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Topic of the research proposal 

 

In the second half of the 19th century, due to substantial changes both in the ruling paradigms of 

scientific research and in those of philosophical thought in Europe, there is a remarkable trend 

towards a convergence of view among those cultural domains which are traditionally kept separate. 

Some scientists and philosophers begin to imagine forms of interaction between the discourse of 

mysticism and that brought about by the discoveries of science and try them out. Thus, they start up 
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a cultural process which over few decades leads to many of the most important innovations in the 

spheres of philosophy, natural science and technology. 

 

A detailed investigation of this particular moment within European intellectual history is still a 

desideratum, although it is now evident that it would be fundamental in order to understand the 

dynamics of development which underlie the modern and contemporary Western culture. Some old 

interpretation patterns – which are ongoing to the present day – had been for a long time a hurdle 

for any objective approach (i.e. one which is carried out in a not arbitrary way) to this cultural 

phenomenon, because they have been acting on the assumption that rationalism and irrationalism 

are polar opposites. Moreover, too often they have been confusing the two concepts of mysticism 

and religion, since they presume that every irrationalism must eventually be considered as an 

expression of a reactionary philosophy, thereby maintaining that science and mysticism are 

absolutely irreconcilable ways of thinking. Thus the aim of this research project is a broad and 

comprehensive recognition of the forms of interaction and knowledge transfer between scientific 

and mystic thought in the time span between 1870 and 1930 within German culture, where this 

transfer took place and actually achieved its most sensational results. 

 

The interrelation between science and mysticism finds fertile ground particularly in studies in 

biology, zoology and anthropology deriving from Darwin’s discoveries and from Darwinistic 

theories. The question of consciousness, as it is posed in the terms of the evolutionary theories of 

the time, is considered as a burning problem in the modern science by important biologists and 

physiologists such as Emil du Bois-Reymond (Die sieben Welträtsel). This question paves the way 

for a debate in which the supporters of a strict physiological view of the emergence and formation 

of consciousness argue against those theorists which believe, on the contrary, that the peculiarities 
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of the human intellect are nothing else but spiritual ones. Through this argument, the resumption of 

mystical speculations about the nature of the human soul is made not only possible, but also 

plausible from an evolutionary point of view. Among the numerous names of thinkers which can be 

referred to in this regard, the intellectual figures of Ernst Haeckel, on the one hand, and Carl du 

Prel, on the other, stand out. 

 

The point is that their views, which are about the birth of consciousness as well as about its very 

nature, lead to a not-only-physiologically-founded psychological theory, which makes it possible to 

reconsider ancient conceptions of the soul from an evolutionist perspective. Hence a debate breaks 

out, which produces, in the first instance, the hypothesis of the duality of individual’s psychic 

reality and also the formulation of theories about the unconscious. Those theories, then, will 

become an important paradigmatic reference for the Freudian psychoanalysis at first and thereafter 

for the Jungian. 

 

Moreover, this ideas transfer, that involves mysticism and science at once, appears to be significant 

at other levels of analysis too. From the half of the 19th century on, the physician Gustav Theodor 

Fechner developed and solved problems in physics and chemistry by means of a mystic world view 

(Zend-Avesta, Die Tagesansicht gegenüber der Nachtansicht) and so he led to a reconsideration of 

forgotten studies on magnetism and electricity (e.g. those by Karl von Reichenbach, whom he 

criticized). That ‘openness’ shown by science towards theories with a mystic and magical 

background, which may have their roots in ancient times (e.g. the belief in electricity as the very 

principle of vitality in the world), finds its echo in the reflections and theoretical writings (apart 

from more general philosophical conceptions) of many scientists and inventors, whereby 
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technology is seen as a sort of extension of natural magic. Carl du Prel’s Die Magie als 

Naturwissenschaft (1899) is actually the first book that put explicitely this hypothesis forward. 

 

In the light of this framework, the purpose of this research is to examine the relationship between 

science and mysticism around 1900, i.e.: 

 

- The all-encompassing extension of this debate in the German area 

- The form which it assumes in the works of its protagonists 

- Its impact in scientific, philosophical and literary fields and circles 

- Its consequences in the field of technological production 

 

In other words, the purpose of this research project is to study the works, the issues and the 

channels through which the debate took place and spread, as well as to give an account of the 

concrete results of its productive contamination of ideas – which bear important fruit still at the 

present day – in a comprehensive approach. 

 

Prerequisites of the research project 

 

In the frame of the project PRIN 2009, which was devoted to the reception of Nietzsche’s 

philosophy and its consequences in Thomas Mann’s work, readings and private library, studies 

were started dealing with the topic of the present research project, above all, with regard to the 

interrelations between science and mysticism. Such interrelations are richly present in narrative 

masterpieces like Der Zauberberg and Doktor Faustus by Thomas Mann. And it was actually the 

close-reading of his novels and the intertextual comparison with their sources that put the basis for 
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the thorough understanding of the diatribe between mysticism and science in its wholeness, which 

is widely discussed, for example, in Der Zauberberg (q.v. the commentary to the Magic Mountain – 

Mondadori, Milano 2010 – edited by the coordinator of the present project). 

 

Moreover, the present project moves from a previous one promoted with a research grant in 2012 

(Science and Mysticism in the German culture of fin de siècle). Important impulses for studying 

these particular topics in greater depth emerged from that project, which made possible to identify 

among the European scholars those who are actively engaged in studying the interrelations and the 

knowledge transfer between science and mysticism. During a preliminary meeting, which took 

place in Rome on September 2012, they could compare the state of progress of their studies and at 

the same time pursue individual research paths. 

 

 

Targets of the project and expected results 

 
The project aims at three major goals: 

 
- The reconstruction of the scientific-mystic debate in all its complexity and 

comprehensiveness 

- The close-reading and analysis of the main texts which deal with this debate 

- The research about the causes that led to the partial or total fade-out of this discourse from 

the monographs on the development of Western and European thought.  

 

The aim of this research should be the rediscovery and re-proposal of the most important topics and 

texts concerning this debate. Such a re-proposal would actually put the speculative thought in its 
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true light by considering its propulsive value both with regard to the scientific discourse and to 

science practices. Furthermore it would enhance the study of a text corpus that is of great 

importance per se, but nevertheless has been mostly ignored so far. 

Following this perspective, the creation of a database as well as of a sectional library at the Italian 

Institute for German Studies are plausible purposes, both possible to attain. 

 

 

List of the participants to the research project 

 
From a pragmatic point of view the project aims at putting in contact renowned scholars, which are 

already operating within the university and established research institutes, with young research 

fellows and postgraduate students. For this reason, in a preliminary stage, it has already been 

chosen to proceed with its implementation in two steps: 

 

a) Through a series of partial-meetings to be hold at the university institute of each scholar and 

research fellow 

b) Through organization and enactment of seminars that involve both research fellows and doctoral 

candidates in a series of questions concerning specific topics 

 

Below are given the names of the senior and junior research fellows and professors, with their 

respective functions, which already gave their availability to join this project (junior research 

fellows are intended to be aged under 35): 

 
Prof. Luca Crescenzi (Università di Pisa – coordinatore) 

Prof. Elisabeth Galvan (Università di Napoli “L’Orientale” – senior) 
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Prof. Andreina Lavagetto (Università di Venezia – senior) 

Prof. Stefano Poggi (Università di Firenze – senior) 

Prof. Gabriella Catalano (Università di Roma “Tor Vergata” – senior) 

Prof. Roberta Ascarelli (Università di Siena – senior) 

Prof. Camilla Miglio (Università di Roma “La Sapienza” – senior) 

Dr. Marco Rispoli (Università di Padova - ricercatore – senior) 

Dr. Francesco Rossi (Università di Pisa – ricercatore – junior) 

Prof. Barbara Besslich (Universität Heidelberg – senior) 

Prof. Ortrud Gutjahr (Universität Hamburg – senior) 

Prof. Sabina Becker (Universität Freiburg – senior) 

Prof. Michael Grossheim (Universität Rostock – senior) 

Prof. Mathias Mayer (Universität Augsburg – senior) 

Prof. Christine Maillard (Université de Strassbourg – senior) 

Prod. Manfred Dierks (Universität Osnabruck – senior) 

Dr. Gisli Magnusson (Universität Aarhus – ricercatore – junior) 

Dr. Goda Bulybenko ( dottoranda - junior) 

Dr. Sabine Schild-Vitale (dottoranda – junior) 

Dr. Salvatore Incardona (dottorando – junior) 

Dr. Luisa Giannandrea (dottorando – senior) 

Dr. Simona Fabbris (dottorando – senior) 
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Organisation of the research project 

 

The project foresees during the first year three processing steps: 

1) At first (preparation), the organization of research meetings among small teams (consisting 

of “senior” and “junior” research fellows), each of them with a particular study program. 

Those teams ought to prepare the material for the main enquiry of the project separately by 

investigating the respective topics; 

2) Secondly (conference), all the participants will give a lecture on their studies, that they 

already carried out during the preparation stage, in form of open conferences. Those 

conferences will also have a tutorial function towards the “junior” research fellows that join 

the project.  

3) Thirdly, all the texts and results that will be produced in this framework will be collected 

and published. 

In the following two-year period, reiterations of this three work steps are foreseen. 

 

 

Research products 

 

The project should end with the realization of a digital database, which will be shared on the web 

through the website of the Italian Institute for German Studies. This database should comprehend 

edited, unedited and rare writings which are pertinent to this research project. The aim is to create 

the widest database of the relations between mysticism and science in the German culture of fin de 
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siècle in the world, thus providing the research community with means which are to be considered 

as fundamental to the further study of this topic in greater depth. 

 
Financial plan 

The project can make use both of the funds PRIN 2009 and from university funds of the 

Department of Philology, Literature and Linguistics of the University of Pisa, whose overall amount 

is 5.000 euro. 

 
AVAILABLE FUNDS PRIN 2009  

University funds 

5000 

   

A. Overall costs Expenses for the mobility of 

research fellows, with regard 

to the preliminary meetings 

among the participants to the 

project, advertisement, out-

of-pocket expenses for 

photocopies and stationery 

6000 

B. Operating costs Organization of the 

international meeting, which 

renders the purpose of the 

research conference possible 

8000 

C. Publication costs Realization and 

implementation of the digital 

database with the collected 

material and publication of 

the results of the preceding 

research 

6000 

TOTAL AMOUNT   25000 

ALREADY AVAILABLE   5000 
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Synthesis of the research project 

 

In the second half of the 19th century, due to substantial changes both in the ruling paradigms of 

scientific research and in those of philosophical thought in Europe, there is a remarkable trend 

towards a convergence of view among those cultural domains which are traditionally kept separate. 

Some scientists and philosophers begin to imagine forms of interaction between the discourse of 

mysticism and that brought about by the discoveries of science and try them out. Thus, they start up 

a cultural process which over few decades leads to many of the most important innovations in the 

spheres of philosophy, natural science and technology. 

 

In the light of this framework, the purpose of this research is to examine the relationship between 

science and mysticism around 1900, i.e.: 

 

- The all-encompassing extension of this debate in the German area 

- The form which it assumes in the works of its protagonists 

- Its impact in scientific, philosophical and literary fields and circles 

- Its consequences in the field of technological production 

 

The project foresees during the first year three processing steps: 

1) At first (preparation), the organization of research meetings among small teams (consisting 

of “senior” and “junior” research fellows), each of them with a particular study program. 
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Those teams ought to prepare the material for the main enquiry of the project separately by 

investigating the respective topics; 

2) Secondly (conference), all the participants will give a lecture on their studies, that they 

already carried out during the preparation stage, in form of open conferences. Those 

conferences will also have a tutorial function towards the “junior” research fellows that join 

the project.  

3) Thirdly, all the texts and results that will be produced in this framework will be collected 

and published. 

 

        Il Presidente 

 

             Prof. Fabrizio Cambi 
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(Abstract) Progetto Premiale 

D.M. 949 del 19.12.2012/ Ric. Premiale 2012 

 

Project Title: Interaction and knowledge transfer between mysticism, 
science and technology in German culture between the 
19th and 20th Century 
 

Environement: inclusive, innovative and reflective institutions 

Reference structure: Istituto Italiano di Studi Germanici 

Project coordinator: Prof. Luca Crescenzi 

Brief description of the 
project: 

In the second half of the 19th century, some scientists and 
philosophers begin to imagine forms of interaction between 
the discourse of mysticism and that brought about by the 
discoveries of science and try them out. Thus, they start up a 
cultural process which over few decades leads to many of the 
most important innovations in the spheres of philosophy, 
natural science and technology. 
The aim of this research project is a broad and comprehensive 
recognition of the forms of interaction and knowledge transfer 
between scientific and mystic thought in the time span 
between 1870 and 1930 within German culture, where this 
transfer took place and actually achieved its most sensational 
results. The interrelation between science and mysticism finds 
fertile ground particularly in studies in biology, zoology and 
anthropology deriving from Darwin’s discoveries and from 
Darwinistic theories. Moreover, this ideas transfer, that 
involves mysticism and science at once, appears to be 
significant at other levels of analysis too. That ‘openness’ 
shown by science towards theories with a mystic and magical 
background, which may have their roots in ancient times (e.g. 
the belief in electricity as the very principle of vitality in the 
world), finds its echo in the reflections and theoretical 
writings (apart from more general philosophical conceptions) 
of many scientists and inventors, whereby technology is seen 
as a sort of extension of natural magic.  
 

Guidelines  Guideline 1  
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Project objectives: In the light of this framework, the purpose of this research is 
to examine the relationship between science and mysticism 
around 1900, i.e.: 
 
- The all-encompassing extension of this debate in the 
German area 
- The form which it assumes in the works of its 
protagonists 
- Its impact in scientific, philosophical and literary 
fields and circles 
- Its consequences in the field of technological 
production 
 
In other words, the purpose of this research project is to study 
the works, the issues and the channels through which the 
debate took place and spread, as well as to give an account of 
the concrete results of its productive contamination of ideas – 
which bear important fruit still at the present day – in a 
comprehensive approach. 
 

Expected results The project aims at three major goals: 
 

- The reconstruction of the scientific-mystic debate in 
all its complexity and comprehensiveness 

- The close-reading and analysis of the main texts which 
deal with this debate 

- The research about the causes that led to the partial or 
total fade-out of this discourse from the monographs 
on the development of Western and European thought.  

 
The aim of this research should be the rediscovery and re-
proposal of the most important topics and texts concerning 
this debate. Such a re-proposal would actually put the 
speculative thought in its true light by considering its 
propulsive value both with regard to the scientific discourse 
and to science practices. Furthermore it would enhance the 
study of a text corpus that is of great importance per se, but 
nevertheless has been mostly ignored so far. 
Following this perspective, the creation of a database as well 
as of a sectional library at the Italian Institute for German 
Studies are plausible purposes, both possible to attain. 
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Project team and governace 
(with a demonstration of the 
profiles of those involved and 
young persons): 

The Research team is composed by professors, researchers, 
PhD and doctoral candidates who come from 16 italian, 
german french and danish universities. Four Researchers are 
less than 35 years old. 

Estimated economic value and 
illustration of future 
managerial and maintenance 
costs for the life of the project; 
highlighting of coverage and 
eventual self-financing 

€ 20.000 
 
Self-financing by PRIN Resources 2009 and Ateneo resources 
: € 5.000 

Research products The project should end with the realization of a digital 
database, which will be shared on the web through the website 
of the Italian Institute for German Studies. This database 
should comprehend edited, unedited and rare writings which 
are pertinent to this research project. The aim is to create the 
widest database of the relations between mysticism and 
science in the German culture of fin de siècle in the world, 
thus providing the research community with means which are 
to be considered as fundamental to the further study of this 
topic in greater depth. 
 

Project status:  The project has already started. 
This is the second phase. 
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Project duration:  12 months 

Proposed key words: Literary history, science history, technique history, mysticism, 
anthropology, psychology 

 

Macro expenditures Expected total from 

FOE 7% 
from 

PRIN 2009 
 Fondi 

d’Ateneo 

Percentage 

impact 

Personnel (stipends and 

research contracts) 

    

Travel expenses,   7.500 6.000 1.500   30 % 

Meetings, workshops     

Publications  7.500 6.000 1.500   30 % 

Conference  10.000 8.000 2.000   40 % 

Totale 25.000 20.000 5.000 100 % 
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SCHEDA di SINTESI (Abstract) Progetto Premiale 

Art. 5 D.M. n. 949 del 19.12.2012 

 

Titolo progetto: Interazioni tra mistica, scienza e tecnica nella cultura tedesca 
tra Ottocento e Novecento 

Ambito di Intervento: Società inclusive, innovative e riflessive – Studio e analisi del 
patrimonio culturale, artistico e documentale 

Struttura di riferimento: Istituto Italiano di Studi Germanici 

Coordinatore di progetto: Prof. Luca Crescenzi 

Altri EPR coinvolti:  

Altri Organismi e soggetti 
coinvolti: 

 

Descrizione breve progetto: Nella seconda metà dell’Ottocento viene a prodursi un 
progressivo avvicinamento tra domini culturali 
tradizionalmente separati. Alcuni filosofi e scienziati iniziano 
a ipotizzare e sperimentare forme di interazione tra le 
speculazioni della mistica e le scoperte della scienza. Finalità 
del progetto di ricerca è la ricognizione più ampia ed 
esauriente possibile delle forme di interazione tra pensiero 
mistico e scientifico tra il 1870 e il 1930 nella cultura tedesca. 
In particolare è sul piano della ricerca biologica, zoologica e 
antropologica scaturita dalle scoperte di Darwin che 
l’interazione tra mistica e scienza trova terreno fertile. Si 
tratta dunque di indagare alcune dimensioni principali della 
questione: 
. l’estensione complessiva del dibattito in area tedesca 
. la forma che esso assume nei testi dei suoi protagonisti 
. gli effetti che esso genera in ambito scientifico, filosofico e 
letterario 
. le sue conseguenze sul piano delle realizzazioni tecniche. 
Si tratta pertanto di studiare i testi, le forme, i canali di 
diffusione del dibattito e i risultati pratici di una 
contaminazione straordinariamente produttiva che ancora oggi 
genera frutti significativi. 

Linea di intervento ai sensi 
dell’articolo 3 (indicare una 
sola linea di intervento): 

Linea di intervento 1 
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Obiettivi del progetto: Ricostruzione della forma complessiva assunta dal dibattito 
mistico-scientifico; indagine delle cause che hanno condotto 
alla rimozione parziale o totale del dibattito dalle analisi dello 
sviluppo del pensiero europeo e occidentale. 

Criteri di valutazione 
Sviluppo delle competenze: 
Grado di coinvolgimento di 
soggetti pubblici e privati: 
Attrazione degli 
investimenti, impatto 
socioeconomico 
e sostenibilità 
economico finanziaria: 
 

 

Team di programma/progetto e 
governance  

Team di programma composto da docenti, ricercatori, dottori 
di ricerca e dottorandi provenienti da 16 università italiane, 
tedesche, francesi e danesi. 4 ricercatori sono sotto i 35 anni. 

Valore economico stimato e 
dimostrazione dei costi futuri 
di gestione e manutenzione 
occorrenti per la vita utile del 
programma/progetto ed 
evidenziazione della 
previsione di copertura ed  
eventuale autofinanziamento 

€ 20.000 
 
Autofinanziamento con fondi PRIN 2009 e fondi di Ateneo: € 
5.000 
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Potenziali ulteriori 
coperture finanziarie: 

 

Status del progetto 
(avviato, nuovo, fasi 
concluse ... . ): 

Fase 2 di un progetto già avviato 

durata del progetto (anni e 
mesi): 

1 

Parole chiave proposte: Storia della letteratura, storia della scienza, storia della 
tecnica, storia della filosofia, mistica, antropologia, psicologia 

 

Stima dei costi del progetto 

 

Macrovoci di spesa Ammontare 

previsto 

di cui 

Fonte FOE 

7% 

PRIN 2009 

 Fondi 

d’Ateneo 

Incidenza 

percentuale 

Personale      

Missioni  7.500 6.000 1.500   30 % 

Seminari     

Pubblicazioni  7.500 6.000 1.500   30 % 

Convegni  10.000 8.000 2.000   40 % 

Totale 25.000 20.000 5.000 100 % 

 


