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Introduction

Professor Calculus is probably the most famous dowser in the world. Sadly he's not a real person 
but a character in Hergé's world famous comic-strip series, The Adventures of Tintin. Calculus 
wasn't the only character in the series to try his hand at divining either. Messrs. Thomson and 
Thompson also had a go and Tintin used a V-shaped rod in the original version of Land of the Black
Gold. In Hergé's The Seven Crystal Balls, Professor Calculus decides to go dowsing for a Saxon 
burial grounda. Later, in the same adventure, there seems to be what might be a glimpse of map-
dowsing. Replacing the phrase “more to the west” from Red Rackham's Treasure, we instead have 
Calculus saying “a little to the left” whilst holding his pendulum over what might be a map. In 
Flight 714 to Sydney, the Professor again uses his pendulum to demonstrate a small object as being 
of extra-terrestrial origin.

It is known that Hergé based the physical appearance of Professor Calculus on a real life scientist 
called Auguste Piccard. However, Piccard was no dowser, so how did dowsing come to feature in 
this hugely successful comic strip? It transpires that Hergé was also inspired by a real life dowser 
by the name of Victor Mertens (1888-1965. Full name: Victor Mertens de Wilmars). This Belgian 
dowser had written a book in Dutch entitled Radiesthesie, Teleleradiesthesie en Hyperphysische 
Verschijnselen, originally published by Dupuis in about 1941. About this time or soon thereafter, a 
French versionb appeared: Radiesthésie, Téléradiesthésie et Phénomènes Hyperphysiques.

This French version of Mertens' book was originally published by Castermanc, who also published 
some of Hergé's own work. Hergé possessed a copy of Mertens' book and there can be no doubt that
this link with Victor Mertens was what influenced Hergé to include dowsing in his stories. In fact, 
Hergé had contacted Mertens and asked him to map-dowse the whereabouts of his wife's jewellery 
(a ring). A letter from Hergé to Mertens was published in the first French edition of Mertens' bookd. 
Although Mertens was unsuccessful at locating the whereabouts of the ring, he did help to uncover 
its most likely fate. Hergé wrote:

“... In all likelihood the person in question will have, when cleaning, dropped her ring 
in a bucket; this bucket was, she recalled, near the spot marked [on the map] by a blue 
cross by you, and that bucket was emptied into the toilet.

I am in any case very grateful for your willingness to indulge in this work, which, if it 
failed to meet the covenant, and for good reason, has not least served to reconstruct the
crime and to further strengthen my confidence in your methods.”1

a In the English version; the original French refers to a Merovingian tomb.
b Some sources give an earlier date for the publication of the book. For example Benoît Peeters in Hergé, son of 

Tintin, p.362, dates it to 1939. However, looking at the letters of commendation in the appendix, we find that the 
last of these (in the first edition) is dated 23rd of December 1940 (page 303). It therefore cannot possibly have 
appeared any earlier than 1941. The Dutch version contains the same letter, written in (or translated into) Dutch.

c Another French edition was published by Dereume in Brussels.
d Casterman edition. The letter from Hergé is absent from the Dutch edition.
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The letter is dated 23rd of October, 1939. This pre-dates the publication of Mertens' booke but comes
three months after a dowsing conference (Congrès International de la Radiesthésie) had been held 
in Liège, Belgiumf. It is possible, therefore, that Hergé's interest in dowsing was connected with 
this, because one speaker at that conference was Victor Mertens.

Mertens' book went through several editions. The French version has a preface by Vicomte Henry 
de France, who referred to Mertens as a “master” (“un Maître”).

Victor Mertens – the aristocratic dowser

The French version of Mertens book is mentioned on a website dealing with the aristocratic 
Mertens de Wilmars familyg. Victor was from this family and was one of fourteen childrenh. The 
Mertens de Wilmars are linked with the Flanders region of Belgium and can trace their lineage back
to Charlemagnei.

Victor's father, Henri Mertens (1851-1920) married Marie-Josephe Erix (1851-1926). Henri 
Mertens-Erix was both a brewer and politician. Victor and two surviving brothers were granted the 
surname Mertens de Wilmars by Royal decreej. He married Hortense Cautaerts (1898-1970).

In his book, Mertens is described as Founding President of the Brussels dowsing society – the 
Cercle d'Études Radiesthésiques de Bruxelles. He is also styled as Membre du Conseil 
d'Administration de l'Académie des Sciences Radiesthésiques de Belgique and was president of the 
Cercle de radiesthésie d’Anvers (a dowsing society based in Antwerp).

Merten's ideas on dowsing

In order to understand its influence on Hergé, it is necessary to understand Mertens' views on 
dowsing by studying his writings. 

According to Mertens, anyone interested in dowsing should be prepared to submit themselves to a 
great deal of patience and practice. Tangible results, we are told, come only through continuous and 
sustained effort. Dowsing often involves the use of hand-held devices such as rods or pendulums. 
Mertens' favourite dowsing tool was a silver, spherical bob on a chain – not so dissimilar to the one 
used by Professor Calculus. These devices serve to amplify the dowsing reaction in the dowser's 
body, making it perceptible and readable. A genuine dowsing reaction happens without the 
conscious control of the dowser.

Mertens seems to differentiate between on site dowsing – radiesthésie – and téléradiesthésie – 
dowsing remotely, using a map. For him they are different disciplines and radiesthésie should be 
learned first. Mertens felt that dowsers were special people and only certain people could develop 
the skill satisfactorily. Those who do not succeed after some experimentation are advised to desist 
but refrain from mocking dowsing.

It quickly becomes apparent just how much the ridicule from sceptics got under his skin. Mertens 
tells us:

e Both the Dutch and French versions.
f This ran between the 7th and the 10th of July, 1939, in Liège.
g http://mertensdewilmars.be/musee_biblio.php   accessed 6th May, 2016.
h http://mertensdewilmars.be/historique.php   accessed 6th May, 2016.
i http://mertensdewilmars.be/chronique/?p=56   accessed 6th May, 2016.
j http://mertensdewilmars.be/historique.php   accessed 6th May, 2016.
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“It takes faith and love to keep working when you feel constantly blamed, ridiculed, 
attacked by characters ignoring the first word of our Art, and pontificating on behalf of
the Science which they defend badly!”2

Mertens was convinced that the truth of dowsing would eventually triumph over the scepticism.

For Mertens remote dowsing was a form of psychism which had nothing to do with on-site 
dowsing. This was the reason he believed that map-dowsing is more difficult. Yet Mertens does not 
strike one as having been a great theorist – his book takes the “how to” approach with little concern 
for how it all “works”.

The map employed for remote dowsing has no physical effect on the operation although it may have
“parasitic emissions” linked with it which need to be cleansed (described below). In fact, Mertens 
claimed that he could simply visualise the map in his head and dowse from that. The true 
téléradiesthésie comes from a realm of knowledge which is beyond all barriers or materialistic 
concerns.

Mertens evidently had many successes. He was able to predict characteristics of a person from an 
old photo in which those features were not present. He also claimed to be able to predict the return 
of prisoners and refugees with astonishing accuracy. In spite of this, he thought that it was quite 
wrong to dowse the future of an individual, but made allowances for the prediction of more general 
events such as weather and wars.

Mertens recognised that a number of conventions are applied when doing any kind of dowsing, 
most of which will be familiar to modern dowsers. He also stressed the use of a photograph or other
object as a “witness” (an object believed to connect the dowser – metaphysically – with the 
object/person being dowsed).

Term Meaning

Radiesthésie Dowsing [noun]

Téléradiesthésie Remote dowsing [noun]

téléradiesthésiste A person who practices remote dowsing

recherche Dowsing/seeking [noun]

rechercher To dowse/seek [verb]

témoin A “witness” – a small object used to provide a 
metaphysical link to the object/person being 
dowsed

pendule pendulum

baguette A divining rod

sourcier A water-diviner; a dowser

Some French dowsing terms



Map Dowsing Victor Mertens' way

Here is a brief description of the method described by Victor Mertens for the purposes of dowsing 
with a map:

The map should be cleansed by hovering a baton of sulphur over it and then rubbing it lightly. This 
is said to remove parasitic emissions caused by fingerprints and other blemishes.

The map needs to be oriented correctly so that North on the Map faces North on the ground. 
Mertens reminds us to take into account the local deviation of magnetic North.

The pendulum should be held away from the map over a neutral zone, such as a piece of black 
paper, which has been purified in the same manner as the map. The map is traversed using a long, 
thin pointer or stylus, held in the other hand.

The frame of mind of the dowser is important. Mertens tells us:

“Keep your attention, avoid suggestion, stay passive”3

A simple object is map-dowsed by finding the intersection of North-South and East-West lines 
which are in alignment with the desired object. A Magnetic North-South line that runs over the 
object will generate pendulum reactions when the pointer passes over it; similarly with the 
(perpendicular) East-West line. The intersection of the two should mark the location of the object.

If the speed of the reaction of the pendulum is slow, this can result in an error of several kilometres 
on the ground. Mertens recommends that the map dowser should work at speeding up his dowsing 
reactions; he is not specific as to how this should be done, but refers to it as “an act of will”. 
Shortening the length of the pendulum would also surely help.

Mertens says that if the dowser is familiar with the territory to be dowsed he can do it entirely 
through visualisation – a proof that remote dowsing is a form of psychism or “hyperaesthesia of the 
senses”.

A time of war

Mertens' book was published during World War Two, at a time when Belgium was occupied by 
Nazi Germany. The Nazi invasion of Poland is alluded to, but Mertens obviously had to mind his 
language:

“This man, driven from Poland by the sad current events, suffered misfortune …”4

A second edition appeared in 1943, by which time the first edition had completely sold out. The 
number of letters of commendation printed in the book had increased, so Mertens was able to 
continue his dowsing practice during the war in spite of the difficulties. The letter from Hergé takes 
pride of place at the head of the list of letters and no doubt it helped boost the sales of the book. 
Mertens took great pride in the fact that he was using his dowsing skills to help others.



“This is perhaps my greatest claim to Glory – to be able to relieve some of the terrible 
miseries caused by a cruel war”5

Hergé – was he a dowser?

Hergé produced two adventures which took Tintin (and other characters including Captain 
Haddock, Snowy and Professor Calculus) to the surface of the Moon. This was a hugely ambitious 
project especially considering that the better part of two decades would subsequently pass before 
Neil Armstrong and company actually set foot on the Moon. Hergé's stories are imaginative but he 
also had an eye for realism and did thorough research with advice from experts so that he could get 
as many details as possible correct. All things considered, he did an amazing job.

The surface of the Moon is depicted as dull, cratered and lifeless. At one point in Explorers on the 
Moon, Tintin and Haddock go exploring in a cave where Tintin falls and slips on subterranean ice. 
Hergé had been told by the cryptozoologist Dr. Bernard Heuvelmans about the possibility of ice on 
the Moon. We don't normally think of the Moon as being an icy place and some Tintinologists in the
past have considered this to have been a mistake by Hergé. Even Hergé himself was in two minds 
about about including this detail. However, in more recent times, NASA scientists have shown that 
Hergé was correct – there exists on the Moon a large quantity of ice water at the poles6. How did 
Hergé resolve his dilemma? Is it not possible that he may have used téléradiesthésie – remote 
dowsing? He was, after all, in possession of a book which described the procedure for remote 
dowsing and for a témoin he could have used a photograph of the Moon. More recent science has 
also confirmed Hergé's prediction of there being caves on the Moon7. These giant caverns are 
formed by old lava tubes. It might be impossible to prove, but it is just possible that Hergé put his 
copy of Victor Mertens' book to good use!
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