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The following Research Reflection is part of CSWR’s ongoing series spotlighting the academic study of religions.

Mars has long ignited scientific and artistic fascination. Hélene Smith was a nineteenth-century Swiss
medium who claimed to channel voices and images from the planet Mars. Her visual and acoustic
landscapes captivated prominent figures, including Ferdinand de Saussure and Carl Jung, but these
landscapes were also reduced by her interpreters to subliminal projections. Smith’s glimpse into a
cosmos of interconnected consciousness resonates today with scientific and artistic explorations of
mind and space, where boundaries of individual human consciousness are not edges of our universe
but starting points for a broader cognition that includes nonhuman worlds.

Born Elise-Catherine Muller, Smith (1861-1929) was a medium at the cusp of European scientific
curiosity and spiritual exploration. During séances, Smith manifested complex, multi-sensory
experiences that she claimed transported her to past earthly lives and to the planet Mars. She
described detailed visual and auditory imagery and narratives, drawing upon which she depicted
cultural and social practices of life on Mars. Her ability to “speak™ and “write” Martian language
manifested through automatic writing and speaking in tongues that mimicked structures in genuine
languages.

Théodore Flournoy, a Swiss professor of psychology who joined Smith’s séances and researched her
over six years, described Smith’s experiences in his 1900 book From India to the Planet Mars (Princeton
University Press, 1994). He attributed Smith’s experiences to autosuggestion and ¢ryptomnesia, the
resurfacing of latent memories and knowledge. Smith rejected Flournoy’s psychological
reductionism, maintaining that she was not merely accessing hidden aspects of her mind but
clairvoyantly projecting her cognition into foreign and extraterrestrial landscapes. Jung interpreted
Smith’s experiences as manifestations of an unconscious, autonomous psychic entity; she channeled
her animus and subjective complexes. Despite these analytical interpretations, Smith inspired the
avant-garde art and literary Surrealism movement by demonstrating the power of the surreal and
automatic writing to unlock extraordinary creativity from the unconscious mind.

Smith’s narratives about embodied interactions in extraterrestrial realms, suffused with sensory
richness—sounds, smells, and tactile experiences—resonated with public and scientific imaginaries
shaped by scientific breakthroughs and technological advancement. In 1877, the Italian astronomer
Giovanni Schiaparelli observed “canals” on Mars, sparking fervent speculations about a
technologically-advanced extraterrestrial civilization on the Red Planet. Mars’s canals mirrored
terrestrial engineering feats such as the Suez Canal, completed in 1869.

Late nineteenth-century occult media facilitated the reception of new “disembodied” means of
communication—telegraph, telephone, and radio—akin to occult, psychic transmissions at a distance.
The Society for Psychical Research (SPR), founded in 1882, played a pivotal role by melding the
mystical with the empirical, exploring the psychic and spiritual through a scientific lens. Psychologist
Frederic Myers, an SPR founding member, coined the term “telepathy” to lend scientific credibility to
the concept of mind reading by elucidating the phenomenon of remote thought transmission.



Smith’s embodiment of multiple personalities and languages questioned and expanded the
understandings of human agency and intelligence, suggesting a multiplicity within the self that
disrupts conventional anthropocentric views. Her séances, rich with performative and linguistic
complexity, portrayed human cognition adapting to and navigating novel ontological landscapes.
Today, Smith’s work anticipates key elements of emerging subjectivities in posthuman, digitally-
mediated environments that require innovative theoretical frameworks to prioritize other-than-human
agents, allow multiple displaced identities, and recompose the boundaries of the self transversally so
that non-unitary subjectivity emerges on a planetary scale.

As art, science, and technology converge once more, Smith’s visionary narratives find renewed
articulation. Artists like Jenna Sutela and Pierre Huyghe challenge conventional ideas about agency,
intelligence, communication, language, and the self. Their work positions humans within the mentality
of what the art historian Caroline A. Jones terms “symbiont,” encapsulating the interconnected and
interdependent nature of life forms and challenging traditional existential philosophies that prioritize
the individual.

Sutela’s “nimiia cétii” (2018) explores the interaction between a neural network, a machine learning
algorithm, and audio recordings of Smith’s Martian language combined with footage of the
movement of Bacillus subtilis, a bacterium capable of surviving on Mars. The human medium is
replaced by a “computer-shaman,” who channels messages from bacterial entities. Meanwhile,
Huyghe’s “UUmwelt” (2018) replicates early SPR clinical experiments in telepathy by providing
individuals with images and descriptions to visualize, capturing their brain activity via fMRI. A neural
network then processes this data to reconstruct images displayed on LED screens responding
rhythmically to the environmental conditions of the gallery.

These artworks speak to a world increasingly shaped by interconnected systems—ecological,
technological, and social. While our own planet shakes, corporate technoscience envisions Mars as
humans’ future planetary home, and commercial entities contrive to turn the moon into lunar gas
stations. Smith’s story is a historical curiosity that is also a prescient model of distributed cognition; it
conceives a relational consciousness interwoven with the fabric of the universe. If all matter
participates in a shared existence, then art, science, and spirituality are not disparate but part of a
unified endeavor to explore humanity’s collective potential intertwined with other-than-human
agencies.

*Exquisite Corpse is a collaborative game and art technique invented by the Surrealists circa the
1920s, where participants sequentially contribute unseen drawn elements to a folded paper, creating
an unexpected and surreal composition that taps into the collective subconscious.
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Bio: Elitza Koeva holds a doctoral degree from Harvard Graduate School of Design. Her research
examines the relationship among sound, place, and “cross-species sociality” to conceptualize space,
intersubjectivity, and the sensorium within the framework of the human-animal-machine cybernetic
triangle.

Her art practice aims to understand how artistic visual, sonic, and spatial practices engender
engagement, critical awareness, and participatory responses to digitally mediated environments,
reconciling the self and the social at the level of city construction and subjectivity.

Elitza is a recipient of the Japanese Government Monbukagakusho Scholarship, a Fulbright grant, a
Thanks to Scandinavia scholarship, and the ETH research fellowship.

Elitza’s new project will focus on “Symbiotic resonances: sounding more-than-human worlds”.
Among others, she will work on a case study on how trees at the Harvard Divinity School
communicate and respond to stimuli like light, vibrations, water, and air pollution as elements of such
soundscape.
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