enough to come to the attention of such well-known historical figures as Thomas Jefferson and the composer Mozart. Jefferson was the U.S. minister to France in the 1780s, before their Revolution, and he attended a baquet session with Mesmer as portrayed in the 1995 Merchant/Ivory film Thomas Jefferson in Paris. Jefferson is shown as a lonely and somewhat repressed widower who is taken aback by the moaning and groaning coming from the aristocratic Parisian women as they fall under Mesmer’s spell—aided, no doubt, by Mesmer’s Harry Potter-ish magic wand and his famous lilac silk robes. The sessions were often quite raucous, and a so-called “healing crisis” would literally spread in waves across the room, with high emotions ranging from convulsive laughter and tears to fainting spells and catatonia, in a provocative form of group hysteria that only added to Mesmer’s allure and notoriety.

Another sign of Mesmer’s historical impact was his ongoing friendship with the great composer Mozart, whose first opera debuted at the Mesmer estate, and a character in his opera Cosi fan tutte is healed with magnets. On another visit to Mesmer, Mozart first heard music played on a new instrument, the glass “armonica” (as it was then spelled), consisting of a series of progressively larger rotating glass discs that created sound much like a moistened finger circling the rim of a champagne glass.

[image: ]

Figure 1.1—The glass armonica and its inventor, Benjamin Franklin

Mesmer, himself an accomplished musician, occasionally enhanced the unearthly atmosphere at his baquet sessions with the eerie wail of his glass harmonica (have a listen at the Mozart/YouTube link to one of his final compositions, the Adagio in C Major for glass armonica, K.617).

The Science of Animal Magnetism

In 1779, Mesmer published his Treatise on the Principles of Animal Magnetism, which outlined the twenty-seven postulates of animal magnetism. His attempt to find a scientific explanation for the experiences he was observing was highlighted by four key propositions:

•A subtle fluidum connects the planets, the Earth and humanity. (This was Mesmer’s term for the liquid-like energy infusing all of life).

•Illnesses arise from an unequal distribution of this fluid; restoring its equilibrium leads to the recovery of health.

•The fluid can be directed to different parts of the body, and to other people, via inner channels.

•Provoking a “healing crisis” can cure disease by releasing blockages to the flow of fluidum.

As we’ll see in the next section, the similarities between this model and many non-Western forms of medicine are striking. For example, Mesmer’s fluidum parallels the qi of Traditional Chinese Medicine, while his inner channels resemble the acupuncture meridians, and so on. Regardless of these historical parallels (which they were surely not aware of), the Parisian medical establishment did not look favorably on Mesmer. To counter mounting professional opposition to his work (and to his financial success), Mesmer proposed a series of demonstrations to prove the clinical value of animal magnetism (Donaldson 2005, 572–575). However, the medical establishment initially refused to even consider this option, fearing that it would unintentionally bestow validity on Mesmer and this controversial practice.

The conflict was further enflamed by a “pamphlet war” (the social media of its day) between the two sides. Eventually, in 1784, King Louis XVI appointed a Royal Commission to evaluate Mesmerism. Benjamin Franklin, then the U.S. Ambassador to France, was among the esteemed members, along with the chemist Antoine Lavoisier, the discoverer of oxygen, and the noted surgeon Joseph-Ignace Guillotin, whose eponymous device was widely used during the post-Revolution “Reign of Terror” to execute Monarchist sympathizers.*

The format Mesmer proposed for testing his therapy was, in essence, the first controlled clinical study in the history of Western medicine (Donaldson), because it aimed to assess clinical outcomes by comparing the status of a series of patients who were evaluated before and after the treatment in question. More importantly, the subjects were to be blindfolded, so they wouldn’t know if they had been treated with mesmerism or a sham treatment that looked like mesmerism but was nonmagnetic in nature. We would now call this protocol a single-blind study, since the patients didn’t know whether they were getting real or sham treatments.

To further minimize the role of nonspecific healing factors like hope and the power of suggestion, modern research now advocates the even more rigorous double-blind protocol, in which the doctor herself wouldn’t know which treatment she is administering (e. g., whether the pill being dispensed is an active medication or a placebo sugar tablet).

This more rigid format is the modern goldstandard in clinical research because it eliminates the influence of experimenter bias, the ways a treating doctor might subtly favor one treatment and give unintended suggestions or behaviors in that direction (i.e. by tone of voice). As an aside, the use of the double-blind methodology in any interactive treatment, from psychotherapy to acupuncture, is a challenge: How can the provider be blinded to the type of treatment she is giving? Nevertheless, the Mesmer study was an important first step in the development of modern medical research protocols.

Despite these trailblazing steps, the French study had some serious limitations. One concern was that animal magnetism treatments were not to be administered by Mesmer himself but by a former student, Dr. Charles d’Eslon, who had recently been threatened with expulsion from the prestigious Society of Medicine if he continued to promote Mesmer’s teachings. This professional bind created a powerful inherent source of experimenter bias: d’Eslon’s career would be in jeopardy if his findings favored Mesmer, a consideration which would certainly impinge on his healing efforts. (A notorious 1999 study about energy fields, to be discussed in chapter 2, was later shown to be invalid because it ignored this very factor of experimenter bias.)

Also, the French Royal Commission chose to focus on the existence of the magnetism itself rather than on its possible clinical benefits. In other words, they opted to explore the possible mechanism of action for mesmerism, rather than first assessing whether it had any clinical impact. But which is more important, knowing whether a treatment is helpful to patients or understanding how it works? It’s a research dilemma that’s still alive today, as many widely prescribed medications were used for years before their mechanisms of action were discovered, with aspirin and narcotic painkillers being two famous examples.

The Commission found that many subjects indeed felt better after treatment, although they could not reliably distinguish the magnetized from the unmagnetized objects they were asked to hold or touch (including stones, glasses of water, and trees). The subjects were often unaware that, while blindfolded, they had themselves been magnetized. The Commission thus concluded that the force called animal magnetism simply did not exist, and any apparent benefits of mesmeric treatments (and many were noted) were due to the power of imagination and suggestion—what we would now call the placebo effect—rather than to any invisible healing force. As a result of this report’s extremely rapid and wide dissemination through the medical communications network (twenty thousand pamphlets were printed in one week, the 1780s equivalent of going viral) Mesmer was branded a charlatan and his reputation destroyed. He left Paris and moved to Austria, where he died in 1816 (Ellenberger 1970; Gauld 1992)

Mesmer’s Legacy

Despite the dramatic collapse of Mesmer’s career, his students maintained a network of mesmeric infirmaries that spread throughout Europe, and a journal of medical magnetism. The Zoist: A Journal of Cerebral Physiology and Mesmerism was established to report on their clinical findings. In response to this continued wave of interest in mesmerism, the French Academy of Medicine voted in 1826 to reconsider animal magnetism. Because Mesmer had died ten years earlier, the Academy’s focus could not be diverted by his charismatic presence or powerful professional influence, so their replication study was thus less controversial than its predecessor. It included a demonstration of mesmeric anesthesia’s efficacy for the surgical excision of a cancerous breast (Winter 1998), as well as the direct experience of magnetism by the investigating scientists themselves. In 1831, the Academy produced a much less widely publicized report that judged the phenomenon of animal magnetism to be genuine and worthy of further exploration.

Notable among the successes of mesmerism after Mesmer was its use by a prominent Scottish naval surgeon to induce full surgical anesthesia in 150 patients (Gauld 1992) (figure 1.2). No infections or deaths were reported, in contrast to the highly risky “bite-the-bullet and gulp-the-whiskey” protocols used in America’s Wild West at that time.

[image: ]

Figure 1.2—Esdaile’s report (1851)

The somewhat blurry quotation from Raleigh on the front cover of the monograph Mesmerism in India (figure 1.2) is both eloquent and inspiring: “I rather choose to endure the wounds of those darts which envy casteth of novelty, than to go on safely and sleepily in the easy ways of ancient mistakings.” Such was the courage of the post-Mesmer magnetizers.

Despite these important ongoing advances, the practice of mesmerism faded quickly following the first successful demonstration of chemical anesthesia with ether in 1854 in Boston’s Massachusetts General Hospital (figure 1.3). The chief of surgery at Harvard was in attendance and famously proclaimed “Gentlemen, this is no humbug!”—inhaling ether fumes had induced full surgical-depth anesthesia in a matter of minutes, compared to the hours-long preparation that mesmeric anesthesia often required. Only minimal training was needed to use this new procedure, and so chemical anesthesia (using ether or chloroform) rapidly became the standard of care in surgery.

[image: ]

Figure 1.3—The first successful demonstration of ether anesthesia (Boston, 1854)

This breakthrough relegated the study of any potential health benefits of applied magnetism and electricity to the fringes of respectable science for almost one hundred years. In fact, the only reference to animal magnetism that has persisted in contemporary culture until recently arose from a misunderstanding. People will commonly say, for example, that they were “mesmerized” by a musical or theatrical performance, as a synonym for “entranced” or “hypnotized.” However, the two processes—hypnosis and mesmerism—are actually quite different. Hypnosis uses only the spoken word to change the patient’s focus of attention in order to bring about therapeutic effects, while mesmerism uses direct manipulation of the biofield to create positive outcomes. Ironically, the dangling watch chain favored by Hollywood hypnotists may actually trigger a shift in the subject’s animal magnetism, as we’ll see in chapter 5’s discussion of EMDR.

[image: ]

Figure 1.4—The author reclaims the Ether Dome

So ended the story of Mesmer, apart from one historical footnote of some interest. In 1999 I was invited by the Pain Management Program of the Mass General Hospital to deliver a lecture on “Mesmer and the History of Hypnosis and Pain Management.” It took place in the same surgical amphitheater where the famous ether demonstration had occurred almost 150 years earlier (Figure 1.4). I felt as though I was helping to restore Mesmer’s rightful place in medicine’s pantheon by speaking of his successes and insights while standing in one of conventional medicine’s most sacred sites, the shrine of the Ether Dome.

WESTERN VITALISM

In retrospect, it’s fair to ask what’s so terrible about magnetism that it should have been mocked and shunned as a possible healing resource for so many decades after Mesmer? The problem is that it challenges the materialism at the core of Western medicine, the idea that health (and reality) is a product of concrete, tangible things, even if some of these are microscopic and invisible to the naked eye. If any components or forces can’t be seen or measured, then they’re simply not real, and up until recently that’s been the excuse for dismissing subtle energies.
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Figure 1.5—ATP

This materialist bias is why the term “energy” has always referred medically to the chemical reactions that occur inside a cell and propel all the functions in our body, from cell growth to muscle flexing to digestion and even thinking. These processes all proceed because of one chemical in particular—adenosine triphosphate (or ATP). This is the storehouse of chemical energy, in the form of electrons, that the body manufactures to be our biochemical fuel (figure 1.5).
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Figure 1.6—Græys’ Anatomies, gross and subtle.

But Mesmer wasn’t talking about ATP, and neither are any of the other energy medicine modalities being practiced today. They’re talking about something that looks more like this painting and book cover by the visionary artist Alex Grey (figure 1.6).

This is what Grey sees when he looks at a human body. The nuts and bolts of muscles and bones are there, but they are interpenetrated by a series of well-defined energy structures that have been called our “subtle anatomy,” to contrast with the gross anatomy studied in medical school. (And no, the classic medical textbook Gray’s Anatomy was not written by Alex’s great-great-grandfather, though Alex’s book could be seen as the “revised edition” of Gray’s Anatomy.) The shining lights and glowing lines in Grey’s image are the key to understanding life energy and the many
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