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1 ABSTRACT 

In modern Italian dictionaries2, the definition of magnetic and magnetism is generally approached 

from two points of view: the technical-scientific connotation and the figurative one. Often the 

meanings of the two connotations are similar in sense, but their use in spoken and written language 

may be very different. In this brief paper I would like to show the results of a research I’ve conducted 

on the magnetism concept within modern and ancient dictionaries. I’ve produced a cloud graphic 

representation of the frequencies of these terms in the two connotations: technical-scientific and 

figurative.  

 

2 MAGNETISM IN ITS TECHNICAL AND SCIENTIFIC CONNOTATION  

 

In the first cloud are reproduced the words that, in some modern dictionaries, mark the definition 

of magnetic and magnetism in a technical and scientific connotation. The graphically largest words 

are most frequent, while the others appear in smaller and smaller characters depending on their 

occurrence. Considering the shape of the terms in the clouds, even the least frequent terms belong to 

the semantic field of science and technology. 

 

 
Fig. 1 magnetico and magnetismo as a technical-scientific term in Italian dictionaries’ definitions 

 

The words magnetic and magnetism, and thus the physical phenomenon they define, are attested 

as far back as antiquity. Magnetism was known, tested, and described although there were no 

technologies suitable for measuring it, yet. Pliny the Elder, for example, 1st century AD, in his 

encyclopaedic work Naturalis Historia, describes it in these words:  

 
[...] in due course we shall speak of the magnet stone and its affinity with iron.  Iron is the only material 

that derives an evil power from this stone and retains it for a long time and becomes capable of 
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attracting another iron [...] But what is more inert than the stone that is immobile? Yet, behold, to the 

magnet nature has given senses and hands. [...] What is more tenacious than the hardness of iron? And 

nature has given it feet and instincts. Indeed, iron allows itself to be attracted by the magnet: that 

strong material that overcomes everything rushes towards I know not what void and, when it comes 

closest to the magnet, it leaps upon it, is caught and locked in its embrace. This is why they also call 

the magnet by another name, 'iron stone', and some people call it 'Hercules' stone'3. 
 

In these pages, Pliny affirms that the intrinsic characteristics of mineral Magnet are superhuman, 

and own maleficent and mysterious forces. Its behaviour, he writes, looks like a lovers’ hug.  

Observing the terms used in this essay, it comes up that they are not strictly connoted as scientific. 

On the contrary, they are more likely related to images (feet, hands, embrace) and to philosophical 

categories (evil, power, instincts). It is stated, indeed, that for many centuries, this work was 

considered an irrefutable scientific truth, with the today’s meaning of science. 

 

The issue of magnetism and of the properties of the magnet mineral were well known in the 16th 

Century. Vannoccio Biringuccio, a master in metallurgy and author of the treatise De la Pirotechnia 

(1540)4 describes the characteristics of the magnet using these words:  

 
And now, in order to shorten this discourse, and to speak to you about the magnet and its properties, I 

will tell you that the magnet is one of those things that produces its apparent effects on our sight by a 

particular virtue, which I have so far concealed, that the cause, as far as I know from the most 

knowledgeable natural speculators, who have spoken of all other things, that they have not yet known, 

from which, certainly to those who consider it to be in their actions, it cannot be without great wonder, 
given that in this stone it seems that nature has put a certain spirit of vivacity into it, or rather that it 

cannot be seen; It seems that it has made, I would say, hands. 
 

During the age of Enlightment, Denis Diderot and Jean Baptiste Le Rond D’Alembert describe 

Magnetism in their monumental Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des 

métiers, par une société de gens de lettres (1758-1776), the description of the magnetic 

phenomenon referred to magnetism is the following:  

 
Magnetism: s.m. (Phys.) It is the generic name given to the various properties of the magnet [aimant in 

French]; these properties, as we know, are principally three: the attraction or virtue by which the magnet 

attracts iron; the direction or virtue by which the magnet turns towards the poles of the world, with more 

or less declination depending on the place on earth where the magnet is positioned; finally, the 

inclination or virtue by which a magnetized needle suspended on supports, tilts towards the horizon, 

orienting itself towards the pole. Its various properties have been set out in detail under the headings 

magnet needle, compass, and we refer the reader to those together with the words: declination, variation, 

compass. [...] It is now a question of dealing with the cause of these phenomena, which we promised to 

discuss under the heading magnet. Philosophers have built great systems on this, but so far have not 

been able to arrive at any satisfactory [explanation] 

 

and the entry continues with a simplified summary of the theories of various physicists from  

 
Monsieur Euler to M. Halley, who, to explain the declination of the compass, imagined a great magnet 

at the centre of the earth, a second globe contained within it, as in a node, which, due to rotation on its 

axis, maintains the declination of the needle in a continuous variation [...] 
 

In French, the term used to denote magnet is the word aimant. It seems quite unquestionable that 

in this case the name magnet is the result of an adaptation (semantically and metaphorically marked) 

of the phenomenon noted in the physics of attraction. It seems quite evident that the morphological 
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(and semantic) root aimer = to love iconographically assimilates the minerals attraction power to 

human emotions.  

 

The linguistic transmission runs along two parallel paths, in balance between the progress of 

scientific knowledge and the specialisation of its language. The question seems to be which comes 

first? Is the new naming of the phenomenon, or the use of an already existing word adapted in order 

to describe the phenomenon? 

 

In the first case, one starts from the observation of the existence of minerals that have intrinsic 

properties (for which there is no 'scientific' explanation, yet, but which are systematically observed). 

These properties are observed and studied, and soon find practical applications. In some extent, they 

contribute to forming an idea. But in general, anything not immediately explained by practice or 

science, sounds mysterious. Language is the tool by which a certain concept, phenomenon or idea 

can be described and transferred to others. Sometimes, though, the terms used are not yet specialised, 

and refer more likely to metaphoric features. For this reason, the borders between figurative terms 

and scientific ones are not so separated. 

 

3 MAGNETISM IN ITS FIGURATIVE CONNOTATION 

 

A lot of literature has been produced around such sense of mystery, found in situation of 

unaccounted practices or non-yet-known physical laws.  

In the following two clouds are reported the words that in some modern dictionaries give the 

definition of magnetic and magnetism in a figurative sense. In the sense, for example, used in 

utterances within common, literal, and non-specifically scientific discourses. Also in this cloud, the 

larger the words are graphically represented, the more frequent they appear in the dictionary 

definitions.  

Comparing the content of these latter clouds with the other two more scientifically connoted, it is 

noticed that here words are marked by important emotional meanings. The sense of the terms 

composing the cloud is pervaded by a sense of mystery and fascination. The word attrazione 

attraction, for example, recurs quite often, confirming the meaning of the impossibility to contrast 

with the will an inescapable and mysterious force. It is no coincidence that sguardo=gaze appears so 

highly in the cloud representation.  

 

 
Fig. 2 magnetico and magnetismo as a figurative term in Italian dictionaries’ definitions 

 

 

 

It is noticeable that the use in the language of magnetic and magnetism in a figurative sense is 

recent: the first attestations date from the late 17th and early 18th century. In this period, an Austrian 



doctor, Franz Anton Mesmer5 used to claim the theory of animal magnetism. He was convinced that 

certain people, including himself, possessed a magnetic power in their bodies that could have curative 

effects just by the laying on of his hands. This therapy seemed to be efficient above all on people 

suffering from various diseases, especially neural or psychological ones. These theories aroused much 

perplexity among scientists, but also a certain curiosity6. A large debate on pros and against the 

Mesmer’s theories arouse for decades: a huge number of experiments were conducted all around 

Europe, and a lot of supposed scientific publications were produced as well.  

One of the authors against Mesmer’s theories was Gianrinaldo Conte Carli. In his book intitled 

Sulla Magia, published in 1785, for example, argues about magnetism in terms of “likes and 

dislikes”, and continues his dissertation on the criticism and refutation of any scientific theorization 

regarding magic. He first quotes Pliny as distancing himself from any kind of manifestation of 

magic, calling it “a fraudulent art”, and affirms that: 

 
magicians and diviners have brought great insult to humanity as creators of infinite superstition, and 

allowing nothing to be done in accordance with correct reasoning7 

 

But in general, the concept of animal magnetism is more likely registered within the figurative 

connotation of the word magnetism. In today’s English the quite common verb mesmerize, is mostly 

used in non-technical or scientific contexts, and it means  

 

to have someone’s attention completely so that they cannot think of anything else8.  

 

4 MAGNETISM AND ITS INVISIBLE EFFECTS IN LITERATURE  

 

The loss of will, and other dangerous effects due to Mesmer’s practices used to be one of the main 

topics in the novels published in France and England among 1780 and 19149. Most of the authors 

were attracted by the mystery and fascination of all the practices of magnetism, despite the ever-larger 

knowledge that, at the same time, the scientific studies on the magnetism were conducted in many 

labs in Europe.  

A large part of these novels was concentrated on the power of magnetism among people. The main 

purpose of the principal characters of the novels, often masters of magnetism practices, was to achieve 

the complete abandon of their victims. These, losing their will and their free thinking, are compelled 

to act or feel according to the magnetiseurs’ power, who usually get personal advantages or incomes, 

especially when actions could be socially bad or unacceptable. The most common aim of the 

magnetism masters in these narratives, in fact, was attraction and power to seduce women for 

romantic and amorous, but especially for erotic purposes10.  
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Another common topic of the stories on magnetism practices is the seduction of the victims in 

order to create psychological dependencies or to transform the relationship into agreement, or even 

to succeed in criminal actions with the unvoluntary complicity of the victims11.  

 

In most literary representations, prevails the identification of magnetism as a mysterious fluid, of 

which only few professors of this practice, magnetiseurs, know virtues, potential, applications, and 

strength. People become fascinated and victims of this power, of this incantation, and lose the ability 

to be spiritually and mentally autonomous, remaining bewitched and deprived of the possibility of 

choosing and deciding. Magnetism is described as an all-round dangerous tool for many of the authors 

dealing with this topic. It’s quite unusual that in these stories hardly any reference is made to scientific 

theories and results about magnetism and its properties in nature. This phenomenon is a very 

interesting cue for authors to deal with mystery, to immerse themselves in the complexity of human 

relationships (love, power, family) through the contrivance of magnetism, which contains the mystery 

of its inexplicable, yet tangible force of attraction, and is easily transferable to the mystery of human 

spiritual and emotional life. On the other hand, it supports a scientific justification to explain 

phenomena otherwise still difficult to interpret through psychological and psychoanalytic knowledge 

that is still not clinically ratified.  

 

Only few authors mention Mesmer’s theories in literature, and they are specifically linked to the 

application of magnetism as a healing treatment for pathologies like 'hysteria' and 'melancholia'12. For 

this reason, sometimes in the narrations, the magnetism therapy is seen as an overflowing into the 

practice of circumventing emotionally fragile personalities. Sometimes, in fact, the topics of forceful 

seductions or 'therapeutic' rape practices are introduced in plots, besides some stories about an occult 

science that steals the soul. Again, evil, and depraved climax run in parallel with magnetism. The 

invisible but real continues to frighten human imagination. 

 

Another element emphasizing the mysterious and powerful aura of magnetism is the realisation of 

the existence of something very real and perceptible that is nevertheless invisible. The very concept 

of fluid metaphorizes the invisible real by reifying it, when instead, only the effects of this 

phenomenon are clearly visible and tangible, both in the technical-scientific sphere and in relational 

and emotional life.  

 

Despite the great qualitative distance between the words that define magnetic and magnetism 

scientifically or figuratively, we observe that the two semantic fields have many terms in common. 

These include force, power, attraction, strength, but the most interesting is fluid: a noun that defines 

something non-compressible, something liquid and in motion; a substance that flows smoothly 

without limitation. At the same time, fluid evokes metaphysical contexts in which thoughts and wills 

may lose their stability and rationality. It seems as if, invested by the power of the magnetic fluidity, 

humans may become deprived of every capacity of discernment, of thinking autonomously, enslaved 

of a flowing of suggestions, upsetting emotions and hurtful fascinations by means of magnetic gaze 

or magnetic voice. 

 

 
11 Ibidem. 
12 Enriquez Romain, Charles Richet et Henry Beaunis. L’hypnose entre psychologie expérimentale et récit 

expérimentale (1875 – 1900), in Le Réel invisible. cit. p. 97- 120. 
 



 

Fig. 3 L’Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (1758-1776) –  

Planches pour l'encyclopédie ou pour le dictionnaire raisonne des sciences, des arts liberéraux, et des arts 

mèchaniques, avec leur explication. Tome cinquieme; 

https://www.byterfly.eu/islandora/object/libria:119574#page/227/mode/2up 
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Fig. 4 L’Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (1758-1776) –Planches pour 

l'encyclopédie ou pour le dictionnaire raisonne des sciences, des arts liberéraux, et des arts mèchaniques, avec leur 

explication. Tome cinquieme; https://www.byterfly.eu/islandora/object/libria:119574#page/223/mode/2up  

 

https://www.byterfly.eu/islandora/object/libria:119574#page/223/mode/2up


  

Fig. 5 Kircher Athanasius, Mundus subterraneus, Vol. 1, Joannem Janssonium à Waesberge & Filios,  

Amstelodami,1678, p. 266;  https://www.byterfly.eu/islandora/object/libria:6999#page/306/mode/2up 
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Fig. 6 Mesmerism practitioner in a 19th Century print https://wellcomecollection.org/works/h5ccrkrf CC-BY-4.0 
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