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taught me to hear the voices of history and to see myself as shaped by a 
family (with all its ghosts). The person is Francesca, who accompanied me 
through so many experiences and travels, inspiring me to think in differ-
ent ways about spirits, people, animals, things, and the world around us.





Most histories of spiritualism start inside a small cottage in Hydesville, a 
little town in upstate New York, where, in 1848, two adolescent sisters in-
itiated communication with the rappings allegedly produced by the spirit 
of a dead man. The sisters, Kate and Margaret Fox, were to be remembered 
as the fi rst mediums in history and the founders of the spiritualist move-
ment.1 Yet the most important location for spiritualism’s early history is 
arguably another one: a lecture theater called the Corinthian Hall—the 
largest theater in the nearby city of Rochester. It was there, on 14 November 
1849, that the Fox sisters demonstrated spirit communication for the fi rst 
time before a paying public. According to reports, nearly four hundred 
people paid twenty-fi ve cents each to witness the astounding “Hydesville 
rappings.”2 This spiritualist demonstration was destined to be just the fi rst 
of countless public séances in which religious beliefs mingled with live en-
tertainment, converting spiritualism into a popular attraction for several 
generations of American and British Victorians.3

Supernatural Entertainments argues that the rise of the spiritualist move-
ment as a religious and cultural phenomenon was closely connected to the 
contemporary evolution of the media entertainment industry. Following the 
history of spiritualism in Great Britain and the United States from its on-
set in 1848 to the beginning of the twentieth century, the book documents 
how spiritualist mediums and leaders employed some of the same adver-
tising strategies, performance practices, and spectacular techniques that 
were being developed within the fi eld of spectacular entertainments. Their 
séances offered not just a confi rmation of religious beliefs about the after-
life but also a brilliant form of amusement, with sensational effects embel-
lishing a distinctly spectacular environment. More broadly, by stressing 
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2 the distinctive ways in which spiritualists participated in nineteenth-cen-
tury media culture, this book aims to demonstrate that beliefs in ghosts 
contributed to the rise of the entertainment industry as we know it. Rather 
than diverging from the ghosts that populated literary, theatrical, and vis-
ual culture in the Victorian age, beliefs in spirits should be regarded as 
part of a broader cultural turn that placed ghosts and other supernatural 
phenomena at the center of the fictional, the spectacular, and the religious 
imagination.
	 During the Victorian age, spiritualism was a very significant religious 
phenomenon in America and Britain, revolving around the belief that it was 
possible to exchange messages with the spirits of the dead.4 My claim is that 
in order to comprehend spiritualism’s prominence, it is essential to under-
stand its inclusion in a growing market for leisure activities and spectacular 
attractions. As I discuss at length in the following chapters, in fact, perfor-
mances of spiritualist mediums often had a theatrical character. Séances 
were held in theaters and public halls, establishing a theatrical situation 
in which the medium played the role of the performer, and the sitters the 
role of the spectators. Many spiritualist mediums were virtually indistin-
guishable from professional performers: they had managers and agents, ad-
vertised their performances in the press, and developed spirit phenomena 
characterized by a high degree of spectacularism and theatricality.
	 One might object that, despite the frequency of public demonstrations 
of spiritualism, spiritualist séances were most often conducted in private 
environments by closed circles of spiritualists. The sources examined in this 
book, however, point to the fact that spiritualist sittings staged in Victorian 
households also stimulated playfulness and amusement. Creating an op-
portunity for leisure, private séances integrated numerous elements that 
were connected to forms of domestic entertainment in nineteenth-century 
households, such as amateur prestidigitation tricks, parlor theaters, table 
games, and rational amusements. It was not by chance that spirit communi-
cation was performed through the use of tables, a domestic object frequent-
ly used to receive visitors, engage in conversation, and play cards. In order 
to establish a spiritualist circle, in fact, spiritualists opened their homes to 
strangers, organizing social events that played simultaneously with religious 
belief and with public performance and entertainment. As the well-known 
spiritualist medium Catherine Berry pointed out in 1876, “The sitters at my 
séances have been neither few nor unimportant, so that my [private] experi-
ments have been conducted in public.”5

	 Spiritualist mediums and leaders organized and conducted séances 
that were meant to be entertaining as well as uplifting; in doing so, they 
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trade. As James W. Cook points out, one of the most innovative market-
ing schemes in nineteenth-century show business resulted from the dis-
covery that a degree of uncertainty about the authenticity of an attraction 
would contribute to the arousal of interest in the public and the popular 
press.6 Showmen such as P. T. Barnum understood that doubts about the 
authenticity of their spectacular feats only added to their appeal, and they 
would thus openly stimulate public controversies as an advertising scheme.  
As I demonstrate, spiritualists largely profited from this same strategy: 
mediums and leaders of the movement found in these controversies a way 
to grab the attention of the press and pique the public’s curiosity about 
spiritualism. Moreover, spiritualism benefited from the powerful publi-
cizing mechanism connected to celebrity culture. Frequently, it was the 
appeal of famous mediums featured in the popular press that attracted the 
attention of the public. Celebrity mediums contributed to the cohesion of 
spiritualist communities by spreading the fame of the movement and by 
providing a shared ground of recognized personalities.
	 Indeed, one of the most significant characteristics of spiritualism is the 
extent to which it participated in the formation of modern media culture, 
defined, as Erkki Huhtamo proposes, as “a cultural condition, where large 
numbers of people live under the constant influence of media.”7 From the 
very beginning, spiritualists employed the newly established popular press 
as a vehicle for publicity, mirroring the seminal entertainment industry of 
the Victorian age, which found in the mass circulation of the press new op-
portunities for broadening its public and reach. Spiritualists published and 
circulated an astounding number of publications, establishing a circuit of 
spiritualist print media that played a key role in strengthening their sense 
of belonging to a dispersed but distinct community. They participated in 
the visual culture of their time, using photography and other visual media 
to produce images that functioned as religious items as well as attractions 
and visual curiosities. In short, as the following chapters will show, the rise 
of spiritualism coincided more than just chronologically with the rise of en-
tertainment media that placed ghostly apparitions and supernatural phan-
tasmagorias at the very core of popular culture.
	 Taken as a whole, my explorations into spiritualism’s spectacular charac-
ter help frame the Victorian supernatural within the formation of a new com-
modity culture that changed the way public entertainments were planned, 
administered, marketed, and consumed. As scholars such as Fred Nadis, 
Sadiah Qureshi, and James Cook have shown, the nineteenth century sig-
naled the growth of forms of live performance based on nontheatrical 
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4 exhibitions of scientific, magic, anthropological, and human attractions.8 
Freak shows, stage magic, popular scientific lectures, panoramas, and dime 
museums were part of a long-standing tradition of public display of won-
ders, by which unfamiliar objects and counterintuitive phenomena were of-
fered to the gaze of curious viewers and spectators.9 While not all of these 
exhibition practices originated in the nineteenth century, what was unmis-
takably new about these attractions was their insertion in circuits of public 
visibility comprising commercial advertising, large-scale enterprises, and 
sensational reports heralded by the press. Tony Bennett uses the term “ex-
hibitionary complex” to group the wide range of practices and performances 
that were offered to a growing public of entertainment seekers.10 Spiritualist 
séances, such as the one performed at the Corinthian Hall, shared many 
characteristics with these kinds of performances. The séance was set on a 
theatrical stage before a paying public and introduced by a short lecture. 
Advertising and publicity strategies were employed to attract potential au-
diences. Additionally, as in freak shows and other spectacular exhibits, the 
subject of attention was a “living curiosity,” a phenomenon that escaped 
normality to enter the dimension of curiosity and wonder.11 Séances, in this 
sense, participated in the exhibitionary complex that promoted the con-
sumption of entertainment and leisure activities in the Victorian age.
	 Public demonstrations of spiritualism were also similar in many ways 
to popular scientific lectures, which presented technological and scientific 
novelties as sensational attractions.12 Magic and science in the nineteenth 
century were not contrasted but rather intimately allied: in an effort to ap-
peal to the senses of their audiences through elaborate spectacular effects 
and performative strategies, lecturers mingled scientific lectures with stage 
magic. In London, for instance, the Royal Polytechnic—an institution devot-
ed to the popularization of science and technology—mixed scientific divulga-
tion with up-to-date illusions of stage magic, including in its repertoire the 
use of optical illusions to create an apparition of ghosts.13 The inclusion of el-
ements of both science and magic in the exhibitionary complex of the nine-
teenth century is particularly relevant if we consider that one of the main 
characteristics of spiritualism, as highlighted by some of the most authori-
tative scholars in the field, was the insertion of its religious and spiritual 
viewpoints within a positivistic and scientific framework.14 Belief in spirit 
communication required the constant confirmation of empirical evidence: 
only the accumulation of facts and phenomena made it possible to profess 
and believe. This attention to empirical evidence came together with the 
sense, shared by many believers, that spiritualism was a “scientific” religion 
and that spirit communication could be experimentally verified.15 Moreover, 
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nomena such as electricity, and spirit communication was frequently com-
pared to communication technologies such as the telegraph.16 This emphasis 
on science and technology suggests that audiences who gathered for spiritu-
alist demonstrations, not much differently from those who attended scien-
tific lectures, could be attracted by the fascination of magic and, at the same 
time, by the appeal of scientific inquiry and knowledge. In fact, as schol-
ars have noted, popular scientific lectures as well as stage-magic shows also 
benefited from the quasi-magical status of natural phenomena such as elec-
tricity and magnetism.17

	 After the Fox sisters’ “discovery” of spirit communication, belief in 
spiritualism spread beyond North America, reaching countries as differ-
ent and far away as Britain, France, Germany, Italy, and Brazil. This book is 
mostly concerned with the British and American spiritualist movements, 
which maintained a relationship of continued exchange during the nine-
teenth century.18 The first medium to introduce spiritualism to Britain was 
the Bostonian Maria B. Hayden; moreover, many of the most famous medi-
ums, including the Fox sisters, the Davenport brothers, and Daniel Dunglas 
Home, would travel from one side of the Atlantic to the other. While most 
historical works on spiritualism have focused on a unique national context, 
my choice to adopt a transatlantic perspective is meant to underline spiri-
tualism’s international dimension. This was a characteristic that the move-
ment shared with the new industrial-based show business. As the British 
magazine Theatre remarked in 1882, the “‘circuits’ of Bristol, Norwich and 
York of the last century are now replaced by those of the United States, South 
Africa, India and Australia, and a modern actor thinks as little of a season 
in Melbourne or New York as his grandfather did of a week’s ‘starring’ in 
Edinburgh.”19 Just as shows, performers, and attractions moved across ex-
hibition circuits throughout the United States, Britain, Canada, continental 
Europe, and the rest of the world, so did spiritualist mediums and leaders 
travel from one continent to another, touring different countries in an ef-
fort to find new audiences of believers and curious spectators. In this con-
text, the spiritualist movements of Victorian Britain and the United States 
exhibited a particularly high degree of mutual integration. This does not 
mean that British spiritualism and American spiritualism were not dif-
ferent from each other. For instance, the United States in particular was 
regarded by spiritualists all over the world as a place where particular em-
phasis was given to the spectacular and theatrical character of séances. As 
one British medium put it, “American mediums are never lost for want of 
advertising; their light is not hid under a bushel.”20 Yet my analysis of the 
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6 British and the American spiritualist movements reveals that intermin-
gling with show business, entertainment practices, and consumer culture 
was characteristic of them both. 
	 The time frame of this book spans almost the entire Victorian era, 
from the foundation of the spiritualist movement in 1848 to the beginning 
of the twentieth century. During this period, belief in spirit communica-
tion spread throughout America and Europe. The invention and commer-
cial development of the moving picture as the nineteenth century drew to a 
close provides one possible apex for the rising entertainment industry and, 
consequently, an opportune—if arbitrary—end point for this book.21 The 
introduction of the moving image brought forth, as scholars have noted, 
the changes in the organization, marketing, and fabrication of attractions 
and celebrities that characterized nineteenth-century show business.22 
Including a discussion of the relationship between cinematic represen-
tations of ghosts and spiritualism’s visual culture, this book aims to un-
derline the continuity, rather than the rupture, between the spectacular 
entertainments of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries.
	 While Victorian spiritualism is sometimes depicted as a phenome-
non that especially concerned the upper classes, the audiences of spiri-
tualist demonstrations and the participants in spirit séances were, in fact, 
quite diverse in terms of class, gender, and, to a lesser extent, even race. 
Spiritualist communities in America and Britain varied in regard to re-
ligious faith, provenance, and social status; moreover, public events that 
displayed mediumistic phenomena were organized in theaters as well as 
more inclusive locations such as fairs and public halls. The multiplicity of 
environments in which séances and demonstrations were set defies a sim-
plistic characterization of spiritualism as a pastime for the aristocracy and 
the bourgeoisie.23

	 The development of the media entertainment industry was part of a 
wide range of transformations in the culture, the economy, and the so-
cial milieu of both British and American society. While the birth of the 
entertainment industry is most often identified with the rise of classical 
cinema at the beginning of the twentieth century,24 this development was 
anticipated and readied by the transformations of spectacular entertain-
ments and the show trade in the previous decades. Increasingly during 
the nineteenth century, large masses of people in Europe and the United 
States began to participate in leisure activities and recreation.25 As a result, 
large audiences became available for the consumption of popular enter-
tainments. In the United States—first in the metropolitan areas along the 
Atlantic Coast and later in other contexts—managers and showmen seized 
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oping novel forms of entertainment and employing a range of advertising 
strategies. They strongly relied on the mass circulation of the newly es-
tablished “penny press” as a vehicle for publicity.26 The rise of American 
show business was epitomized by the career of showman P. T. Barnum, who 
managed a system of spectacular attractions, including fairs, popular mu-
seums of curiosities, music, stage performances, and freak shows, and be-
came one of the most famous personalities of his time.27

	 The creation of new audiences and new exhibition practices also took 
place in the British context. As Aileen Fyfe and Bernard Lightman observe, 
while Britain may have already become a consumer society by the eigh-
teenth century,28 “it was not until the nineteenth century that most of the 
population had the opportunity to participate in this new world of goods, 
as products proliferated and the gap between prices and available income 
lessened.”29 In the middle of the century, the growth of the middle class 
and the institutionalization of the Saturday half-holiday facilitated the de-
velopment of an emergent field of showmanship and popular attraction.30 
This was particularly true in metropolitan areas such as London, where 
the population increased from 900,000 in 1801 to 3,000,000 in 1851 and 
to 6,000,000 in 1901. Here, attractions such as panoramas and dioramas, 
stage-magic shows, lectures on scientific and cultural issues, freak shows, 
and cabinets of curiosities rivaled the popularity of theatrical plays.31

	 Despite the attention that the history of the spiritualist movement has 
recently attracted in fields such as Victorian studies, cultural history, and 
the history of science, little emphasis has been placed on the movement’s 
overlap with the rise of the entertainment industry in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Spiritualism is usually interpreted through a rig-
id framework, which leaves out the possibility that faith in spiritualism 
did not contrast but rather was embedded with the spectacular and en-
tertaining character of séances. Historical works in this area have mainly 
focused on political, social, scientific, and religious issues, ignoring the 
ways in which spiritualism also interacted with entertainment practic-
es and the show trade.32 As cultural historian Daniel Herman put it, most 
scholars have addressed spiritualism with “an almost grim seriousness that 
obscures its playfulness and its willingness to explore the profane as well 
as the sacred.”33 Although some scholars have acknowledged the fact that 
spiritualism was also a matter of entertainment and spectacle, their works 
have focused on the relationship of spiritualism with specific forms of en-
tertainment, such as literature,34 theater,35 cinema,36 or stage magic,37 or 
they have not gone much beyond recognizing a degree of playfulness in 
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8 the spiritualist experience.38 My analysis of spiritualism suggests that oc-
cult beliefs and practices should be interpreted in a more complex way. 
Spiritualist séances, in fact, were not only religious rituals and collective 
investigations into the phenomenon of spirit communication. They were 
also spectacular and entertaining events.
	 Scholars in media history, such as Jeffrey Sconce and John Durham 
Peters, have noted that spiritualism originated roughly at the same time that 
electric telegraphy was introduced in the United States; early spiritualists 
appropriated this technology as a metaphorical reference to explain com-
munication with the world of spirits.39 Spiritualism, however, also coin-
cided with another significant process in the history of media: the rise of 
show business and industrial entertainment during the nineteenth century. 
Beliefs in ghosts, haunted houses, and spirit communications existed (al-
beit in different forms) long before the advent of spiritualism.40 Yet, in the 
middle of the nineteenth century, the spiritualist movement succeeded in 
incorporating these beliefs into the growing market for entertainment and 
spectacular attractions. The extent to which spiritualism participated in this 
market is a distinctive characteristic of the movement that most sets it apart 
from previous forms of belief in supernatural and ghostly entities.
	 More than 150 years after the Fox sisters’ rappings inaugurated the 
nineteenth-century craze for spirit séances, ghosts and other supernatural 
phenomena continue to haunt the imagination of entrepreneurs and per-
formers in show business and the entertainment industry. In this sense, 
this book is not only a history of the relationship between spiritualism and 
spectacular entertainments in the nineteenth century. It is also a media ar-
chaeology of how the supernatural entered into the very core of twentieth- 
and twenty-first-century media culture—from cinema to television, from 
radio to new media, from comics to video games. By looking at spiritual-
ism in the Victorian age, one might find a signal moment in which belief 
mingled with the spectacular and entertainment became a central element 
of spiritual and religious experiences. Understanding how this happened 
provides us with better tools to comprehend the key role played by be-
liefs in ghosts and other supernatural phenomena in contemporary popu-
lar culture.

the spectacle of spirits

In its broader sense, a spectacle is the presentation of something that in-
vites the attention of a public. This presentation, however, can take place 
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lish a different relationship between the spectator and the performer or at-
traction.41 Freak shows, popular scientific lectures, the circus, stage magic, 
theatrical plays, popular museums of curiosities—these are only some of 
the entertainments that were offered to nineteenth-century audiences and 
contributed to the formation of show business as we know it. If spiritualism 
is to be approached as a form of spectacular entertainment, some impor-
tant questions arise: What kind of spectacle was conceived and performed 
in spiritualist séances, and what did they have in common with other forms 
of popular entertainment in the nineteenth century?
	 In my view, three aspects of nineteenth-century spiritualism are cru-
cial to understanding its spectacular nature: first, the participatory char-
acter of the spiritualist experience; second, the coexistence of claims of 
authenticity with a spectacular frame; and third, the openness to different, 
potentially divergent interpretations of the event. As I will show, each of 
these aspects is specific to spiritualist demonstrations and séances and, at 
the same time, helps connect them with other forms of entertainment in 
the nineteenth century.
	 The first aspect characterizing spiritualist séances as spectacular​  
events is their participatory character. Whether in a demonstration of spir-
itualism on the stage of a public hall, or in a private session held for a lim-
ited number of sitters, taking part in a spiritualist séance usually required 
active involvement in the performance. Sitters participated in spirit com-
munication, asked for particular evidences of spirit agency, and tried to 
ascertain whether there was any fraud. They sang hymns and recited invo-
cations to summon the spirits, and they dialogued with the spirits through 
the intercession of the medium. They wanted to touch spirit phenome-
na with their own hands, rather than merely observe them. Séances were 
often described by spiritualists as occasions to experiment with spiritual-
ism, underlining the active involvement of participants in a collective act 
of spiritual inquiry.42 Spiritualist spectatorship was, therefore, interactive 
and performative in nature.
	 Such participation was not unique to spiritualism; on the contrary, it 
linked séances to other practices that had an overtly spectacular character. 
In fact, contrary to the particular mode of spectatorship established by clas-
sical cinema, in which the spectator functioned (at least predominantly) as 
a passive viewer, inclusive and participatory forms of live performance were 
paramount in the nineteenth century.43 Spectators were invited to par-
ticipate in spectacular events, contributing to the tricks performed onstage 
by professional magicians, or asked to judge the authenticity of a given 
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10 attraction.44 The audiences of popular scientific lectures and demonstra-
tions were encouraged to observe scientific processes and to examine the 
functioning of technological innovations.45 That is, the spectators of several 
other forms of spectacle in the nineteenth century were actively shaping, not 
merely attending, performances.
	 The second aspect of séances as spectacles is that, despite often dis-
playing a high degree of sensationalism and theatricality, they were pre-
sented to viewers and participants as authentic manifestations of spirit 
agency. In other words, in spiritualist demonstrations, the spectacular 
frame coexisted, rather than contrasted, with the claim that there were no 
tricks involved in the development of these phenomena. This has prompt-
ed some historians to posit a strong boundary between demonstrations of 
spiritualism and public performances such as stage magic, which had a 
more explicit spectacular nature.46 This view, however, does not fully ac-
knowledge how categories such as authenticity and deceit operated within 
the field of show business, where the curiosity of the public was constant-
ly kindled and manipulated. Magicians, popular lecturers, and showmen 
played with the public’s fascination with the supernatural. They also em-
phasized the exceptional character of their attractions, demonstrations, 
and exhibits by maintaining a substantial ambiguity between rational ex-
planation and extraordinary experience.47 That séances were presented as 
authentic manifestations of spirit agency, therefore, does not distinguish 
them from spectacular attractions; on the contrary, it shows that they were 
inserted within a broader array of shows and exhibits that played with the 
blurring distinctions between authenticity and forgery.
	 Taking into account the case of late nineteenth-century Paris, Vanessa 
Schwartz argues that spectators participated in a number of entertainment 
forms whose popularity was sustained through a “spectacular depiction 
of reality.”48 According to this perspective, panoramas and dioramas, wax 
museums, and public visits to the Paris Morgue can all be understood as 
cultural forms that, by using their underlying realism to entertain audi-
ences, forecasted the visual entertainment of cinema. By proposing that 
séance phenomena were authentic manifestations of spirit agency, spiritu-
alism took part in this nineteenth-century tradition of realistic entertain-
ment. The ever-increasing spectacularism of spirit manifestations, which 
can be observed throughout the history of the movement in the nineteenth 
century, reveals a trajectory toward a kind of “total spiritualism,” which 
transformed séances into ultra-realist and, concurrently, astonishing and 
spectacular events. Similar to other “spectacular realities,” in spiritualist 
séances, spectacle and realism were not contrasted but rather intimately 
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11allied. Levitation, table movements, and materializations were among the 
most successful features of spirit shows that promised sitters a pervasive 
and multisensory involvement in the realm of spirits.
	 The third and last aspect of spiritualism as a spectacle is its open-
ness toward different interpretations of the events observed at séances. 
Committed spiritualists were not the only ones invited to join séances. 
Mediums also welcomed people who were simply curious and willing to 
learn more about spiritualism, as well as those who were skeptical about 
spiritualist claims.49 The openness to different kinds of spectatorship and 
involvement (the skeptic, the curious, the believer) was a characteristic 
that spiritualism shared with several other forms of spectacular enter-
tainment from the nineteenth century. In an attempt to appeal to a broad 
public, in fact, the promoters of freak shows, magic shows, sensational at-
tractions, and scientific lectures avoided positing one interpretation over 
others. The audiences of these shows could experience different kinds 
of involvement and consider different ways of engaging with the specta-
cle. For instance, when P. T. Barnum exhibited the alleged remains of a 
mermaid in his New York museum in the 1850s, or when sophisticated 
trompe l’oeil paintings displayed in public venues played with the distinc-
tions between illusion and reality, viewers wavered between acceptance 
and skepticism, but were nonetheless drawn to the exhibits.50 Likewise, 
the spectators at a magic show could regard the performance as the result 
of tricks, but they may sometimes have also wondered whether the magi-
cian had real supernatural powers.51

	 The fact that mediums were open to different interpretations of spec-
tacular events suggests not only that there were different publics repre-
sented at séances, but also that the reaction of every single participant 
could involve different and concomitant responses. Participants in séanc-
es demonstrated flexible interpretations of their own involvement: they 
professed to believe, for instance, that they were witnessing real phenom-
ena of spirit agency, but at the same time confessed that they were hav-
ing fun.52 Mediums welcomed manifestations of delight, amusement, and 
even laughter at spirit séances and did not consider them as opposing the 
goal of spiritual inquiry.53 Spiritualist séances could be considered playful 
and entertaining also—and perhaps especially—by those who believed in 
spiritualism.
	 Acknowledging the spectacular nature of spiritualism, therefore, means 
taking a more nuanced approach to the way in which beliefs and convictions 
interact with the entertaining nature of an event. This book, in this sense, 
involves a discussion of two worlds that apparently diverge yet are closely 
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12 allied: those of religious beliefs and mass entertainments. My argument is 
that the entertaining and spectacular nature of séances did not contrast but 
coexisted with their religious character. Rather than proposing to consid-
er spiritualism as a spectacular entertainment instead of a religious move-
ment, I am interested in the intermingling of these realms.

material spiritualism

Although their doctrine mingled with other mystical and religious dis-
courses, and despite their concomitant call to the authority of science, 
spiritualists frequently demarcated the boundaries of their faith, distin-
guishing spiritualism from superstitious beliefs and from other religious 
faiths. How can we reconcile, then, the spectacular nature of spiritualist 
séances with the religious character of the spiritualist experience? In what 
way did issues such as commerce, money, and spectacle interact with the 
religious context in which spiritualism was framed?
	 Scholars in religious studies and the anthropology of religion have re-
cently deepened a perspective that points to the relevance of material cul-
ture in religious practice and belief and focuses on the presence of religion 
in popular culture and the media. In her groundbreaking study on the ma-
terial culture of Christianity, Colleen McDannell argues that our under-
standing of religious beliefs is usually informed by a dichotomy between 
the sacred and the profane, spirit and matter, piety and commerce. Yet, she 
points out, in order to comprehend how religion works in the real world, 
we have to refuse these oppositions and consider religion as something in-
terconnected with money, amusement, and spectacle.54 Historians of spir-
itualism and the supernatural have taken up this framework, questioning 
the role of material objects—such as the table in spirit séances—and the 
material culture of spiritualism.55 This book aims to continue pursuing 
this line of research, placing particular emphasis on the relevance of is-
sues such as material culture, commerce, and entertainment in the devel-
opment of the British and American spiritualist movements.
	 The intermingling of theatrical performances and religious ceremonies 
is a characteristic common to other religions, including Christianity. This 
is evident from the theatrics involved in many religious rituals.56 Religious 
ceremonies such as those practiced by the Shakers in the United States, for 
instance, employed the phenomenon of trance in pseudotheatrical perfor-
mances before the advent of the spiritualist movement.57 As anthropolo-
gists such as Richard Schechner and Victor Turner have shown, rituals from 
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13numerous other religious faiths likewise contributed to performative situ-
ations bearing a strong theatrical character.58 Religious communities and 
institutions, moreover, often organized and promoted forms of popular en-
tertainment. One of the most evident examples of this tendency is seen in 
American revival meetings, whose spectacular and sometimes rather ex-
travagant nature has inspired scholars of nineteenth-century American re-
ligion to regard them as a sort of religious theater.59

	 Yet there were arguably very few instances of religious communities 
where entertainment and spectacle played such a relevant role as they 
did in spiritualism. In certain cases, public events organized by spiritu-
alist groups were directly comparable to early cinema shows, as both had 
a paying public, musical accompaniment, the condition of darkness, and 
magic-lantern projections.60 Furthermore, even when sittings took place 
in domestic settings rather than in theatrical venues, several symbolic el-
ements in the séances suggest that they played simultaneously with be-
lief and entertainment. Spirit communication, as noted, was performed 
through the use of tables, a domestic object frequently used to engage in 
forms of domestic entertainment. Mediums also typically employed musi-
cal instruments, which were magically played by the spirits during séances. 
In this regard, spiritualist séances symbolically reenacted typical leisure 
activities and had much in common with amateur prestidigitation tricks, 
music, parlor theaters, philosophical toys, and other forms of domestic en-
tertainment that were popular in nineteenth-century households.
	 In The Stars Down to Earth, a 1947 book based on a content analysis of 
newspaper horoscopes, the German sociologist Theodor W. Adorno re-
marks that “much like cultural industry, astrology tends to do away with 
the distinction between fact and fiction: its content is often overrealis-
tic while suggesting attitudes which are based on an entirely irrational 
source.”61 Adorno refers here to the constant allusions to earthly activi-
ties and everyday life that appear in astrological forecasts; in his argument, 
these function as a way to cover up the underlying irrationality of the horo-
scope. A similar mechanism was at play in Victorian séances. The necessi-
ty of bringing spiritualism—to paraphrase Adorno—“down to earth” might 
explain why phenomena featured in spiritualist séances were most often 
described as trivial and worldly. Instead of offering religious and spiritual 
revelations, spirits were eager to produce mechanical manifestations, such 
as the movement of tables and other objects, and often entertained sitters 
with conversations of an everyday character.62 Material objects and goods, 
moreover, circulated widely within the spiritualist movement. Spiritualists 
promoted cultural goods such as printed books, spiritualist journals, and 
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14 photographic reproductions, and thereby contributed to and were part of 
the rise of consumerism in the nineteenth century. Although the invention 
of the printing press dates back to the fifteenth century, it was in the nine-
teenth century that print media became an industrial commodity in both 
Britain and the United States. The publication and successful marketing of 
texts within the spiritualist movement were part of this newly established 
mass commerce of books. Spiritualist journals, pamphlets, books, and bi-
ographies of mediums became hot items in the book market at the end of 
the nineteenth century. Another commodity successfully commercialized 
within the spiritualist movement was spirit photography, which was based 
on the belief that the photographic plate could record the presence of spir-
its invisible to the human eye. The fact that prints of spirit photographs 
were sold and advertised in spiritualist journals suggests that spiritual-
ism’s visual culture was framed by the new market for visual goods that 
emerged in the second half of the nineteenth century, when photographic 
prints and stereographic cards became industrial goods.63

	 Examining the history of spiritualism, therefore, recalls the complex 
relationship of religious discourses and praxis with commerce and money. 
Explicitly or implicitly, the market formed the background for virtually all 
explorations of the otherworld attempted by spiritualist circles in Victorian 
America and Britain. Mediumship was considered a profession, and those 
who performed trance phenomena did not make much of an effort to hide 
their pecuniary benefits, charging admission to their séances or relying on 
the institution of patronage. Contemporary accounts of the careers of fa-
mous mediums openly mentioned the amounts of money they were being 
paid for holding séances, suggesting that this might be a useful indicator 
of the prominence of their powers and the success of their sittings.64 The 
most famous mediums received high sums. In 1854, for instance, the in-
ventor and manufacturer Horace H. Day employed Kate Fox for a year, pay-
ing her a salary of 1,200 dollars to give “free” sittings.65 Symbols for money 
were common in spiritualist séances: phenomena experienced by sitters 
included, for instance, the temporary disappearance of wallets or other ob-
jects from their pockets.66

	 Spiritualism’s inclusion of strategies and practices typical of commer-
cial sectors such as show business was often a source of concern among 
spiritualists. The fact that they sometimes lamented the commercialization 
of spiritualism, however, should not lead us to think that commerce and 
entertainment were marginal aspects of the experience of spiritualist be-
lievers. While debates on money’s role in mediumistic activities were often 
lively and in some cases even harsh, spiritualist leaders and writers most 
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many pointed out, had the right to earn their own living and should be ap-
propriately rewarded for the use of their time and gifts. Likewise, most 
spiritualists realized the necessity of appealing to the human senses and 
openly approved, to some degree, of spectacularism in spiritualist séances. 
Mediums were encouraged to employ any means that would facilitate the 
diffusion of their faith, and they did not refrain from stimulating the inter-
est of the public by developing the most elaborate manifestations. As one 
put it, it was necessary “to break the ice of materialism and scepticism by 
first demonstrating to our senses of seeing, hearing, and feeling that spir-
its do exist.”67

	 Take, for instance, the case of Eusapia Palladino, who became, at the 
turn of the nineteenth century, the most celebrated spiritualist medium 
of her time. Perhaps more than any other medium, she demonstrated the 
capacity to manipulate the attention of the public and the popular press. 
Judging from the extent to which Palladino and her agents invited journal-
ists to participate in séances and encouraged public controversies about 
her phenomena, they were well aware that this would kindle the attention 
of the press and ultimately bolster her fame. Yet the use of marketing strat-
egies and the elaborate staging of her séance demonstrations do not mean 
that she was not sincere and committed in her belief. Certainly, spiritual-
ists could employ strategies from show business and at the same time be-
lieve in what they were doing.68 In this regard, the perspective of material 
religion suggests that commerce and belief should be regarded as two sides 
of the same coin, rather than as conflicting elements.

supernatural entertainments

This book argues that the emergence of spiritualism in the nineteenth cen-
tury was based on the entanglement of ancient beliefs in ghosts, haunt-
ed houses, and spirit rappings with the rise of commercial entertainment. 
Relying on a wide array of spiritualist and antispiritualist publications, it 
develops provocative and challenging questions regarding the intersection 
of religious experience with popular culture and mass media.
	 Part 1, “Configurations of Séances,” examines the role of entertainment 
and spectacle in spiritualist sittings and demonstrations. In nineteenth-
century spiritualism, “private” and “public” séances were often differen-
tiated: the former referred to those held within the domestic sphere, with 
the participation of a small number of sitters, while the latter took place 
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16 in theaters and halls before public audiences. The first two chapters take 
up this distinction to examine how séances were meant to be not only reli-
gious and spiritual but also entertaining and spectacular events. In chap-
ter 1, public séances are analyzed as a form of spectacular entertainment. 
After sketching the history of the presence of spiritualist mediums on the 
stage and discussing the role of professionalism in mediumship, I focus on 
the trance as a specific performance strategy. I examine how the spiritualist 
trance combined principles of automatism, theatricality, and absorption, 
allowing for the coexistence of spectacular features and claims of authen-
ticity in spirit séances. In chapter 2, private séances are regarded as events 
that created opportunities for social gatherings and parlor entertainment 
in nineteenth-century households. Spirit communication is compared and 
linked to other domestic pastimes that were common in the Victorian age, 
such as parlor theaters, table games, and philosophical toys.
	 Part 2, “How to Sell a Spirit,” investigates the inclusion of spiritual-
ism in the nineteenth-century show trade. The history of the rise of mod-
ern show business is also the history of the development of new strategies 
for advertisement and publicity. Spectacular attractions needed to be fab-
ricated, marketed, and prepared for consumption, and the ways in which 
these operations were performed constituted one of the main innovations 
led by impresarios, managers, and showmen throughout the nineteenth 
century in Britain and the United States. The chapters in this section argue 
that spiritualists adopted many of these strategies. Chapter 3 examines how 
controversies over spiritualism were actively stimulated in order to create 
media hype and enhance the popularity of mediums and the movement as a 
whole. This was a well-established strategy in the show trade, as managers 
discovered that public disputes added to the appeal of attractions and per-
formers. Chapter 4 employs the concept of celebrity to discuss how famous 
mediums contributed to the popularity of spiritualism. Relying on insights 
developed within the field of celebrity studies, I argue that celebrity func-
tioned as a strategy that helped individual mediums and ultimately the en-
tire movement to increase their presence and visibility within the public 
sphere.
	 Part 3, “Spirit and Matter,” tackles the role of print and visual media. 
In spiritualism, where every sign could be interpreted as a message from 
spirits, objects took on special meaning as well. Spirit communications 
were not always as volatile as the voice of mediums; they were often in-
scribed in things that had their own materiality, durability, and value. The 
relationship of the spiritualist movement with consumer culture—already 
seen in spiritualism’s dialogue with show business—was strengthened by 
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17the production, marketing, and consumption of material commodities. 
The final two chapters address issues regarding material culture, in re-
lationship to religion and to beliefs in the supernatural. Chapter 5 frames 
the publication of spiritualist books, pamphlets, and journals within the 
industrialization of print media and the advent of popular literature in the 
nineteenth century. It shows how spiritualist print culture was informed 
as much by concerns about religion as by the effort to amuse and entertain 
the reader. Chapter 6 focuses on spirit photography, a spiritualist prac-
tice that emerged in the 1860s and was based on the belief that it was pos-
sible to capture the image of a ghost on the photographic plate. Examining 
the circulation of spirit photography as a curiosity and an attraction in the 
spiritualist movement, as well as the use of similar images in overtly fic-
tional and spectacular contexts, I demonstrate that spiritualism’s visual 
culture was strongly informed by tendencies toward consumerism, fiction-
ality, and commerce.
	 Today, just as much as in the nineteenth century, psychic mediums 
and clairvoyants use marketing strategies and exhibit their alleged pow-
ers in a spectacular fashion. Moreover, representations of spirits and the 
supernatural continue to haunt contemporary popular culture, just as they 
haunted Victorian literature and early cinema. In the brief afterword, 
I consider the implications of this work for interrogating the role of the 
paranormal and ghosts in the contemporary age. Looking beyond the pe-
riod examined in this book, I contend that popular culture is still charac-
terized by its strong involvement with the theme of the supernatural. In 
this sense, the rise of the spiritualist movement was only the beginning of 
a longer trajectory that helps explain the popular appeal of spirits, medi-
ums, and supernatural beliefs in contemporary media culture.
	 Supernatural Entertainments tells the story of the Victorians’ fascina-
tion with the supernatural and how it came to intersect with a growing en-
tertainment industry. I believe that this same fascination is at the core 
of both the diffusion of beliefs in the supernatural and the success of its 
fictional counterparts—whether ghosts, those with psychic powers, vam-
pires, or other undead—in contemporary literature, film, and television. 
Perhaps this fascination is also the reason why supernatural beliefs have 
been pursued as a topic of research in scholarly literature in recent years. 
In a certain sense, then, this book is—not unlike ghost stories and horror 
movies—a product of popular culture.
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One afternoon in the 1880s, the spiritualist John Wetherbee and his two 
friends were uncertain about how to occupy their time, so they looked over 
a list of local mediums who were performing that day. “‘Well,’ said they, af-
ter the civilities were over, ‘what is there going on this afternoon? Where 
can we go and see something?’—meaning spiritual manifestations. We 
looked over the list; there were five or six interesting choices, but we could 
choose but one.”1 Finally, they decided upon the Berry sisters. The abun-
dance of choice in what to see was one thing that made Wetherbee proud 
of his city, Boston. Where, after all, could one find a greater concentration 
of spiritualist events? As he put it, “Look at the meetings for spiritualist 
teachings that this locality sustains. See the number of mediums that dis-
pense the idea . . . ; and with regard to the more sensuous phenomena there 
seems to be in this city about all the time a dozen mediums for materializa-
tion, to say nothing about other physical phenomena.”2

	 To today’s reader, this anecdote by an amusement-seeking spiritual-
ist in nineteenth-century Boston recalls the act of choosing among movies 
available in local theaters. Indeed, as documented by this and many oth-
er accounts, the sitters in Victorian séances often regarded these events 
not only as a mystical experience but also as a distraction, an entertaining 
activity. Similar to other popular live entertainments of the time, such as 
theatrical amusements, freak shows, and stage conjuring, spirit messages 
were often delivered within an openly spectacular frame, with the medi-
ums performing trance phenomena on a theatrical stage before a paying 
audience. Some of them had come to spiritualism directly from the show 
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22 trade, having had careers as theatrical performers before discovering the 
advantages of mediumship.3

	 While spirit séances have typically been analyzed as social constructs 
in which matters of politics, science, and religion were questioned, au-
thors such as Alex Owen and Amy Lehman have recognized the presence 
of a theatrical frame that regulated communication with the spirits.4 In 
this chapter, I approach spiritualist séances from this perspective. Based 
on spiritualist accounts of public séances performed onstage, often before 
a paying public, I argue that séances were meant to function not only as 
moments of religious and scientific inquiry, but also as brilliant amuse-
ments in which theatrical effects embellished an exciting shared experi-
ence. The climax of these events culminated in the occurrence of spirit 
contact, which was often presented in dramatic ways, as a kind of coup de 
théâtre around which the entire event was shaped. As they waited for spirit 
messages, the sitters’ expectations were shaped by a tension, or suspense, 
about the outcome of the phenomena—similar to what a viewer might ex-
perience when attending a dramatic sketch.
	 From the beginning of the spiritualist movement, mediums partici-
pated in the realm of show business, hiring managers, touring countries, 
and advertising in the press. Consequently, a nineteenth-century me-
dium may be regarded as a sort of professional performer who, through 
the phenomenon of trance, shaped a complex dramatic space in which 
theatrical performance mingled with claims of passivity and authentic-
ity. Although the repeated exposures of fraudulent mediums leave few 
doubts about the humbugs orchestrated by some of them, such a per-
spective does not necessarily imply that mediums and sitters did not 
believe in spiritualist claims. Séances were regarded as spectacular and 
entertaining events, particularly by persons who believed in spiritual-
ism. The intermingling of performance and claims of authenticity, of 
spectacle and religious experience, did not represent a contradiction 
within spiritualist séances; on the contrary, it was at the very core of the 
spiritualist experience.
	 My claim, then, is that just because séances could be framed for their 
audiences as real does not mean that they were devoid of theatrical proto-
cols. In this regard, it is useful to recall the argument employed by Peter 
Lamont, who relied on Erving Goffman’s notion of frame to address the 
difference in reception to a magician’s trick and to a psychic phenome-
non reputed by viewers to be authentic.5 According to Goffman, a frame 
is the way in which an individual experiences a situation; she perceives an 
event in terms of a framework that gives meaning to her experience. What 
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incongruence between a situation and someone’s frame: “From an indi-
vidual’s particular point of view, while one thing may momentarily appear 
to be what is really going on, in fact what is actually happening is plainly a 
joke, or a dream, or an accident, or a mistake, or a misunderstanding, or a 
deception, or a theatrical performance.”6 In the case of stage magic, a spec-
tator would probably perceive the performance as a fictional spectacle that 
relies on trickery and sleight of hand; on the contrary, a spiritualist sitter 
at a séance might perceive it as a nonorchestrated event that opens a chan-
nel of communication with the beyond. This difference in interpretation, 
as Lamont suggested, contributes to marking a boundary between an en-
tertaining magic trick and an allegedly genuine séance. Yet these demar-
cations were often less rigid than we might think. Both magic shows and 
spiritualist séances prompted attenders to form different and flexible in-
terpretations of the events. In this sense, Goffman’s contention that cer-
tain situations allow for the coexistence of different frames, or stimulate 
the change from one interpretative frame to another, applies very well to 
the case of spiritualism.
	 Throughout this chapter, I use the term “theatricality” in regard to 
spiritualist séances and demonstrations. Authors such as Joseph Litvak 
and Tracy C. Davis have underlined the multiple meanings that this word 
assumes, as it refers not only to a mode of representation but also to a 
broader range of ceremonies, rituals, festivities, and public spectacles that 
do not pertain to the world of theater per se, but create situations that are 
similar to theatrical performances.7 Recently, the concept of theatricality 
has also been employed to study religious rituals, including spiritualist sé-
ances;8 however, Davis and Postlewait contend that the apparent similarity 
between religious rituals and theatrical performances “is complicated by, 
on the one hand, the nature of belief and rite within religious practices and 
ritual action and, on the other hand, the nature of play and imagination in 
theatrical representations.”9 In contrast to this view, my analysis of spiri-
tualism is based on the recognition that Victorian séances invited differ-
ent but potentially concurrent modes of spectatorship and participation, 
including religious piety as well as playfulness, curiosity, imagination, and 
skepticism. In this chapter, I would like not only to document that medi-
ums performed on the theatrical stage, but also to show how séances were 
characterized by the coexistence of theatricality with religious beliefs and 
claims of authenticity. As I will argue, such coexistence was made possible 
by a particular mode of spectatorship organized around the performance of 
trance. The development of trance phenomena contributed to establishing 
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truthfulness in the mediums’ performance.

spiritualism in the theater: from the fox sisters to the  
davenport brothers

The founding myth of spiritualism—the story of the Fox sisters, who “dis-
covered” spirit communication—mirrors spiritualism’s movement from 
the private to the public sphere. Although the “Rochester rapping” that 
inaugurated the craze for spirit séances in 1848 was first heard in the 
haunted house occupied by the Fox family in Hydesville, the phenomenon 
soon moved to more inclusive spaces. In November 1849, the Fox sisters 
demonstrated their mediumship in Rochester’s Corinthian Hall for three 
nights. On the first evening, four hundred people filled the hall to hear the 
mysterious noises.10 Some months later, in June 1850, New Yorkers who 
were interested in attending a demonstration of the spirit rappings could 
see the Fox sisters at Barnum’s Hotel, where the phenomenon was pre-
sented three times a day for an admission of one dollar.11 The organization 
of these public séances, including a popular song written specifically to 
market them, testifies to the commercial approach of this first tour of the 
Fox sisters’ table rapping.12

	 Such close ties to the world of show business continued to charac-
terize spiritualism in its later history. Apparently, spiritualist mediums 
felt as much at ease in theaters and public halls as in the domestic space. 
Performing before large audiences was considered part of the medium’s 
moral duty. Medium Catherine Berry wrote, “I have never regretted having 
devoted my services to the cause in so public a manner. On the contrary, I 
feel some degree of pride in having passed through such a trying ordeal pro 
bono publico.”13 In many cases, the spectators attending such performances 
were subject—as with theater shows or public lectures—to the payment of 
an admission fee. Attending a séance was thus often a matter of theatergo-
ing: mediums performed in halls and theaters as well as within the walls of 
the Victorian house. In doing so, they gave birth to a tradition of spectacu-
lar spirit manifestations and standardized mediumship as an activity to be 
conducted before the public.
	 A particularly successful type of spiritualist performance was trance 
lecturing. Replicating the figure of the lecturer—a well-established pro-
fession in the cultural field—mediums in the United States and later in 
Europe offered themselves as the channel through which spirits delivered 
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trance lecturing provided one of the first opportunities for women to speak 
in public about sensitive issues in nineteenth-century America. Through 
them, their “spirit controls” delivered lectures that touched upon press-
ing social and political questions, including the institution of marriage 
and the condition of women in Victorian society.14 Trance lecturers were 
often itinerant mediums and preachers who moved from one communi-
ty to another presenting their spiritual and healing methods to different 
audiences.15 Given the extent to which itinerant performers shaped the 
Victorian show trade, bringing attractions and new entertainments to lo-
cal communities throughout Britain and the United States, it is tempting 
to consider itinerant mediums as part of a broader “exhibitionary com-
plex” that contributed to the formation of a shared popular culture in the 
nineteenth century.16

	 Mediumship was also formally associated with public speaking. In 
August 1872, the popular British medium J. J. Morse joined the list of pro-
fessional speakers in England. In his autobiography Leaves from My Life, 
Morse recounted the favorable reception of his first trance lecture on 21 
April 1870, where his spirit control delivered a “regular address” through 
him: “The event was a complete success, and my advent as a trance-speaker 
was welcomed with pleasure by all.” During his subsequent career as a pub-
lic medium, he performed before “large and influential audiences in all the 
large towns in three out of the four divisions of the United Kingdom.”17 His 
spirit control, Tien-Sien-Tie, presented himself as the spirit of a Chinese 
mandarin of the second class and delivered discourses on religious, philo-
sophical, and spiritual issues.
	 Public events organized by spiritualists included a wide range of per-
formances and features. Instrumental music was played during exhibi-
tions of spiritualist phenomena, including trance lecturing, as advertised 
in spiritualist magazines and publications.18 Music also featured as a 
manifestation of spirit agency. In Athens County, Ohio, in 1852, the farm-
er Jonathan Koons built a log cabin that was exclusively used to conduct 
public séances with a strong musical component.19 In Koons’s spirit con-
certs, music performed with numerous musical instruments, including the 
trumpet, accordion, and percussion instruments, was attributed to spir-
it agency.20 In other cases reported by spiritualist sources, mediums sang 
and played musical instruments in trance, allegedly under the guidance of 
spirits,21 or accompanied spirit manifestations by playing the guitar.22 The 
inclusion of music in spiritualist public events reflects its remarkably rel-
evant role in spectacular entertainments and theatrical plays during the 
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26 nineteenth century.23 Spiritualism also inspired the production and com-
mercialization of sheet music for popular songs—an important staple of the 
music industry in the nineteenth century, before the introduction of sound 
reproduction.24

	 Spiritualist organizations often owned or rented rooms where it was 
possible to host a large number of people. The British magazine Medium 
and Daybreak, for instance, often advertised public evenings and exhi-
bitions (fig. 1). In March 1885, the magazine formally announced the 
opening in Blackburn of a new “Hall for Spiritualists” (fig. 2), which was 
celebrated with an inaugural lecture, the projection of spirit drawings and 
spirit photographs, and selections of vocal and instrumental music.25 In 
the United States, spiritualists went so far as to organize summer camp 
meetings.26 J. J. Morse, in reporting his impressions after a journey to the 
United States, described these camps as merging spirit séances and en-
tertainment. Among the events planned for the amusement of the camp-
ers, Morse listed the “phantom party,” an evening festivity in which all the 
participants were costumed as ghosts, and the “Old Folks’ Concert,” an 
open-air event “in which all the performers were attired in the costumes 
of a century ago, and all the airs and words were dated back to the same 
period.” At 10:30 p.m. each evening, “lights out” brought “the labours and 
pleasures of the day to a close.”27

	 Those who attended spiritualist demonstrations were able to observe 
all the stages of a séance even if they did not directly participate as sitters. 
The séance table was sometimes placed on a theatrical stage so that specta-
tors could follow the interaction between spirits and the sitters.28 In other 
cases, including a public séance performed in 1876 in New York, spectators 
watched at a distance from the table, where only the medium was allowed 
to sit.29 Likewise, in a demonstration held at the Spiritual Institution in 
London, the participants in the séance sat in the back room, following pre-
cise instruction that had allegedly been provided by the spirits, while the 
public crowded into the front room. During this sitting, one of the spir-
its reportedly observed that the spectators were “packed like sardines in a 
box.”30 Although they were not included in the séance circle, viewers par-
ticipated in the demonstrations in numerous ways, purporting to have seen 
or perceived spirits among them,31 analyzing the medium’s performance 
for signs of fraud,32 or overstepping their role as spectators by setting up 

FIG. 1   The advertisement for a “grand social reunion” organized by London spiritualists. This 
evening program featured lectures from well-known spiritualists, as well as “music, songs, and 
dramatic readings.” From Medium and Daybreak 16, no. 778 (1885): 144.
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a secondary, simultaneous séance on their own premises.33 The dramatic 
character of these events was often stressed, and reports underlined the 
condition of expectation and suspense that was created among the audi-
ence at public séances.34

	 Spiritualist periodicals published and advertised the programs of spir-
itualist demonstrations, including such details as their time, location, and 
price of admission. The Herald of Progress, for instance, regularly printed a 
list of performances of mediums organized by numerous spiritualist soci-
eties, “for the convenience of Spiritualists visiting other towns.” These lists 
reported dozens of events across England, Wales, and Scotland, including 
trance lectures, physical manifestations, and members-only private sé-
ances. The public performances of the most popular mediums, such as J. J. 
Morse, were listed in a dedicated space. Here, one could browse the details 
of all of Morse’s public appearances in the upcoming months and find how 
to contact him; the paper noted that he could be engaged to perform addi-
tional lectures and demonstrations in all parts of the kingdom.35

	 Although most mediums relied primarily on patronage to finance their 
performances, many were supported at least in part by the paying pub-
lic. Some of them specialized in a kind of spiritualist show that bore an 
evident resemblance to contemporary stage magic. The Russian physicist 
Dmitrij Ivanovič  Mendeleev pointed out in the second of the three lectures 
he wrote on spiritualism that the difference between magicians and me-
diums was that the former usually stated that they were performing trick-
ery.36 Magicians such as Harry Houdini and John Nevil Maskelyne made it 
clear that the supernatural played no role in their shows; rather, everything 

FIG. 2

Theaters and public 
halls often hosted public 
séances and spiritualist 
meetings. This illustration, 
published in a spiritualist 
journal, displays the new 

“Hall for Spiritualists” on 
“New Water Street, Station 

Road, Blackburn.” From 
Medium and Daybreak 16, 
no. 778 (1885): 160.
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cal tricks. Yet the boundaries between mediumship and magic were often 
quite hard to distinguish, and some spiritualists went so far as to suggest 
that famous stage magicians might have psychic and spiritual gifts.37 John 
Wetherbee, for instance, described magicians as mediums who had decid-
ed that it would be more profitable to use their mediumistic powers in the 
show trade: “It is a matter of dollars and cents with them. I could name a 
man who is a good medium for physical manifestations, but likes the pop-
ularity and the reputation that he gets from the skeptical world better than 
poverty with truth.”38 The difference between mediums and magicians was 
also a matter of performance style: as Peter Lamont notes, magicians tend-
ed to perform their tricks with apparent ease, while mediums appeared 
exhausted after séances, suggesting that their contact with the spirit world 
required an intense physical effort.39

	 Among mediums who performed spiritualist shows that were similar 
to stage magic, the Davenport brothers became particularly prominent. 
Touring the United States and Great Britain in the 1860s and 1870s, they 
performed séances on the stages of theaters and public halls, as well as in 
smaller rooms before a select audience. The fact that their feats were con-
sidered to be supernatural was central to the success of their shows. George 
Smith-Buck, writing under the pseudonym Herr Dobler, thoroughly de-
scribed the Davenport brothers’ shows in a book that was intended to un-
mask their tricks. The environment in which their séances were conducted 
was carefully designed. For instance, since séances were usually supposed 
to take place in darkness, a “spirit cabinet” placed on the stage allowed the 
Davenports to perform before a large audience without requiring the spec-
tators to sit for a long time in the dark.40

	 Ira Erastus and William Henry Davenport were born in Buffalo, New 
York, in 1839 and 1841, respectively. Their mediumship was revealed dur-
ing their early childhood: according to their biographer T. L. Nichols, the 
Davenport family was “disturbed” by spirit rappings as early as 1846, two 
years before the Hydesville rappings became public knowledge.41 After 
news of their mediumship spread through Buffalo, Ira and William toured 
the United States, accompanied initially by their father and then by per-
sons who acted as their agents and assistants. Among these were figures 
involved in the world of show business, such as Harry Kellar, who later be-
came a leading American magician. At least one of the brothers’ managers, 
a Mr. Palmer, also managed stage conjurors.42

	 At the beginning of their séances, the Davenport brothers were usu-
ally tied with ropes by someone from the public, in order to make sure that 
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ticipation of audience members, called onstage to confirm that the proto-
cols were correctly followed, suggests that the success of the Davenports’ 
spiritualist shows relied, like stage magic, on the public’s engagement: 
spectators were encouraged to actively question the reality of spirit mani-
festations and the claims of spiritualism. As cultural historian James W. 
Cook convincingly showed, many spectacular demonstrations in the nine-
teenth century, including those promoted by show-business entrepreneur 
P. T. Barnum, stimulated the public to form personal opinions about the 
reliability of the attractions. Barnum increased the public’s curiosity with 
his sophisticated use of the press, giving newspapers evidence either sup-
porting or casting doubt on the authenticity of his attractions in order to 
spark rumors and debates.43 Quite similarly, contemporary exposés of the 
Davenport brothers by magicians such as Maskelyne and Cook in London 
may have ultimately increased the Davenports’ box-office success.44 After 
all, testing the truth of spirit communication was the principal activity of 
sitters in spiritualist séances.45

	 Music played a very prominent role in the Davenports’ shows. Their 
most famous and cited manifestation involved the playing of musical in-
struments by spirits. During a séance held in London, where they per-
formed before a select audience of twenty-four people, the housekeeper 
sent someone to a neighboring music seller for six guitars and two tam-
bourines to ensure that the instruments used would not be those that the 
mediums were familiar with. After the Davenports had been tied in the 
cabinet, the instruments magically started to play, and people in the audi-
ence claimed to have been grasped by spirit hands.46 The Davenports’ spirit 
concerts could include guitars and tambourines, as well as violins, horns, 
and bells.47

	 The attitude of spiritualists toward the mediumship of the Davenport 
brothers was one of ambivalence. As Arthur Conan Doyle put it in his 
history of the movement, in making a profession out of their gifts, the 
Davenports worked at a lower level than more traditional mediums, “and 
yet by their crude methods they got their results across to the multi-
tude in a way which a more refined mediumship could not have done.”48 
Many spiritualists defended the Davenports’ work, responding to ma-
gicians who had tried to unmask their trickery. An oration delivered in 
London in 1873 attempted a counter-exposure of magicians’ antispiri-
tualist shows, pointing to the fact that “we have in London at this mo-
ment several conjurers who night after night attempt by mere trickery to 
show phenomena something like those that take place in the presence of 
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communion.”49 Others, however, worried that an excessive spectacular-
ization of spiritualism could have negative effects on the movement. J. J. 
Morse, for instance, openly criticized the more commercial approach of 
American mediums, who charged an admission fee and regularly adver-
tised in the popular press; he noted that “it is somewhat disagreeable to 
see the function of mediumship reduced to the level of show business.”50 
Likewise, recognizing the entertaining nature of many public séances, 
one spiritualist described a spiritualist concert—which included drums, 
tambourines, and violins—as “pretentious” and criticized its exceedingly 
spectacular approach.51

professional mediums

As medium Emma Hardinge recognized, the roots of mediumship can be 
found in mesmeric performers who practiced the art known as animal 
magnetism, invented by the Austrian physician and occultist Franz Anton 
Mesmer at the end of the eighteenth century. Mesmerists relied on the-
ories about vital fluids that governed the universe, whose manipulation 
by the healer could exercise a beneficial power on the patient.52 “In near-
ly every [American] city, town, or hamlet,” Hardinge wrote in 1870, “the 
itinerant mesmerizer made his rounds, operating upon chance subjects as 
opportunity offered, and alternately exciting superstitious terror or wrath-
ful antagonism by the exercise of his seemingly magical powers.”53 As Terry 
M. Parssinen documented, the entertaining nature of these performers’ 
activities was often underlined by detractors as well as advocates of mes-
merism. Such performers were entrepreneurs who made a living out of 
mesmerism, drawing on the traditions of popular entertainment, scien-
tific lecturing, and lay healing.54

	 Similar to mesmeric performances, the institution of mediumship 
was challenged by the apparent contradiction between the spiritualist be-
lief and the commercial and professional approach of many practitioners. 
Spiritualists often acknowledged that performances by mediums could 
include some acting, at least to give some more “color” to the manifes-
tations. John Wetherbee, who became a convinced spiritualist after the 
death of his firstborn son, admitted, “I have seen, of course, attempts 
to cheat by at least supplementing their powers by more or less imposi-
tion; not always meaning to do anything wrong, but, perhaps, to give more 
for the fee received than the spirits can do through them.”55 The analogy 
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some mediums had come to the spiritualist movement directly from the 
show trade. Hardinge’s career, for instance, had started in theaters rath-
er than in spiritual séances: before becoming a trance lecturer, she had 
tried unsuccessfully to make it as an actress and a singer.56 Mediumship 
was understood not only as a natural gift but as a skill that could be im-
proved by regular training. As biographical accounts testify, becoming a 
medium was a gradual process that required, like acting, abnegation and 
experience. George A. Redman wrote in his autobiography that after he 
had begun to develop mediumistic powers, he could perceive “wonderful 
progress” as each day rolled on.57 Manifestations often improved in com-
plexity and variety throughout a medium’s career. As one spiritualist put 
it, “The gift of mediumship requires developing by constant sitting, in the 
same way that a musical or an artistic talent requires to be cultivated; and 
a person can therefore no more become at once a ‘full-blown’ medium 
than he could expect to be a proficient instrumentalist without previous 
practice.”58

	 The link between mediumship and performance often prompted accu-
sations of trickery and fraud and was therefore highly controversial within 
the spiritualist field. Given the number of documented exposures of fraud-
ulent mediums, it was easy for opponents of spiritualism to argue that me-
diums were actors who did no more than perform an act. For this reason, 
polemics and debates surrounding the professionalism of mediums who 
charged the public a fee to attend their séances or relied on patronage 
were frequent. French physiologist Charles Richet lamented in his mag-
num opus on psychical research, Traité de métapsychique (Treatise on me-
tempsychosis), that spiritualism was considered by some to be a promising 
source of monetary benefits. “Everywhere,” Richet observed, “the credu-
lity of the public tempts the cupidity of the fraudsters. So there has been 
public séance before paying audiences where, side by side with the circus 
and the magic theater, spiritualist performances were given.”59

	 Most of the leading figures of spiritualism, however, kept defending 
the professional nature of mediumship. In 1878, for instance, a spiritual-
ist claimed that paying a medium for performing his duty “is as praisewor-
thy as to employ the time and ‘gifts’ of a lawyer, doctor, baker, or any other 
tradesman who has goods for sale, mental or material,” and that refusing 
to pay was “equivalent to pocket-picking.” In fact, also in the spiritualist 
field, “the question of work and fees comes under the heading of ‘supply’ 
and ‘demand,’ and will be regulated accordingly.”60 Many mediums, after 
all, came from the working class and needed financial support to devote 
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trepreneurship, successful mediums in the nineteenth century advertised 
in the press, toured their home countries and abroad, and promoted their 
businesses in every way they could.
	 Mediumship in the nineteenth century was a very competitive busi-
ness. Every medium had a specialty, often claiming its superiority over 
other manifestations. For example, Redman, a direct-writing and mate-
rialization medium, lamented that in almost every spiritualist communi-
ty one could find mediums and believers who expressed disgust for those 
“tangible manifestations of spirit presence” and who proclaimed the dis-
ciplines of the trance lecturer and the clairvoyant to be superior. His de-
fense of rapping and direct writing accompanied an argument against the 
reliability of trance lecturing: “Every idea expressed through such chan-
nels, is tainted, more or less, with the characteristics of the brain through 
which it comes; and without doubt we may take seven-tenths of such mat-
ter at a discount. The only perfect mode of spirit communion free from 
mortal interference is, where the communication given is wholly mechani-
cal, and disconnected entirely from the mind of the medium, which can be 
obtained in various ways,—by rapping, tipping, or writing in such a man-
ner, that the medium cannot read it at the time.”62

	 In the early years following the advent of spiritualism, mediums dis-
covered that they had to tailor their manifestations to the taste of the 
public. In order to widen the reach of the spiritualist faith, they were en-
couraged to do everything possible to attract public attention. Their per-
formances could be trivial or spectacular, if the latter was the only way 
to make spiritualism acceptable and appealing to large masses of peo-
ple.63 This opened the way to an increasing spectacularization and sen-
sationalism of spirit phenomena (fig. 3). As R. Laurence Moore noted, 
spirit concerts such as those delivered through the mediumship of the 
Davenport brothers had an important advantage: they could be performed 
before a crowd.64 Various and increasingly original apparitions compet-
ed for attention within the spiritualist field, in part replacing the “old” 
phenomena of direct writing and trance lecturing. The French American 
medium Lucie Marie Curtis Blair, whose career began in 1872, toured the 
United States demonstrating her ability to paint flowers while blindfold-
ed.65 Others specialized in dance mediumship (fig. 4) or in the appari-
tion of flowers.66 As in stage magic and show business, innovation and 
novelty played a significant role in establishing the success of a profes-
sional medium. Innovations were as customary as imitations of success-
ful phenomena. The American magician Harry Houdini, who thoroughly 
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studied the history of spiritualism and published a book on this topic in 
1924, noted that “even a casual examination of Spiritualistic history and 
development shows that just as soon as a medium forms a new alliance 
with the psychic power dispenser and produces phenomena unknown be-
fore, other mediums immediately begin to produce it also and the new 
manifestation becomes epidemic.” This had been the case, for instance, 
with spirit photography: “No one had thought of such a possibility before 
Mumler [the fi rst spirit photographer] invented the mystery, but talented 
mediums everywhere when they heard of his pictures began to produce 
them also.”67

 Spiritualism was not immune to the dynamics of precinematic stardom 
either. The most popular mediums, such as the Fox sisters, the Scotsman 
Daniel Dunglas Home, and later the Neapolitan Eusapia Palladino, were 
acclaimed by spiritualist circles in Europe and the United States and per-
formed séances with prominent personalities and aristocrats sitting at 
their tables. The story of Daniel Dunglas Home is a perfect example of the 
rise of “star” mediums. According to Peter Lamont, the author of a biog-
raphy of the medium, Home “performed so many extraordinary features, 
for so many witnesses and in such a wide range of circumstances, that he 

FIG. 3  Physical demonstrations of spirit phenomena in Victorian séances were often quite 
spectacular, featuring the levitation of objects and persons. From Hiram Mattison, Spirit Rapping 
Unveiled! (New York: Mason Brothers, 1853), 13.
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became one of the most famous men of his time.”68 Home began produc-
ing the mediumistic phenomenon that made him famous—levitation—in 
1851.69 This was a veritable turning point in his career: by 1853, at the age 
of just twenty, he was performing séances with personalities of the caliber 
of Washington Irving and William Makepeace Thackeray.70 It was said that 
he had been able to fl oat in the air in good light, before reputable witnesses 
including several lords in Great Britain and high French noblemen, more 
than a hundred times.71

 In his history of the French spiritualist movement, John Warne Monroe 
gives an interesting account of the triumphant reception of Home’s 1857 
tour in France. Despite being doubtful about their authenticity, a journalist 
for Le Siècle so described Home’s spectacular manifestations, which over-
came any other spiritualist phenomena previously experienced in France: 
“Tables tilt without being touched, and the objects on them remain immo-
bile, contradicting all the laws of physics. The walls tremble, the furniture 
stamps its feet, candelabra fl oat, unknown voices cry from nowhere—all the 
phantasmagoria of the invisible populate the real world.”72 Home’s charis-
matic character certainly played a role in stimulating public interest in this 
elegant and fashionable British man. His “astonishing career” convinced 

FIG. 4  Spectacular spirit manifestations included dance mediumship, in which the medium, 
in trance, performed dance movements under the infl uence of spirits. Note the markedly racialized 
and gendered depiction of the different spirit characters. From Hiram Mattison, Spirit Rapping 
Unveiled! (New York: Mason Brothers, 1853), 81.
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36 Arthur Conan Doyle to depict him as “the greatest [medium] in a physical 
sense that the world has ever seen.”73

the spectacle of trance

While the first two sections of this chapter have given an account of the the-
atrical nature of spiritualist demonstration and of the professionalism of 
mediums, the question of how mediums cued audiences to regard séances 
as distinct from overtly theatrical performances has yet to be answered. In 
what follows, I discuss how mediums succeeded in orchestrating a spectacle 
that, despite its underlying theatrical character, could be perceived as au-
thentic by their sitters. I argue that this was primarily achieved through the 
apex of the mediums’ performance: the state of trance, which strengthened 
spiritualism’s claims of authenticity by recalling the principles of automa-
tism, creative absorption, and reverie. Understanding mediumship as an 
activity that could have a theatrical character opens the way for an interpre-
tation of trance’s highly spectacular effects.74

	 When a medium fell into a trance, the actions she performed were 
considered to be disconnected from her own will. As one medium put it, 
the only perfect mode of spirit communion was “wholly mechanical, and 
disconnected entirely from the mind of the medium.”75 This argument, 
supporting spiritualism’s scientific claims, was based on an understand-
ing of machines as objective means to receive spirit communications. As 
authors such as Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have demonstrated, 
automatism acquired an increasingly important status within the concep-
tualization of scientific evidence in the nineteenth century.76 Spiritualism, 
which developed into a mass movement during the same period, was 
strongly influenced by this process. Mechanical devices were used to en-
sure the spontaneity of spirit phenomena and trance. Direct-writing me-
diums, for instance, often used the planchette to demonstrate that they 
were not consciously controlling the writing. Photography was also em-
ployed to furnish mechanical, “automatic” evidence of spirit phenomena. 
The use of these and other mechanical devices to record and document 
physical manifestations was customary in séances conducted under test 
conditions.77 In this context, spiritualists also underlined the scientif-
ic value of messages and phenomena delivered automatically through the 
medium.
	 One of the arguments most often used by spiritualists seeking to dem-
onstrate the authenticity of trance phenomena was the naïveté of spirit 
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agency manifested itself, their ignorance and inexperience were often cit-
ed as further evidence that the hypothesis of trickery and fraud had to be 
rejected. It is perhaps for this reason that spiritualists frequently recog-
nized mediumistic powers in children. The story of the Fox sisters relies 
on a similar understanding of childhood as a locus of spirit mediumship: 
the “discovery” of spirit communication was attributed to two teenag-
ers. Childhood played such a role in this narrative that the younger Kate 
Fox was depicted as a more powerful medium than her sister: as Emma 
Hardinge pointed out, “The manifestation became more powerful in the 
presence of Kate, the youngest sister, than with any one else.”78

	 This link between childish innocence and mediumship can be found 
frequently in the history of spiritualism during the nineteenth century and 
beyond. In 1878, the Medium and Daybreak announced that the Fox sisters’ 
sensitivity to spiritual agency had been inherited by Kate’s daughter. The 
child’s powers had been manifest since she was a newborn: the magazine 
published “an account of writing done through the hands of the child when 
a babe five months old, a facsimile of the writing accompanying the re-
cord of the event.”79 Children of spiritualists were often encouraged to take 
part in spirit séances. An American spiritualist from Philadelphia, Joseph 
Hartman, reported how he had realized his daughter Kate possessed medi-
umistic powers. After this discovery, she started to deliver spirit messages 
through trance writing.80

	 Mediums’ humble origins could also be given as evidence of their in-
nocence and inability to perform tricks. John Wetherbee, for instance, dis-
covered one day that the Irish nurse who was living in his house possessed 
“that constitutional quality that some people have, that in their presence 
and sometimes without contact, as was the case with this young woman, in-
animate tables and other objects become animate, and intelligently move, 
it would seem, by the said objects’ own volition.” From then on, the nurse 
conducted spirit séances in his home, giving the family “two years of very 
valuable experience.”81 Emphasizing the ingenuousness of his domes-
tic medium, Wetherbee pointed to the fact that at the moment he discov-
ered her powers, “she did not, in her ignorance, know what Spiritualism 
meant.”82 She was Irish and Catholic, “a widow of about twenty,—ignorant, 
careless, and lively.”83 With Wetherbee’s account in mind, it is perhaps 
easier to understand why, as Eve M. Lynch has noted, nineteenth-century 
ghost stories of the gothic genre often depict an alliance between the su-
pernatural and the domestic servant.84 In fact, mediums most often came 
from a lower cultural and social background than their benefactors—a 
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38 circumstance that spiritualists stressed as reinforcing the credibility of 
their “automatism.” For instance, the medium J. J. Morse—designated by 
journalist William Thomas Stead as the “Bishop of Spiritualism”85—had 
been a potboy in a public house before his mediumship was discovered. 
The difference between his waking and entranced states was also a matter 
of culture: he was as ignorant and uneducated while awake as he was eru-
dite and well educated in trance.
	 While mediums often stressed their lack of education and knowledge, 
their previous involvement in theatrical performances or in show busi-
ness sometimes went unmentioned, probably for fear of attracting accu-
sations that they were merely acting during séances. Emma Hardinge, for 
instance, was a full-time actress in the 1840s, performing in plays brought 
to the stage of London theaters such as Sadler’s Wells, as well as on New 
York’s Broadway circuit.86 Just one year before starting her second ca-
reer as a trance lecturer, in January 1856, she was playing on Broadway.87 
After she became a reputed spiritualist medium, her previous experi-
ences on the theatrical stage were overlooked in several autobiographical 
accounts.88 Refusing to link her mediumship with her experiences as an ac-
tress, Hardinge pointed out that mediums were individuals whose senses 
could perceive the electrical and magnetic impulses sent by the souls of 
the dead; they should thus be compared to the operator in a telegraphic 
system or, more aptly, to the physical channel through which the message 
was sent. Their trance phenomena were the result of automatism, not of 
acting.89

	 The spiritualist fascination with automatism can be linked to the 
spectacles of clockwork automata, a common attraction since the late 
eighteenth century. The performance of trance mediums was certainly 
impacted by the display of a mechanical agency performing rational acts, 
such as the famous chess-playing automaton that astonished European 
and American audiences between the end of the eighteenth and the be-
ginning of the nineteenth century—a trick that was performed by an op-
erator hidden inside the machine.90 The word “automatism” itself, as 
Lisa Gitelman noted in her discussion of typing, spiritualism, and psy-
chology, derives from the older word “automaton.”91 Clockwork automa-
ta were scientific curiosities and attractions whose primary applications 
were scientific demonstrations, and they involved issues of showman-
ship as much as inventorship.92 Demonstrations of automata were part of 
a broader Victorian culture of spectacularization of machines and tech-
nologies, epitomized in the nineteenth century by the display of mechan-
ical modernity in the great industrial and scientific exhibitions.93 While 
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man characteristics, in trance mediumship the human person embodied 
mechanical automatism.
	 If most spiritualist accounts focused on the question of automatism 
and “mechanical” trustworthiness, trance mediumship was also frequently 
connected to the act of artistic creation and to intellectual life. Under the 
condition of trance, mediums delivered lectures, wrote messages, stim-
ulated physical manifestations, even drew and painted. Descriptions of 
mediumistic phenomena mentioned their involuntary as well as aesthetic 
character, since these two aspects were intrinsically linked. Thus, Charles 
Hammond of Rochester, New York, reporting on the mediumistic phe-
nomenon of trance dancing, wrote that “the movements are very eccen-
tric, yet often exceedingly graceful.”94 Demonstrations such as the playing 
of the piano by persons who were not trained left audiences astonished by 
the wonder of trance automatism and the aesthetic value of the musical 
performance.
	 An early writing on spiritualism expressed this tension between spon-
taneous action and art. Considering the adequacy of automatic mental ac-
tion, the author Charles Beecher explained, “Instrumental representative 
of mind, the brain is capable of spontaneous action, without mind. Such 
spontaneous action will be indistinguishable from mental operations 
proper. Musicians perform automatically. Printers set type mechanically. 
In revery, all manner of things are done unconsciously.”95 By bringing mu-
sical performance, typesetting, and reverie together, Beecher evoked the 
principles of mechanical automatism on one hand and creative absorp-
tion on the other. In a similar way, the author of an 1869 historical sur-
vey of spiritualism and clairvoyance, J. M. Peebles, compared mediumship 
with artistic inspiration, since mediums were influenced by the spiritual 
atmosphere—by spirits “pouring down upon us love-waves of heavenly in-
spiration, levelling up humanity at large, the same as the sun attracts and 
unfolds the floral beauties of all landscapes.”96

	 Mediumistic trance was often linked with dreaming and visions. A me-
dium described the process of falling into a trance as though a black cur-
tain was placed before her eyes: “For a moment by looking down she can 
see the floor beneath her, then the curtain comes down with a rush, and 
all is blank.”97 In an article in the Spiritual Magazine, the boundaries be-
tween spirit communication and dreaming seem to blur: “Spiritual beings 
belong to inner life, and when they appear to us, and have power strong-
ly to influence us,—to make us en rapport with them,—we are powerfully 
drawn towards that inner state of consciousness which we call sleep and 
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40 dreaming,—and which is an abstraction from the waking consciousness.”98 
Following this perspective, clairvoyance and trance were “forms of sleep 
less common than our nightly experience, and far more wonderful to us.”99

	 Such accounts suggest that mediums’ automatism had, at the same 
time, to do with the mechanical world and with one of the greatest mani-
festations of human agency—the act of creation. What seems to be a con-
tradiction was, in reality, the product of a pre-Freudian psychology of 
unconscious life and dreaming, in which ideas about mechanical automa-
tism and trance overlapped with artistic creation and reverie.100 Writings 
that gave a theoretical frame to spiritualist phenomena, in fact, consis-
tently relied on a number of earlier scientific and popular publications that 
situated dreams, illusions, and artistic inspiration in the automatic actions 
of the brain and perceptual organs.101

	 This overlapping of trance mediumship with artistic creation and 
dreaming helps explain how trance worked to frame the séance as a real, 
albeit spectacular, event. In his book Absorption and Theatricality: Painting 
and Beholder in the Age of Diderot, art historian Michael Fried identifies 
two dominant approaches to painting. The first one, absorption, refers 
to paintings in which the main figure is absorbed in her intent and does 
not directly regard the viewer. The second one, theatricality, refers to art-
works where the subject is clearly represented in order to shape and direct 
the viewer’s gaze. Fried gives several examples of absorption, pointing to 
paintings that depicted artists, philosophers, and writers caught up in the 
moment. The use of absorption responds to the aim of presenting images 
as though they were not explicitly intended to be regarded by an audience. 
The viewer is therefore drawn into the representation, made oblivious to 
the act of looking and thus to the fictional nature of the scene. On the con-
trary, theatricality tends to acknowledge the position of the spectator and 
the fictional interpretation of the situation.102 One of the apparently most 
contradictory characteristics of nineteenth-century séances was that they 
simultaneously evoked conditions of theatricality and absorption. On the 
one hand, the complex dramaturgy and rituals shaped the viewers’ situa-
tion in a way that could reinforce the understanding of their role as spec-
tators. On the other hand, the state of trance, recalled in virtually every 
spiritual manifestation delivered through the mediums, was connected to 
an aesthetics of creative absorption that contributed to the spontaneous 
character of their performance.
	 Trance mediumship can thus be interpreted, even if or when it did 
not involve conscious acting, as a highly regulated modality of perfor-
mance that spiritualist mediums employed before large crowds of sitters 
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absorption, mediums made the sitters oblivious to their position as spec-
tators. This made possible the establishment of a situation that, despite 
being essentially theatrical, denied the fictional character of the mediums’ 
performance. Although the denying of an overtly fictional situation is cus-
tomary in drama, too, in the séance space, this entailed much more than 
a suspension of disbelief: the sitter’s involvement in the ritual and, ul-
timately, the meaning of the séance spectacle itself relied on its claim of 
authenticity.
	 To employ Erving Goffman’s notion of frame again, spiritualist sé-
ances were a spectacular device that played with the sitters’ interpretation 
of the event. It was, in particular, through the state of trance that medi-
ums erected a frame that discouraged the sitters to recognize themselves 
as spectators. Acknowledging the complex spectacularization of trance 
phenomena helps explain how séances and trance mediumship created 
theatrical environments, at the same time avoiding an explicit and overt 
acknowledgment of this shift from the world of religion to that of enter-
tainment. Mediumistic trance contributed to defining the environment 
of spiritualist séances, where believers and skeptics gathered to attend a 
spectacle of “spontaneous” manifestations.
	 The entertaining nature of spiritualist séances not only characterized 
those that were performed before an audience of spectators. In private sé-
ances, too, mediums orchestrated a performative environment where sit-
ters participated in an event resembling a social game. As the next chapter 
will show, séances held at home also created opportunities for leisure, so-
cial gatherings, and amusement. If public séances played a role in the his-
tory of show business, private séances participated in the introduction of 
new forms of domestic entertainment in the Victorian age.



2

p l ay  a n d  s o c i a l  l i f e  i n  

t h e  h au n t e d  h o u s e

P A R L O R  G A M E S

Leah Fox, the older sister of Kate and Margaret, left us some colorful de-
scriptions of her family’s communications with spirits. In many of them, 
the house serves as the privileged setting for the phenomena of medium-
ship, and spirit manifestations are portrayed as something similar to a 
parlor entertainment. One evening, for instance, Leah enjoyed the com-
pany of some friends, playing the piano and singing, and at the same time 
felt “the deep throbbing of the dull accompaniment of the invisibles, keep-
ing time to the music as I played.”1 After they retired for the night, she was 
able to sleep for a couple of hours before being awakened by what she de-
scribed as a spirit pantomime: “There seemed to be many actors engaged 
in the performance, and a large audience in attendance. The representa-
tion of a pantomime performance was perfect. After the first scene, there 
was great applause by the Spirit audience. Immediately following, one 
Spirit was heard to dance as if with clogs, which continued fully ten min-
utes. This amused the audience very much; and a loud clapping of hands 
followed. After this we heard nothing more except the representation of 
a large crowd walking away down-stairs, through the rooms, closing the 
doors heavily after them.”2 In Leah’s account, the haunted house is de-
scribed as a parlor theater. Spirits took part in the social gatherings that 
the medium enjoyed with her friends and family, as if they were guests in-
vited to join a domestic party.
	 Although mediums often performed on the theatrical stage, Victorian 
spiritualist séances were most frequently held in domestic spaces. For 
many committed spiritualists, forming circles at home was, in fact, “the 
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been interpreted by some historians of spiritualism as symptomatic of 
the isolation of spiritualist circles within their own private space. Ann 
Braude, for instance, argued that séances held in the house “reflected the 
Victorian view that the home was the true locus of religiosity.”4 Beliefs in 
the supernatural and spiritualist attempts to communicate with the oth-
erworld should be understood, following this perspective, within a re-
ligious framework that tended to consolidate community relations and 
group membership. Scholars such as Robert S. Cox, Daniel Herman, 
Molly McGarry, and John Warne Monroe, however, have recently put 
forth a more subtle interpretation of spiritualist séances, including is-
sues of entertainment and emotional commitment in their examina-
tions of the experience of spiritualist sitters.5 Following from this line of 
thinking, this chapter aims at shedding light on how spiritualist séanc-
es shaped domestic environments as spaces open to social encounters 
and amusing pastimes. In the first section, I show that private séances 
were semipublic events in which sitters enjoyed the emotional rewards 
of friendship and social life. Then, in the second section, I propose to 
examine them as pertaining to the history of domestic media entertain-
ments. Their playful and amusing nature suggests that we should look at 
their relationship with a range of domestic amusements conducted in 
Victorian households, from table games to parlor theaters, from musical 
entertainments to philosophical toys.

opening the haunted house

During the first half of the nineteenth century in the United States, a 
change in architectural design took place first in the households of the 
wealthy and then, by the 1850s, in those of the middle class. New town-
houses were built with a barrier dividing the living room from the din-
ing room, which could be removed in order to stage performances. This 
change transformed the parlor into a room used for display and into a com-
fortable setting for social ceremonies.6 It made the household a more in-
clusive place, and it influenced the choice of setting for many séances held 
in Victorian America. In fact, spiritualist sittings were usually carried out 
in those parts of the home, such as the living room, that were dedicated to 
social and familial gatherings.7 Such spaces, which were simultaneously 
private and public, allowed spiritualists to shape their events as religious 
experiences and, at the same time, as occasions for social encounters and 
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44 playful activities. Consequently, séances held at home were often not too 
different from the theatrical versions of this ritual.
	 From the beginning, spiritualism established the parlor as a gather-
ing space for those who wished to inquire about the mysteries of the spirit 
world. According to Arthur Conan Doyle, when the news of the discovery of 
spirit rapping spread through the town of Hydesville, neighbors of the Fox 
family came flocking to their door to see what it was about. “On the next 
Saturday,” Mrs. Fox reported, “the house was filled to overflowing.”8 There 
were more than three hundred people present in the house, whose doors 
were open to anyone who wanted to see with her own eyes the phenomenon 
that had sparked so many rumors.
	 Many spiritualists acknowledged the blurred boundary between pri-
vate and public mediumship. Catherine Berry, a well-known medium in 
Britain and the United States during the nineteenth century, divided her 
reports of spiritualist phenomena into two parts—the first dedicated to 
“séances at home,” the second to “séances in public.”9 She reported how 
her apartment had become, during the years prior to the publication of 
her book in 1876, a gathering place for people interested in investigating 
the subject. Having convinced herself of the authenticity of spirit phe-
nomena, Berry did all she could to convince others: “Whenever I had a sé-
ance with a good medium, and that was intervals of only a few days, I made 
a point of inviting my friends to participate in it, and also received en-
quirers who were introduced to me. The sitters at my séances have been 
neither few nor unimportant, so that my experiments have been conduct-
ed in public.”10

	 Séance rooms were chosen for their capacity to host a large number of 
people. The author of Confessions of a Medium, debunking his own spiri-
tualist mediumship as a fraud, recalled first entering a proper spiritual-
ist circle in “a long room, capable of comfortably holding the thirty people 
present.”11 The following week, the medium returned to this house, noting 
that the company had been increased “by several others, who came from all 
parts of the town; some from the suburbs, and some from nearer home.”12 
The dimensions of the room were also instrumental in the full develop-
ment of spirit phenomena: the séance table, for instance, could be con-
veniently moved by the spirits “in all directions—from side to side—from 
end to end—and round and round—over a large room with great ease and 
smooth regularity.”13

	 Private spiritualist circles were open to the participation of outsiders. 
Lists of mediums performing in domestic environments appeared in print, 
allowing spiritualists to choose the séances they were interested  in visiting 
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spirit communication was the main path to participating in the spiritualist 
faith, spiritualists considered it a duty to provide neophytes with a warm 
and hospitable environment. Hence, one spiritualist could report that he 
was given the opportunity to visit a séance by a medium who, despite be-
ing “an entire stranger,” welcomed him to her table.15 The open nature of 
spiritualist sittings was noted not only by supporters but also by opponents 
of the movement, albeit with very different results. A skeptic, for instance, 
observed that all visitors were admitted to a medium’s parlor provided that 
they had paid a fee, linking the monetary transaction to suspicions of trick-
ery and fraud.16 Others pointed out that spiritualist séances were open to 
everyone who wanted to be entertained.17 From their viewpoint, spiritual-
ism’s emphasis on entertainment and spectacle contrasted with its alleged 
religious or scientific endeavors.
	 The setting and physical arrangement of the séances were designed in 
order to establish a welcoming and pleasant atmosphere. Although there 
existed variations among different spiritualist circles, the séance envi-
ronment was progressively standardized over the course of the century. 
Spiritualist journals and publications gave advice to their readers on how 
to organize a successful spirit encounter. Felix Roubaud, the author of a 
book published in Paris in 1853, after reporting that news of the spiritual-
ist phenomenon of “table dancing” had recently reached France, explained 
that the presence of affective feelings among the sitters was an important 
condition for a successful séance: “A woman whose maternal love is over-
excited by some threat suspended over the cradle of her son, or a lover 
whose heart shakes while waiting for her beloved, will give movement to 
an inert body much faster and with much more energy.”18 Furthermore, 
Roubaud suggested that, if possible, the ratio of males to females should 
be equal in a séance, so that persons of a different sex might sit beside each 
other, “in order to shorten and distract from the boredom of the wait.”19 
The organizer of a spirit circle had to purposefully compose a group of sit-
ters, in the same way that a host might behave in sending out invitations for 
an evening gathering. If good guests make a good party, then good sitters 
seem to have been crucial for establishing a successful spiritualist circle. 
As Catherine Berry put it, “By carefully selecting my sitters I have ensured 
the best manifestations.”20

	 Establishing contact with the beyond could be an enjoyable and amus-
ing event through which small groups of people shared a collective experi-
ence.21 Conversation and other pastimes were not excluded from the séance 
environment (fig. 5). An article in a British spiritualist magazine, listing 
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séance conditions such as a good atmosphere, subdued light or darkness, 
and love of truth and mankind in the sitters’ hearts, noted that “agreeable 
conversation, singing, reading, or invocation may be engaged in—anything 
that will tend to harmonize the minds of those present, and unite them in 
one purpose.”22 Although such rules perhaps also resulted from the need of 
fraudulent mediums to distract the sitters while they performed the “phe-
nomena,” the fact that chatting and singing were welcome in spiritualist 
séances contributed to shifting the atmosphere of these events from a se-
rious religious experience toward entertainment and leisure—or, as John 
Warne Monroe put it, “from a pastime for amateur scientists into a titillat-
ing party game.”23

	 Social encounters that derived from spiritualist séances sometimes 
had sexual connotations, too. As Marlene Tromp and Ann Braude have 
shown, spiritualist communities in the nineteenth century often combined 

FIG. 5

Conversation was not  
excluded but often openly 
encouraged in séance 
circles, in order to unite 
the minds of those present 
in the common purpose 
of contacting the spirits. 
Frontispiece to Confessions 
of a Medium (London: 
Griffith and Farran, 1882).
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areas as marriage and gender issues.24 Critics of spiritualism frequently 
condemned the movement’s libertinage, and some fierce debates concern-
ing the authenticity of spirit phenomena included allegations of promis-
cuity between the medium and her sitters. Thus, when the British press 
attacked the scientist William Crookes for his conversion to spiritualism, 
one of his opponents’ main arguments revolved around the allegation that 
he had fallen in love with the medium Florence Cook; this challenged his 
credibility as a scientist and a witness.25 The battle for social rights, such as 
the right to divorce and the right to free love, was paralleled, in the spiri-
tualist realm of the séance, by an atmosphere that often tended to trespass 
the usual borders of prudence and puritanism. Promiscuity was the rule 
in private séances, and the condition of darkness (widely accepted as one 
of the essential requisites for contacting the spirit world) enhanced the 
sense that the relationship between sitters and mediums might have sexual 
implications.
	 The opening of the séance room to strangers interested in learning 
about spiritualist phenomena was emblematic of the permeability of the 
haunted house to an entity who came, in the strictest sense, from another 
world. In fact, opening a house to the participants in a séance also involved 
welcoming the spirits who would respond to the medium’s call. During a 
séance conducted by the American medium Maria B. Hayden, the first to 
introduce spiritualism to England, the apartment of a British spiritualist 
hosted “eight or nine persons of all ages,” in addition to a great number 
of spirits; their ages and sex could be recognized by the tone of their rap-
ping, “the big needle sounds of the men, and the little ones of the women 
and children, being clearly distinguishable.”26 The variety in the character 
and behavior of spirits was such that an early witness of spiritualist mani-
festations reported to have sustained communication with ten or twelve 
“invisible actors” during a séance that exhibited “many of the character-
istics of a regular drama.”27 If sittings were frequently compared to theat-
rical plays, another entertaining pastime that was frequently mentioned 
in reference to séances was social chatting. The unseen visitors could en-
gage in enjoyable conversation through rapping, trance lecturing, and di-
rect writing. In a letter to a spiritualist journal, a London lawyer described 
his encounter with the spirit of a James Lombard, with whom he had “some 
lively chat upon a variety of subjects, having reference especially to his own 
state and the conditions under which he was enabled to communicate with 
us.” Judging from the tone and the vocabulary employed by this spirit, the 
writer thought that he was “an unlettered ‘spirit’ of a sanguine and jovial 
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48 disposition, grateful at having escaped from terrestrial bondage, and ani-
mated with a strong desire to reach a ‘higher sphere.’”28

	 The appearance of spirit manifestations, a spiritualist pointed out, 
could be explained by “the law of sympathy”: the channel of communica-
tion with the beyond existed through the same invisible ties that unite two 
friends or two brothers.29 Spirits were often family relations or acquain-
tances of some of the persons present or identified themselves as famous 
personalities of the past, such as Joan of Arc or Benjamin Franklin, who 
were well known to sitters. They were willing to consent to the sitters’ de-
mands: following a pattern found in many séance reports, the sitters asked 
the spirits to provide evidence of their spiritual identity, such as the name 
of a close relative or friend who was unknown to the other sitters, or to pro-
duce a particular manifestation. In a book published in London in 1862, for 
instance, the author reported that sitters at one séance had asked a spirit 
to write on an open book, to raise the table, and then to raise it again while 
one of the sitters, who was still skeptical, placed his fingers underneath its 
edge; the entity accomplished every single feat they requested.30 In 1878, an 
article in the London spiritualist magazine Medium and Daybreak described 
a communication with a spirit in the following way: “Yes, a pleasant physi-
cal seance! . . . [The spirit] gently talked and reasoned with us, and made 
us feel that he was like ourselves, a responsible moral being, endowed with 
self-respect, a sense of propriety and consideration for the feelings of oth-
ers. . . . Indeed it was a spiritual seance, the influence pervading the room 
being of a high order, and leaving a satisfaction on the minds of the sitters 
which no mere manifestations could produce.”31

	 Victorian spiritualist séances were fueled by emotions and feelings sim-
ilar to those excited by literature, theater, and film, such as an emotional 
high, amusement, and fascination with the unknown.32 Sittings were ruled 
by a recurring dramaturgy, which, no different from a theatrical sketch, ma-
nipulated the attention and the reactions of sitters. The contact with spir-
its elicited a climax of excitation that was similar in many ways to what, in 
overtly spectacular contexts, we call “suspense.”33 If one compares the expe-
rience of spirit communication in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
spiritualism with the representation of ghosts in fictional texts and repre-
sentations, however, one key difference is evident: while in the gothic liter-
ary tradition, in spectral apparitions on the theatrical stage, and in horror 
movies, ghosts most often appear as evil presences, the specters of spiri-
tualism were usually benevolent to séance sitters. Joy and happiness—not 
fear—were the sentiments that these events kindled in sitters and specta-
tors. Antagonistic spirits are very rare in reports of spiritualist séances, and 
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sympathy and community.34 The good temperament of the spirits was fre-
quently emphasized as evidence of the uplifting character of the spiritualist 
enterprise and of the benevolence of the spirit world toward both believ-
ers and skeptics. Thus, Emma Hardinge, one of the most popular mediums 
of the nineteenth century in Britain and the United States, referred to the 
spirits with whom she was in contact as a “tender, loving, wonderful pres-
ence.”35 This is particularly interesting given the prevalence of fearful ghosts 
in fictional representations.36 Indeed, the evilness of fictional ghosts and the 
loving nature of the ghosts of spiritualism is perhaps the most evident dis-
crepancy between them.37

	 The semipublic character of private séances was further enhanced by 
the fact that they were described in detail in periodicals and books. Scholars 
in media history have shown that the telegraph was one of the main meta-
phors that spiritualists used to describe the act of communicating with the 
beyond.38 Less attention, however, has been given to spiritualists’ refer-
ences to broadcasting—a term that, in its metaphorical and literal sense, 
resonates widely in twentieth-century media culture.39 Many believed that 
spreading (broadcasting) the messages of spirits was one of the main goals 
of the spiritualist faith. They stressed that spirits were eager to have their 
words heard by the widest public possible and described interactions with 
spirits using a one-to-many model of communication, based on print me-
dia and on the idea of religious preaching.40 A leaflet entitled “Seed Corn,” 
published in London in 1872, for instance, suggested the best strategies 
for disseminating spirit messages through journals and other publications 
on spiritualism.41 Likewise, the Ohio spiritualist entrepreneur Hudson 
Tuttle praised the movement’s ability to disseminate its periodicals across 
the land and suggested that its astounding success in spreading spiritual-
ist truth could not be explained “unless the myriad spirits of the departed, 
standing behind the scenes of their invisibility, push on the work.”42 By cir-
culating séance reports and transcripts of spirit communications, spiritu-
alists hoped to turn their private explorations into a public and collective 
agency that would extend the impact of their interactions with the spirit 
world. They believed that the accumulation of knowledge about the spirit 
world, similar to scientific knowledge, could only be possible if séance ex-
periences and experiments were publicized as widely as possible.43

	 In broadcasting reports of séance phenomena, private séances had 
much in common with other scientific experiments performed within do-
mestic settings in the Victorian era, which were reported in scientific and 
popular periodicals.44 Since the introduction of mesmeric practices in 
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tury, demonstrations of trance phenomena had garnered wide public at-
tention, and experiments in trance were a popular subject in the press. For 
instance, trance performances developed by the O’Key sisters under the 
scrutiny of John Elliotson, one of the first British physicians to experiment 
with mesmerism, were widely discussed in medical journals such as the 
Lancet in the 1830s. At the lecture theater of the University College London 
Hospital, the girls sang and danced under the condition of trance, enter-
taining an audience of spectators interested in the novel mesmeric method 
and its effects. This resulted in the establishment of what Amy Lehman has 
called the “medical theatre” of mesmerism: “Although the context for the 
event was scientific, the goal to study the physical effects of mesmerism, . . . 
the demonstrations were clearly a variant of Victorian theatre.”45

	 In summary, opening the house to sitters and spirits, séances gath-
ered small groups of people for exciting journeys into the supernatural, 
within the domestic environment. The porosity of these domestic spac-
es suggests that the difference between the “private” and “public” séance 
was less relevant than it might seem. For the spiritualist movement, par-
ticipation in séances meant investing in community relations that focused 
on shared experience, sympathy, and a blurring of the boundary between 
private and public spaces. The publication of reports and news about sé-
ance experiences, moreover, further contributed to disseminating spirit 
communications beyond the domestic walls. Private séances were there-
fore semipublic events in which friends and strangers joined the medi-
um under the reassuring shield of the spiritualist faith. As I discuss in the 
next section, the blurring of public and private environments also helped 
establish private séances as spaces for social activities of a playful nature. 
Elements such as the séance table and musical instruments, which main-
tained a central function in spiritualist sittings throughout the nineteenth 
century, suggest that séances, as Molly McGarry put it, “played with and in 
the contemporary genres of entertainment and belief.”46 The private sé-
ance can thus be regarded as a kind of domestic pastime, similar to other 
distractions that were customary in nineteenth-century households, such 
as table games, amateur prestidigitation tricks, and philosophical toys.

the rational amusement of the spirit séance

The role of the “spirit table” in séances is perhaps one of the most ec-
centric aspects of the spiritualist faith. While the use of objects such as 
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pended on the skills and the habits of the medium, tables were appar-
ently a necessary precondition for spiritualist sittings. As Daniel Cottom 
put it, soon after the Fox sisters’ rapping initiated the spiritualist craze, 
“tables took on a new and controversial life.”47 This apparently insignif-
icant piece of furniture was suddenly the subject of scientific commis-
sions, press reports, and pamphlets attempting to disclose the secrets of 
the miraculous, or fraudulent, danse des tables.48 Especially in their first 
decade, before more complex manifestations were developed, table turn-
ing and table walking were widely regarded, by spiritualists and critics 
alike, as the most significant spirit manifestations.49 The collection of 
evidence supporting the spiritualist claims commonly relied on devic-
es purportedly designed to record any movement of the table.50 Tables 
were sometimes equated with living beings, as if the phenomena were 
delivered directly from them. The noise of a tapping on the table could 
have a profound emotional impact on believers in spirit communica-
tion, producing the feeling that the soul of the dead was embodied in this 
object.51 The American Joseph Hartman related how the table respond-
ed “quite energetically and intelligently” to his incitements, beating in 
time when anyone played the piano, answering mental questions, moving 
about through the rooms, and turning upside down when it was touched 
with the ends of the fingers.52 Popular illustrations of spiritualist séances 
assigned this item a central role in the formation of the spirit circle. In 
an engraving published in 1882, for instance, the table appears to have 
forced the sitters to stand up, directing through its movement and levita-
tion the actions of the participants and the functioning of the séance (fig. 
6). Indeed, the disposition of the “magnetic rope” created by the com-
bined psychical powers of the sitters was regulated by the presence of the 
table; after all, the basic arrangement of a sitting—the spirit circle—rep-
licated the circular form of the séance table.53

	 How can we explain this religious and symbolic function that tables 
appropriated? Why were tables so important to believers in communi-
cation with the otherworld? Historians of spiritualism have scarcely ad-
dressed these questions. Cottom, however, has perceptively noted that 
the use of tables in spirit séances is symptomatic of the way spiritual-
ism vulgarized the supernatural, “making the most trivial objects resound 
with portentous significance.”54 In fact, the triviality of this item was fre-
quently acknowledged by the opponents as well as the supporters of the 
movement. For instance, in making excuses for the presumably unscien-
tific nature of this object, the author of a treatise translated from French 
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in 1857 appropriately conceded that “tables they were, and tables they 
shall remain.”55

	 Yet Cottom’s argument provides only a partial explanation for the role 
of tables in spiritualism. The fact that mediums often employed objects of 
common use to establish communication with the spirits, and that the ma-
terial culture of spiritualism was closely linked to its religious component, 
does not completely clarify why mediums relied on tables, instead of other 
objects, to raise the dead. A possible interpretation of this practice is that 
spiritualist sittings were social and entertaining events. The table is one of 
the structural elements of domestic spaces—such as the living and dining 
rooms—that are private and public at the same time, as they are used in pri-
vate households to receive visitors and host social meetings. In explaining 
the symbolism of spirit communication, one spiritualist reasoned that “the 
table is the center around which friends and kindred meet, to feast and 

FIG. 6

The table played a central 
role in the functioning of 
spiritualist séances. This 
illustration depicts a table 
levitation, a common 
spirit manifestation 
in nineteenth-century 
spiritualism. From 
Confessions of a Medium 
(London: Griffith and 
Farran, 1882), 109.
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the table the center around which we meet and hold communion with the 
spirits of our departed friends.”56 Another insider observed that the tip-
ping of tables particularly resounded with the heart of the civilized man, 
who saw in this object an irreplaceable element of every human dwelling 
and valued “the social meetings which take place around it.”57

	 The use of the table, in this regard, is linked to the entertaining na-
ture of spirit séances. As a domestic object frequently employed to re-
ceive visitors, engage in conversation, and play cards, the table associates 
spiritualism with the activities of leisure time. Private séances might thus 
be considered a kind of highly regulated table game that followed a set of 
shared rules and contributed not only to the spiritual life but also—and 
perhaps even more—to the amusement of the sitters. 
	 As Margaret Hofer observed in her history of board games, the games 
that entertained people on both sides of the Atlantic during the Victorian 
age offer an extraordinary window onto the social and cultural transfor-
mations of the time.58 Especially in the middle class, as the spheres of 
home and workplace became more distinct, families increasingly prac-
ticed leisure activities in the domestic environment. In a parallel manner, 
the production of cards and other popular table games was increasingly 
mechanized during the nineteenth century, and improvements in paper 
and printing enabled the large-scale commercialization of board games.59 
As a consequence, the table around which spiritualists gathered to sum-
mon the spirits of the dead was, in the middle of the nineteenth century, a 
piece of furniture whose social and entertaining function went far beyond 
dining and traditional social rituals such as meeting for tea.
	 In Homo Ludens, Johan Huizinga stressed both the ritual significance 
of play and the presence of elements of playfulness in religious and mag-
ic ceremonies.60 By integrating leisure and entertainment activities, sé-
ances contributed to spiritualism’s underlying playful nature. Music, for 
instance, played a significant role in sittings (fig. 7). Private séances were 
often introduced by an intermezzo, such as singing or piano music. In one 
report, a medium was said to have incited sitters to sing before the begin-
ning of a séance; they performed some “pretty, cheerful little hymns, such 
as ‘Hand in Hand with Angels,’ ‘The Beautiful River,’ and Longfellow’s 
‘Footsteps of Angels.’”61 In 1853, a spiritualist from Philadelphia went so 
far as to publish a volume of songs for use in spirit circles.62

	 Spirit manifestations frequently consisted of noises and sounds. The 
darkness of séance rooms forced spirits and mediums to rely on nonvisual 
experiences. As Steven Connor has argued, “The members of the séance 
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would see much less than they would touch, taste, smell and, most impor-
tantly, hear.”63 One of the most widespread spiritualist manifestations was 
the playing of musical instruments by the spirits. As one spiritualist re-
ported, spirits “rang the bells and played the music, they swung the gui-
tar about over our heads, and knocked the ceiling itself.”64 The medium 
Georgiana Houghton, in a book whose title, Evenings at Home in Spiritual 
Séance, seems to suggest the social and leisure aspects of séance sitting, 
recalled that on one occasion the sitters laid some instruments on the sé-
ance table, “among them one composed of eight metal cups (forming the 
scale).”65 After the séance started, the spirits played a well-known song, 
“The Last Rose of Summer,” and performed a little musical concert: “They 
then struck one single note, and carried the instrument round and round 
the room until the sound had faded away, and so on with each note:—after 
which they produced the most harmonious effect I ever heard; they struck 
the deepest note, carrying it once round, above our heads, so that the room 
was filled with the vibrations, then the second in the same way, until at last 
we heard the vibrations of the whole eight, softened and blended into one 
another, forming, if I may so express it, a perfect rainbow of sound.”66

	 Spirit music often involved the use of the piano, an instrument that 
was present in many middle-class houses where private séances were 
held. In a sitting described by Emma Hardinge, the piano was played by 
two young girls “who had scarcely reached their teens, both of whom were 
unacquainted with music, yet acted upon by spirits in a way to play the most 
exquisite tunes upon the piano.”67 The use of music not only established a 
pleasing environment at a spiritualist gathering, but also evoked activities 

FIG. 7

Music played an important 
role in Victorian séances. 
In this illustration, a 
musical instrument 
levitates over the séance 
table. From Confessions of a 
Medium (London: Griffith 
and Farran, 1882), 95.



P
A

R
LO

R
 G

A
M

E
S

55of leisure and social life in the domestic house. The study of music, and 
especially of piano, was common among young middle-class women in 
Europe and North America during the nineteenth century. Young ladies 
demonstrated their musical skills for evening guests, and piano playing 
was an important activity in the process of courting.
	 The range and variability of spirit manifestations were instrumental in 
ensuring the entertaining quality of séances, too. Although the first séanc-
es relied solely on spirit rapping and table turning, spiritualist phenome-
na soon became more varied. Already in the 1870s, Catherine Berry, citing 
instances of spiritual phenomena, listed manifestations as diverse as the 
painting of faces; the apparition of flowers, fruits, birds, butterflies, and 
flour; the physical manifestation of spirits; the cutting of fruit; the disap-
pearance of objects; the movement of pictures and carrying of objects by 
spirits; the drinking of ale by a spirit; spirit music, voices, and touches; 
levitation of the medium or the sitters; and a shower of feathers.68 She de-
scribed the latter as “a wonderful manifestation, although not one of my 
liking, and I would much have preferred a shower of flowers, which my 
spirit friends generally give me.”69 “Wonderful” manifestations could also 
include dance mediumship, eccentric movements performed by mediums 
who were “possessed” by spirits,70 spirit painting or drawing in trance,71 
and spirit photography.72

	 The reaction of sitters to these phenomena was often described as joy-
ful. Mediums welcomed manifestations of happiness and delight from sit-
ters. Such emotions were considered to be the fuel that nourished spirit 
communication and a prerequisite for the successful functioning of the 
spirit circle. Even reactions of laughter were well received, and some me-
diums viewed mirth as one of the main symbolic and emotional displays 
of the bond between sitters and spirits.73 The spiritualist Joseph Hartman 
reported that a session of spirit drawing—a phenomenon that involved the 
sketching of drawings by a medium in trance—was watched by the sitters 
with a mixture of wonder and enjoyment: “No words can express our as-
tonishment and delight, for the entertainment seemed to come as the re-
sult of association with youthful spirits, who were glad to have found an 
open avenue by which they could ‘come’ and manifest their presence and 
tell of their happiness.” The spirits drew forty or fifty cartoons within an 
hour and a half, explaining each design and explicitly saying that they had 
“fun.”74 Spirits frequently asserted that they received as much pleasure 
from séances as did the sitters. When Robert Dale Owen, who converted 
to spiritualism in 1854 and subsequently authored two successful books 
on this topic, expressed his gratification at having been allowed to witness 



C
O

N
F

IG
U

R
A

TIO
N

S
 O

F
 S

É
A

N
C

E
S

56 some spectacular manifestations, the spirits responded, “Don’t you know 
that we are as much gratified to give them as you to receive them?”75 
According to another report, spirits were drawn to a wide array of popu-
lar entertainments: they played cards; frequently organized parties, balls, 
and other forms of recreation in the otherworld; and celebrated whenever 
a spirit rose “to the higher sphere” with “a grand entertainment of music 
and dancing.”76

	 As Peter Lamont noted, spiritualist phenomena appear to bear re-
lations to prestidigitation, an art that was performed as evening domes-
tic entertainment in the late nineteenth century by middle-class amateur 
magicians.77 In fact, many manifestations observed at spiritualist séances 
resembled these sleights of hand. Georgiana Houghton, for instance, de-
scribed a séance in which the spirits gently withdrew a handkerchief from 
the hands of a sitter, knotted it into the form of a figure, and tucked it into 
the front of her dress.78 In a séance recorded in 1867 by William Lloyd 
Garrison, a basket containing artificial oranges and lemons was emptied, 
its contents distributed around the circle, and the basket successfully put 
upon the head of everyone present in a grotesque manner.79 These phe-
nomena were unmistakably similar to customary tricks from the tradition 
of prestidigitation.80 Such feats performed by the spirits were instrumental 
in arousing the wonder of the sitters, suggesting that séances were a kind 
of domestic spectacle that played with audience members’ taste for sensa-
tion as much as with their religious belief.81

	 Spiritualist séances also have much in common with popular games 
and toys marketed for use in domestic environments during the Victorian 
era. Throughout the nineteenth century, for instance, American and British 
publishers offered a great variety of “oracles”—books that promised to pre-
dict players’ fortunes and, at the same time, provided groups of men and 
women with a possible means of interaction during social occasions.82 The 
most famous of them was Henrietta Dumont’s The Lady’s Oracle. The book’s 
introduction explained that the oracle was meant to prevent those times in 
an evening’s enjoyment when conversation flagged, “and every one feels 
the necessity of some movement which shall dissipate the awkwardness 
and restraint of the moment, and afford the means of active and interesting 
amusement.”83 The oracle books provided a simple game and a pattern for 
social interaction based on a series of questions and responses. Answers 
to questions were randomly chosen by the person whose fortune was to be 
read, and then read aloud by the person acting as the oracle. Spiritualist 
séances could sometimes function similarly to the oracle books, providing 
sitters with a preestablished set of interaction dynamics to follow. Sitters 
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might ask the spirits to give them insight into the future, reproducing quite 
accurately the tradition of oracle games.
	 Devices purportedly designed to ensure the clarity and authenticity  
of spirit messages, which were frequently employed in séances, bore re-
lations to popular toys of the time, too. Particularly famous were those 
designed by Robert Hare, a chemistry professor at the University of 
Pennsylvania, whose conversion to spiritualism had warranted front-page 
coverage in the New York Times in 1855.84 He created as many as six versions 
of his mechanized instrument, called the “spiritoscope,” which aimed at 
preventing the possibility of trickery and manipulation during sittings. 
Hare’s most effective idea was to place a disk bearing the letters of the al-
phabet, which spirits might use to communicate with sitters, in a position 
that hid it from the eyes of the medium (fig. 8). In this way, Hare rea-
soned, mediums had no control over the message delivered, “even clair-
voyance being nullified,”85 and the experimenter could collect empirical, 
unabridged evidence of spirit communication.
	 The spiritoscope was meant to make all spirit communications per-
formed through the “bare” table obsolete, replacing table rapping with a 
more mediated signal. If the table were to cease to be at the center of the 
spiritualist enterprise, the playfulness of the experience would not be lost; 
on the contrary, it would possibly be enhanced. The passion for knowl-
edge that led Hare to design increasingly complex devices for testing the 

FIG. 8   The spiritoscope, designed by Robert Hare, provided experimental evidence of spirit 
contact. From Robert Hare, Experimental Investigation of the Spirit Manifestations, Demonstrating the 
Existence of Spirits and Their Communion with Mortals (New York: Partridge and Brittan, 1856).
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58 authenticity of spirit communication reveals the convergence of spiritual-
ist practices with the tradition of scientific demonstrations and pastimes.86 
Hare incessantly employed his devices in spiritualist séances and with dif-
ferent mediums, giving practical demonstrations of their functions and 
marveling at the revelations that the spirits sent through them.87 He was 
neither the first nor the last in the history of spiritualism to design, em-
ploy, and demonstrate devices for registering spirit messages and phe-
nomena. For instance, the British engineer Cromwell Fleetwood Varley, 
who was involved in the laying of the successful transatlantic telegraph ca-
bles of the 1860s and converted to spiritualism at the end of that decade, 
used electrical apparatuses to establish whether spirit contact involved the 
discharge of electric and magnetic streams.88

	 Several of these instruments employed in séances were commercial-
ized as popular games throughout the nineteenth century, inaugurating a 
tradition of toys inspired by spiritualism and mediumship that reaches to 
the present day. Companies such as Sears Roebuck in the United States and 
the Two Worlds Publishing Company in Britain marketed several models 
of “spirit boards” in the last decades of the century, turning spirit com-
munication into a popular game that was advertised as such.89 Inspired by 
the likes of the spiritoscope and the planchette—a simple instrument that 
facilitated written communication with spirits90—numerous devices were 
patented with different names, including the “toy fortune-telling device,” 
the “dial planchette,” and the “talking board.”91 While maintaining their 
designation as popular games, toy companies openly invoked the tradition 
of instruments designed for the investigation of spiritualism.92

	 The most successful spiritualism-related instrument and toy is un-
doubtedly the Ouija board. The first version of this board was patented in 
1891 in the United States and originally commercialized by the Kennard 
Novelty Company in Baltimore.93 The patent described it as “a toy or game 
by which two or more persons can amuse themselves by asking questions 
of any kind and having them answered by the device used and operated 
by the touch of the hand, so that the answers are designated by letters on 
the board.”94 Advertisements for this “wonderful talking board” began to 
appear as early as February 1891 in the popular press.95 The Ouija board 
was so successful that in the following years the Kennard Novelty Company 
opened new factories in New York, Chicago, and London and registered 
several patents for improvements on this instrument.96 Despite being 
marketed as a toy, it was also widely employed by spiritualists at séanc-
es; domestic entertainment was thus combined with religious practice 
and the investigation of spirit phenomena. Ethnographic studies confirm 
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into the supernatural and a game. Jean M. Myrick conducted interviews 
with people who used the Ouija board; interviewees compared it to playing 
cards and Monopoly, a popular table game, while contending that there was 
also something “more serious” about it.97 In 2014, the board lent its name 
to a successful horror film, Ouija, distributed by Universal Pictures. The 
launching of the movie coincided with the marketing of a table game, invit-
ing playful as well as realistic interpretations of the Ouija’s functioning.98

	 The use of instruments to facilitate spirit communication suggests that 
séances had something in common with the “rational amusement” of popu-
lar nineteenth-century philosophical toys, such as the phenakistoscope and 
the stereoscope. These devices were designed to demonstrate the achieve-
ments of rational sciences, especially optics, and at the same time to arouse 
curiosity and to serve as entertainment for private use. As David Brewster, 
who invented the kaleidoscope and popularized the application of the ste-
reoscope for photography, put it, “The toy that amuses the child will in-
struct the sage, and many an eminent discoverer and inventor can trace the 
pursuits which immortalize them to some experiment or instrument which 
amused them at school.”99 Likewise, the use of spiritualist devices such as 
the spiritoscope and the Ouija board coupled leisure with spiritualist inqui-
ry, arousing curiosity and a thirst for knowledge.
	 Marketed simultaneously as instruments for spiritualist circles and 
domestic entertainment, spirit boards provided users with standardized 
practices for conducting spiritualist séances as religious inquiries and 
as domestic games, allowing for a flexible interpretation of these events. 
Instruments conceived for the investigation of spiritualism were rede-
signed as parlor and table games, participating in the tradition of rational 
amusements in the nineteenth century. The application of scientific prin-
ciples for the purpose of amusement, in fact, was based on a mixture of 
curiosity, wonder, and desire for knowledge that characterized the experi-
ence of spiritualists at séances. Private séances shared with philosophical 
toys, as well as with popular scientific experiments performed in domestic 
settings, the constant appeal to the senses, which resulted in the wonder 
and excitement felt by many sitters.100 The attempt to establish communi-
cation with the beyond mingled with the hope to gain further awareness of 
the mysteries of the otherworld and with the thrill of witnessing spectacu-
lar spirit manifestations.
	 Despite strong evidence supporting such an analogy, the link between 
philosophical toys and spiritualist séances has been commonly dismissed, 
due to the fact that rational entertainments explicitly refused any contact 
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lined their distance from superstition and magical beliefs, carefully ex-
plaining the illusory nature of supernatural phenomena.101 Similarly, as 
Simon During claims, prestidigitation profited from the fascination with 
the supernatural but nonetheless explicitly opposed spiritualism, de-
nouncing the trickery of fraudulent mediums.102 Such analysis, however, 
does not take into account the fact that spiritualists also claimed to oppose 
superstition; they explicitly refused the concept of the supernatural by ar-
guing that spiritualism was based on the objective and scientific discov-
ery that the living are able to communicate with the dead. They considered 
spiritualist séances to be a rational and uplifting activity, a journey into the 
realms of rationality rather than mystery and the occult. As one spiritual-
ist put it, those who believed in spirit communication “hold convictions 
and cherish aspirations of which no rational, pure-minded or devout man 
need be ashamed, but which are worthy the serious regard of all thoughtful 
people.”103

	 The analogy with the philosophical toys can shed light on how spiritu-
alism, as Daniel Herman appropriately claimed, “offered entertainment by 
encouraging believers and non-believers to test its truth.”104 Nicolas Dulac 
and André Gaudreault have suggested that philosophical toys such as the 
phenakistoscope—which gave the illusion of movement through a spinning 
disc around whose edge a dozen figures were arranged in a circle, and was 
used to explain the optical theories of afterimage and persistence of vision—
functioned according to a logic of circularity and repetition.105 Their appeal 
was thus based on the principle of the loop. Although spiritualist séances 
did not loop, they also entailed the repetition of a well-established pattern, 
by which the expectations of the sitters were manipulated toward the sym-
bolic fulfillment of the event—the manifestation of the spirit. The ritualism 
of this pattern was highly standardized and regulated, requiring sitters to 
act accordingly within a recognized mold. Waiting was an inherent part of 
this process, since spirit manifestation “required time and patience to ar-
rive at.”106 A spiritualist suggested that this was the reason why little prog-
ress was made toward the conversion of determined skeptics, since “men 
who say ‘show me that yonder table can be made to jump up to the ceiling 
in broad daylight and I will believe your trash!’ . . . are not likely to have the 
patience to sit quietly at a table.”107

	 The sense of wonder stimulated through philosophical toys was close-
ly connected to forms of commerce. As Susan Horton aptly emphasiz-
es, devices such as zoetropes and phenakistoscopes were marketed and 
purchased, and people bought tickets to attend visual attractions such as 
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commercial enterprise that interacted in many ways with the nineteenth-
century consumer culture, as well as with show business. Likewise, instru-
ments such as the psychograph, the planchette, and the Ouija board were 
industrially produced and marketed in Britain and the United States. A 
strong commercial component was also present in private spiritualist sé-
ances, which usually required the payment of a fee or some other kind of 
compensation to the medium, making the search for the unknown a prof-
itable business.
	 As a private “rational game,” spiritualist sittings contributed to open-
ing Victorian parlors to novel forms of domestic entertainment. The house 
was, for nineteenth-century spiritualists, not only the “true locus of reli-
giosity,” but an increasingly permeable space that allowed for the intro-
duction of social gathering and play into the private and familial sphere. 
Media historian Joshua Meyrowitz noted that, from the end of the nine-
teenth century, the introduction of media such as the telephone reshaped 
the definition of the private sphere, opening the domestic environment to 
new channels of communication with the outside world.109 In a similar way, 
séances broke the alleged inviolability of Victorian houses with their prom-
ise of communication with an external entity—the spirits of the dead. But 
what is perhaps most revealing in the analysis of private spiritualist séanc-
es, as discussed in this chapter, is that séances opened the house to novel 
forms of domestic entertainment. Similar to philosophical toys, séances set 
up the house as the principal theater for a rational game that succeeded in 
acquiring the dedicated and excited attention of the tenants and guests who 
sat together at the spirit table. Private spiritualist sittings, therefore, per-
tain to the history of the introduction of entertainment practices within the 
domestic space. If philosophical toys are examined in film studies as one of 
the most direct antecedents to audiovisual media such as cinema and tele-
vision,110 séances should be integrated into the prehistory and the archae-
ology of domestic entertainment media.111

	 In the next two chapters, we will move away from the performance of 
spiritualist séances to question more specifically how these events were 
marketed and advertised. As I will show, mediums and spiritualists em-
ployed several of the techniques and strategies that were customary in show 
business, such as the stimulation of controversies in the press and the fab-
rication of celebrity status.
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On 17 February 1851, a joint letter signed by three professors at the 
University of Buffalo and published in the Commercial Adviser claimed to 
disclose the secret behind the legendary Fox sisters’ spirit phenomena. 
The authors—Dr. Flint, Dr. Lee, and Dr. Coventry—had visited one of the 
sisters’ public exhibitions, and they declared that the mysterious rappings 
were produced by movements of the knee joints. They also affirmed that 
a lady of their acquaintance had produced similar sounds by that means.1 
Leah, the older sister of Kate and Margaret Fox, promptly responded with 
a public statement that invited the professors to demonstrate their theo-
ry. “As there seems to be much interest manifested by the public on that 
subject,” she wrote, “we would suggest that as early an investigation as is 
convenient would be acceptable to the undersigned.”2 Yet, despite the Fox 
sisters’ eagerness in calling for further inspections, the investigation that 
followed did not lead to a withdrawal of the professors’ claims; it rather 
prompted a second report, published in the New York Tribune, confirming 
all allegations. This time, the professors’ argument was supported by the 
observation that every time the girls’ knees were seized, the manifestations 
came to an abrupt end. Although the editor of the Tribune, Horace Greeley, 
published a note in response that called for “another version of the mat-
ter,”3 news of the exposure of the Fox sisters’ trickery spread through the 
national press.
	 Those who expected the newly born spiritualist movement to be short-
lived, however, were wrong. As Eliab Wilkinson Capron—a former journalist 
who assisted the adolescent mediums in their public appearances—observed, 
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66 “The report soon called forth replies and criticisms, and, instead of allay-
ing the excitement in Buffalo and other places, it was greatly increased by 
the efforts of the professors.”4 Rather than signaling a setback for the new-
fangled séance craze, the emergence of criticism spurred curiosity across 
an American society where popular newspapers such as the New York Tribune 
and the New York Sun dictated the issues of public debate. “The rooms of the 
ladies,” Capron wrote, “were crowded with visitors, many of whom went to 
confirm the theory of the University doctors, and many from a wish to make 
a candid examination themselves.”5

	 As James W. Cook convincingly demonstrated, one of the most in-
novative marketing schemes that accompanied the rise of modern show 
business came with the discovery that a degree of uncertainty about the 
authenticity of an attraction contributed to an arousal of interest in the 
public and the popular press.6 In Victorian America and England, show-
men such as P. T. Barnum understood that doubts about the authenticity 
of their spectacular feats only added to their appeal. As a well-established 
motto in the entertainment sector goes, “There’s no such thing as bad pub-
licity.” This chapter argues that the spiritualist movement profited from 
this strategy as well. Controversy and skepticism were never overlooked 
by mediums and leaders of the movement, who regularly responded with 
an endless play of exposure and counter-exposure that grabbed the atten-
tion of the press and stimulated the curiosity of audiences at spiritualist 
demonstrations.

the power of controversy: american and british show business 
around 1850

In order to comprehend how spiritualists transformed controversies into 
opportunities for promotion, it is important to consider the extent to which 
similar strategies were employed within the broader field of American and 
British show business, and how this was closely linked to the mass circu-
lation of the press, which provided a new vehicle for publicity. During the 
first half of the nineteenth century, attitudes toward diversions and com-
mercial entertainments underwent a striking change. Long before the era 
of film and television, live performances were largely responsible for the 
astounding growth of the entertainment sector.7 The new opportunities 
offered by commercial advertising were particularly pivotal in the advent 
of a golden age for theater, freak shows, anthropological exhibits, dime 
museums, stage magic, and many other forms of popular entertainment.8 



B
R

E
A

K
IN

G
 TH

E
 N

E
W

S
67Spectacular attractions gained a new capacity to draw large audiences, as a 

growing number of professional showmen competed to offer the most sen-
sational feats and experimented with new ways of advertising to attract the 
attention of the press.
	 Given the need to appeal to the interest of the public, exaggerations, 
deceptions, and fraud became a staple of the trade. Frequently, success-
ful attractions were artful fabrications of clever impresarios who strove 
to conform to their audience’s taste.9 Showmen and promoters constant-
ly manipulated the public presentation of their exhibits. Whether it was a 
magic show, a feat of funambulism, or a theatrical sketch, every attraction 
required some degree of fabrication to make it more appealing to the audi-
ence. Exaggeration and embellishment came to be the true essence of the 
most popular attractions in the nineteenth century.10 In the case of spir-
itualism, too, a high degree of hyperbole and sensationalism character-
ized public presentations and press reports of the alleged powers of famous 
mediums, such as Daniel Dunglas Home and the Davenport brothers.11 
The rise of popular journalism accelerated this tendency, providing per-
formers and impresarios with unprecedented opportunities for marketing 
their attractions and shows. As the first periodicals to rely on the commer-
cialization of news, the American penny press signaled, in the 1830s, the 
transformation of newspapers from small-circulation dailies and week-
lies closely tied to political parties and interest groups to large-circulation 
dailies that usually avoided any political affiliation and found their primary 
source of funding in advertisements.12

	 If not the first American showman, P. T. Barnum was certainly one 
of the most acute in his understanding that publicity was the key to suc-
cess in show business. Barnum demonstrated an ability to make his attrac-
tions appealing to a wide potential audience, spreading propaganda about 
both these feats and his own public image. As Eric Fretz put it, he “made 
a name for himself by stylizing the lives of others and packaging them for 
public consumption.”13 Historians of the American show trade agree that 
Barnum’s development of promotional and publicity techniques was in-
strumental in making show business a permanent part of American life.14 
One of the main strategies employed by Barnum was the stimulation of 
public controversies that, by spreading through the press, provided ex-
traordinary advertising opportunities.15 In this way, the showman’s attrac-
tions became the topic of press reports and news items in magazines and 
papers, which served as a much more powerful engine for publicity than 
paid commercial advertisements. The penny press, in fact, frequently used 
controversies to heighten sales.16
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68 	 By turning public controversy into an advertising opportunity, Barnum 
became involved in what James Cook called “artful deception,” a particu-
lar mode of popular culture that pervaded urban entertainment in America 
throughout the nineteenth century. This included attractions such as au-
tomatons, panoramas, trompe l’oeil paintings, and stage magic, all of 
which appealed to spectators by challenging them to inquire about the 
truth of their perceptions.17 The strategy adopted by Barnum to promote 
his first attraction, the allegedly 161-year-old woman Joice Heth, was ex-
emplary of this approach. In the effort to stimulate popular interest, the 
showman was clever enough not to defend too inflexibly the authentic-
ity of Joice’s age. On at least one occasion, Barnum went so far as to send 
a newspaper an anonymous notice that claimed that she was nothing but a 
“curiously constructed automaton, made up of whalebone, india-rubber, 
and numberless springs ingeniously put together, and made to move at the 
slightest touch, according to the will of the operator.”18 By planting this 
story, he ensured that his show would be widely reported and discussed 
in the popular press. As Barnum recalled, “Hundreds who had not visited 
Joice Heth were now anxious to see the curious automaton; while many who 
had seen her were equally desirous of a second look, in order to determine 
whether or not they had been deceived.”19

	 The strategy of using controversy as a marketing opportunity also 
characterized the rise of spiritualism. In fact, mediums and spiritualist 
leaders often benefited from the hype kindled by controversies surround-
ing their claims. It was not by chance that Barnum was drawn toward the 
case of spiritualism, given his interest in deceptive and fraudulent prac-
tices. In The Humbugs of the World, a book intended to expose deceptions in 
several fields, including science, literature, and medicine, Barnum dedi-
cated much space to the exposure of spiritualist séances. After explaining 
how spiritualism had artfully started with the Fox family’s lucrative hum-
bug, Barnum pointed out that “an aptitude for deception is all the capital 
that a person requires in order to become a ‘spirit-medium’; or, at least, to 
gain the reputation of being one.”20 Notwithstanding his firm condemna-
tion of spiritualism, Barnum apparently considered it to be a valid attrac-
tion for his American Museum. Opened in 1841 at the corner of Broadway 
and Ann Street in New York City, the museum offered freak shows along-
side exhibits of natural history, encouraging its patrons to be skeptical of 
institutional authority. It was a place, by Barnum’s own design, where lay-
people could take on the experts and win.21 The museum’s collection in-
cluded samples of William Mumler’s spirit photographs,22 and its lecture 
rooms featured demonstrations with mesmerized subjects.23
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69	 Barnum was not the only figure in nineteenth-century show business 

to manipulate public debate for the sake of advertising. The American 
clown Dan Rice, one of the most famous circus performers and entre-
preneurs in mid-nineteenth-century America, also realized the lucrative 
applications of controversy in advertising. Like Barnum, he made public 
admissions of this strategy, declaring that he found “no advertising more 
profitable than that obtained by one of [his] circuses being attacked from 
the pulpit.”24 Likewise, stoking doubts about the authenticity of an attrac-
tion helped many showmen publicize their exhibitions of freak shows and 
human oddities. This, as Robert Bogdan noted, was particularly relevant 
in the case of bearded women, whose popularity depended on challenging 
the established boundaries of gender.25 Challenges and imitations were a 
staple of the show trade: performers presented their rivals as mere imita-
tors or shams and responded to challenges that were frequently staged in 
order to kindle the curiosity of the public.26

	 While P. T. Barnum and other American showmen frequently crossed 
the ocean, adapting their attractions and commercial strategies to the 
British context,27 the use of sensation and controversy to arouse the in-
terest of the press was a strategy that developed independently in Britain. 
As Michael Diamond aptly shows, if it is true that restraint and deco-
rum were highly valued in nineteenth-century British society and that 
many sensational subjects were taboo, this does not mean that British 
Victorians did not enjoy sensation as much as Americans did.28 The de-
velopment of a popular press did much to facilitate public debates and 
controversies. In the middle of the nineteenth century, the removal of 
taxes on newspaper advertising (1853), as well as the repeal of stamp duty 
on newspapers (1855) and of paper duty (1861), made newspapers af-
fordable for the first time to a large mass of people in Britain.29 Papers 
such as the London Journal, Reynolds’s Miscellany, and Cassell’s Illustrated 
Family Paper adapted, for the British context, some of the strategies that 
made the American penny press popular. They promoted an editori-
al approach that combined popular entertainment with literature and 
culture, featuring stories, essays, fashion news, humorous items, poet-
ry, and pictures.30 British showmen made confident use of the new op-
portunities for publicity provided by the mass circulation of newspapers 
and took advantage of advertising strategies similar to those employed by 
P. T. Barnum.31 As Diamond notes, “In all branches of entertainment, in-
cluding literature but above all in the performing arts, great efforts were 
made, as they are now, to create sensations.”32 Journalists received free 
and discounted tickets to shows, and some entrepreneurs in theater and 
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70 live entertainment went so far as to offer them refreshment and dinner 
in conjunction with their previews.33

	 The appeal of public controversies helps explain the popular success 
of public lectures on technological and scientific subjects. It is difficult to 
overestimate the relevance of this cultural form throughout the nineteenth 
century. According to one estimation, between 1840 and 1860 more than 
three thousand advertised lectures took place in New York City alone; in 
Britain, they were at least equally successful.34 Lectures were a public ritu-
al and an intellectual event designed to entertain as well as to educate, and 
to make knowledge accessible to the common person. Popularizers of sci-
ence such as John Henry Pepper, who enriched his lectures at London’s 
Royal Polytechnic with illusionistic tricks that could have easily been found 
in the cabinet of a stage magician, understood that they had to satisfy the 
public’s craving for visual images and effects—one of the hallmarks of 
Victorian mass culture.35 However, the divulgation of scientific knowledge 
and the quality of visual effects were neither the only nor the main reasons 
for the lectures’ appeal. Definitions of what counted as a scientific lecture 
were malleable: the quasi-magical status held by phenomena such as elec-
tricity and magnetism in the public imagination benefited those lecturers 
who performed demonstrations of more controversial bodies of knowl-
edge.36 Lecturers reporting on subjects such as mesmerism, mediumship, 
and spiritualism often mingled with those who turned science and tech-
nology into spectacular attractions.37 The presentation of science and spir-
itualism to the public thus proceeded along parallel lines, with debates on 
controversial scientific issues such as mesmerism and hypnotic states co-
inciding with the moments of greatest public visibility for the spiritualist 
movement.38

	 Like impresarios in show business, spiritualists invited newspaper-
men to public séances, often stimulating rather than avoiding the criticism 
that might arise.39 If they did not—like P. T. Barnum and other nineteenth-
century showmen—actually fabricate evidence against their own claims, 
they nonetheless benefited from public controversy regarding the authen-
ticity of spirit phenomena and actively encouraged skeptical scientists, 
magicians, and journalists to undertake public investigations of medi-
umship. As séance sitting evolved from a local sensation in a small New 
York town to a popular activity that reached large masses of people in North 
America and Europe, spiritualist mediums and promoters employed some 
of the very same strategies that had been successfully used by American 
and British showmen to promote their trade. Similar to entertainers and 
performers in show business, spiritualists never feared skepticism or 
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71controversies. On the contrary, they constantly made reference to the po-

lemics of those who questioned their claims, conceiving of mediumship as 
an unending play of exposures and counter-exposures.40

the role of controversies in the rise of american spiritualism

The use of controversy as a marketing device within the spiritualist move-
ment is evident if one takes a closer look at the Fox sisters’ public exhibi-
tions organized in the years 1849–50. As Arthur Conan Doyle reported in 
his history of the movement, the first demonstration of spiritualism at the 
Corinthian Hall in Rochester did not convince all of the audience mem-
bers, but rather increased their skepticism.41 In the days that followed, 
there was a lively debate in the local press, with Rochester’s Daily News 
and Daily Democrat taking conflicting positions on the matter.42 The con-
troversy soon spread to national newspapers, so that the Fox sisters’ “weak 
imposture”—as one publication put it—brought “a certain notoriety” to the 
city of Rochester.43 This pattern was invariably repeated in the following 
years, as the Fox sisters demonstrated their mediumship in several large 
towns and before considerable audiences. Constantly challenged by disbe-
lief and accusations of fraud, the adolescent mediums became a hot item 
in the penny press. In this regard, skepticism was not an enemy but an 
ally for the early leaders of spiritualism. No less than articles authored by 
advocates of spirit phenomena, newspaper reports exposing the Fox sis-
ters’ trickery contributed to their status as national celebrities. As Leah 
Fox stated, the harshest criticism coincided with their greatest successes, 
even from a financial point of view: the challenges levied by the three pro-
fessors at the University of Buffalo, for instance, prompted their support-
ers to send them monetary gifts “as tribute of sympathy for what we had to 
bear.”44

	 The Fox sisters benefited from the assistance of counselors who su-
pervised both their public performances and their contact with the press. 
The first and most important of these was the professional journalist Eliab 
Wilkinson Capron, editor of the Daily Mirror in Providence, Rhode Island, 
who met the Fox sisters as early as 1848 in Rochester. Capron’s involve-
ment in their career was quite similar to that of agents and managers in 
show business.45 Besides giving the Fox sisters valuable publicity in his pa-
per, he introduced their shows with lectures at the Corinthian Hall and on 
many other occasions.46 Like every good theatrical agent, he took great care 
in his relationship with the press; as he stated in the preface to a pamphlet 
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72 about the Fox sisters that was reprinted twice in 1850, he often had to deal 
with newspaper editors.47 When public controversy about the sisters’ me-
diumship erupted, Capron made use of his professional experience to re-
spond effectively to the attacks. For instance, on 17 April 1851, after a Mrs. 
Norman Culver publicly declared that Kate Fox had revealed to her the se-
cret of how the raps were artificially produced, Capron reacted with the 
readiness of an accustomed impresario, publishing a crushing response.48

	 With their séances in New York City in 1850, the Fox sisters definitive-
ly succeeded in making themselves known throughout the United States. 
Capron paved the way for their arrival in the metropolis, writing and en-
suring the publication of a long letter in the New York Tribune, which was 
presented as the first detailed account of the rappings in a newspaper of 
national circulation. Capron’s piece subsequently launched a deluge of 
articles and letters published in the Tribune and other New York newspa-
pers, heightening anticipation of the arrival of the mediums.49 On 4 June 
1850, Mrs. Fox and her three daughters—Margaret, Kate, and Leah, who 
had joined the family venture—arrived in New York and occupied a room at 
Barnum’s Hotel, where their public sittings were to take place.50 Although 
this establishment had nothing to do with Barnum the showman, its loca-
tion at the corner of Broadway and Maiden Lane—right in the center of a 
district that was quickly becoming the hub of the entertainment industry 
in the United States—was hardly a coincidence.
	 Feeling the rush of attention from a booming midcentury New York 
was certainly a singular experience for the two adolescent mediums from 
Hydesville. Several decades later, Leah described what it felt like to be an 
attraction for the press and the public: “The editors of the Tribune and 
many other papers were in our rooms daily. Mr. Ripley used to say to us: 
‘Ladies, you are the lions of New York.’ Mary Taylor, in a Broadway the-
atre, sweetly sang ‘The Rochester Knockings at Barnum’s Hotel,’ as a pop-
ular topic of the day. Many things in stores, on sidewalks, and newspaper 
advertisements, were paraded and labeled with the words ‘Rochester 
Knockings.’ What a time, to be sure, we had of it during that first visit, of 
nearly three months, to the great metropolis!”51 When the Fox family left 
New York two months later, the exhibition of their astounding medium-
ship had grossed, on average, one hundred dollars a day.52 Returning to 
Rochester to plan their subsequent tours, they left behind several circles 
of sitters who were ready to start their own investigations into the myster-
ies of spiritualism.53

	 Capron served as the Fox sisters’ adviser during their New York sé-
ances. He provided the advertisements that were published in the local 
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passed without some comments on the strange phenomena” appearing 
in the New York press.54 While most papers proved skeptical toward the 
spiritualist claims, Capron gained the collaboration of one of New York’s 
most influential journalists: Horace Greeley. An advocate of free labor and 
the abolition of slavery, Greeley was the editor of the New York Tribune, the 
newspaper with the largest circulation in the United States.55 He reported 
in the Tribune on the Fox sisters’ arrival and, according to the testimony of 
one of the girls, gave the family several suggestions, including how much 
to charge for admission to their séances.56 Authoring numerous boastful 
columns in his paper, Greeley became one of the architects of the Fox fam-
ily’s success on the New York tour. When the sisters were finished giving 
demonstrations at Barnum’s Hotel, Greeley hosted them for several weeks 
at his residence at Turtle Bay in upstate New York, where they performed 
séances for him and his wife.57 The loss of his son in the cholera epidem-
ic of 1849 possibly contributed to his confidence that the Fox sisters were 
capable of communicating with the dead.58 Greeley’s belief in spiritual-
ism also intersected with his faith in the power of the press: according to 
a spiritualist source, he offered to give 2,500 dollars a year to any medium 
who could provide him with fresh news from London on a daily basis, an-
ticipating the benefits brought about some years later by the introduction 
of the Atlantic telegraphic line.59 Greeley later retracted his endorsement 
of spiritualism, attributing his own involvement to his wife’s hope to con-
tact their dead child.60 He also reported to have exposed the trickery of the 
Fox sisters by 1850. Yet his account is contradicted by numerous sources, 
suggesting that his involvement in spiritualism was longer and deeper than 
he admitted.61

	 Albeit in different ways, Horace Greeley is remembered as a pioneer 
of both spiritualism and modern advertisement. In the same year that 
he was promoting the Fox sisters’ New York séances, Greeley published 
an essay entitled “The Philosophy of Advertising” in Hunt’s Merchants’ 
Magazine and Commercial Review, an early advertising trade journal. The 
essay observed that American businessmen were mostly unaware of the 
enormous power that the press had attained, with the circulation of news-
papers having multiplied several times in the span of just a few years. 
Neglecting to use the press as a marketing opportunity, Greeley pointed 
out, was equivalent to “resolving never to travel by steam nor to commu-
nicate by telegraph.”62 Some lines of the essay have remained entrenched 
in the history of advertising in the United States, as Greeley urged pro-
moters to acquire more legitimacy by using the straightforward language 
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74 of business: “Leave the clown’s jests to the circus,” he exhorted, “and let 
sober men speak as they act, with directness and decision. The fewest 
words that will convey the advertiser’s ideas are the right ones.”63 Decades 
later, after he had passed away, Greeley’s “spirit” made a brief appearance 
in an American séance, delivering a message that he requested be sent 
to the Tribune.64 The posthumous appearance of famous mediums and 
prominent figures in the history of the movement was a common trope 
in spiritualist sittings. In this sense, the apparition of Greeley’s spirit 
signaled his insertion into the historical legacy not just of advertisement 
but of spiritualism, too.65

public controversies, sensationalism, and the emergence of 
british spiritualism

In England, the emergence of the spiritualist movement followed a pattern 
similar to the Fox sisters’ first American séances. Although news concern-
ing the Hydesville case was reported in the British press and a few British 
mediums became active soon afterward, the dawn of the spiritualist craze 
in old Europe is usually identified with the October 1852 arrival in England 
of an American medium, Maria Hayden. Like the Fox sisters, she benefit-
ed from the services of a counselor—her husband—who managed her rela-
tions with the press. Mr. Hayden was a respected New England journalist 
and the former editor of the Star Spangled Banner. He provided the adver-
tisements for the demonstrations of his wife’s mediumship. These were 
published in several newspapers, but, he reported, they were not always 
welcome; the Times, for instance, refused to run one of his ads.66 Reviews 
of Maria Hayden’s performances were mostly negative, and most news-
papers and magazines that published accounts of her séances ridiculed 
them. As Arthur Conan Doyle put it, “The ignorant British Press treated 
Mrs. Hayden as a common American adventuress.”67

	 Yet the “explosion” of the spiritualist craze was imminent. It coincid-
ed with a letter on “table-turning” authored by the great English chem-
ist and physicist Michael Faraday, published in the Times on 23 June 1853. 
Although the letter was a public condemnation of spiritualism, the rele-
vance of the person who signed it turned spiritualism into a popular topic 
of discussion. Faraday argued that mediumistic phenomena had nothing to 
do with spirit agency and could instead be explained as the result of uncon-
scious muscular action.68 This was only the first of a series of famous con-
troversies concerning spiritualism that were heralded by the British press, 
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75with the intervention of eminent scientists. Such polemics often signal 

the periods of maximal momentum in the history of the British spiritual-
ist movement. In the 1870s, for instance, the conversion of the prominent 
chemist William Crookes to spiritualism initiated a revival of the debates 
on spiritualism in the British press.69

	 The thirst for sensationalism in the popular press certainly enhanced 
spiritualism’s public visibility during the Victorian age. It is perhaps not 
a coincidence that one of the most famous figures in British nineteenth-
century sensationalist journalism, W. T. Stead, became one of the main 
advocates of spiritualism and belief in telepathy at the end of the centu-
ry.70 Stead, who edited influential papers such as the Pall Mall Gazette and 
the Review of Reviews, is considered the founder of the “New Journalism,” 
a name coined by journalist Matthew Arnold in 1887 to designate a new 
style of reports that played strongly upon sensationalism and popular 
emotions.71 From 1893 to 1897, Stead served as the founder and editor 
of Borderland, a journal consecrated to the study of spiritualism and psy-
chical research. He did not consider his career as a spiritualist publicist 
to be essentially different from his activities as a mainstream journalist. 
Borderland’s organization and editorial strategy followed quite closely the 
model of his main publishing enterprise of the 1890s, the Review of Reviews: 
each quarterly issue contained a biographical sketch of a medium or a per-
son with psychical gifts, a monograph on a particular branch of psychical 
research and occult beliefs, and reviews of relevant publications and peri-
odicals.72 Years later, in 1912, Stead lost his life in the sinking of the Titanic 
and began some sort of new career in ghost form, as his spirit allegedly 
contacted several spiritualist circles in the twentieth century.73

skepticism and the performance of victorian séances

As discussed above, the issue of authenticity and fraud was brought to the 
forefront of public debates on such numerous occasions throughout the 
nineteenth century that the history of Victorian spiritualism can be regard-
ed as a continuous interplay between its supporters and its opponents.74 
The importance of maintaining a skeptical perspective was evoked again 
and again by the opponents of the movement as well as by the spiritualists 
themselves. Popular periodicals and books reported, discussed, and of-
ten questioned the reliability of spiritualist claims.75 Attempts to debunk 
spiritualism as a fraud kindled public debates, drawing the attention of the 
press and the public toward the spiritualist movement.76
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76 	 To what extent, however, did the dispute between spiritualists and 
skeptics influence the performance of séances? Skepticism and investi-
gation were encouraged not only by published reports about spiritualism 
but also by the performances of mediums. For instance, the Fox sisters’ 
spiritualist demonstrations incorporated onstage attempts by skeptics to 
debunk them as frauds.77 Even when skeptics pointed to naturalistic ex-
planations that contrasted with the spiritualists’ claims, their investiga-
tions excited the interest of viewers, strengthening the spectacularism 
of the show rather than spoiling it.78 Skepticism played a strong role in 
the performance of séances not only for the Fox sisters but also in the 
later history of spiritualism. The possibility of fraud was instrumental 
for the functioning and the success of public séances. As David Walker 
notes, spiritualist demonstrations created a participatory environment 
that “invited discussion of what it might look like if communication were 
achieved, what it might look like if communication were faked, and what 
might be the social significances of connecting with unseen knowledge.”79 
The appeal to controversy and skepticism, therefore, shaped the perfor-
mance of Victorian spiritualist séances as much as it informed the medi-
ums’ advertising strategy.
	 Throughout the nineteenth century, spiritualist exposés—as antispir-
itualist exposures were often called—were frequently performed by ma-
gicians on the theatrical stage (fig. 9). Under the influence of the French 
clockmaker Robert-Houdin—the greatest magician of all time, according 
to many popular historians of magic—conjuring had become a popular en-
tertainment in the second half of the nineteenth century. Magicians of this 
kind were technically skilled stage performers whose sketches included the 
use of optical illusions, magic lanterns, automata, mechanical effects, elec-
tricity, and, later, early films.80 John Henry Anderson, who, in addition to 
Robert-Houdin, is considered one of the founders of modern magic, start-
ed to expose spiritualist humbugs as early as 1855. It was due to the grow-
ing success of the Davenport brothers, who explicitly presented their spirit 
séances to large audiences as a kind of stage show, that spiritualist exposés 
became ubiquitous. The Davenports’ performances held a great fascination 
for stage conjurers. John Nevil Maskelyne, probably the leading stage ma-
gician in late nineteenth-century Britain, began his career with an exposé 
of the Davenport brothers’ spirit cabinet. Recalling his first contact with 
spiritualism, Maskelyne wrote in 1891 that he had been able “to repro-
duce every item of the Davenports’ cabinet and dark séance.” So close was 
the resemblance to the original performance, he claimed, that the spiri-
tualists would have no alternative “but to claim us as most powerful spirit 
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mediums, who found it more profitable to deny the assistance of spir-
its.”81 Maskelyne’s 1876 book Modern Spiritualism explained in detail how 
the Davenports’ séance effects were produced.82 American magician Harry 
Kellar was also influenced by the two mediums. He was hired by them as 
an assistant in 1868 and acquired much of his illusionist skill during this 
employment. After breaking his association with the Davenports, he spe-
cialized in onstage exposés of spiritualist séance tricks, which set atten-
dance records in New York, Cincinnati, and Chicago.83 As cultural historian 
Simon During pointed out, “What was magic show one night could (with-
out technical changes) be presented as a spiritualist séance on the next 
night.”84

	 By the turn of the century, antispiritualist performances had become 
a regular part of magic shows. Harry Houdini, the most popular American 
conjurer of the early twentieth century, claimed in his 1924 book A 
Magician Among the Spirits that he considered the exposure of spiritualist 
tricksters to be a moral duty.85 Three years later, he donated to the Library 
of Congress what he described as “one of the largest libraries in the world 
on psychic phenomena, Spiritualism, magic, witchcraft, demonology, evil 
spirits, etc., some of the material going back as far as 1489.”86 This large 

FIG. 9   Exposés of spiritualist mediums were often attempted by magicians and skeptics. In this 
illustration, a fake spirit is grabbed by a skeptical sitter at a séance. From Lionel A. Weatherly, The 
Supernatural? (Bristol: Arrowsmith, 1891), 198.
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78 collection was suggestive of how antispiritualist activities not only played 
a part in his shows but were a sort of obsession for him. As vaudeville his-
torian Albert McLean suggested, even Houdini’s celebrated escape art 
may have originated in the Davenports’ spiritualist shows.87 In fact, the 
Davenport brothers would tie themselves up at the beginning of their sé-
ances in order to ensure the “spontaneity” of the subsequent phenomena, 
and Maskelyne’s exposures of their tricks already involved some kind of 
escape show.88

	 Historians have offered different interpretations of the involvement of 
magicians in spiritualist exposés. According to During, in this way, magi-
cians could establish an implicit link with the supernatural, profiting from 
the nineteenth-century fascination with the world of the occult.89 Others 
have observed that exposures of spiritualism gave stage magic an aura of 
scientific respectability, supporting the claim that such spectacles should 
be considered within a rationalizing framework.90 Yet the link between 
stage magic and spiritualism was probably also related to the strategy of 
using controversy to stimulate the interest of the public. In their spectacu-
lar exposés, end-of-the-century magicians such as Maskelyne, Kellar, and 
Houdini played with the contrast between skepticism and credulity. They 
bound their audiences in a relationship of complicity, joining their more 
skeptical spectators in opposing the spiritualists. Arguably, they under-
stood better than anyone else the advertising potential of spiritualism’s 
investigation of the otherworld.
	 Additionally, one might wonder whether spiritualists benefited from 
the publicity deriving from these exposés. While most scholarship on stage 
magic has tended to draw a rigid distinction between stage magic (viewed 
within a spectacular frame in which the use of tricks was openly acknowl-
edged) and spiritualist séances (set in a religious frame in which the au-
thenticity of the phenomena was stressed), it is also true that these two 
fields had much in common. Fred Nadis notes that, despite their pub-
lic conflicts, spiritualists and magicians purchased their tricks and cab-
inets from the same catalogues, and “the decision to define oneself as 
Spiritualist, anti-Spiritualist, or in between often had less to do with eth-
ics than with box office concerns.”91 Moreover, in the scholarly discussion 
of the relationship between spiritualists and magicians, little attention has 
been given to the role that skepticism played in the development of the 
spiritualist movement. As shown above, the effects of skepticism were not 
only negative but also productive: it contributed to spiritualism’s prolifer-
ation in the public arena. This was stated, for instance, in a publication in-
structing spiritualist believers in the best strategies for disseminating their 
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away at the exhibitions of conjurers professing to expose Spiritualism, at 
Secularist lectures, or at the meetings of Educationalists, religious or social 
reformers.” The author indicated that exposés provided key opportunities 
to widen the reach of spiritualism, stating that they should “be carefully 
saturated with appropriate Spiritual information.”92

	 Although stage magic and spiritualist séances were based on different 
frameworks,93 their relationship was probably more complex and multi-
faceted than is usually acknowledged. Through an unending interplay of 
exposures and counter-exposures, stage magicians and spiritualists cre-
ated not two contrasting discourses but rather a fundamentally coherent 
one that mutually reinforced their public visibility. The case of Martin Van 
Buren Bly, who simultaneously performed as a spiritualist trance lecturer 
and as a debunker of spiritualist mediumship, is particularly revealing of 
the mingling of faith with skepticism in nineteenth-century spiritualism.94 
Bly’s performances sometimes defied definition as séances or exposés, in-
viting audiences to decide for themselves whether the phenomena were 
the result of supernatural powers or mere trickery. A spiritualist magazine 
reported that he gave séances only to confess at the end that he was not a 
medium but a conjuror, and that he had developed all of the phenomena 
by the means of mere tricks. Yet Bly still contended that he allowed people 
to form their own conclusions.95

	 Neil Harris argues in his influential biography of Barnum that the 
success of scientific lectures in the nineteenth century was rooted in the 
“aesthetic of the operational”—the delight in the observational process 
and examination for literal truth that characterized other contemporary 
forms of spectacle.96 According to this perspective, technical and scien-
tific explanations were made recreational by appealing to the same popu-
lar taste that Barnum and other showmen cleverly exploited. Audiences 
were just as curious to learn about genuine curiosities as to question and 
discuss potential deceptions and frauds. As Harris put it, “It was a form 
of intellectual exercise, stimulating even when literal truth could not be 
determined.”97 The ambiguity between skepticism and faith, brought to 
its apex in Bly’s séances, shaped the environment of spiritualist séanc-
es, which participated in this same aesthetic.98 Spiritualist mediums, as 
David Walker observes, invited everyone to “come and investigate,” in or-
der to “generate discussion about their performances and their methods 
and about the source and meaning of their rappings.”99 The appeal of such 
demonstrations was based on the delight of examining them for truth and 
humbug, which attracted spectators to scientific lectures, freak shows, and 
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80 other attractions. Controversies were domesticated and incorporated into 
the spiritualist ritual, rather than excluded from it.
	 The uncertainty between authenticity and fraud characterized not only 
public demonstrations but also the functioning of private séances. Séance 
sitting entailed and emphasized the possibility of skepticism and exposure. 
Séances were often held under deception-proof conditions, and spiritual-
ist mediums welcomed to their tables those who were skeptical about spiri-
tualism but willing to make inquiries. The skeptical sitter, who does not yet 
believe in spiritualism but is open to conversion, is so readily found in sé-
ance reports that she appears to play an instrumental role in the function-
ing of the ritual. There was always, or almost always, someone who needed 
to be convinced of the truth of spiritualism, to whom the spirits had to pro-
vide evidence, to whose questions they had to respond, and to whose atten-
tion the manifestations—or the tricks—were ultimately directed.100

	 As many have noted, the spiritualist faith required no affiliation of any 
kind, and spiritualists seemed mostly unconcerned with establishing an 
institutional form—a necessity felt by most religious groups.101 This appar-
ently unshakable resistance to building a regulated system of membership 
was instrumental in the spread of belief in spirit communication during 
the nineteenth century. Curiosity was the only quality required to join a 
circle that was investigating spiritualist phenomena. Welcoming skep-
tics as well as committed believers, mediums offered those who attend-
ed their séances different possible interpretations of the events. Sitters 
were not forced to embrace the spiritualist faith, but were allowed a flex-
ible interpretation of their role. The skeptic, the believer, the curious—for 
any of them, there was a reason to attend a séance in a private household 
or to watch a medium’s trance performance on the stage. In this, spiritu-
alism was similar to the show trade, which counted on a similar flexibility 
of interpretation to attract diverse audiences. This is particularly evident, 
as this chapter has attempted to demonstrate, in the way that both popu-
lar showmen and spirit mediums exploited the public’s taste for exposure 
and controversy. Just as Barnum encouraged skepticism toward spiritu-
alist attractions, mediums eagerly invited the participation of those who 
were willing to investigate—with a skeptical eye—the mysteries of spirit 
communication.
	 Examining shamanistic healing practices, anthropologist Michael 
Taussig argues that religious faith not only coexists with skepticism but 
may even require it. Taussig notes that shamanistic practitioners did not 
exclude skepticism from their rituals; on the contrary, they demanded and 
actively encouraged participants to engage in a skeptical inquiry. Magic is 
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“The mystery is heightened, not dissipated, by unmasking, and in vari-
ous ways, direct and oblique, ritual serves as a stage for so many unmask-
ings.”102 In spiritualist rituals, as in the shamanistic practices examined 
by Taussig, controversy was an element of structural relevance, widening 
the reach of spiritualist claims within the public and the popular press and 
shaping séances as environments for skeptical inquiry. As a consequence, 
skepticism should be considered an essential part of the cultural discourse 
of nineteenth-century spiritualism, rather than only its adversary. Instead 
of being merely an obstacle to the advancement of belief in spiritualism, 
skepticism on many occasions played a positive role in the history of the 
movement. The voice of spiritualism was not a monologue; it was a dialogue 
composed of the reciprocal claims and responses of supporters and oppo-
nents. It was through this dialectic that the movement progressed.
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In Le interviste impossibili (The impossible interviews), Italian writer 
Giorgio Manganelli imagined dialogues with illustrious personalities  
of the past, such as Dickens, Tutankhamen, Casanova, and Marco Polo. 
These imaginary discussions, however, also include an interview with  
a lesser-known character: the Italian spiritualist medium Eusapia 
Palladino. Although readers might wonder why such significance is given 
to a medium, Manganelli’s work is reminiscent of the fact that Palladino 
was elevated to the status of an international celebrity in the 1890s and 
early 1900s.1

	 From its origins, spiritualism was a highly personalized field. This is 
evident, for instance, in that a large part of the public discourse on spiri-
tualism focused on the role played by spirit mediums and that their biog-
raphies were among the most successful spiritualist literature.2 By opening 
one of the most widely read histories of the spiritualist movement, one 
would ascertain that this history is largely composed of a gallery of emi-
nent personalities, most of whom are spirit mediums.3 Frequently, it was 
the appeal of famous mediums that made spiritualism “breaking news” in 
the popular press, grabbing the attention of a public that went beyond just 
believers in spiritualism.
	 Scholars in celebrity studies have posited a similarity between forms 
of celebrity and the formation of religious and magical beliefs about the 
powers of spiritual leaders. Steve Nolan, for instance, claimed that both 
film and liturgy invite their constituents to identify with one another: just 
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character of a film, Christian believers might identify with the priest.4 
Following this line of thinking, this chapter argues that celebrity studies 
can be employed to interpret and understand the role played by medi-
ums and spiritualist leaders, providing useful insights into both celebrity 
theory and the history of spiritualism. It argues that celebrity functioned 
as a mechanism that contributed to the spread of the movement’s fame. 
While the assumption that celebrity is a product of the twentieth cen-
tury has been dominant for decades, scholars have recently argued for 
a more broadly historicized approach in celebrity studies. As Simon 
Morgan points out, celebrity was one of the key drivers of moderniza-
tion in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: “By stimulating the 
production of consumer goods, printed images and periodical litera-
ture, celebrity played a crucial role in the growth of the public sphere, the 
emergence of consumer society and the global expansion of western cul-
ture.”5 Thus, studying the impact that forms of celebrity culture specific 
to the Victorian age had on spiritualism might provide further evidence of 
how the movement developed in connection to show business, consum-
erism, and commodity culture.
	 The chapter is organized into three sections. In the first section, 
I address the role of celebrity culture in the formation of a culture of 
consumerism in nineteenth-century American and British societies, 
showing how celebrity functioned as a vehicle for publicity in both show 
business and the spiritualist movement. Rather than emphasizing the 
role of single personalities, this section examines celebrity as a mecha-
nism that contributed to spreading spiritualist claims. The second sec-
tion, in contrast, addresses the topic from the perspective of celebrity 
as persona, focusing on the case study of Eusapia Palladino, who was 
arguably the most famous spiritualist medium of the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Although Palladino was born in Italy and 
spent much of her career in Italy and France, her renown went far be-
yond these two countries, testifying to the international character of 
spiritualist celebrity. Her career, more than that of any other spiritual-
ist medium, demonstrates how mechanisms of celebrity and publicity 
that were typical of show business were also at play within the spiritual-
ist movement. Finally, the third section addresses the uniqueness of the 
spiritualist celebrity in the nineteenth century and questions how an ex-
amination of the case of spiritualism may contribute to ongoing debates 
regarding nineteenth-century celebrity culture.
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84 celebrity as mechanism: the spiritualist movement and the  
culture of renown

In his study of Victorian commodity culture, Thomas Richards notes that 
cultural historians usually underestimate how the nineteenth century left 
its mark on twentieth-century consumer culture in areas such as show 
business, advertisement, and popular culture.6 A similar consideration 
applies to the field of celebrity studies. In this field, scholars have almost 
exclusively focused on the era following the rise of so-called classical cin-
ema. Yet it was in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, long before 
the advent of Hollywood stardom, that forms of highly mediatized fame be-
came influential; this is where phenomena such as fandom and stardom 
find their origin.7

	 While Leo Braudy’s monumental history of renown, published in 1986, 
refused to posit a firm distinction between premodern and modern fame, 
claiming that “societies always generate a number of people willing to live 
at least part of their lives in the public eye,”8 more recent scholarship has 
eagerly considered modern celebrity as qualitatively different from previ-
ous forms of fame. In his book A Short History of Celebrity, Fred Inglis dis-
tinguished between two terms designating different forms of notoriety and 
reputation throughout history. While the first one, “renown,” refers to the 
consideration of personalities as filling prominent and clearly defined 
roles (for example, a soldier, jurist, or scholar) and recognizes their ac-
complishments, the second one, “celebrity,” refers to a specifically modern 
phenomenon. According to this view, celebrity was a particular, historical 
form of fame that appeared in the middle of the eighteenth century and was 
based on the artful construction of a public personality through the use of 
different media.9 Over the following two and a half centuries, popularity has 
been constantly fabricated in an organized effort to display personality as a 
public spectacle. Although it is tempting to regard celebrity as roughly cor-
responding to the lives of the specific women and men who became widely 
known, celebrity can also be approached as a mechanism—a “representa-
tional technology” that functioned as an agent of modernization.10 In this 
regard, the history of celebrity overlaps with the rise of modern consumer-
ism and popular culture. In contrast to earlier forms of reputation, in fact, 
celebrity shifted the focus from the public recognition of personal achieve-
ments to forms of consumption in which the famous character functioned 
as a trigger for the public’s desire.11

	 Despite continuities between the mechanism of Victorian celebrity 
and contemporary stardom, the celebrity culture of the nineteenth century 
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growing consumer society melded with an environment in which tradi-
tional and legal authorities were still very strong. As a result, resistance to 
new modes of presenting public personalities was particularly common, 
and the commercialization of celebrities was regarded by many with suspi-
cion or skepticism.12 Moreover, although nineteenth-century celebrity was 
highly mediatized, it is important to recall that the main vehicles through 
which such mediatization occurred were different from the ones that char-
acterize contemporary forms of celebrity. Among the “new” media of the 
nineteenth century, the cheaper, industrially produced newspapers fig-
ured most prominently.13 This means that the construction of celebrity in 
the nineteenth century, in fields such as show business and in spiritual-
ism, was strongly shaped by print media. Newspaper reports, biographies 
and autobiographies, and magazines and journals formed the main stage 
on which celebrity was constructed. Moreover, during the second half of 
the century, photographic reproductions increasingly played a key role in 
the representation of celebrity. They interacted with older graphic media, 
such as engraving, etching, and lithography, to allow for new modes of cir-
culating the likenesses of famous persons.14

	 The show trade was certainly one of the main contexts for the devel-
opment of novel forms of celebrity. Showmen constantly took advantage 
of the advertising opportunities connected to fame, stimulating media 
hype and struggling to fabricate celebrities ex novo. Many of them un-
derstood that appearance, personal history, and even aspects that would 
hardly be considered personal achievements, such as the involvement 
in sexual scandals, could foster celebrity, if manipulated correctly. The 
mechanism of celebrity culture was also at play in the nineteenth-centu-
ry lecture circuit. In 1862, Harper’s Magazine pointed out that major lec-
turers were “personally more widely known than any other class of public 
men in this country.”15 Although this claim might be exaggerated, audi-
ences certainly preferred speakers who had been in the public eye, and 
successful lecturers counted on their fame and reputation as much as on 
their performance skills to ensure the widest possible attendance at their 
public talks.16

	 Nineteenth-century celebrity culture was an eminently transatlantic 
phenomenon.17 In the United States, theatrical, literary, and show-business 
celebrities benefited from the reputation they had acquired in Britain—or, 
conversely, they successfully made a name for themselves in the Old World 
after having become famous in America. In the United Kingdom, from at 
least the early nineteenth century, impresarios commonly used the fame 
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86 of performers as a means of increasing ticket revenue.18 While the world 
of theater provided the model of celebrity and stardom that would later be 
employed in other spectacular contexts, Victorian celebrity culture also en-
compassed literary, political, and scientific figures.19 One of the seminal 
figures to stimulate mechanisms of celebrity and fandom in Britain, for 
instance, was Lord Byron, whose literary accomplishments, coupled with 
titillating scandals and rumors about his affairs and excesses, piqued the 
curiosity of the British public at the beginning of the nineteenth century.20 
Modern celebrity culture quickly developed in nineteenth-century America, 
too.21 The person who probably most contributed to its formation was, again, 
P. T. Barnum. He became one of the most acclaimed American celebrities 
and, at the same time, was among the most skillful impresarios in creat-
ing popular crazes centered on fabricated celebrities, such as General Tom 
Thumb, the Swedish “songbird” Jenny Lind, and the allegedly 161-year-old 
Joice Heth.22 Barnum actively manufactured his own reputation and the fame 
of his performers, using all possible means to get the public talking about 
him and his attractions.23

	 Spiritualists participated in transatlantic celebrity culture, too. The 
most famous mediums were known on both sides of the Atlantic. When 
they traveled from one side to the other, they could count on their repu-
tations to ensure attendance at their séances.24 Mediums’ celebrity con-
vinced both spiritualists and nonspiritualists to sit at the séance table. 
While spiritualists were eager to take part in séances and to see stage per-
formances by mediums they had heard or read about, nonbelievers were 
often drawn by curiosity or a desire to test mediums who were present-
ed as giving the most robust demonstrations of the authenticity of spirit 
communication.25

	 Marvin Carlson, Joseph Roach, and Heather McPherson have em-
ployed the concept of “ghosting” to explain the phenomenon of theat-
rical afterlife, by which a performer lives on in collective memory and 
remains associated with the role she played, whether she is still alive or 
not.26 According to Carlson, ghosting is a mechanism at play in virtually ev-
ery theatrical performance and closely follows the mechanism of celebrity. 
Audiences, in fact, are constantly “affected by the operations of celebrity 
itself to view and experience a famous actor through an aura of expectations 
that masks failings that would be troubling in someone less celebrated.”27 
This applies not only to theater but to the functioning of celebrity culture 
as a whole. Being famous, in fact, is commonly related to the capacity to 
“survive” death in the memory of others; as Braudy pointed out, the great 
ones of the past are “dead as bodies, undying as images.”28
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 The concept of ghosting is particularly apt for describing the rela-
tionship between mediumship and celebrity culture. During spiritualist 
séances, famous personalities of the past were literally resuscitated, com-
municating with the sitters and the medium in trance.29 The most famous 
mediums haunted subsequent generations of spiritualists for decades af-
ter they passed away. Their afterlife as celebrities was manifest in two dif-
ferent, complementary ways. First, they were kept alive in the memory of 
spiritualists, who often dedicated much attention to the history of past me-
diums. Second, they resurfaced through the messages they sent from the 
spirit world through the intermediation of other mediums.30

 A medium’s celebrity status could, in certain cases, be “extended” to 
her spirit guide. This was the case, for instance, with the spirit Katie King, 
who was summoned by medium Florence Cook in London in the 1870s and 
later appeared in many séances led by other mediums. She was believed 
to be the daughter of John King, who had been the spirit guide of several 
mediums since the 1850s. When Katie or John was evoked, the spirit’s re-
nown, apart from that of the medium, gave added appeal to the séance. The 
publication of photographs and drawings depicting Katie’s likeness (fi g. 
10) certainly contributed to her celebrity. The scientist William Crookes, 
who took several pictures of the spirit and was a strenuous supporter of 
Florence Cook, pointed out that “photography is as inadequate to depict 

FIG. 10

Sometimes a medium’s 
spirit guide could become 
even more famous than 
the medium herself. 
This portrait of Katie 
King, the spirit guide of 
medium Florence Cook, 
was reproduced from a 
woodcut in the Spiritualist 
of 15 May 1873. From E. E. 
Fournier d’Albe, New Light 
on Immortality (London: 
Longmans, Green, 1908), 
222.
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the perfect beauty of Katie’s face, as words are powerless to describe her 
charms of manners.”31 Controversies ensued  over whether Katie was, in 
reality, none other than Florence Cook, who would disguise herself dur-
ing séances in order to impersonate the spirit. This lively debate height-
ened the celebrity of both the spirit and the medium, mirroring the way in 
which an actress’s career is epitomized by her most successful roles on the 
stage.32 Indeed, the concept of ghosting has also been employed with regard 
to the theatrical representation of historical and legendary figures, who are 
resurrected onstage by the interpretation of performers.33 In this sense, 
the role-playing of mediums such as Cook and those who later raised the 
spirit of Katie resembles the way in which theatrical performers gain al-
lure and visibility by enacting celebrities of the past. The public image 
of the spirit and that of the medium followed similar paths: for instance, 
Katie King’s libertine behavior during séances was the subject of contro-
versy, while critics accused Florence Cook of being involved in a roman-
tic liaison with William Crookes, which would have clouded the scientist’s 
judgment.34

	 Evidence of spiritualism’s celebrity culture can be found in the dif-
ferent ways in which the careers and the personalities of mediums were 
appraised. The fabrication of celebrity is always, to a certain extent, me-
diated, and media representation is therefore one of the key factors fa-
cilitating the development of celebrity culture.35 This was the case with 

FIG. 11

Photographic portraits 
of well-known mediums 
were published and 
commercialized within  
the spiritualist movement. 
This photograph features the 
famous Victorian medium 
Georgiana Houghton. From 
Georgiana Houghton, Evenings 
at Home in Spiritual Séance 
(London: Trübner, 1881).



M
E

D
IU

M
S

 A
N

D
 S

TA
R

S
89spiritualism’s celebrity culture, which strongly relied on print and oth-

er media technologies and forms. Just as newspapers and magazines be-
gan dedicating more and more space to notable lives and personalities, 
so spiritualist journals welcomed into their pages narratives about medi-
ums’ lives.36 Biographical accounts and news about spiritualist personal-
ities were frequently illustrated with their portraits. As Patrizia Di Bello 
aptly shows, photography played a key role in the formation of nineteenth- 
century celebrity culture: photographic prints and cartes de visite func-
tioned as reproducible, increasingly inexpensive commodities that stim-
ulated the circulation of effigies of famous personas and, ultimately, the 
functioning of celebrity culture itself.37 Likewise, photographic portraits 
of famous mediums provided a crucial link between the representation of 
the medium as a public personality, on the one hand, and material culture 
and consumerism, on the other (fig. 11).38

	 The public image of theatrical celebrities (as well as film celebrities) 
is often built upon a combination of their private lives and their fiction-
al characters—or, in other words, of the spectacular and the everyday.39 
Stars have an existence that endures beyond their appearance on the 
stage: their behaviors, personalities, and marriages decisively contribute 
to their relationship with the public.40 Celebrities, then, are often a more 
or less schizophrenic combination of two different identities of the same 
person.41 Often, the depiction of famous mediums followed a similar pat-
tern, with the medium being described as a combination of her trance 
performance at the séance table and her everyday identity—two faces of 
the same person that were clearly separated yet mutually enforced. The 
relationship between private life and public performance played a signif-
icant role, for instance, in the careers of Kate and Margaret Fox. The two 
sisters, who “discovered” spirit rappings when they were in their teens, 
benefited for decades from their status as founders of the movement.42 
This, however, was as much a burden as an honor for them. During their 
career, which covered almost the entire second half of the nineteenth 
century, the sisters went through exposures and admissions of trickery, 
tormented emotional lives, and a pathological addiction to alcohol.43 Kate 
Fox, who had been praised for decades as the most famous medium in the 
world, was arrested in Rochester in August 1886 for drunkenness; in May 
1888, she was again arrested and her boys taken from her by the Society 
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. As Arthur Conan Doyle not-
ed, “It is natural that those who speak of the danger of mediumship and 
especially of physical mediumship should point to the Fox sisters as an 
example.”44
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90 	 The irregular and libertine conduct of the Fox sisters was the subject 
of much attention from the spiritualist press, which added, eventually, to 
their celebrity status. In June 1885, the Medium and Daybreak commented 
on the return of Kate Fox to the United States after a short series of séances 
held in Britain:

The love which we all bore her would not permit of an open ac-
knowledgement of faults; but it must be said that Mrs. Fox-Jencken 
was found extremely difficult to manage. Even her best and most 
devoted friends got exhausted in their patience and assiduity on 
her behalf. How painful it is to write this we alone can know. It is 
not said to reproach: the love of truth and of the unhappy sufferer 
compels it. Whether hereditary or acquired, the influence of alco-
hol had assumed far too much control, and the paroxysm increased 
in frequency and intensity. . . . Such cases enforce the consider-
ation that public mediumship, as now carried on, is utterly bad, 
alike for the Cause and the mediums. . . . All mediums should seek 
an independent position, based on industrial considerations, and 
thus be free to sit or refuse, as their enlightened impulses may di-
rect. The sit-for-all-comers course is the rapidly-declining scale, 
that end in all that is deplorable.45

As this account shows, a medium’s private behavior was a topic of pub-
lic debate, enforcing her characterization—common to all celebrities—as a 
combination of her public and her private self.
	 Reports about private life were instrumental for the fame of not only 
the Fox sisters but other mediums as well. This is a typical dynamic in con-
texts beyond spiritualism, too, as fans’ emotional ties to a celebrity make 
them eager for information about her personality and private life.46 The 
star is often an ambivalent figure who alternates between achievements 
and signs of ruinous decadence. In the show trade, impresarios and man-
agers soon realized that controversies regarding the sentimental and sexu-
al life of stars from the theater or other entertainment sectors could easily 
be breaking news and result in consistent gains at the box office.47 This is 
perhaps connected to the fact that the relationship between celebrities and 
fans, as Reni Celeste points out, benefits from “anything that will bring 
closer the realism or vulnerability of the body of the star.”48 The careers of 
many theatrical and show-business celebrities have been marked by scan-
dals, divorces, and addictions to drugs or alcohol, all of which have molded 
the link between them and their fans. Scandals and addictions marked the 
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mediums were frequently associated with libertine behaviors as well as the 
abuse of drugs and alcohol. The séances of mediums Catherine Wood and 
Annie Fairlamb, for instance, mixed the uplifting character of spiritualism 
with strong sexual connotations.49 The two mediums began to give séances 
in their hometown of Newcastle upon Tyne in England in 1873, when Wood 
was eighteen and Fairlamb seventeen years old. Their sittings, conduct-
ed under the auspices of the Newcastle Spiritualist Society, featured ma-
terializations and the appearance of strongly racialized child spirits. The 
consistent gains connected to their spiritualist activities, however, result-
ed in financial litigations between the mediums and the society in 1876. 
This public controversy revealed more particulars about the private lives 
of the two mediums, especially with regard to the relationship between 
Fairlamb and her fiancé, James Mellon, who was deemed responsible for 
some of the troubles.50 Reports in spiritualist journals were sometimes 
quite harsh: an open letter published by the Medium and Daybreak, for in-
stance, hinted at the conflict between spiritual endeavors and monetary 
interests, and it underlined the “alcoholic element introduced into the 
promiscuous séances of the Society.”51 Yet the controversy contributed 
to the spread of Wood and Fairlamb’s renown beyond the local context of 
Newcastle, signaling not their demise but the beginning of longer careers. 
On numerous occasions after their partnership ended, Wood was again at 
the center of public debate due to her unconventional behavior and the 
sexually charged character of her séances.52 Although her repeated expo-
sures eventually diminished the respect that spiritualists had felt for her, 
her libertine conduct benefited her celebrity status within the spiritual-
ist field. Indeed, as Mary Louise Roberts has argued, famous theater ac-
tresses in the nineteenth century used their eccentric behavior to attract 
the attention of the public and the press; a similar strategy also worked for 
spiritualist mediums.53

	 The influence of celebrity culture on spiritualism is also suggested by 
the fact that mediums were often supported by assistants, who functioned 
similarly to agents and managers in show business. If fame is considered a 
commodity—with its intrinsic, albeit ungraspable and evanescent, value—
the fabrication of celebrity is understood as the marketing of this com-
modity. This marketing is usually accomplished through those whom Chris 
Rojek calls “cultural intermediaries”—such as impresarios, agents, pro-
moters, photographers, and personal assistants—who manage the presence 
and the representation of celebrities in the public sphere.54 In spiritual-
ism, mediums such as the Davenport brothers, who specialized in public 
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their relationship with the press, and collect revenues.55 Mediums who 
worked within a less overtly spectacular frame employed assistants to per-
form similar duties. The difference was that, among the latter, the exis-
tence of a financial agreement between the assistant and medium usually 
went unacknowledged, for fear that this might raise doubts about the good 
faith of the medium and the authenticity of the phenomena involved.56

	 Addressing celebrity as a cultural mechanism helps us comprehend 
how celebrity culture was instrumental in spiritualism’s capacity to reach 
increasingly large masses of people. In the following section, this argu-
ment will be further supported through the examination of the career of 
Italian medium Eusapia Palladino. Palladino became an international ce-
lebrity in the context of turn-of-the-century spiritualism and psychical 
research and traveled to both Britain and the United States to perform sé-
ances. Her case is particularly apt in reflecting the international character 
of celebrity culture within the spiritualist movement.

celebrity as persona: the international career of eusapia 
palladino

Eusapia Palladino, probably more than any other medium, has “ghost-
ed” the collective memory of spiritualism and psychical research. In 1908, 
Italian psychical researcher Filippo Bottazzi estimated that she had 
been mentioned several thousands of times in articles on psychic topics—
enough to assemble an entire library of work written about her.57 Certainly, 
Bottazzi’s figure must be multiplied numerous times if we wish to account 
for the references to Palladino that appeared in the following century—up 
to the present day.58 Such an astounding volume of reports and references 
reflects the fame and the honor that she experienced in life. While there 
are many famous mediums in the history of spiritualism, in fact, prob-
ably no other had the celebrity status that Eusapia Palladino did in the 
1890s and 1900s. Heralded by historians of spiritualism as one of the 
few mediums who “left their mark in history,”59 she toured Europe and 
America incessantly, like a theatrical star, performing séances in Italy, 
France, England, Poland, Germany, Russia, and the United States. She 
drew the attention of eminent personalities—including the world-famous 
Italian psychiatrist Cesare Lombroso and the Nobel Prize laureates Charles 
Richet and Marie and Pierre Curie—and served as a constant pole of attrac-
tion for the popular press.
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played on numerous occasions throughout her career the ability to manip-
ulate the attention of the public and the popular press. She and her agents 
invited journalists to participate in séances and constantly encouraged 
public controversies about her phenomena, aware that this would kindle 
the interest of the press and ultimately benefit her celebrity status, if not 
her reputation. Yet the use of elaborate and self-aware marketing strate-
gies and the careful staging of her séance demonstrations do not mean that 
she was not committed in her beliefs or that she was undoubtedly a fraud. 
By looking at the case of Palladino, I would like to give a specific example 
of how the celebrity culture of spiritualism was fabricated and how it af-
fected the public discourse on spiritualist mediumship; however, it is im-
portant to reinvigorate my claim that issues such as celebrity, marketing, 
entertainment, and spectacle do not contrast with genuine endeavors or 
with religious practice. As mentioned below, Palladino’s mediumship was 
exposed as trickery many times during her career. Yet the question of au-
thenticity or deceit is not at stake here, as the construction of Palladino’s 
celebrity followed paths that may well be independent of the authenticity 
or the fakery of her mediumship.
	 Palladino’s spirit guide, John King, had already been in contact with 
several other mediums from the history of spiritualism.60 King embod-
ied Palladino’s privileged relationship with the movement and was wide-
ly known to all committed spiritualists. He not only represented a kind of 
homage to spiritualist history, but also, since King claimed to have been 
Palladino’s father in another life, symbolically inserted the Neapolitan 
medium into the lineage of the most important mediums of the Victorian 
age.61

	 Like many other historical mediums, Eusapia Palladino demonstrated 
her mediumship before the paying public in theaters and public halls. Her 
séances also took place on the stage before much larger crowds than could 
fit into a room in a private house.62 But even when she was holding pri-
vate or experimental séances, Palladino’s success was largely attributed to 
the fact that she was an accomplished performer. As a journalist once put 
it, she “would have been an excellent actress or mime,” if destiny had not 
“brought her toward other paths.”63

	 The theatrical character of Palladino’s trance phenomena was con-
jectured by her detractors. At the end of her career, rumors that she had 
once been married to a professional stage magician began to circulate and 
were stressed by those who believed that her mediumship was mere trick-
ery.64 When asked about this, she replied indignantly that the story was 
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94 false. Her defense, however, was quite ambiguous: despite denying that 
her first husband was a professional conjurer, Palladino admitted that ​he 
had been “connected with theatricals” and that “he also knew a few tricks, 
and took a delight in exhibiting them to his fellow workers.”65 Sometimes 
even Palladino’s supporters seemed to realize that her mediumship might 
be a theatrical display. The Italian psychiatrist Enrico Morselli, who 
published two monumental volumes about her in 1908, sensed a hint of  
quasi-dramaturgical planning in her séances, observing that “the program 
of every evening seems pre-arranged, as it is also the case of the program of 
a series of sittings, when Palladino proceeds carefully from simple to more 
complex phenomena.”66

	 Séance reports often underlined the spectacular character of spirit 
manifestations developed by Palladino. Her sittings featured both acoustic 
and visual manifestations, including the sudden appearance of lights and 
ectoplasms and the playing of musical instruments.67 She was a “physical 
medium,” which means that her trance phenomena were mainly of a ma-
terial nature, such as movements of the table and the levitation of objects 
(fig. 12). Hereward Carrington delightedly reported how “tables and chairs 
move around the room of their own accord, untouched by visible hands; 
the table around which the sitters are seated, rocks violently, and finally 
goes completely into the air, contrary to the law of gravitation.”68

	 Among the sitters at Palladino’s séances were scientists, journalists, 
psychical researchers, and important representatives of the European ar-
istocracy and bourgeoisie.69 As Cesare Lombroso’s daughter Paola Carrara 
wrote, the “saleswoman” of Naples appeared in “the most elegant draw-
ing-rooms of the aristocracy of Europe.”70 Her humble origins and simple 
manners were frequently emphasized to suggest that she was too naive to 
be a trickster.71 One writer, for instance, claimed that “Eusapia, poor wom-
an without any culture, does not deceive anyone: she really has in herself 
the energy needed for the production of her phenomena.”72 Many noted 
the contrast between her humble appearance and her celebrity status; as an 
article in the Italian magazine L’Italia del Popolo pointed out in 1892, a per-
son who looked at Eusapia Palladino “would not certainly realize that she 
is a celebrity.”73 This contrast turned her career into a story of social and 
economic redemption—a pattern found in the careers of many early film 
and theater stars. A rising star herself, Palladino was a simple woman from 
southern Italy who had achieved social promotion.
	 The popular depiction of Palladino followed a pattern similar to that of 
theatrical celebrities whose personas, as noted above, consisted of a com-
bination of private life and public performance. Her reputation was not 
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solely the result of the phenomena she produced in trance. The extraor-
dinary medium and the emotional Italian peasant were two faces of the 
same person, which mutually conspired to build her public image. Details 
about Palladino’s life and personality were used to reinforce her credibil-
ity as a medium. Morselli argued, for instance, that her character helped 
explain the physical and monotonous quality of her mediumistic phenom-
ena. According to him, it was due to her poor culture and scarce imagina-
tion: she was, after all, a woman of the Neapolitan lower class.74 Another 
aspect of Palladino’s personality that was frequently linked to her medi-
umistic powers was her sensitive temperament—a disposition that many 
believed was common to all psychic mediums. Palladino was described as 
very easily frightened and impressed. She was a somnambulist, extreme-
ly vulnerable to hypnosis, and demonstrated a stunning sensitivity to the 
characteristics of her environment and to the emotional state of the per-
sons she encountered.75 She had mood swings, passing very easily from 
happiness to sadness, from quietness to rage, from cries of devotion to 
bursts of laughter.76 According to various reports, Palladino’s sensitive 
character and lighthearted temperament were a central factor in the de-
velopment of spirit manifestations. If she was in a bad humor, sitters had 

FIG. 12   A stereoscopic photograph of a séance with Eusapia Palladino. Note the table levitating 
on her left—one of the most spectacular phenomena observed at her sittings. The photograph was 
taken with a camera with two lenses and intended to be viewed through a stereoscope, which causes 
photographs and illustrations to appear as three-dimensional images. This suggests that the image 
was produced not only for evidentiary reasons, but also to be displayed as a curiosity and visual 
attraction. “Cesare Lombroso” Photographic Archives, Cesare Lombroso Museum of Criminal 
Anthropology, item 346. Courtesy of the Cesare Lombroso Museum of Criminal Anthropology at the 
University of Turin, Italy.
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96 to wait much longer than usual for the phenomena to take place. As her 
American manager noted, “She enjoys all such diversions in the childlike 
manners of all true Neapolitans, and is easily amused by trifles.”77 As a 
consequence, the investigators of her psychic phenomena encouraged her 
social manner in hopes of pleasing her and thereby providing the best con-
ditions for a séance. Attempting to create a sociable atmosphere at her sé-
ances, they also facilitated a playful interpretation of these events.
	 As was often the case with professional mediums, Palladino was paid 
a generous fee for giving sittings. During her American tour in 1909, the 
New York Times reported that her rate was fixed at the respectable sum of 
250 to 300 dollars.78 She always had someone who, although often hidden 
behind the guise of “assistant” or “adviser,” acted as her manager, orga-
nizing the sittings and making contact with those who wished to attend her 
séances. 
	 Palladino’s longest-lasting and most important adviser was Ercole 
Chiaia, who assisted her during the period that saw her definitive rise—from 
1888 until his death in 1905. A physician by profession, Chiaia was one of the 
most active and influential Italian psychical researchers at the turn of the 
century. Arthur Conan Doyle later remembered him as “an ardent worker 
and propagandist to whom many distinguished men of European reputation 
owed their first knowledge of psychic phenomena.”79 Chiaia demonstrated 
a unique ability to manage Palladino’s interests, promoting her medium-
ship not only within the boundaries of the spiritualist movement, but also 
in the popular press and through contact with eminent intellectuals, aristo-
crats, and scientists. He facilitated Palladino’s rise to the rank of interna-
tional celebrity through a combination of several strategies. Soon after he 
became involved with Palladino, Chiaia started to support her cause through 
the network of contacts provided by spiritualism and by the field of psychi-
cal research. He realized that the spiritualist movement was capable of tran-
scending national boundaries and worked to establish contacts outside Italy, 
particularly in France. At the end of the 1880s, his propagandist activities 
at spiritualist conferences and meetings prepared the field for the stand-
ing that Palladino would achieve internationally in the following decade.80 
Chiaia also contributed to her ascent by using the press as a vehicle for pro-
motion. He demonstrated an uncommon sensitivity to the interests of the 
public and the demands of the popular press: journalists were always wel-
come to participate in Palladino’s séances, giving her mediumship greater 
publicity.81

	 Chiaia’s most successful strategy was his use of the authority of sci-
ence. He understood that the encounter between scientific frameworks and 
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the public. His crowning achievement was the conversion of the interna-
tionally celebrated Italian psychiatrist and sociologist Cesare Lombroso.82 
This provoked much sensation and interest and was greeted as a histor-
ical triumph by psychical researchers throughout all of Europe.83 Chiaia 
skillfully orchestrated Lombroso’s conversion, proving his proficiency as 
a manager and contributing to the fabrication of Palladino’s international 
celebrity.84 In 1888, in order to convince the famous scientist to sit at the 
medium’s table, Chiaia addressed an open letter challenging Lombroso 
and arranged to have it published in La Fanfulla, an influential Italian mag-
azine that counted Lombroso among its collaborators. Chiaia referred to 
an article previously published by Lombroso, in which he had pointed out 
that every age is resistant to new discoveries challenging previous knowl-
edge and theories, and that claims ridiculed today as mere fantasies might 
one day be proven true. As a consequence, Chiaia could reasonably argue 
that if Lombroso was really committed to science—unbiased and free of 
prejudgments, as he proclaimed to be in that article—he would not hesi-
tate to accept the challenge.85 This strategy ultimately worked. Although the 
first negotiations following the letter’s publication in 1888 failed because 
of Chiaia’s refusal to fulfill some of Lombroso’s demands—particularly his 
request that the séances be held in full light—it was only a matter of time 
before the scientist accepted. Three years later, Lombroso finally attended 
one of Palladino’s sittings and was convinced by her powers.
	 On many other occasions, Chiaia encouraged scientists of national 
and international repute to investigate spiritualism and was ready to prof-
it from the resulting publicity. Between 1890 and 1909, Palladino engaged 
in what Christine Blondel called “a veritable campaign of collective experi-
mentation,” comprising hundreds of recorded experiences.86 As numerous 
reports demonstrate, Chiaia was personally involved in the organization of 
many of Palladino’s “experimental séances.”87 Scientists who participated 
in these investigations included Pierre and Marie Curie, the world-famous 
physicists who had been awarded the Nobel Prize in 1903 for their contri-
butions to the discovery of radioactivity.88 A factor that certainly contrib-
uted to Palladino’s fortune in the scientific world was that both she and her 
mentor maintained a substantial openness regarding the interpretation of 
séance phenomena. Especially when they were dealing with nonspiritual-
ists, Chiaia and Palladino never pointed too explicitly to spirit communica-
tion, granting sitters the opportunity to devise other explanations, such as 
telekinesis and other kinds of psychic energies emanated by the medium’s 
brain. Lombroso, for instance, was initially cautious about giving credit to 



H
O

W
 TO

 S
E

LL A
 S

P
IR

IT

98 the spiritualist claims, preferring other theories that were more consis-
tent with contemporary research in psychology and physiology.89 Similarly, 
Charles Richet attributed Palladino’s phenomenon of table levitation to 
“facts of objective metapsychique,” which he defined as “a science that fo-
cuses on mechanical or psychological phenomena that are due to forces 
that seem intelligent, or unknown powers that are latent in human intel-
ligence.”90 Others, such as the Italian Pier Francesco Arullani, ventured to 
link Palladino’s manifestations with radioactivity, perhaps in an attempt 
to profit from the scientific credit that this area of research was granted at 
the end of the nineteenth century, following the discoveries of the X-ray 
and the principle of radioactivity.91

	 Scientists such as Camille Flammarion, Richet, and Lombroso great-
ly contributed to the reputation of Palladino’s mediumistic phenomena. 
Their confidence in her did not recede even given the numerous expo-
sures and accusations of trickery that she suffered throughout her career. 
As Richet wrote, such was his trust in her mediumship that “even if Eusapia 
Palladino had been the only medium in the world, it would be still enough 
for telekinesis and ectoplasm to be scientifically proved.”92 He strenuously 
defended her good faith before the most unmistakable evidences of trick-
ery. When a committee of the Society for Psychical Research in England 
issued a negative report about her mediumship, for instance, Richet ex-
plained that it was due to the ineptitude of the investigators, who “almost 
provoked the fraudulence.” He claimed that all who experimented with 
Palladino under a rigid scientific framework had been convinced that her 
manifestations were authentic.93

	 Chiaia was Palladino’s manager until 1905, the year of his death.94 But 
the disappearance of her most faithful agent, the man who had made the 
most successful efforts to fabricate her celebrity, did not end Palladino’s 
career as a medium. She attempted one of her most ambitious enterprises 
some years later, in 1909, visiting the United States for a series of spirit 
séances. 
	 It is interesting to examine how Palladino’s arrival in America was 
prepared by the careful orchestration of press reports, following a well-
established tradition in show business when a performer engaged in in-
ternational tours.95 The person who acted as Palladino’s manager during 
her American tour was Hereward Carrington, a member of the American 
Society for Psychical Research.96 Palladino’s arrival in New York was a 
skillfully organized media event. Carrington arranged for the publica-
tion of several articles in the American press in order to elicit sympathy 
from the American public and build anticipation of her coming.97 The 
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kindled the curiosity of the public.98 As soon as she reached American 
soil, Carrington organized a press conference in his apartment, where 
Palladino was visited by a dozen or more reporters.99 During the meet-
ing, a man informed the reporters that his employer, a theatrical man-
ager, was negotiating with Carrington to obtain the services of Eusapia 
and her spirit guide, John.100 Palladino also gave a public demonstration 
of her mediumistic powers for the benefit of newspapermen. This was 
set in the Lincoln Square Theater, on whose stage the séance table was 
placed. The participation of local celebrities added to the sensational 
character of the event: the Broadway actress Grace George and her hus-
band, William A. Brady, also a theater actor, sat around the table with 
Palladino, Carrington, and three journalists.101 Reports emphasized 
the presence of “persons connected with theatricals” among the audi-
ence, strengthening the impression that the séance demonstration had 
as much to do with spiritualism as with show business.102

	 Newspaper reports and press conferences were only the start of a 
wider publicity campaign that established Palladino as a celebrity in the 
American public sphere. This included the publication of her autobio-
graphical sketch in the Cosmopolitan Magazine, which was, at the time, a key 
publication in the media empire of William Randolph Hearst (fig. 13).103 As 
historian of psychical research Carlos S. Alvarado put it, autobiographies 
of mediums illuminate “the strategies, as well as the realities and fictions 
with which these unique individuals choose to represent themselves.”104 
Palladino’s account was no exception, adding much color and personality 
to the medium’s character. Her Italian origins were particularly empha-
sized, giving her a definite exotic charm.105 The story of how she suffered 
the loss of her parents, refused to enter a convent, and slowly discovered 
her powers highlighted the struggle that she had endured before becoming 
a famous and celebrated medium, and it offered a positive view of Palladino 
to the American public. Similar to autobiographies of theatrical actress-
es published in the same period, Palladino’s autobiographical sketch pre-
sented her life as a journey marked by personal struggle and leading to the 
climax of celebrity.106

	 Throughout her American tour, Palladino’s public image was strongly 
informed by her Italian origins. She was openly associated with her fellow 
nationals who immigrated from Italy to America: the New York Tribune, for 
instance, mentioned the immigration procedures that Italian immigrants 
had to undergo upon their arrival, ironically suggesting that Palladino 
“brought over foreign spirits that could neither be searched by Collector 
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Lee nor detained at Ellis Island by Commissioner Williams.”107 American 
newspapers often quoted her own words in Italian: the New York Times cit-
ed her remark “‘Sono molto, molto nervosa,’ (I am very nervous),” and 
commented that Italian is a language in which “you can talk more and say 
less than any other [language] in the world.”108 Sometimes nicknamed 
“the signora,”109 Palladino came from “the land of fine arts, sunny skies 
and spaghetti”; 110 many of her compatriots reportedly remembered her 
“cooking supper for her husband on the sidewalk of one of the principal 
streets of Naples and publicly dishing up the macaroni for both him and 
herself.”111

	 Despite Carrington’s efforts, Palladino’s appearances in the United 
States did not conclude in triumph, but rather in an episode that signaled 
the beginning of her decline. During a series of séances held in Boston, 
she experienced what was probably the most shameful exposure of her en-
tire career. The Boston sittings were highlighted by the presence of Hugo 
Münsterberg, director of the psychological laboratory at Harvard and 
probably the most influential psychologist in the United States at the time. 
Münsterberg had never attended a spiritualist séance before sitting at 

FIG. 13   The Cosmopolitan Magazine published an autobiography of the medium Eusapia 
Palladino in 1910. The first page of the piece, shown here, presented the “remarkable eyes” of the 
Italian medium, whose mesmerizing gaze was directed at the reader. From Eusapia Palladino, “My 
Own Story,” Cosmopolitan Magazine 48 (1910): 292–300.
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and Mysticism,” published in 1899, he had explained his strict avoidance 
of séances: he considered it “undignified to visit such performances, as 
one attends a variety show, for amusement only, without attempting to ex-
plain them.”113 But he managed to keep his resolve for only ten years, until 
the arrival of Eusapia Palladino in America convinced him that it was fi-
nally time to enter the spirit room.
	 Today, Münsterberg is mostly known for his pioneering contribution 
to film theory as the author of The Photoplay: A Psychological Study, a book 
originally published in 1916; it was rediscovered in the 1960s and 1970s 
and is today considered a classic in film studies.114 Publishing both aca-
demic works and more popular writings that targeted a broader public, 
Münsterberg was regarded by his contemporaries as the “father of applied 
psychology.”115 He was extremely attentive to opportunities to apply psy-
chology to issues of popular interest. For instance, in American Problems 
from the Point of View of a Psychologist, he concentrated his attention on 
broad social questions such as the choice of a professional vocation and 
what he called the “intemperance” of women.116 He thereby stressed the 
practical importance of this young science. Consequently, Münsterberg 
did not refuse to participate in debates on subjects that might be consid-
ered “trivial” by some of his contemporaries, such as spiritualism. Unlike 
Cesare Lombroso, however, Münsterberg was not about to be convinced by 
Palladino’s mediumship. At the sittings in Boston, he managed to bring a 
collaborator; they had an agreement of which Palladino and all the other 
sitters at the séance were unaware. Münsterberg’s accomplice succeed-
ed in catching the medium’s foot in his hands as she was trying, with a 
contortionist move, to lift the séance table. Palladino responded with a 
scream, indicating her realization that, at last, her glory was shattered. 
As Münsterberg wrote, “Her greatest wonders are absolutely nothing but 
fraud and humbug; this is no longer a theory but a proven fact.”117

	 Although it was certainly not the first time that Palladino’s trick-
ery had been revealed,118 this exposure had particular consequence for 
her, perhaps, in part, due to the high expectations of her American au-
diences. Münsterberg’s report was summarized in several newspapers, 
including the New York Times, and it was taken by many to be the final 
word on spiritualism in general and on Palladino’s mediumship in par-
ticular.119 She suffered another shameful debunking during a séance or-
ganized in New York by a professor at Columbia University, Dickinson S. 
Miller.120 Three stage magicians—James L. Kellogg, John W. Sargent, and 
Joseph F. Rinn—were among the sitters; they were supposed to use their 
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ing Palladino’s trickery. At the beginning of the séance, Miller proposed 
a test of Palladino’s alleged powers through an electroscope, a device with 
which Palladino was already familiar. This was, however, only a diversion. 
It was meant to distract Palladino while Rinn, who had specialized in the 
exposure of mediums, and Warner Pyne, a student at Columbia, wriggled 
along the floor to position themselves beside the séance table (fig. 14). 
Meanwhile, the other sitters played their part, trying to appear friendly 
and sympathetic toward the medium in hopes of making her more com-
fortable and less careful. When the manifestations began, Rinn and Pyne, 
from under the table, could see how she was using her feet to make the 
table move and levitate and to perform the alleged “spirit phenomena.” 
When Palladino realized that she had been framed, she reportedly lost 
control and, “in very rapid Italian, yelled so loud that the noise was heard 
in the street.”121

	 In the course of the polemics that followed Palladino’s exposures, 
Carrington admitted in a public letter that she had cheated, but claimed 
that this proved nothing, as “Eusapia herself says that she will cheat if al-
lowed to, and begs her sitters to prevent her from cheating.”122 According 
to Carrington’s argument, the exposures were due to the fact that the in-
vestigators had “allowed” Palladino to cheat, thereby failing to notice that, 
behind her tendency to add some more color to her exhibitions, lay au-
thentic phenomena.123 But Carrington’s call for a new series of tests went 
unheard, and Palladino’s American tour signaled the definitive decline of 
the woman who had been, for decades, the most famous medium in the 
world. If her arrival in the United States had been heralded by the popular 
press, her return to Italy went mostly unnoticed. Her reputation never fully 
recovered. A diabetic, Palladino’s physical condition had worsened by May 
1911.124 She continued to hold séances, but not as many aristocrats, scien-
tists, and journalists sat at her table as before. She died of nephritis some 
years later, in 1918.

the medium and the star

This chapter’s examination of how celebrity culture worked as a mech-
anism to enhance the popularity of the spiritualist movement and the 
subsequent case study of the international career of the medium Eusapia 
Palladino serve as further evidence for the connection between nine-
teenth-century spiritualism and the rise of the media entertainment 
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industry. Additionally, pointing to the case of spiritualism may make a 
contribution to scholarship in celebrity studies. It is useful in this regard 
to underline not only similar elements, but also the uniqueness of the 
spiritualist celebrity in comparison with other forms of celebrity.
	 The first distinctive characteristic of spiritualist celebrity concerns 
the issue of gender. As scholars addressing celebrity in the nineteenth 
century observe, “Though women could be famous in the nineteenth 
century, it was difficult for them to enjoy celebrity. This was, after all, 
the era of separate spheres, the time when the prevailing gender order 
frowned on women in public life.”125 It is not surprising, in this sense, 
that many of the female celebrities who emerged during this period were 
actresses and performers from the world of theater and spectacular en-
tertainments. As Mary Louise Roberts points out, female celebrities from 
show business were able to assume different roles, defying established 
representations of gender, and they used their eccentric behavior as a 
strategy and a posture that helped them manage their fame.126 In addi-
tion to theater and show business, the spiritualist movement provided an 

FIG. 14   Dickinson S. Miller, a professor at Columbia University in New York, set up a committee 
to investigate Eusapia Palladino’s mediumship, which included several professors and lecturers 
at Columbia. What took place, however, was no ordinary séance; it was a trap. This illustration, 
published in Collier’s Weekly, depicts the exposure suffered by Palladino in this séance. From Joseph 
Jastrow, “The Unmasking of Palladino: An Actual Observation of the Complete Machinery of the 
Famous Italian Medium,” Collier’s Weekly 45, no. 8 (1910): 21–22.
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as men throughout the nineteenth century. Women found in spiritualism 
a space where they could express their opinions and personalities with 
more freedom than they could in other contexts.127 As Ann Braude points 
out, because the agency in their trance lectures and communications was 
attributed to the spirits, “mediumship gave women a public leadership 
role that allowed them to remain compliant with the complex of values of 
the period.”128 Spiritualist women celebrities, moreover, often resembled 
the celebrities of show business. Take, for instance, Eusapia Palladino. As 
Angela Dalle Vacche observes in her examination of the earliest stars of 
Italian cinema, Italian divas were characterized as exhibiting hysteria, re-
flecting established representations of femininity at the time.129 Likewise, 
Palladino was depicted as a “bundle of nerves” who displayed “an air of 
vitality and of nervous strain about her.”130

	 A second element characterizing spiritualism’s celebrity culture re-
gards the extent to which celebrity status was acknowledged or denied. In 
contrast with show-business stars, spiritualist mediums did not openly ac-
knowledge their status, at least not in relation to the market. Performativity, 
celebrity strategies, and the use of managers and agents were, for spiritual-
ists, extremely problematic issues, since they could spark doubts about the 
good faith of the medium. In this sense, celebrity mediums were marketed 
commodities who struggled to demonstrate that they did not pertain to the 
market. Paradoxically, their attempt to deny the market, as proof of their 
honesty, was one of the foundations for their success as mediums and, con-
sequently, for their celebrity status. Recalling a pilgrimage site, where every-
thing is marketed but, at the same time, this commercial approach is never 
openly acknowledged, the medium needed to deny the market in order to 
become the market’s hero.131 In this sense, celebrity studies might employ 
the case of spiritualist mediums, and of other religious leaders raised to ce-
lebrity status, to gain insights into the way that processes of fabrication and 
marketing involved in the construction of a celebrity are subject to forms of 
denial that make them more easily accepted by the public.
	 A third element unique to spiritualist celebrity is its relationship with 
the world of science. In numerous cases throughout the history of spiritu-
alism, the involvement of famous scientists in séances and demonstrations 
provided mediums with a valuable opportunity to become widely known 
beyond the boundaries of the movement. As noted above, for instance, the 
conversion of Cesare Lombroso and other respected scientists was a key 
factor in Eusapia Palladino’s celebrity, and probably for this reason, her 
agents and assistants arranged for experimental séances to be conducted 
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Likewise, the committed involvement of chemist William Crookes in 
Florence Cook’s séances was of paramount importance in achieving her 
celebrity status in England during the 1870s.132 The case of spiritualism, 
therefore, provides further ground for the examination of how the popu-
larization of science interacted with nineteenth-century celebrity culture, 
and it suggests that debates on supernatural phenomena might have con-
tributed—not unlike reports of scientific inventions and novelties—to the 
celebrity of scientists, too.133

	 By examining the process of fabrication involved in celebrity culture, 
this chapter has shown how spiritualist mediums were turned into objects 
of consumption. In the third and last part of this book, we will turn to more 
traditional forms of commodities—such as books, photographic prints, and 
other material objects—that circulated within the spiritualist movement.
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In 1872, spiritualist journalist and publisher James Burns initiated the 
publication of a series of short, inexpensive tracts entitled “Seed Corn.” 
The first tract explained the idea behind the title, advising believers in 
spirit communication on how to spread their faith and promote spiritual-
ism. Spiritualists, he reasoned, needed to work together to broadcast in-
formation about their beliefs, and the best way to do this was to devote their 
efforts, time, and money to the circulation of tracts, papers, and other pub-
lications. Burns cited the arguments of a writer who had called for a “new 
programme” in the spiritualist enterprise:

1st, Circulate tracts by millions. Let them be short, and to the 
point, such as can be afforded for sixpence a hundred. Each hun-
dred, judiciously circulated, would secure at least one subscriber 
to a Spiritual paper.
	 2ndly, Circulate Spiritual papers. Let each subscriber take two 
where he or she now takes one, and give away to all who can be in-
duced to read or circulate them.
	 3rdly, Free circles—public and private; also local, county, 
state, and national mass meetings, where spirits and their medi-
ums shall not be trammelled by would-be leaders, who fear errat-
ic, striking, and comical manifestations, which are just the thing 
to draw the thoughtless crowd, and enable wise Spiritualists to 
scatter in tracts, papers, and publications, the seed which will, in 
due time, produce a bountiful harvest.
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verts will increase tenfold faster than by patronising leaders, 
creeds, and expensive organisations.1

Equating the new program with a publication strategy, Burns encouraged 
spiritualists to spread their faith by contributing to the diffusion of spiri-
tualist print media. It was for this purpose, in fact, that the “Seed Corn” 
tracts had been prepared—“to scatter broadcast over the land.”2 In Burns’s 
view, spiritualist periodicals, books, and tracts were the chief means by 
which the spiritualist message would reach the widest audience possible.
	 Although the invention of the printing press dates back to the fifteenth 
century, it was not until the nineteenth century that print commodities 
ceased to be based on an artisanal mode of production and began to adopt 
industrial techniques.3 By the 1850s, books had largely become an indus-
trial commodity in both Britain and the United States. Growth in the vol-
ume of sales was stimulated by improvements in the manufacture of books 
and in the mode of production, as well as by the expansion of the poten-
tial market due to the spread of literacy and a rising population. While at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century American publishers considered 
6,500 copies to be the sales limit for a popular book, around the 1850s edi-
tions of 10,000 were normal, and the most successful works could sell up 
to 300,000 copies.4 A similar process was at play in the British context, 
where the printed text became the center of a mass market during the first 
decades of the nineteenth century.5 In addition to the growing number of 
copies published, changes included the character of print products: while 
books and magazines were mainly addressed to clergymen and gentlemen 
in the eighteenth century, the publications that flooded the market in the 
first decades of the nineteenth century were cheap books and periodicals 
aimed to appeal to the masses.6

	 The history of the book and print media is closely linked to the his-
tory of religion: it might suffice to recall that the first major print proj-
ect completed by Gutenberg with his new technology of movable type was 
the Bible. In the Victorian age, improvements in print technologies and 
the consumer revolution stimulated the rise of religious publications as 
products of mass consumption. During this period, readerships targeted 
by the book market became increasingly transatlantic, a change that in-
formed the market of popular religious publications, too.7 As with other 
religious communities in Britain and America, the spiritualist movement 
flooded the book market with books, pamphlets, and journals, contrib-
uting to the development of spiritualism’s material culture. Moreover, 
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spiritualism, mesmerism, and mediumship—and the presence of news 
and reports on public séances in both spiritualist journals and the pop-
ular press—shows that print media were employed to support the per-
formances of mediums as well. In this regard, spiritualism’s print and 
performance cultures were strongly interconnected: by setting séances in 
a spectacular framework and by promoting the sale of print commodities, 
mediums and spiritualist leaders turned spiritualism into something that 
could be marketed and consumed.
	 This chapter examines British and American spiritualist publications, 
in which entertainment merged with the inquiry of spirit communication, 
in order to argue that the publication of books and journals within the spir-
itualist movement became part of the newly established mass market of 
books. After taking into account the role of publishing companies with-
in spiritualism, focusing in particular on the case of James Burns and the 
Progressive Library and Spiritual Institution, the chapter examines the 
content of spiritualist publications, linking them to genres of popular lit-
erature that were successful at the time. It then emphasizes a type of writ-
ing specific to the spiritualist field—works that were authored, according 
to their publishers and editors, by the spirits themselves. These were often 
the most entertaining spiritualist publications, featuring adventurous lives 
and explorations into the spirit world by departed authors. The analysis of 
these texts introduces what is apparently one of the greatest contradictions 
to be found in nineteenth-century spiritualist publications: although the 
spirits could communicate metaphysical and religious truths, they often 
decided to offer their readers something comparable to popular literature 
of the time.

print media and the broadening of the spiritualist faith

Several scholars have addressed the question of how the rise of spiritual-
ism influenced literature in the nineteenth century and beyond. Jennifer 
Bann, for instance, argues that after the Hydesville rappings, literary spir-
its appearing in gothic narratives started to seem empowered rather than 
constrained by their deaths: “They were as varied and as psychologically 
complex as they had been in life, their ability to act within a physical sphere 
evidence of both their individuality and their liberation from the restric-
tions of mortality.”8 Others have focused on the relations between spiritu-
alism and narratives of mourning,9 or on how literary fiction reflected the 
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in early nineteenth-century gothic literature, the man who confronts the 
supernatural menace—to that of the scientist, such as Van Helsing in Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula.10 These, however, are not the only ways in which spiritu-
alism dialogued with the world of popular literature. Spiritualists not only 
influenced contemporary narrative texts but produced a considerable vol-
ume of literature themselves. The number of books, pamphlets, and mag-
azines that they published during the nineteenth century is astonishing. 
In 1871, the American Bookseller’s Guide advised its readers, “The sale of 
[spiritualist] books is as steady as of books in any other department of the 
trade, and they should not be overlooked by the bookseller.”11 The same 
source reported that spiritualist publications accounted for the sale of fifty 
thousand books and fifty thousand pamphlets every year. These included 
successful treatises such as Andrew Jackson Davis’s speculative works,12 
personal testimonies of conversion by spiritualists,13 and popular pam-
phlets reporting the “miracles” of table tipping.14 Books and periodicals 
filled the gap left by the spiritualist movement’s lack of organization: as 
Ann Braude put it, “Spiritualists did not join organizations, but they did 
read and write.”15

	  Spiritualist periodicals played a particularly significant role in the 
diffusion of spiritualist print media. Functioning as a place where spir-
itualist writings were advertised and reviewed, they made an essential 
contribution to broadening the circulation of texts and creating a com-
munity of spiritualist readers. In this context, the British spiritualist jour-
nal Medium and Daybreak is a particularly interesting case because it was 
connected to the book publishing activity of its editor, the British spiri-
tualist James Burns, who produced successful titles such as Hafed Prince 
of Persia and Catherine Berry’s Experiences in Spiritualism. After buying 
out the provincial monthly Daybreak in 1869, Burns founded the Medium 
and Daybreak in 1870, described in its subtitle as “a weekly journal de-
voted to the history, phenomena, philosophy, and teachings of spiritu-
alism.” It ran for more than three decades, ending publication in 1895, 
the year after Burns’s death. According to Frank Podmore, a member of 
the Society for Psychical Research and author of one of the earliest and 
most informative histories of the movement, the Medium and Daybreak 
was by far the leading spiritualist periodical in Britain, based on its num-
ber of subscribers.16 While other spiritualist periodicals mainly targeted 
a readership of erudite spiritualists, Burns regarded the simplicity of lan-
guage as a duty and a matter of pride, seeking to make his journal acces-
sible to the broadest possible public.17 Featuring a wide range of columns 
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its through mediums, the Medium and Daybreak was particularly open to 
those contributions that appealed as much to serious inquirers as to curi-
ous and passionate readers.
	 Burns’s publishing activities were conducted under the auspices of 
his Progressive Library and Spiritual Institution, located in Southampton 
Row in Holborn, London. His marketing strategies were well synthesized in 
the “Seed Corn” tracts mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. There, 
Burns argued that the best way to broadcast the spiritualist faith was to cir-
culate the Medium and Daybreak. He also suggested that tracts and publica-
tions could be given away when traveling, left in waiting rooms at railway 
stations and in railway carriages, and distributed at special meetings and 
congregations; in fact, the spiritualist promoter should always carry a sup-
ply with her. Other ways to contribute to the cause included distributing 
the tracts in private houses or to passersby on the street. For this purpose, 
nothing was cheaper or better than the “Seed Corn” tracts, which were 
specially designed to appeal “to all classes of minds.”18 Moreover, “spe-
cial publications should be carefully selected, and sent per post, neatly ad-
dressed, to clergymen and others occupying influential and professional 
positions,” as well as to personal friends.19 Spiritualists were also encour-
aged to present the most successful works published by the Progressive 
Library and Spiritual Institution, such as Emma Hardinge’s history of spir-
itualism, at events organized at public libraries and other institutions. The 
first “Seed Corn” tract contained a list of available titles with prices, and 
everything could be ordered by post.
	 Illustrations and engravings were given particular attention in 
Burns’s publishing efforts. The Medium and Daybreak was known for its 
beautiful graphic design, and Burns employed a well-known spiritual-
ist artist and illustrator, Henry Bielfeld, to create its new header in 1872. 
Bielfeld had contributed work to other spiritualist publications, includ-
ing the frontispiece for Hardinge’s Modern American Spiritualism, which 
was taken from a painting that he executed specifically for this purpose.20 
His illustrations were sometimes created under the influence of the spir-
its, as in the case of The Ten Spiritual Commandments. Reproduced by li-
thography in several tints and advertised as having been “given by the 
spirits through [the mediumship of] Emma Hardinge,” this picture was 
sold through correspondence to the readers of the Medium and Daybreak.21 
Bielfeld also engaged in portraiture of spirit forms, as in an oil painting 
of the celebrity spirit Katie King, which reportedly was very much appre-
ciated by the spirit herself.22
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Daybreak used a burgeoning postal service to boost sales, offering discount 
prices to subscribers in the United States, as well as in European coun-
tries and in the colonies.23 It also played a leading role in promoting the 
books published or distributed by Burns and the Progressive Library and 
Spiritual Institution. Every issue featured advertisements for publications 
and for the services of mediums and other practitioners, in addition to 
other commodities and goods. In an attempt to attract potential advertis-
ers, the journal employed the language of advertising by using the slogan 
“If you wish to succeed, advertise in the ‘Medium.’”24

	 Considering the strong role played by therapy and alternative medi-
cal practices throughout the history of spiritualism,25 it is not surprising 
that advertisements for natural salts, essences, medications, and treat-
ments were among the most common items in the journal’s pages. As 
historian of advertising Jackson Lears emphasizes, therapeutic reme-
dies and panaceas played a leading role in the development of modern 
advertising culture, featuring among the most sensational and com-
mon announcements that targeted consumers in the nineteenth centu-
ry.26 In this sense, spiritualist journals such as the Medium and Daybreak 
fully participated in the broader process of the development of a mod-
ern advertising culture. Advertisements filled not only periodicals but 
also spiritualist books. For instance, The Next World, a book that fea-
tured spirit communications channeled by medium Susan Horn, con-
tained more than thirty pages of advertisements for other publications 
that were available by post through Burns’s Progressive Library and 
Spiritual Institution.27 Goods that were promoted in spiritualist journals 
and books also included instruments for spiritualist inquiries that, like 
the Ouija board, were widely marketed as popular toys,28 as well as mer-
chandise such as copies of spirit photographs.29 The relationship of the 
spiritualist movement with consumer culture, therefore, not only con-
cerned the way in which spiritualism dialogued with show business, but 
also emerged in the production, marketing, and advertisement of mate-
rial commodities.
	 Burns’s Progressive Library and Spiritual Institution was one of many 
similar enterprises that mingled spiritualist inquiry with the successful 
commercialization of print media in the nineteenth century. Virtually all 
spiritualist associations and societies of some standing in Britain and the 
United States published or promoted periodicals and books.30 While rela-
tively little is known about sales figures, the volume of texts produced with-
in the movement and the number of reprints and new editions of successful 
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flourishing enterprise within the nineteenth-century print market.31

	 What role did such an astounding range of print media play in Victorian 
spiritualism? Historian of American spiritualism Ann Braude points out 
that spiritualist periodicals contributed to the building of community  
within the spiritualist movement. In the nineteenth century, the press 
provided an arena where people from different geographical areas, but 
with common interests, could learn about one another’s lives and make 
contact through the columns of periodicals.32 Because spiritualists be-
lieved that each individual should find her own path toward the acqui-
sition of spiritual knowledge, spiritualist communities usually lacked 
institutional integration and a fixed hierarchy. Spiritualist journals pro-
vided a means to fill this gap, linking isolated spiritualist believers across 
America and Britain.33 The spiritualist movement was, therefore, more a 
community of readers unified by print media than an institutionalized re-
ligion. Indeed, the high degree of transatlantic integration between the 
spiritualist movement in Britain and that in the United States was largely 
due to the agency of the press and print media in forming transnational 
communities of readers. The ambivalent reception of spiritualism by the 
scientific and religious establishments prompted spiritualists to search 
for collaborations and exchanges beyond their own specific national con-
texts.34 As a result of periodicals and book publications, news, opinions, 
and reports about spiritualist mediums and phenomena circulated widely 
through channels that transcended national boundaries, allowing British 
and American spiritualists to feel that they belonged to a larger, transat-
lantic community.35

	 Spiritualist periodicals played another key role in the movement: they 
provided spiritualists with news about spiritualist séances, demonstra-
tions, events, and meetings. The history of print in the nineteenth cen-
tury is closely related to the commercial development of the show trade. 
In Britain and the United States, impresarios and managers relied on the 
press to publish advertisements and to incite curiosity about their shows. 
Publications often accompanied the display of attractions, too. Exhibition 
pamphlets, for instance, consisted of short essays that provided discussion 
and background information about the exhibited sensation; they could be 
sold for a small price to spectators at a lecture or a show.36 Spiritualist print 
culture supported the performance of spiritualist mediums and leaders 
in similar ways: the press was used to market and advertise séances and 
events, and exhibition pamphlets were sold during lectures on spiritualism 
and during public séances.37 Journals advertised the activities of mediums, 
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ances, published lists of public demonstrations and events, and reported 
on local and national meetings organized by spiritualist associations and 
societies. In short, they provided an essential support for spiritualism’s 
performance and spectacular culture.
	 In her book on print media in antebellum America, Isabelle Lehuu ar-
gued that there was a deep resemblance between print culture and spectac-
ular shows in the nineteenth century. As Lehuu noted, newspapers covered 
a miscellany of curiosities and attractions that resembled the exhibitionary 
culture of dime museums and fairs. Theatrical publishing was paramount 
and corresponded to the popular practice of reading melodrama; writers 
and publishers shared with performers and theatrical managers a com-
mon knowledge of what piqued the interest of the public.38 A similar alli-
ance between print and show culture is evident in spiritualism, in the way 
that both spiritualist performances and publications played as much on 
entertainment and leisure as on the religious beliefs of sitters and readers. 
Just as spiritualist séances were simultaneously a ritual and an entertaining 
event, spiritualist writings had a twofold purpose: to spread the spiritual-
ist faith and to function as a commercial enterprise. For this reason, as the 
next section will show, they were designed to discuss spiritualist issues but 
also to amuse the reader.

the popular literature of victorian spiritualism

The Victorian age signaled the rise not only of belief in spiritualism but 
also of several forms of popular literature, such as the gothic novel, that 
relied on the themes of the ghost and the supernatural.39 Following the in-
troduction of cinema in the late nineteenth century, moreover, ghosts be-
came an integral part of the cinematic imagination.40 Ghosts were thus part 
of a burgeoning popular culture in two distinctive ways: through the inclu-
sion of spiritualism in a broader array of popular attractions, and through 
their inclusion in fictional narratives popularized by theater, literature, 
and film. Yet scholarship addressing the presence of occult fantasies in 
popular culture has mainly focused on fictional uses of supernatural be-
liefs, without fully acknowledging the inherent playfulness of spiritual-
ists’ religious experience.41 This is probably due to how issues regarding 
belief and disbelief are approached in discussions on the reception of lit-
erary, theatrical, and cinematic texts. These discussions often imply that 
the consumption of fiction invites a substantially different attitude than 
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fered as an authentic transcription of spirit messages and audience mem-
bers may believe in what they see, smell, hear, and touch.42

	 While I still contend that such distinctions are useful in many regards, 
I also believe that the spiritualist case examined in this book provides a 
relevant contribution to the development of a more nuanced approach to 
the relationship between fiction and belief. Let us take, for instance, the 
notion of the “willing suspension of disbelief,” often used in discussions 
of cinematic spectatorship. This is the widespread idea that consuming a 
product of fiction involves a momentary removal of our normal level of 
skepticism, allowing us to participate emotionally in events and stories 
that we would usually not accept as realistic. Although the concept of sus-
pension of disbelief can be useful in the examination of genres such as 
the horror movie or the gothic novel, scholars have criticized some of its 
assumptions, especially concerning the relationship between belief and 
emotional response.43 In this regard, the mingling of religion with enter-
tainment in spiritualist séances reminds us that the suspension of disbe-
lief is not needed to engage in entertainment activities; in other words, we 
can also be entertained by something we believe in.44

	 This becomes particularly evident if one looks at the content of spiri-
tualist texts published throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. The dramatic increase in the sale of books, periodicals, and other 
print media during the nineteenth century also extended to the emer-
gence of literary genres, such as the popular novel, that were consumed 
by a growing mass of readers in Britain and the United States. In terms of 
content, spiritualist publications often replicated the patterns and strat-
egies of the works of popular literature that were successful in this peri-
od. Many spiritualist works bore similarities to successful literary genres 
of the time, presenting texts authored by spirits, mediums, and spiritual 
leaders in a way that responded to the interests, expectations, and habits 
of Victorian readers.
	 A good example of the spiritualist imitation of a popular genre is bi-
ographical accounts of spiritualist mediums, which reached a high lev-
el of standardization during the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Autobiographies and biographies were an important staple of the new 
literary market of the period: works such as Benjamin Franklin’s auto-
biography, The Narrative and Life of Frederick Douglass, and The Life of P. T. 
Barnum, Written by Himself were highly successful and contributed to es-
tablishing a recognized literary genre.45 As the frequency of their appear-
ance in the spiritualist field shows, biographies were a popular genre 
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among spiritualist readers, too. The Medium and Daybreak often published 
accounts of the lives of spiritualist mediums and in some cases dedicat-
ed its cover page to them (fig. 15).46 Similar works were frequently pub-
lished in book form. If a medium was particularly famous, her biography 
could be authored by a recognized publicist or writer: Thomas Low Nichols, 
who had previously published novels such as Ellen Ramsay in 1843 and the 
two-volume Forty Years of American Life in 1864, wrote a biography of the 
Davenport brothers.47 In other cases, mediums authored their own per-
sonal narratives. The publication of these memoirs was intended to dem-
onstrate their devotion to the goal of spreading the spiritualist faith, along 
with their understanding of mediumship as a public role. As Sidonie 
Smith points out, moreover, autobiographies have a performative charac-
ter, as the author produces a particular representation of herself.48 In this 

FIG. 15

Biographies of mediums 
were a popular genre 
in spiritualism, and 
spiritualist journals, 
such as the Medium and 
Daybreak, sometimes 
dedicated their cover 
pages to them. From 
Medium and Daybreak 16, 
no. 770–71 (1885): 1.
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to represent their own identity as well as their role within the spiritualist 
enterprise.49

	 Biographies of mediums can be regarded as a kind of literary subgenre 
with recurring conventions and patterns. The story of the medium’s child-
hood, for instance, followed unspoken but rather established rules. The 
death of a close relative, such as the medium’s father, was often the subject 
of particular attention, leading to his reappearance as a spirit guide after 
the discovery of mediumistic gifts.50 Frequently, the powers of the medi-
um were revealed in early childhood, without being recognized as such. In 
George Redman’s Mystic Hours, for instance, on the night of his father’s 
death, the young medium, having somnambulist tendencies, got up in his 
sleep and climbed out a two-story window before being miraculously saved 
by the intervention of spirits.51 These recurring elements were connected 
with established beliefs about mediumship. At the same time, they framed 
the works within the biographical genre and furnished further evidence of 
the reality and coherence of spiritualist claims. For example, the existence 
of relatives with special sensibilities or powers was frequently stressed, 
implying, as one medium put it, “that the mediumistic temperament is he-
reditary and transmissible.”52 Doctrinal questions were directly addressed 
and discussed as well, and the religious background of the medium was 
thoroughly described.
	 Invariably, one of the pivotal moments in a medium’s life was the rev-
elation of mediumistic gifts. The narrative of this discovery usually moved 
from a sudden breakthrough, in which the medium’s powers spontane-
ously revealed themselves, to gradual training and continual development 
in the phenomena of spirit communications. Following this path, advances 
in mediumship could continue through the medium’s entire life. For ex-
ample, the medium Joseph Armitage reported that, after discovering his 
mediumship, he deepened his knowledge of spiritualism, which led him to 
develop the ability of trance lecturing. Later, when he tried to help a per-
son who had his arm crushed in a wheel, he discovered that he was a heal-
ing medium, too.53

	 In contrast to other spiritualist writings that dedicated much atten-
tion to metaphysical and religious speculations, biographies of mediums 
mostly relied on anecdotes. This characteristic gave those publications an 
entertaining character. Redman’s autobiography, for instance, was full of 
adventurous episodes. One time, before leaving New York City for a jour-
ney to Buffalo, Redman was compelled by his spirit guardian to walk down 
Broadway toward Battery Park. Upon reaching Cortland Street, he was 
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counter and hand the attendant a twenty-dollar bill from his pocket. Later, 
when Redman discovered the box contained a Colt revolver, he received 
instructions from his father’s spirit to load the weapon in order to save his 
life. “Here,” thought Redman, “is a pretty specimen of a spiritual teacher: 
on one side of my breast I am carrying sentiments of peace, progress, hap-
piness, and good will; on the other a loaded revolver.”54 One night soon 
thereafter, he had the opportunity to use it when he was assaulted by two 
bandits on his way home:

At this moment I felt a stunning sensation as if struck by some 
heavy instrument, and fell staggering against a door nearby. I now 
perceived my hand jerk suddenly, and though partially stupefied, I 
had sufficient perception to see the ruffians backing from me with 
their hands before their faces; then dodging into a by-way, they 
disappeared. By this time I knew all; my arm was still raised, and 
in my hand the revolver. . . . On retiring to bed that night, I felt I 
should rest ever after secure from harm, and truly appreciated the 
guardianship of him, who was happy to call me child.55

On another occasion, Redman could again thank his spirit friends for 
helping him survive a tragic and thrilling train accident.56

	 The use of narrative strategies such as colorful anecdotes, which also 
characterize the most popular works of the biographical genre,57 exempli-
fies the close resemblance of nineteenth-century spiritualist publications 
to popular literature of the time. Moreover, it reveals how spiritualism 
found legitimization not only by mimicking the experimental patterns 
of positivist science, but also by using the strategies employed within the 
realm of popular culture. As David Turley emphasized, anecdotes have 
both a narrative and an important rhetorical function: they make a state-
ment about the character’s nature, profession, and agency.58 In other 
words, anecdotes in popular biographies function as narrative patterns 
that give legitimacy to the protagonist, as well as to the class of individ-
uals that the protagonist represents. In biographies of artists, for in-
stance, as Ernst Kris and Otto Kurz famously claimed, anecdotes support 
widespread claims about the act of artistic creation and confirm well-
established ideas about the “artistic” temperament;59 in biographies of 
inventors, they follow established representations of the process of in-
novation and the role of inventors in scientific and technological prog-
ress.60 Likewise, the establishment of a tradition of biographies and 
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121autobiographies of mediums in the nineteenth century supported spir-
itualism’s claims regarding spirit communication, mediumship, and 
the medium’s role in the formation of knowledge about the otherworld. 
Corroboration of these claims was offered to the public through the en-
tertaining and accessible formula of colorful anecdotes, such as those fea-
tured in Redman’s autobiography.
	 The entertaining and popular approach employed in biographies of 
spiritualist mediums demonstrates spiritualist print culture’s repetition of 
broader literary genres and strategies that signaled the formation of popu-
lar culture and mass readership. This is also evident in a genre of publica-
tions that were specific to the spiritualist movement: those that had been 
allegedly dictated by spirits to mediums. Like spiritualist performances 
at séances, these publications were based on a successful combination 
of claims of authenticity and the pursuit of entertainment. In fact, while 
pointing to trance mediumship as evidence of mechanical and objective 
agency, spirit writings also employed strategies and genres that were typi-
cal of popular literature of the time.61 In these texts, readers could find not 
only a confirmation of their belief in spirit communication but also an en-
joyable pastime.
	 In May 1882, an article in the Medium and Daybreak acknowledged 
spiritualism’s relationship to literature. The author hinted at the role 
played by trance and direct writing in the work of great masters of the past, 
such as Shakespeare and Milton. It was reported, in fact, that Dickens 
once declared that every word his characters said “was distinctly heard by 
him.”62 The article also mentioned the writings of a much less famous au-
thor, the young Florentine medium Gino Fanciullacci; he published a vol-
ume in Dantesque meter entitled A Pilgrimage in the Heavens, which had 
been dictated to him by his spirit guide.63 
	 Spirit writings, however, were usually much more frivolous than the 
verses delivered by Fanciullacci. Designed to appeal to a large public, 
some of them enjoyed popular success that went far beyond the bound-
aries of spiritualism. Their editorial strategy was frequently based on 
the mingling of religion with leisure, providing readers not only a spiri-
tual uplift but also an opportunity for diversion and recreation. Several 
genres, such as historical novels, autobiographies, war correspondence, 
and poetry, were composed through the authorship of spirits. The most 
common works of this kind were the memoirs of spirits, who were in a 
privileged position to describe their existence on earth and in the after-
life. Although these were usually presented as accounts of real events, 
many of them clearly show a reliance on literary motifs and conventions, 
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many mediums had theatrical experience, a number of those who prac-
ticed direct writing and published books authored by spirits had literary 
backgrounds.64 Discourses on philosophical and religious matters that 
came directly from the otherworld, following in the tradition of trance 
lecturing, were frequently published.65 Compositions of spirit poetry ap-
peared as early as 1853, when four thousand rhymed lines were delivered 
through the American medium Thomas Lake Harris.66 The next year, a 
volume of verses “spoken and written in obedience to superior influences 
by one who, in a normal condition, possesses no such power of utterance” 
was published in New York.67 According to the publisher, the medium 
through whom the spirit versified had never displayed any tendency or 
capacity for literary creation: poetry was, to him, “as verily an unknown 
tongue as was ever given to prophet or apostle.”68

	 Journalistic correspondence and news reports also found a spiritualist 
analogue. The Medium and Daybreak published a regular column entitled 
“The Spirit-Messenger,” featuring articles authored by spirits of the dead, 
submitted to the magazine by spiritualist mediums.69 Some of them could 
have easily appeared, if not for the claims of spiritual agency, in a pop-
ular newspaper. In February 1885, for instance, the magazine published 
an article about the British mission in Sudan dictated by the spirit of the 
seventeenth-century architect and mathematician Sir Christopher Wren, 
implying that spirits in the afterlife were aware of current political and in-
ternational events. The events described in the article had acquired much 
attention in British nonspiritualist newspapers of the 1880s.70 Another 
popular literary genre, historical fiction, was reflected in the magazine’s 
column “Historical Controls.”71

	 One spirit author acknowledged the complex mixture of fiction and 
spiritualism, pointing out at the beginning of a piece that continued 
through several editions of the magazine, “This is not a novel, and yet 
to the majority of the readers, certainly to the bulk of those who are not 
Spiritualists, this little story will seem a romance.”72 The narrative was, 
indeed, quite dramatic. The spirit was Italian, and his story seems to 
follow patterns that could easily be found in popular depictions of his 
countrymen in the English-speaking world. An artist from Tuscany, he 
drowned while rowing a little boat in a neighborhood of Venice. His na-
tional character was described in conventional ways: “The entire dura-
tion of my earthly life was only twenty-three years, but we Italians mature 
early, under the genial influence of a southern sky. We soon ripen intel-
lectually as well as physically. We are a receptive as well as an emotional 
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turning point of the entire narrative, a climax in which the spirit experi-
enced “a charming sense of freedom,” his earthly life passing before him 
“with marvellous distinction.”74 
	 The celebrity status of spirit authors could turn the attention of the 
public toward these cultural products. For this reason, spirit writings 
were sometimes used in advertising. At the beginning of the twentieth 
century, a cosmetic firm in Germany claimed to receive the recipes for its 
miraculous products from the spirit of the Renaissance physician and al-
chemist Paracelsus. The name of the firm, Bombastuswerke, was a tribute 
to Paracelsus, whose complete name was Theophrastus Bombastus von 
Hohenheim. The business had started when the director of the enter-
prise, a Mr. B., discovered that he was a trance medium. However, his 
powers were not to bring him luck, as he was subsequently convicted of 
fraud by a German tribunal.75 In other cases, the profitability of spirit 
writings was ensured by the fact that the spirit had been a famous writ-
er in life. The history of spiritualism is full of posthumous works dic-
tated from the beyond, such as the book that Oscar Wilde supposedly 
wrote twenty-six years after his death. Entitled Oscar Wilde from Purgatory: 
Psychic Messages and edited by the medium Hester Travers Smith, who re-
ceived Wilde’s spiritual communications, this book was highly regarded 
in the spiritualist community. Arthur Conan Doyle intervened in the dis-
pute about Wilde’s authorship, claiming that the communications should 
be accepted as genuine since they corresponded to Wilde’s style.76 In his 
History of Spiritualism, Doyle explained that “the verity of any particular 
specimen of such writing must depend not upon mere assertion, but upon 
corroborative details and the general dissimilarity from the mind of the 
writer, and similarity to that of the alleged inspirer.”77 Posthumous works 
were also authored by the stars of other cultural worlds, such as cine-
ma: in the late 1920s, the popular press reported rumors that the spir-
it of Rudolph Valentino was dictating a screenplay to the medium Carla 
McKinstry. The movie that Valentino proposed from the spirit world was 
a love story set in the desert, to be produced under the title The Warning 
of Time. Both the medium and the spirit were sure that this work was des-
tined to be a great popular success.78

	 One of the most interesting examples of spirit writing that recalls 
popular fiction is Hafed Prince of Persia, delivered through the Scottish 
medium David Duguid and published by James Burns. Hafed was one of 
Duguid’s main spirit guides. Appearing in forty-six sittings between 1870 
and 1871, he presented himself as the spirit of a prince and warrior who 
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ly reviewed and advertised in the Medium and Daybreak as “a book writ-
ten and illustrated by spirits.”79 According to these ads, Hafed dictated 
the book through the lips of Duguid and sketched the pictures through 
the hands of Duguid, who was in an unconscious trance. The authentic-
ity of these spirit drawings was demonstrated through the automatism of 
the act; the magazine review stressed that “it matters not to him whether 
he works in darkness or in light.”80 Despite this evidence in favor of his 
mediumship, the spirit drawings published in Hafed raised many doubts 
within the spiritualist world, especially when some of Duguid’s sketch-
es were discovered to have been copied from Cassell’s illustrated Family 
Bible.
	 Hafed’s illustrated story was a consistent success in nineteenth- 
century spiritualism, going through several editions and reprints in the 
decades after 1876. The illustrations enhanced its appeal, functioning as 
further proof of the automatism of Duguid’s trance and as a visual ele-
ment familiar to the readers of illustrated novels. The story was a mé-
lange of Orientalist and biblical literature. In the first sittings—the book 
is, in fact, organized into sittings instead of chapters—Hafed described 
his early life, from his birth in “a lovely spot of earth’s surface, situated 
on the eastern shores of the Persian sea,”81 to his marriage and the birth 
of his first son, when Hafed was thirty-three. The decisive turn in the plot 
came in the sixth sitting, when Hafed, returning home from a war cam-
paign, discovered that his family had been brutally murdered by a barbar-
ian tribe that plundered his town. When the Holy Spirit appeared to him, 
Hafed asked why he did not save their lives; the Holy Spirit answered that 
henceforth Hafed’s existence “was to be devoted to something higher and 
better than war.”82 Hafed then decided to leave on a long journey toward 
the land of Judea. The story climaxed when Hafed revealed to the readers 
that he was one of the biblical magi, the three wise men who visited Jesus 
after his birth. The book reported how Hafed became Jesus’s instructor 
and mentor, traveling with him to distant lands such as Greece, Persia, 
and even India.
	 The plot of Hafed Prince of Persia exploited widespread reinterpreta-
tions of historical and religious events, as well as episodes in Jesus’s youth 
from the apocryphal gospels, which are not included in the New Testament. 
Following a well-established narrative in the spiritualist field, Jesus was 
presented as a powerful medium who communicated not only with God but 
also with the spirits of the dead; the appearance of angels was depicted as 
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an early example of spirit communication.83 Such spiritualist readings of 
historical and religious events went so far as to describe a séance attended 
by Hafed in an Egyptian temple—an episode that was illustrated by Duguid 
in trance. Egyptian priests of the first century, Hafed explained, organized 
séances and communicated with the spirits of the dead. Hafed’s illustra-
tion of one of these Egyptian séances contributed to the appeal of his nar-
rative to spiritualist readers of the time (fig. 16). Moreover, the episode 
placed the book in the context of the British interest in Near Eastern ar-
chaeology, resulting in a variety of stage spectacles on Assyrian, Persian, 
and Egyptian themes during the nineteenth century.84

	 As the case of Hafed shows, spirits could offer readers literary prod-
ucts with the potential to be widely appealing. Works such as Duguid’s 
book, in this sense, exemplify the complex links between books au-
thored by spirits and popular literature of the day. The illustrated Hafed 
was a kind of spirit novel, hardly distinguishable from a work of fiction. 
Referring to Oriental realms, furnishing incredible revelations about 
religious history, and enriching the narrative with a number of illustra-
tions, it was a book that could be successfully commercialized by spiritu-
alist editors and publishers.

FIG. 16

Hafed Prince of Persia, a 
text delivered through 
the mediumship of 
David Duguid, featured 
illustrations that he 
supposedly sketched in 
trance under the influence 
of spirits. This illustration 
depicts a séance in ancient 
Egypt. From David Duguid, 
Hafed Prince of Persia: His 
Experiences in Earth-Life 
and Spirit-Life, Being Spirit 
Communications Received 
Through Mr. David Duguid, 
the Glasgow Trance-
Painting Medium (London: 
James Burns, 1876), 113.
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The popular success of spirit writings as a literary form was grounded 
in specific techniques of spirit communication that relied on the writ-
ten word. Such processes involved issues of mediumship and trance, by 
which the deliverer claimed to function as a channel of communication 
without being directly involved in the intellectual creation of the text. In 
chapter 1, I examined the role of trance in the performances of spiritu-
alist mediums: it constructed a theatrical environment while at the same 
time providing grounds for the claims of authenticity of these events. 
Here, I would like to show that spirit-authored texts were based on sim-
ilar dynamics. The fact that mediums wrote spirit messages in trance, 
completely disconnected from their own will, was meant to demonstrate 
that these texts were authentic manifestations of spirits’ presence. Such 
claims of authenticity, however, were combined with the use of liter-
ary strategies and conventions that made spirit writings pleasurable to 
read, too. Entertainment and belief, as a result, harmoniously coexisted 
in this form of spirit communication, as they did in spiritualist séances 
and demonstrations.
	 As Helen Sword notes, written spirit messages tended to undermine 
the notion of authorship: copyright laws and library catalogues, which le-
gitimize the boundaries of authorship, were troubled by spirit authors.85 It 
was only in 1941 that the American Library Association provided specific 
instructions for cataloguing “mediumistic writings”: the correct procedure 
was to “enter a work received through a medium (automatic writing, ta-
ble rapping, Ouija board, etc.) under the medium with added entry for the 
purported author.”86 Earlier, in 1926, an article in the Virginia Law Review 
underlined the contradictions raised by a dispute on copyright claims 
about a book supposedly authored by spirits; it pointed to the fact that if 
the spirit was really a dead man, he could not own property, since the law 
vests a dead man’s estate in living persons.87

	 Spirit-authored texts could be delivered in several ways. A common 
procedure was automatic writing, in which the medium fell into a trance 
and wrote under the influence of spirits. To demonstrate that automatic 
writing conveyed spirit messages and was not a conscious act of the medi-
um, spiritualists often emphasized the difference with the medium’s usual 
calligraphy. Spirit agency could also be proven through devices such as the 
planchette, “a capricious little wooden machine which runs on wheels with 
a pencil attachment, on which if a hand is placed, it immediately proceeds 
to write legible and intelligent communications.”88
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manifestation of unconscious movements. While she was still studying 
psychology under the direction of William James,89 the American writ-
er Gertrude Stein coauthored with a Harvard graduate student, Leon M. 
Solomons, an article on automatic writing for the third volume of the 
Psychological Review. Using themselves as experimental subjects, Stein 
and Solomons employed the planchette and other spiritualist techniques 
for automatic writing, coming to the conclusion that “a large number of 
acts ordinarily called intelligent, such as reading, writing, etc., can go 
on quite automatically in ordinary people.”90 Two years later, Stein pub-
lished another article on the same subject. Testing automatic writing with 
subjects other than herself, Stein provided evidence of how a movement 
could be “cultivated” by the experimenter, by rhythmically moving the 
planchette while the subject’s eyes were shut and the subject was distract-
ed. This “training” often resulted in the subject’s unconsciously repeat-
ing the movement taught.91

	 Another common technique used to produce spirit-authored texts was 
called direct writing. It required the spirit to produce the inscription with-
out visible physical contact with the medium or, in certain cases, without 
even employing writing materials. Although messages delivered through 
the planchette were often listed under the categories of automatic or di-
rect writing, the most specific instances of this technique involved writ-
ing magically appearing, for instance, on a sheet of paper that had been 
closed in a box. A particularly famous version of this phenomenon was the 
“slate writing” performed by mediums such as William Eglinton and Henry 
Slade. In a general meeting report of the Society for Psychical Research, an 
experiment with slate writing conducted by a member, Dr. Wyld, was de-
scribed in detail:

Slade sat about four feet from Dr. Wyld at the opposite side of a 
table, but some distance from the table, and Dr. Wyld having first 
examined both sides of the slate, and found it a new dusty slate, 
placed a crumb of pencil on the table; he then covered the pen-
cil with the slate and pressed the slate to the table with his el-
bow, while he seized Slade’s two feet with his two feet, and his two 
hands with his two hands, and then said “Now write.”
	 Immediately the sound of writing occurred, and this having 
ceased, Dr. Wyld . . . found a message written in dusty slate pen-
cil writing, containing five Christian family names and a message 
concerning a family matter of importance.92
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were reputed to possess a greater evidentiary value, since the phenome-
non was performed without any apparent intervention of the human hand, 
though it usually resulted in shorter and less elaborate messages.
	 A third technique of spirit authorship involved spirit dictation 
through trance lecturing by the medium. This required the participa-
tion of a third person, who acted as a kind of secretary, transcribing the 
memoirs of the spirit. The agency of authorship was then ideally attrib-
uted to three—the spirit, the medium, and the transcriber—since all were 
involved in the process of delivery. This was the case, for instance, with 
Hafed Prince of Persia, which was delivered through trance lecturing by 
David Duguid and transcribed by H. Nisbet, who declared in the intro-
duction that he recorded “nothing beyond what was spoken by the me-
dium in his trance state.”93

	 The challenge to the issue of authorship brought on by spirit writing 
has been linked by scholars such as Lisa Gitelman and Friedrich Kittler 
to the development of techniques such as stenography and to the tech-
nologies that mechanized writing, such as the typewriter, typography, and 
telegraphic inscription.94 This argument is enhanced by the fact that these 
spiritualist processes required the medium to operate as a kind of commu-
nication channel, speaking or writing for someone else. During the nine-
teenth century, and especially with the development of telegraphic and, 
later, telephonic communication, media technologies introduced the pres-
ence of a person, the operator, whose duty was to register and to commu-
nicate messages to others. The operator spoke the language of the machine 
and was supposed to disappear, at least symbolically, in the process of de-
livering the message. Although mediums often defended the importance 
of their profession by describing themselves as secretaries taking dictation 
from dead authors,95 their resemblance to telegraph operators was occa-
sionally acknowledged, too.96

	 The process that guided spirit writing was frequently attributed to un-
specified ethereal or electrical forces that might be able to control, or gal-
vanize, the medium’s movement. A book discussing spirits’ influence on 
mediums under trance reported the following anecdote: “A young man, 
sitting in a circle, had his arm shaken with irresistible violence, making 
innumerable curves and lines. When this had gone on some time, a very 
intelligent person in the party, who had been observing all that passed, 
said, ‘I am sure that all this is some action of electricity.’ Instantly the hand 
wrote, with exceeding rapidity, and no spaces between the words,‘Youare-
rightitiselectricitythatmovesthehandbutthereisaspiritthatguidestheelectricity.’”97  



S
TR

A
N

G
E

R
 TH

A
N

 F
IC

TIO
N

129

The spirit who “guides the electricity,” and consequently the medium’s 
hand, was represented in two drawings printed some pages later as a spir-
itual presence that exercised its influence on the brain and the muscles of 
the medium (figs. 17–18).98 The medium acted as a truly mechanical de-
vice that was activated, like the telegraph, by electricity. A similar process 
seems to be at play in Rudyard Kipling’s short story “Wireless,” in which a 
character goes into a trance to write some verses from Keats while an ex-
periment with wireless telegraphy is taking place in a nearby room.99

	 In the spiritualist field, the medium was regularly likened to a kind of 
typing machine operated by the remote control of spirit agency. An early 
writing debunking spirit communication as fraudulent mentioned how the 
spirit of Benjamin Franklin had delivered to the medium Edward P. Fowler 
some written samples, after Fowler saw him “with a large box of electri-
cal apparatus (galvanic we suppose)”; the spirit later revealed that he sent 
the messages “by the aid of the battery.”100 The same author listed a num-
ber of processes employed by writing mediums (figs. 19–20). The “electri-
cal process” (fig. 20) involved the spirit commanding the medium’s hand 
at a distance of about two miles, thus establishing “a complete chain of 
spiritual substance . . . between the directing spirit and the system of the 

FIG. 17 (LEFT)   “The good spirit above is throwing the influence through the higher portions 
of the brain, namely, the organs of veneration, benevolence, ideality, and the intellectual portion. 
The evil spirit, nearer to earth, is trying to mesmerize the base of the brain.” From Sophia Elizabeth 
De Morgan and Augustus De Morgan, From Matter to Spirit: The Result of Ten Years’ Experience in Spirit 
Manifestations (London: Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1863), 54.

FIG. 18 (RIGHT)   “I asked [the spirits] for a drawing of the process, when two persons’ hands 
were joined, and the drawing No. 2 was made.” From Sophia Elizabeth De Morgan and Augustus 
De Morgan, From Matter to Spirit: The Result of Ten Years’ Experience in Spirit Manifestations (London: 
Longman, Roberts, and Green, 1863), 55.
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medium, by which chain a perfect connection is formed from one to the 
other.”101 The connection of spiritualist theories with telegraphic machin-
ery—which, as Jeffrey Sconce documented, was often recalled in accounts 
of spirit communication102—was strongly influenced by the nature of com-
munication media as mechanized systems of inscription.
	 This link between spirit writing and the world of mechanized writing 
responded to the development of printing technologies that made litera-
ture and the book market increasingly industrialized and commercialized. 
The spirits seemed to be perfectly conscious of how to succeed in the ris-
ing realm of popular culture. Like professional editors, spirits gave precise 
indications of how a publication could be successfully marketed. Following 
their directions was a way to confirm faith in the spirits and, at the same 
time, to ensure the success of a publishing enterprise. Samuel Watson, a 
Methodist priest who converted to spiritualism, reported that the spirits 
had agreed to suspend the publication of the Spiritual Magazine so that the 
Voice of Truth, a weekly, might be a success; at the same time, they had as-
signed him the task of preparing and publishing a new book. When Watson 
finished this work, the spirits claimed their authorship and declared that 
they were “anxious to see the work appear.”103 Another example of spirits 

FIG. 19   Spiritualists distinguished between several kinds of automatic and direct writing 
techniques. In this illustration, the “direct process” is depicted as the direct influence of the spirit 
on the medium’s hand. From Hiram Mattison, Spirit Rapping Unveiled! (New York: Mason Brothers, 
1853), 62.
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providing advice on publishing strategies can be found in the career of 
Allan Kardec, who succeeded in founding a strong spiritualist organiza-
tion in France. Kardec’s Le livre des esprits (Book of spirits), first published 
in 1857, went through twenty-two editions by 1875 in France alone and 
was translated into multiple foreign languages, including English. By ear-
ly 1866, his journal, the Revue Spirit, counted as many as 1,800 subscrib-
ers. Before starting publication of this journal, Kardec reportedly asked the 
spirits what approach he should follow. As John Warne Monroe noted, the 
answer revealed “an acute sense of what made publications on spirit phe-
nomena appealing”:104 the spirits suggested that the journal appeal to curi-
osity, containing both the serious and the entertaining, in order to attract 
men of science as well as the ordinary reader.
	 Practices of automatic and direct writing also contributed to the in-
teraction of spiritualist print culture with spectacle and performance. In 
fact, mediums produced these forms of writing at private and public sé-
ances, before the sometimes stupefied, sometimes skeptical gaze of sitters 
and spectators. In this sense, spiritualist manifestations that resulted in 
the production of texts provide a further link between spiritualism’s print 
and performance cultures. Employing trance writing as a performance, 

FIG. 20  Another kind of spirit writing was the “electrical process,” by which the spirit used the 
force of electricity to guide the medium’s hand. From Hiram Mattison, Spirit Rapping Unveiled! (New 
York: Mason Brothers, 1853), 62.
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and publishing in a mechanized age.
	 While writing is usually regarded as an act of human creation rath-
er than a means of objective knowledge, spiritualist techniques of direct 
and automatic writing linked it to mechanical objectivity.105 In Victorian 
spiritualism, trance lecturers were presented to the public as a spectacular 
show as well as a neutral channel of communication with the otherworld. 
Likewise, spirit writing allowed for the production of texts that functioned 
simultaneously as entertaining pieces of literature and as evidences of the 
spiritualist claims. The standardization of specific patterns by which spirit 
messages were recorded on paper contributed to the emergence of a spir-
itualist literature that amused readers while at the same time providing 
them with authentic manifestations of spirit agency.

the spirit and the bookseller

The way in which spiritualist publications took up strategies of popular lit-
erature and circulated in the marketplace is meaningful to this work for 
three main reasons. First, as shown by the commercialization of pam-
phlets accompanying spiritualist lectures and public events, the impor-
tance of the press as a vehicle for publicity, and the performative character 
of automatic writing, spiritualist publications were connected to the per-
formances of mediums in private and public séances. Second, spiritualist 
publications were located at the same intersection of religious beliefs with 
entertainment and leisure that, as I argue, characterized spiritualism as a 
whole. Third, the circulation of spiritualist books and journals as cultural 
commodities was part of the process by which the movement took on ele-
ments of nineteenth-century consumerism and material culture.
	 The history of the planchette, the device commonly employed in au-
tomatic writing, epitomizes the link between spiritualism and the book 
market that has been explored in this chapter. Invented by a French spiri-
tualist in 1853, it consisted of a small board supported by wheels, to which 
a pencil was attached to write signs or letters that were interpreted as spir-
it messages.106 This “mysterious toy,” as the Bostonian spiritualist Epes 
Sargent called it, became “a puzzle and a study to thousands of intelligent 
inquirers, for whom the great problems of psychology and physiology have 
a not irrational interest.”107 Although it was soon disseminated in Europe 
and America, the planchette was not widely used in the spiritualist move-
ment until the end of the 1860s. Sargent confessed that “why so sudden 
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“planchette was nothing new.”108 An answer to this question, however, can 
easily be found in the marketing history of this device. As Sargent himself 
documented, the production of planchettes was taken over in 1868 by a 
firm of American toy makers, who flooded the market with a great number 
of them.109 The place chosen for the commercialization of the planchette 
was the bookseller’s shop, where other forms of this device had been avail-
able since the 1850s.110 Booksellers—the commercial venue of a rising book 
industry—turned this instrument of spiritualist inquiry into a popular toy.
	 Manufacturers such as Kirby and Co., Gilman Moulton, Jaques and 
Son, N. Bangs Williams, and G. W. Cottrell competed to produce and dis-
tribute different models of the planchette. The “Boston Planchette,” for 
one, was advertised in spiritualist publications as well as in popular mag-
azines, where it was described as “full of fun, puzzle and mystery, and a 
pleasant companion in the house.”111 The functioning of these devices was 
discussed in periodicals such as the Scientific American and Once a Week; 
the latter published a letter signed by “an anxious mamma,” who reported 
to have “a family of sons and daughters, ranging from ten to twenty-three, 
. . . who must be amused,” and asked where a planchette could be bought. 
The editor provided the address of a retailer, Messrs. Elliots Brothers.112 
The popular craze for planchettes also inspired popular songs. In 1868 
alone, as the planchette was being introduced to the American market, two 
sheet-music publishers launched popular songs celebrating the marvels of 
this device: Lee and Walker in Philadelphia marketed Planchette: Song and 
Chorus, while C. Y. Fonda from Cincinnati published the Planchette Polka.113

	 In Britain, as in the United States, the history of the planchette inter-
sected with the history of the book market. Companies such as Two Worlds 
Publishing marketed this device alongside spiritualist books and periodi-
cals. Founded in Manchester in 1887, the company promoted a periodi-
cal entitled The Two Worlds, which was edited by celebrity medium Emma 
Hardinge. By the turn of the century, Two Worlds Publishing had added 
to its portfolio of spiritualist publications several versions of popular de-
vices for spiritualist séances, such as planchettes, crystal balls, and dial 
boards.114 James Burns, too, advertised and marketed the planchette along-
side other “appliances” employed in the study of spiritualist and occult 
phenomena.115

	 The planchette, originally created to give more credibility to the claims 
of spirit authorship, was made part of a commercialized literary world in-
creasingly haunted by fantasies and apprehensions about the manufac-
turing of written texts. With the introduction of this device in bookshops, 
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system of production and distribution that in the nineteenth century wid-
ened the consumption of popular literature. Mirroring the successful mar-
keting history of the planchette, spirit-authored texts were also introduced 
into the market of print media. They became one of the most successful 
products of spiritualist publishing enterprises. Electricity drove the medi-
um’s hand toward the production of books that were almost indistinguish-
able from works of fiction. Ultimately, spirits had joined the commercial 
ventures of popular literature.
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In 1946, French film critic and theorist André Bazin published an essay 
entitled “The Life and Death of Superimposition.” This short critical piece, 
based on an analysis of the special effects employed in three American 
films—Alexander Hall’s Here Comes Mr. Jordan (1941), Sam Wood’s Our Town 
(1940), and Garson Kanin’s Tom, Dick, and Harry (1941)—sketched a his-
tory of the use of superimposition in cinema, from Méliès’s trick movies to 
the filmic production of Bazin’s time.1 In this chapter, I undertake a sim-
ilar task. Unlike Bazin’s analysis, however, this history of superimposi-
tion will start before Méliès, and even before the invention of cinema. The 
visual device that involved superimposing ghostly apparitions on a given 
background cannot be understood by looking at the history of photogra-
phy or at cinema alone. This history demands what Lynda Nead has called 
“an integrated approach to visual media,”2 which moves beyond the use 
of an interdisciplinary framework to focus on the connections and spaces 
across media.
	 In the 1860s, a new genre of spirit manifestations was established 
in the spiritualist movement: spirit photography. This phenomenon was 
based not on the capacity of photography to document what was visible to 
the human eye; on the contrary, it was presented as the result of photog-
raphy’s purported unsettling and uncanny faculty to detect the images of 
spirits who were among the living but went undetected by human senses. 
Like trance mediums, the visual medium of photography was able to access 
the spirit world, offering spiritualist believers the possibility of obtaining 
a portrait of a loved one from the otherworld.
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136 	 As expert photographers and other skeptics soon pointed out, this ap-
parently extraordinary phenomenon could be explained as the product of 
a simple photographic trick or accident. Most notably, critics pointed to 
multiple exposure and other superimposition techniques that were com-
monly used in photography. Fake “spirit” photographs were produced to 
demonstrate the trickery that had been employed in spiritualism. During 
the second half of the nineteenth century, photographic images that fea-
tured a superimposed element were at times believed to be real manifes-
tations of spirits and ghosts, at times debunked as a photographic trick, 
and at times used for their entertaining and spectacular effect. Following 
the emergence of film, multiple-exposure imagery became a common way 
to render onscreen the apparition of ghosts and the occurrence of dreams 
and visions. This chapter explores the circulation of a photographic tech-
nique—multiple exposure—and a visual effect—superimposition—in spiri-
tualism, stage magic, magic-lantern projection, photography, and cinema. 
The underlying argument is that the circulation of superimposition in 
multiple technological and cultural contexts framed it as a body of tech-
nologies and knowledge that wavered between realism and fantasy, stasis 
and movement, fiction and belief.
	 Since Tom Gunning’s pioneering essay “Phantom Images and Modern 
Manifestations,” spirit photography has been examined within film stud-
ies as a key to understanding the relationship among cinema, the uncanny, 
and the supernatural.3 Scholars such as François Jost, Matthew Solomon, 
Karen Beckman, and Lynda Nead have recognized the debts of early cine-
ma, and of the trick-movie genre in particular, to the iconography of spirit 
photography.4 Despite the extent of this literature, however, the relations 
between spiritualism and the world of the still and moving image raise 
questions that have been left largely unanswered. How can we connect 
spirit photography, regarded by many spiritualists as an object of belief, 
with the motion picture, which from its very beginning was presented as a 
spectacle and maintained strong ties to the realm of fiction? As many have 
noted, there was never a “spirit cinema,” and the use of the moving im-
age to document spiritualist séances was quite rare, too.5 Notwithstanding 
the apocryphal anecdotes regarding early cinematic audiences panicking 
before the image of an oncoming train,6 film apparently did not invite the 
same kind of faith as spirit photography.
	 A more careful look into the history of spirit photography and multi-
ple-exposure techniques, however, reveals that issues of fiction and be-
lief intermingled in virtually every use of superimposition, from spirit 
photography to the trick movie. As I will argue, in fact, the way in which 
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137spiritualists interpreted and used spirit photographs reveals a deep inter-

connection between consumerism and religious beliefs: prints of spirit 
photographs were commercialized and consumed within the movement 
and were regarded by spiritualists not only as evidences of the existence of 
spirits but also as commodities and visual curiosities. The history of spirit 
photography was also shaped by questions of fictionality and the market, 
and the use of superimposition effects in cinema to conjure apparitions 
such as ghosts, fairies, devils, and other fantastic creatures finds a signifi-
cant precedent in the late-nineteenth-century debunking of this spiritu-
alist technique. Following the visual technique of superimposition in the 
worlds of photographic and projected images, from Robertson’s phantas-
magoria to Mumler’s spirit photographs, from photographic amusements 
to stage magic and the trick film, I will look at superimposition as a kind of 
visual medium in its own right. Despite its being continuously reinvent-
ed and reconstructed, its history reveals the trajectory of a visual culture 
that was haunted by ghosts, dreams, visions, and the contradictory sta-
tus of the photographic image. The chapter will show that the representa-
tion of spirits as superimposed images was used within spiritualism as well 
as in openly spectacular contexts, such as stereoscopic photography and 
early cinema. Moreover, the fact that spirit photographs and visual rep-
resentations of spirits were regarded as visual curiosities and marketed 
as commodities within the boundaries of spiritualism suggests that rigid 
distinctions between entertainment and belief are problematic not only 
for spiritualist séances and demonstrations but also for spiritualism’s vi-
sual culture. The examination of spirit photography and related visual ef-
fects, therefore, further corroborates my overall argument that the history 
of spiritualism merged with the history of spectacular attractions and en-
tertainments in the nineteenth century.

photographing spirits

In 1862, the spiritualist world was startled by the news that an engraver 
from Boston, William Mumler, was able to produce the photograph of a 
spirit. This discovery soon spread through the channels of spiritualist print 
media and was heralded by the spiritualist journal Banner of Light as the be-
ginning of “a new spiritual phase.”7 Mumler had reportedly discovered the 
phenomenon by chance, while working with some new chemicals. When 
he developed the plate, the figure of a young woman, in whom he recog-
nized the likeness of his deceased cousin, appeared mysteriously. He soon 
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where he offered his sitters the extraordinary possibility of being photo-
graphed with a spirit. Similar to regular portrait photographers, he charged 
a price for a successful sitting. Using ordinary photographic means, he 
claimed to have no control over the phenomenon, by which a faint image 
of the departed appeared beside the persons photographed in his studio 
(figs. 21–22).
	 Spirit photography became widely known beyond the spiritualist world 
in 1869, when Mumler was brought to trial for fraud in New York and the 
news spread in the American press. Although nine possible technical 
ways to produce images similar to his spirit photographs  were present-
ed and the judge declared himself to be morally convinced of the pres-
ence of fraud, Mumler was discharged. The prosecutors had been unable 
to explain with certainty which procedure Mumler actually used to per-
form the trick. However, as Louis Kaplan has thoroughly documented, the 
trial succeeded in making spirit photography an issue of public debate.8 
It became a hot topic in the New York daily press, as well as in widely cir-
culating national magazines, including Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s 
Illustrated Journal.9 Such extensive coverage probably played a role in the 
proliferation of spirit photography in the following years, which resulted 
in the 1870s in what James Coates, the author of an early twentieth-cen-
tury history of supernatural photography, called “a little boom”: from this 
decade alone, he listed—“beside a few others of lesser note”—Mumler in 
the United States, Édouard Buguet in France, and as many as nine active 
spirit photographers in Britain.10 Although repeatedly debunked as a pho-
tographic trick, spirit photography remained influential in the spiritualist 
field for decades, starting to decline in popularity only in the middle de-
cades of the twentieth century.
	 After its virtual disappearance from the historical discourse on pho-
tography for decades, scholars have recently dedicated growing attention 
to spirit photography.11 However, much work has yet to be done in order to 
fully comprehend why believers in spirit communication were so fascinat-
ed by photographic technologies. Most literature on spirit photography has 
pointed to the claims of mechanical objectivity and to the indexicality of 
the photographic medium as the main reasons for spiritualism’s use of this 
technology. In contrast to this perspective, I argue in this section that the 
evidentiary use of spirit photography has been overestimated and that oth-
er aspects of photography’s early history are equally useful for understand-
ing its appeal to spiritualists. In particular, I will point to the formation of 
an industry-shaped market of images and to the rise of trick photography 
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FIG. 21  One of William Mumler’s spirit photographs featured Mary Todd Lincoln with the 
spirit of her deceased husband, former American president Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln Financial 
Foundation Collection, item OC-0275. Courtesy of the Allen County Public Library and Indiana State 
Museum.
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FIG. 22  This spirit photograph by William Mumler depicts a woman, Mrs. Tinkman, with the 
spirit of her deceased daughter. This spiritualist practice was often employed to create a link between 
the spirits of the deceased and their relatives or friends. Albumen silver, 9.5 × 5.7 cm. Digital image 
courtesy of the Getty’s Open Content Program, item 84.XD.760.1.7d.



TH
E

 M
A

R
V

E
LS

 O
F

 S
U

P
E

R
IM

P
O

S
ITIO

N
141as a means of expression. These transformations, which were under way in 

the 1860s, can help account for the ways in which this technology was in-
corporated into the spiritualist field.

an imperfect medium: evidence and manipulation in spirit 
photography

Throughout the history of spiritualism, the phenomenon of spirit photog-
raphy was greeted again and again as definitive and indisputable evidence 
supporting spirit communication. However, a thorough look at spiritualist 
sources demonstrates that the possibility of trickery was also recognized in 
this context and that many spiritualists regarded the medium of photogra-
phy with suspicion. To play on the title of the well-known exhibition “The 
Perfect Medium: Photography and the Occult,”12 photography came to be 
regarded among spiritualists as an imperfect medium, in whose authority it 
was rather hazardous to trust. In most cases, in fact, photography was ac-
cepted as evidence only in conjunction with testimonies of professional 
photographers or of those who had recognized the spirit on the plate as 
bearing the likeness of a deceased relative or friend.
	 In recent literature in art history, the debate on spirit photography 
has wavered between two apparently contrasting interpretations. On the 
one hand, this practice has been seen by many as further evidence of the 
diffusion during the nineteenth century of an unshaken belief in photog-
raphy’s adherence to truth. For instance, John Harvey dedicated a large 
part of his book Photography and Spirit to the relations between spirit pho-
tography and science, arguing that spiritualists exploited the new pho-
tographic technology to bridge the gulf between their religious beliefs 
and rationalism and thus contributed to a “scientification” of spiritual-
ism.13 On the other hand, some scholars have claimed that spirit photog-
raphy contributed to the questioning of photography’s authority. Jennifer 
Mnookin and Jennifer Tucker documented how the rise of spirit photog-
raphy in the 1860s resulted in a debate that questioned the value of pho-
tography as juridical evidence14 and as a scientific instrument.15 Tucker in 
particular argued that this controversy “made the issues of trust in pho-
tographic production visible to a wider Victorian public and focused at-
tention as never before on the necessary qualifications to make authentic 
photographs.”16 Working from a similar perspective, Michael Leja linked 
the debate on spirit photography to a number of deceptive practices that 
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trompe l’oeil painting.17

	 Such contradictory interpretations can be partially explained by ex-
amining the different perspectives through which spirit photography was 
regarded. While committed spiritualists often relied on the scientific sta-
tus of photography to provide confirmation for their claims, nonspiritual-
ists often underlined the possibility of manipulation. In the photographic 
field, for instance, news about the discovery of spirit photography was fre-
quently ridiculed. In 1869, the British magazine Photographic News ob-
served that “a trick so easy to enact should not have excited more wonder 
than the sleight-of-hand effect of the commonest street juggler.”18 Some 
years later, when the French spirit photographer Édouard Buguet visited 
London, the prestigious British Journal of Photography ironically noted that 
his business was open to everyone who possessed faith and money.19

	 It is interesting to note, however, that the evidentiary status of pho-
tography was far from going unchallenged within the spiritualist field, too. 
Although many kept believing in spirit photography and upheld its mechan-
ical exactitude, the fact that photographs could be manipulated, and thus 
that “any photographer can easily produce ‘ghosts’ ad libitum,”20 was com-
mon knowledge within the spiritualist movement from at least the early 
1870s. Mumler’s trial and Buguet’s subsequent condemnation for fraud in 
France convinced many spiritualists that spirit photography was unreliable. 
In his popular book Lights and Shadows of Spiritualism, for instance, the me-
dium Daniel Dunglas Home openly exposed spirit photography as a trick, 
explaining the photographic techniques that could be employed to produce 
it.21 Others maintained an ambivalent attitude toward the subject. The high-
ly regarded Bostonian spiritualist Epes Sargent expressed doubts about the 
genuineness of Mumler’s spirit photographs in his book Planchette,22 only to 
withdraw this claim some time later, when he declared that “renewed inves-
tigation has satisfied me that many genuine spirit-photographs have been 
produced.”23 Even those who argued for the legitimacy of this process ad-
mitted that there had been many documented cases of fraud: the prominent 
English spiritualist William Stainton Moses, for instance, recognized that “it 
is abundantly certain that Spirit Photography can be, and has been, fraudu-
lently produced,” although he firmly denied that this happened in all cases.24 
Photography’s technological nature could be a source of distrust, too, if it 
was true that, as one spiritualist noted, “every phase of modern Spiritualism, 
except Spirit Photography, we find in the Bible.”25

	 The instability of photography’s status within the spiritualist field is 
evident in the multiple ways in which spiritualists tried to collect evidence 
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supporting its trustworthiness. John Harvey has argued that, while proof 
of spiritualism usually relied on “the corroborating testimony of honest 
and reliable witnesses,” in the case of spirit photography the evidence was 
provided by the mechanical passivity of the camera.26 This, however, is true 
only within certain limits. The presumed honesty of photography was usu-
ally also corroborated through the testimonies of witnesses who attested to 
the reliability of the photographic procedures. The Medium and Daybreak 
reported the testimony of Julius Plaetz, a professional photographer from 
Kansas City who, although not professing to be a spiritualist, certified that 
the spirit photographer Lizzie Carter had been taking photographs at his 
gallery and that he had not found any evidence of fraud.27 Spirit photogra-
phers such as the American Jay J. Hartman went so far as to organize free 
public investigations, “addressed to the public generally, and to photog-
raphers especially,” to show that no manipulation or fraud was involved in 
the process (fig. 23).28 In other cases, the authenticity of spirit photographs 
was confirmed directly by the spirits, through séance communications or 
direct writing.29

	 Rather than the indexicality of the photographic image, the central is-
sue for believers in spirit photography seems to have been the identity of 

FIG. 23

Reproduction of a spirit photograph 
by Jay J. Hartman. The careful 
design of the test conditions under 
which this photograph was taken 
suggests that the testimonies of 
people were at least as important 
as the photographic image itself 
in establishing the spiritual 
and scientific value of spirit 
photographs. Hartman’s picture 
was, in fact, taken “under the most 
rigid test conditions, in a gallery 
he had never visited before, with 
camera, glass, and chemicals of a 
skeptical photographer, all of the 
manipulations of the plate being 
done by a skeptical photographer.” 
From Samuel Watson, The Religion 
of Spiritualism: Its Phenomena and 
Philosophy (Boston: Colby and Rich, 
1880), 98.
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spiritualists were most concerned with “the emotional connection between 
the living and the dead as a key for interpreting authenticity.”30 Particular 
importance was given to the fact that individuals could sometimes recog-
nize the photographed spirits as resembling a departed relative or friend. 
Mumler’s Personal Experiences is an especially good work for understand-
ing the weight of this identification in establishing the authenticity of spir-
it photography; a large part of this memoir, in fact, is based on reports of 
the testimonies of those who solemnly swore to have recognized the spirit 
images.31

	 The recognition of a spirit’s likeness could withstand any argument 
that posited the trickery of the photographer. In 1872, for instance, a spir-
itualist named M. Jones was astonished when he recognized in the faint 
image of a spirit the features of his wife, who had died about fourteen 
months before. His identification was confirmed by friends and family, 
causing him to resist suggestions of the possible manipulation of the im-
age: “Whatever explanation might be given to the above facts by scientists 
or the advocates of unconscious cerebration, delusion, psychic force, &c., 
the result is to me a glory and a happiness which I would not exchange for 
all the science in the world, and which no one can take away.”32 Similarly, 
when a French tribunal charged spirit photographer Édouard Buguet with 
fraud, some of his past customers refused to acknowledge that his spirit 
images were fake: they were so sure that they recognized their loved ones 
that their belief remained unshaken even when precise demonstrations of 
the trick were given.33

ghosts and the marketplace

If belief in photography’s mechanical objectivity was shaking within the 
spiritualist field, how can we explain the fact that photography was so ap-
pealing to spiritualists? An initial answer to this question can be found by 
looking at the ways in which photography was inserted into the market-
place in the first decades after its invention. When spirit photography was 
introduced in the spiritualist field, photography was being established as 
an industrial commodity and a commercial medium. Some of the tech-
nological advances that stimulated the creation of a mass market for the 
printed word also made the production of photographic prints profitable.34 
Moreover, the development of more efficient techniques of reproduction 
and the success of stereoscopic photography, as well as the decrease in 
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process also contributed to shaping the circulation of spirit photographs 
within the spiritualist movement.
	 The stereoscope, originally a philosophical toy designed to illustrate 
a theory on vision, was transformed into a successful popular amusement 
in the 1850s, when it was applied to photography to create a three-dimen-
sional effect. With a production process that allowed the stereographic in-
dustry to publish, from the mid-nineteenth century to the 1930s, between 
three and six million different images,35 stereoscopic photographs can be 
considered the first mass visual medium. This turn toward industrializa-
tion and commerce was acknowledged by several testimonies of the time. 
In 1863, one year after Mumler produced his first spirit photograph, Oliver 
Wendell Holmes published in the Atlantic Monthly the third and last of his 
articles on the subject of photography, entitled “Doings of the Sunbeam.” 
Noting that “few of those who seek a photographer’s establishment to have 
their portraits taken know at all into what a vast branch of commerce this 
business of sun-picturing has grown,”36 Holmes related his visit to a New 
York firm, the E. and H. T. Anthony Company, which was producing ste-
reoscopic prints with manufacturing methods.37 His description of its or-
ganization of production and subdivision of labor—so that “a young person 
who mounts photographs on cards all day long confessed to having never, 
or almost never, seen a negative developed”38—is still regarded as one of 
the most compelling documents on the industrialization of photography 
in the nineteenth century.39

	 Additionally, portrait photography underwent a process of progres-
sive standardization in this period. The carte de visite, a photograph-
ic format commercialized by the French entrepreneur André Adolphe 
Eugène Disdéri in the 1850s and introduced in America in the 1860s, 
permitted portrait photographers to charge a lower price and contribut-
ed to the drastic growth of their business. This new format allowed indi-
viduals of lower classes access to portrait photography and helped create a 
vast international market for celebrity pictures. Quite interestingly, spirit 
photographs were often associated with cartes de visite. An article from 
a British photographic journal, for instance, referred to Mumler’s pho-
tographs as “spirit cartes de visite.”40 The use of this format did not go 
unacknowledged in the spiritualist world, as demonstrated by an early 
description of Mumler’s photographs in the Spiritualist Magazine as “or-
dinary cartes de visite, but with a faint additional figure.”41 As pertaining 
to portraiture, moreover, spirit photographs were also similar to cartes de 
visite in terms of content. They often depicted famous mediums in trance 
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for instance, produced images of Bronson Murray and Fanny Conant, two 
famed American mediums of the time. Like the cartes de visite of famous 
actors, actresses, and entertainers, these portraits of mediums with spirits 
circulated widely within the spiritualist movement, contributing to medi-
ums’ celebrity status.42

	 Robert S. Cox has been perhaps the most observant in recognizing the 
connection between spirit photography and money, noting that while spir-
itualist séances could be performed privately for free, there were virtu-
ally no noncommercial instances of spirit photography.43 Following this 
perspective, Mumler was probably the fastest to understand that photog-
raphy could be sold as a profitable commercial good within the spiritual-
ist movement. His photographic activity fell into the category of portrait 
photography, the most popular application of photography in mid-nine-
teenth-century America.44 As would an ordinary professional studio pho-
tographer, Mumler charged ten dollars—a fairly high price at the time—for 
a successful sitting.
	 The exorbitant cost of Mumler’s spirit pictures was among the main 
arguments brought against him at the New York trial and one of the factors 
to which critics generally pointed in order to demonstrate the spuriousness 
of his enterprise.45 In the photographic field, references to the commercial 
character of Mumler’s work were extremely common, too. The Photographic 
News, for instance, reproduced in 1869 a jeu d’esprit that had appeared in 
the American magazine Brooklyn Eagle: the author, Corry O’Lanus, recalled 
that when a photographer asked him whether he wanted to do a photo “with 
or without the spirit,” he had chosen to decline the spirit, since it cost twice 
the price.46

	 Although mediums in the spiritualist field were often profession-
al and relied on patronage or charged admission to their séances, spirit 
photographers could be especially expensive. For instance, the commis-
sion appointed by the University of Pennsylvania to investigate spiritu-
alism at the request of Henry Seybert, who had left a sum of money to 
the university in his will, reported that a spirit photographer, Mr. W. M. 
Keeler, had charged the exorbitant amount of three hundred dollars for 
a sitting.47 Spirit photographers justified the high cost of their servic-
es by citing the costliness of photographic equipment and claiming that 
spirit photography was “one of the most exhausting manifestations.”48 
Furthermore, spirit photographs were, unlike the phenomena deliv-
ered in normal séances, objects that lasted; they could be preserved and 
collected. In the nineteenth century, professional photographers took 
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147postmortem photographs of the departed as souvenirs for their rela-

tives.49 As a commercial activity based on the production of posthumous 
portraits, spirit photography can be compared to postmortem photogra-
phy and other practices that produced memorabilia for the benefit of the 
bereaved.
	 In most cases, spirit photographers were associated with ordinary me-
diums, thus bringing their photographic skills together with the “gift” of 
professional mediums. This was the case for Mumler, who worked with his 
wife, a medium, and for later spirit photographers such as Samuel Guppy, 
who called for the assistance of a professional photographer, Frederick A. 
Hudson.50 Hudson also partnered with the medium Georgiana Houghton, 
who published a popular book on spirit photography.51 In a pamphlet writ-
ten by a medium that aimed at exposing the trickery in the spiritualist 
business, the author carefully explained how mediums gained more prof-
it from spirit photographs: a medium made an agreement with spirit pho-
tographers, brought her “customers” to them, and shared the results of the 
transactions.52

	 Spirit photographs were widely advertised and reproduced. Prints of 
spirit photographs were commercialized by spiritualist circles and jour-
nals and, to a certain extent, outside the spiritualist world: P. T. Barnum 
stated that he had acquired some for his American Museum some years 
before Mumler’s trial.53 Images such as Mumler’s photograph of Mary 
Todd Lincoln with the spirit of her departed husband, Abraham Lincoln, 
sold well in the 1870s (see fig. 21),54 and the advertisements of profession-
al spirit photographers appeared quite often in spiritualist journals. The 
American spirit photographer Jay J. Hartman, for instance, advertised in 
the American Spiritual Magazine, offering a fairly standardized service to his 
Philadelphia customers: they had to send a picture of the departed to him 
and then fix a date and an hour for the sitting, “at which time the party de-
siring the picture must be as quiet and passive as possible.”55 His price was 
five dollars, but the money would be refunded if no spirit appeared in the 
picture.
	 The Medium and Daybreak also profited from the craze for spirit pho-
tography. In 1882, London’s spiritualist journal started a campaign on 
behalf of the spirit photographer Frederick A. Hudson. Endorsing this 
spiritualist practice with the assertion that “the more we saw of spirit pho-
tography the greater was our confidence in it,”56 the journal emphasized 
the poverty of Hudson “and other benefactors in the same line”57 and called 
readers to make a donation to him. For several editions of the magazine, 
the editors advertised his “recognized spirit-photographs”:
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Quite a new generation of Spiritualists have come into the field 
since Mr. Hudson commenced to take his spirit-photographs nine 
years ago. At the time large numbers of these interesting pictures 
were put into circulation; but there are many recent adherents who 
never saw one of these spiritual results. To gratify such friends, 
we have pleasure in stating that Mr. Hudson has printed from the 
original negatives some copies of Recognised Spirit-Photographs, 
and they may be obtained [for the] price [of] 1s. each, on applying 
to him at 20, Maxted Road, Peckham Rye, London, S.E. Six cop-
ies may be had for 5s. The circulation of these will be a help to Mr. 
Hudson. They are also sold at this office.58

By commodifying reproductions of spirit photographs, journals such as 
the Medium and Daybreak turned them into material goods that could be 
purchased and collected. The proliferation of spirit photographs within 

FIG. 24

Spirit photographs 
circulated widely within 
the boundaries of the 
spiritualist movement. 
This illustration was 
published as the 
frontispiece to Samuel 
Watson, The Religion of 
Spiritualism: Its Phenomena 
and Philosophy (Boston: 
Colby and Rich, 1880).
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narrated by Oliver Wendell Holmes (fig. 24).
	 In another of Holmes essays, entitled “The Stereoscope and the 
Stereograph,” Holmes went so far as to compare photography to “a uni-
versal currency of these banknotes, or promises to pay in solid substance, 
which the sun has engraved for the great Bank of Nature.”59 According to 
his argument, a photograph stands in relation to its referent in the same 
way that a banknote stands in relation to the value inscribed on it. While 
there have been several interpretations of the meaning of such a compari-
son,60 the analogy between photography and the banknote was probably 
also related to the fact that they are both easily exchanged and moved. The 
primary aim of money, in fact, is to circulate within the market. Likewise, 
photographs circulated as commodities within the new market of visual 
reproductions.61 

trick photography

A further context that helps explain photography’s integration into spir-
itualism is the history of trick photography. The introduction of spirit 
photography, in fact, must be framed within a period of intense develop-
ment of darkroom manipulations, as a means of visual expression in art 
and commercial photography. Jennifer Tucker documented how, in the 
1860s, an increasing number of persons “recognized the contingency of 
claims about photographic truth and were proud of their skills of detect-
ing flaws and errors in photography.”62 The knowledge that photography 
could be easily manipulated, and that the indexical nature of the image 
did not guarantee trustworthiness, spread outside the community of ama-
teur and professional photographers. During this time, the establishment 
of trick photography gave rise to new uses of the photographic medium, 
opening the way for a new understanding of its fictional and transforma-
tive potentials.
	 As Tom Gunning pointed out, “Perhaps the most extraordinary his-
torical fact about Spirit Photographs lies in the fact that such images ex-
isted for years before any Spiritualist seemed to have claimed them.”63 It 
was, in fact, Sir David Brewster, sometimes erroneously credited with the 
invention of stereoscopic photography,64 who declared as early as 1856 
that “for the purpose of amusement, the photographer might carry us 
even into the regions of the supernatural.”65 The process suggested by the 
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ure was introduced only when the exposure time was nearly finished. “If 
this operation has been well performed,” Brewster explained, “all the ob-
jects immediately behind the female figure, having been, previous to her 
introduction, impressed upon the negative surface, will be seen through 
her, and she will have the appearance of an aerial personage, unlike the 
other figures in the picture.”66 The description of this trick inaugurated a 
tradition of photographic spirits intended for entertainment, rather than 
for the confirmation of spiritualist beliefs. Using Brewster’s method based 
on exposure time, or a multiple-exposure technique, stereoscopic photo-
graphs bearing images of “aerial” ghosts were published in the following 
years by the London Stereoscopic Company, which commercialized a series 
called Ghost in the Stereoscope.67

	 As publications of the time suggest, there was significant circula-
tion of similar “ghostly” stereoscopic photographs in the marketplace,68 
so Mumler, a jewel engraver and amateur photographer in his spare time, 
might possibly have been aware of them when he started producing spirit 
photography in 1862. This hypothesis is corroborated by the fact that in 
January 1863, two months after the news of Mumler’s discovery reached 
the spiritualist press, the Spiritual Magazine mentioned the existence of 
the Ghost in the Stereoscope series, explaining the trick that was employed 
and giving credit to Brewster for its invention.69 But even if Mumler had 
been unaware of the iconic potential of ghost photography, he was certain-
ly familiar with the art of photographic retouching, which was customary 
in photography at the time and, as a contemporary photography handbook 
shows, was also employed in metal engraving.70

	 The behavior of persons involved in spirit photography seems to con-
firm the connection of this practice with the art of trick photography and 
photographic retouching. Spirit photographers, in fact, regularly preferred 
to work with technologies that allowed them a high degree of intervention. 
Thus, Georgiana Houghton explained that “the highly sensitized plates that 
may now be purchased ready prepared, might be suitable, but that is very 
doubtful, for, as I have stated, Mr. Hudson always found that the old col-
lodion that had been for a long time in his studio and in his atmosphere 
was much more receptive to manifestations, while upon the new he could 
perhaps only obtain the faintest shadows.”71 It is for this reason, too, that 
the development of photographic materials and techniques is central to 
understanding developments and shifts in the history of spirit photogra-
phy. As Jennifer Tucker insightfully noted, for instance, the introduction 
of the dry-plate process in 1871, which permitted more opportunities for 



manipulation, gave new instruments to spirit photographers—“a factor that 
contributed to the richness of the visual culture of spirit photography from 
the 1870s on.”72

	 Professional photographers also created trick pictures that willing-
ly recalled spirit photography as a means of expression in the late nine-
teenth century. This is the case with a beautiful, fake spirit photograph by 
Eadweard Muybridge, which can be found in a residential photo album 
commissioned by Kate and Robert Johnson in San Francisco (fig. 25). 
Among the photographs that he executed in their mansion, which were 
intended as domestic souvenirs, the English photographer made a picture 
of Kate with the “spirit” of her husband. Interior photographs were com-
mon among upper-class American families of the time73 and could be, as 
in this case, commissioned from professional photographers. Muybridge’s 

FIG. 25  American photographer Eadweard Muybridge produced this image for Kate and Robert 
Johnson in San Francisco. Muybridge ironically played upon the tradition of spirit photography, de-
picting Robert as a “spirit” haunting their house. Photograph of Kate Johnson with the “Spirit” of Her 
Husband, Robert, Adjacent. Kate and Robert Johnson Photograph Album, 1880, William L. Clements 
Library. Courtesy of the William L. Clements Library at the University of Michigan.
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153image, however, reveals the intention to go beyond the aesthetic repre-

sentation of an interior, culminating in the creation of a picture that re-
calls the transformative power of photography and, at the same time, the 
gothic theme of the haunted house. As Corey Keller observes, Muybridge, 
a pioneer of chronophotography and animated pictures, was particularly 
sensitive to the opportunity to combine the authority of the photographic 
image with the “effects” that appealed to viewers and spectators of his pho-
tographs, stereographs, panoramas, and illustrated lectures: “He turned 
not only the photograph’s subject but also its making—and perhaps more 
important, its maker—into a spectacle, and thereby created a market for 
his work.”74 The sophisticated use of setting in Muybridge’s image, more-
over, is revealing of how tricks were employed in photographs where ele-
ments of fashion and taste played a significant role. Muybridge introduced 
the element of the ghost into the presentation of a well-appointed, elegant 
house. In a similar way, spirit photographs (see, for instance, fig. 26) also 
depicted spirits in elaborate settings that would appeal to the taste of con-
temporary viewers. Elements of spiritualism’s iconography hinted quite 
openly at consumer culture, as images of spirits were presented within an 
environment that evoked the prosperity of the middle and upper classes.
	 Another photographic trick that was widely known within the photo-
graphic field during Mumler’s time was combination printing.75 In the late 
1850s, photographers such as Oscar Gustave Rejlander and Henry Peach 
Robinson employed this technique, which involved the careful use of mul-
tiple exposure to create a complex photographic canvas. Rejlander, who 
studied painting in Italy and turned to photography in the 1850s, com-
posed allegorical canvases such as The Two Ways of Life, first exhibited in 
1857, which consisted of about thirty different negatives. Robinson also 
used combination printing, but he preferred to focus on more realistic sub-
jects that did not involve neoclassical pictorial themes, as was the case with 
Rejlander. Robinson’s most famous picture, Fading Away, a composition 
of five negatives, depicted a bourgeois family in which a young girl was dy-
ing of tuberculosis. As Daniel A. Novak argued, the use of multiple exposure 
in combination printing can be interpreted as enhancing the relationship 

FIG. 26  Some spirit photographs featured more sophisticated tableaux. This photograph taken 
by William Mumler, for instance, depicts three spirits hovering near a photograph of a living person, 
which had been sent to Mumler. The image seems to hint ironically at the unsettling play between 
absence and presence in photographic portrayals of people (and spirits). William H. Mumler’s Three 
Spirits with a Photograph on a Table Propped Against a Vase with Flowers (1862–75). Albumen silver. The 
J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, item 84.XD.760.1.16.
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termed “photographic fiction.”76

	 A similar narrative power seems to be at play, to a certain extent, in 
spirit photography. This is especially true of stereoscopic prints and oth-
er ghost photographs made for the purpose of amusement, such as a spirit 
tintype produced by an obscure photographer in the 1890s that depicted 
people in a small Michigan community being frightened by apparitions.77 
But, to some degree, spirit photography produced in a spiritualist context 
also manifested a fictional and, at the same time, realistic link between our 
world and the beyond. Some of Mumler’s photographs illustrate a com-
plex and engaging relationship between the sitter and the spirit, linking 
them, for instance, through the ambiguous and self-reflexive insertion in 
the tableau of a framed photographic picture (fig. 26).

from mumler to méliès: a short history of superimposition

The trajectory from spirit photography to the motion picture found sym-
bolic expression at the very beginning of the film era. As Matthew Solomon 
has noted,78 one of the first books ever published on the moving image, 
History of the Kinetograph, Kinetoscope, and Kineto-phonograph, authored by 
W. K. L. Dickson and his wife, Antonia, in 1895, included a curious illus-
tration entitled Photography Extraordinary. It was, in the tradition of of-
ten-mocked spirit photographs, a photographic portrait of Dickson with 
a spectral double behind him (fig. 27). Dickson had contributed to the in-
vention of the first commercial moving-picture technology, the kineto-
scope, and was a photography specialist in Edison’s laboratory. It was 
probably to acknowledge cinema’s debts to photography, which had served 
as “the birthplace and nursery of the kinetoscope,”79 that he inserted this 
image in his book. It is intriguing, however, to read it as a tribute to the 
visual technique of superimposition. Dickson’s spirit was just one of the 
ghosts that multiple exposure would eventually conjure through its new di-
mension—the moving image.
	 The fact that the practice of spirit photography within spiritualism was 
also shaped by issues of the market and by fiction helps us find more sta-
ble ground for the link between spirit photography and other superimpo-
sition effects that were produced for spectacular and commercial reasons. 
Following from this argument, this section examines the history of super-
imposition throughout the nineteenth century, when superimposition ef-
fects were popularized in spirit photography, as well as in magic-lantern 
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projections, antispiritualist exposés, and trick films. Since the 1850s, when 
Brewster described a trick for creating photographs of specters and the 
London Stereoscopic Company began to produce the Ghost in the Stereoscope 
series, superimposition had spread into a number of technologies and cul-
tural environments, including spiritualism, trick photography, the mag-
ic lantern, stage magic, and early cinema. Comparable images, produced 
through similar means, were presented in these various contexts as an au-
dacious trick, as a demonstration of the existence of spirits, or as a way to 
visualize dreaming. It was this movement into different technological and 
cultural worlds that ultimately fixed superimposition at the intersection of 
spiritualism and magic, photography and cinema, realism and fantasy.
	 By addressing visual effects of superimposition as an integrated field 
comprising different media and practices, the following sections aim to 
frame spiritualism’s visual culture in the broader context of Victorian spec-
tacular entertainments. In this regard, the examination of superimposition 

FIG. 27

A fake spirit photograph 
illustrates W. K. L. 
Dickson and Antonia 
Dickson’s History of the 
Kinetograph, Kinetoscope, 
and Kineto-phonograph 
(1895), one of the first 
books ever published on 
the moving picture. From 
William Kennedy Laurie 
Dickson and Antonia 
Dickson, History of the 
Kinetograph, Kinetoscope, 
and Kinetophonograph 
(New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 2000), 8.
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natural that I propose in this book: to refuse rigid distinctions between the 
world of religion and the world of entertainment and engage instead with 
the porosity and flexibility of such boundaries.

projecting ghosts

The history of superimposition is connected not only with the photograph-
ic medium but also with the projected image. During the nineteenth cen-
tury, magic-lantern projection developed as a spectacular, recreational, 
and didactic technology. In this process, a number of techniques were in-
troduced to create visual effects that could stimulate the wonder and the 
attention of the spectator. One of these, involving the use of two magic lan-
terns to superpose a figure on a background, has been compared to the 
use of superimposition in early cinema.80 This, however, was not the only 
means by which superimposition intertwined with the projection of imag-
es. Magic lanterns were used to project photographic images that featured 
the trick of multiple exposure, and in at least one case, as I will show, they 
were used to project spirit photographs, too.
	 The technique of superimposing one image over another had been 
common in magic-lantern shows at least since the spectacles of phantas-
magoria popularized by Étienne-Gaspard Robertson in the 1790s. Playing 
on the uncanny relationship between projected images and apparitions of 
ghosts, Robertson staged his performances in the lugubrious rooms of an 
abandoned chapel in the Couvent des Capucines in Paris. Although he pre-
sented his shows as spectacle and introduced them with a warning against 
superstition and impostors, Robertson’s phantasmagoria played with pop-
ular fascination with the worlds of the supernatural and the occult. The 
concealment of the projector from the spectators contributed to the mys-
terious atmosphere of these spectacles. Robertson used multiple visual ef-
fects, such as dissolves and the illusion of movement, which he achieved 
through the means of mechanical slides and by moving the lantern.81 The 
figures were sometimes projected onto smoke, creating the illusion that 
apparitions were floating over the audience.
	 Superimposition in Robertson’s phantasmagoria was accomplished 
with two projectors. The first lantern usually provided the background, 
while the other was mobile; moving it forward and backward could pro-
duce the illusion that the apparition, often a ghost or a skeleton, was mov-
ing toward the audience. This trick was often used by lanternists in the 
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magic lantern.82 A similar technique was involved in the illusion known 
as “Pepper’s Ghost,” which was first presented at the London Royal 
Polytechnic in 1863 and combined real actors and projected images.83

	 The employment of a dark background in the superimposition trick 
was common to magic-lantern projections and spirit photography. In ear-
ly cinema, filmmakers such as Georges Méliès would eventually adopt the 
same practice: in Le mélomane (The melomaniac; 1903), for instance, the 
dark background allows Méliès to make his heads appear on the musical 
staff at the top part of the screen. The common use of superimposition in 
magic-lantern shows may have played a role in the establishment of super-
imposition in early film. Indeed, as Deac Rossell, among others, has docu-
mented, many pioneers and early practitioners of the moving image had a 
background in the art of lantern projection.84

	 The magic lantern was also used to project spirit photographs. In April 
1882, the Medium and Daybreak published a report of an evening ceremony 
organized in London to celebrate the thirty-fourth anniversary of modern 
spiritualism. This “general meeting of British spiritualists” drew together 
representatives from many spiritualist communities outside the capital. 
Neumeyer Hall, which had been chosen to host the celebration, was soon 
filled to capacity; chairs had to be placed in every available space to accom-
modate the number of attendees. For those who had not reserved a place, 
ordinary tickets were sold at the entrance, where the pressure of the crowd 
became quite intense. But neither the wait nor the discomfort of the line 
could ruin the atmosphere of the gathering; as the reporter put it, “On the 
contrary the principle of love seemed to dominate so completely that it was 
a pleasure to press the one against the other.”85

	 A solo pianist inaugurated the evening’s entertainment. This was fol-
lowed by introductory addresses from the celebration’s committee, the 
performance of a vocalist, “through whose voice the spirit world seems 
to breathe its harmonies,”86 and two trance lectures performed by spir-
itualist mediums. Then it was time for the principal attraction, spirit 
photography. A lantern-slide operator, Mr. Middleton,87 set up the pro-
jection, while a piano player furnished musical accompaniment. Lights 
were turned off in order to ensure a suitable condition for the projection. 
James Burns, the editor of the Medium and Daybreak, acted as presenter, 
introducing every slide with his “descriptive remarks.” The projection in-
cluded illustrations and photographs that represented salient moments in 
spiritualism over the past decades, as well as a few samples of manifes-
tations, such as slate writing and direct drawing. But the attention soon 
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was titled “The Substance of Which Spirit-Photographs Are Made”88 and 
included photographs of mediums with a halo of light over their hands or 
body—a phenomenon that, according to Burns, modern science had been 
unable to explain. The next sequence, which, with thirty-seven images, ac-
counted for the majority of the slides, exhibited the spirit photographs of 
Frederick A. Hudson, whose reproductions had been repeatedly offered at 
a sale price to the readers of the Medium and Daybreak. A few examples of 
spirit images made by other photographers—among them some by William 
Mumler—completed the forty-minute-long projection, which was followed 
by a speech from the medium Georgiana Houghton and by a few words of 
thanks from Hudson.
	 While in the case of phantasmagoria and other spectacular magic-
lantern tricks, the illusion—or, from the believer’s perspective, the spirit 
manifestation—took place right before the spectators’ eyes, the projection 
of spirit photography is, in a certain regard, a different case. The manipu-
lation preceded the show at Neumeyer Hall, having been produced by the 
camera when the photograph was taken and not directly before the audi-
ence. The magic lantern was employed to project onto the stage images that 
had been previously made: it was not used to conjure the superimposition 
effect, nor was it involved in the reputedly supernatural phenomenon. The 
audience, however, did not seem to be completely aware of this distinc-
tion. Reportedly, this magic-lantern spiritualist show was seen by many as 
a mystical event. As the reporter for the Medium and Daybreak stated, “the 
darkness which prevailed during the exhibition was very favourable for the 
exercise of the clairvoyance,”89 and several audience members claimed to 
have seen visions of spirits or to have felt their presence. The magazine ac-
count mentioned one spectator who saw the apparition of a horseman, over 
whose head six different spirits of different nationalities were hovering. 
Apparently, it was believed, a trace of the supernatural presence that—ac-
cording to the spiritualists’ claims—had produced the images was also car-
ried in the slides projected before the audience. This might suggest that 
spiritualist meaning was found not only in the photograph as a concrete 
object but also in its visual representation, regardless of the medium used 
to show it.
	 The account of this event, apart from providing proof of the richness 
of spiritualist visual culture, demonstrates that on at least one occasion—
although the number of magic-lantern glass slides featuring spirit pho-
tographs used in the London celebration indicates that there could have 
been more events of this kind—spirit photography intertwined with the 
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ed that “the sole purpose” of the evening was “the work of the angel-world 
amongst humanity,”90 the gathering of the British spiritualist community 
was presented as a highly spectacular event, with the public taking part in 
a performance that resembled not only magic-lantern shows of the time 
but also the spectacle of early film shows. In fact, some of the conditions of 
display that were highlighted by the author of this report, such as the dark-
ness of the room, the musical accompaniment, the paying public, and the 
presence of a presenter who gave commentary and explanations, came to 
be customary some decades later during the projection of silent films.

debunking spirit photography

The advent of spiritualism in the nineteenth century resulted not only in 
a craze for spirit séances but also in an unprecedented effort on the part 
of skeptics to expose claims about spirit activity as superstition and fraud. 
This gave rise to an impressive body of publications.91 Spirit photography 
was demystified as a photographic trick, and fake spirit photographs were 
described as the result of multiple exposure and other techniques, as skep-
tics attempted to prove the dishonesty of mediums.
	 Illusions produced through trick photography, such as Brewster’s 
“ghosts,” came to be widely known as “photographic amusements” dur-
ing the second half of the nineteenth century. An article published in the 
British Journal of Photography included in this category “an extended class of 
effects, produced by the aid of the camera, which, in their complete state, 
serve to excite the curiosity or the amusement of the public, and in some 
measure to justify the occasionally-lengthy correspondence which we have 
seen in our scientific journals to explain and account for them.”92 In the 
1860s, the introduction of spirit photography brought about a significant 
change in the use and production of these images. Photographs in the style 
of the Ghost in the Stereoscope series were now explicitly linked to spiritual-
ism, and the purpose of amusement came together with the moral duty of 
exposing superstition and gullibility.
	 During the late nineteenth century, photographic tricks were often de-
scribed in popular scientific publications, such as the Scientific American 
and the French journal La Nature, which published a series of articles 
later collected in Albert A. Hopkins’s Magic: Stage Illusions and Scientific 
Diversions, Including Trick Photography.93 Offering explanations for a num-
ber of illusory techniques used in stage magic and prestidigitation, this 
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book went through several editions at the turn of the century. It includ-
ed chapters on chronophotography and the projection of moving pictures 
and an entire section dedicated to popular “photographic diversions.” A 
detailed explanation of how to create the photographs of so-called spirits 
was given, in the hope that “they will be made merely for amusement, and, 
if possible, to expose persons who practice on the gullibility of inexperi-
enced persons.”94 Engravings illustrated how multiple exposure could be 
used to produce spirit photographs as well as other photographic illusions 
(fig. 28).
	 The main context for imitations of spirit photography was stage mag-
ic. After the rise of the spiritualist movement in the mid-nineteenth 
century, magicians engaged in polemical attempts to demonstrate that 
behind the craze for spirit séances was the trickery of fraudulent medi-
ums. Pointing out that their knowledge of illusionism and optics allowed 
them to recognize and explain spirit séances, stage magicians exploited 
the fascination with the supernatural, often performing a kind of anti-
spiritualist show that aimed to reproduce technically the “phenomena” of 
spiritualism. Although spirit photography could not be conveniently ex-
hibited onstage, exposés of this spiritualist practice can be found in sev-
eral printed sources that were published in connection with magicians’ 

FIG. 28  This image, featuring a photographic trick based on multiple exposure, appears in 
Albert A. Hopkins’s book Magic, which explained a number of illusory techniques taken from stage 
magic and prestidigitation. The book reproduced photographic effects similar to those employed in 
early cinema. This trick was skillfully designed to create a macabre yet comical effect. From Albert A. 
Hopkins, Magic: Stage Illusions and Scientific Diversions, Including Trick Photography (New York: Munn, 
1897).
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161debunking of spiritualism. Indeed, spirit photography broke with stage 

magicians’ tradition of live performance. Instead of being produced in 
real time through mirrors or hidden projections, the ghostly illusions 
were conjured with the photographic medium. The effect, however, was 
no less spectacular.
	  A particularly interesting example of antispiritualist spirit photog-
raphy is the frontispiece engraving for The Supernatural?, an 1891 book 
that featured a chapter on modern spiritualism written by the prominent 
English magician John Nevil Maskelyne. In this ironic and symbolic pic-
ture, the “spirit” of John Nevil Maskelyne appears beside the editor of the 
book, Lionel A. Weatherly, as if intending to clasp his hand (fig. 29). In his 
chapter, Maskelyne explained how these images could be produced, point-
ing to two possible tricks: “double-printing,” which involved the super-
imposition of two negatives on the same print, and “double-exposure,” a 
technique that followed the method illustrated by Brewster. In both cases, 
the second exposure or print was too brief for the image to be fully fixed. 
The result, Maskelyne stated, was that “whilst all else is sharp and well-
defined, the ‘spirit’ is represented by a hazy outline, through which all that 
is behind it shows. There is nothing very ‘spiritual’ about this, is there?”95

	 Among other fake spirit photographs made by magicians were the 
two images published in a German book, Carl Willman’s Moderne Wunder 
(Modern wonders), in 1886. Willman, a German watchmaker and amateur 
magician, wrote several books on stage magic and was engaged in expos-
ing spiritualist trickery; in Moderne Wunder, he made it clear that “spirit” 
photographs were produced through fully explainable, artificial means.96 
The book’s first engraving, entitled Jacoby in the Realm of His Ghosts: So-
Called Spirit Photography, was a relatively conventional image in which the 
magician Jacoby appeared frightened before a spectral apparition (fig. 
30). Another one, entitled The Liberation of the Prestidigitator Jacoby, in-
volved a more complicated multiple exposure, incorporating apparitions 
of a ghost, a skull, and a levitating hand (fig. 31). This illustration seems to 
play ironically with the tradition of escape art, which had been practiced in 
spiritualism by the Davenport brothers and in stage magic by a number of 
showmen, including the American Harry Houdini, who would eventually 
make it his most successful feat at the beginning of the twentieth century.
	 Magicians and other opponents of spiritualism continued to debunk 
spirit photography as the product of multiple exposure well beyond the end 
of the nineteenth century. This tradition probably contributed to the ques-
tioning of photography’s claims of objectivity, while continuing to fore-
ground mediums’ ability to create fictional worlds and, in cases where 
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FIG. 29  A Spirit Photograph: The Wraith of Mr. Maskelyne Appearing to Dr. Weatherly. Frontispiece to 
Lionel A. Weatherly, The Supernatural? (Bristol: Arrowsmith, 1891).
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FIG. 30  Jacoby in the Realm of His Ghosts: So-Called Spirit Photography (Jacoby im Reiche sein-
er Geister: Sogenannte Geister-Photographier). From Carl Willmann, Moderne Wunder: Natürliche 
Erklärung der älteren wie neueren Geheimnisse der Spiritisten und Antispiritisten, Geisterritierer, Hellseher, 
Gedankenleser, Heilmedien, Mnemotechniker und Rechenkünstler (Leipzig: Otto Spamer, 1886), 212.
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FIG. 31  The Liberation of the Prestidigitator Jacoby (Die Entfesselung der Prestidigitateurs Jacoby). 
From Carl Willmann, Moderne Wunder: Natürliche Erklärung der älteren wie neueren Geheimnisse der 
Spiritisten und Antispiritisten, Geisterritierer, Hellseher, Gedankenleser, Heilmedien, Mnemotechniker und 
Rechenkünstler (Leipzig: Otto Spamer, 1886), 66.
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ed out some years later, “So unreliable I consider any photograph to which 
is attached the slightest taint of spiritualism, that when in this connection 
I have been asked, ‘Can a photograph lie?,’ I have frequently replied, ‘A 
spirit photograph is absolutely unable to speak the truth.’”97

toward the trick movie

In early cinema, the technique of multiple exposure was successfully intro-
duced in a genre that rose to great popularity during the first years of the 
moving image: the trick film. The involvement of filmmakers who drew 
on the tradition of stage magic especially contributed to popularizing this 
technique in film production. Through their creativity, photographic tricks 
were applied to the new moving images, and new tricks, such as stop-mo-
tion and substitution splicing, were successfully employed. Multiple expo-
sure was used to produce several different effects, including dissolves, the 
replication of characters or objects, superimposition, and transparency.
	 André Bazin’s essay on superimposition opened with a consideration 
of the coexistence of realism and fantasy on the cinematic screen. “The 
fantastic in the cinema,” he argued, “is possible only because of the irre-
sistible realism of the photographic image. It is the image that can bring 
us face to face with the unreal, that can introduce the unreal into the world 
of the visible.” As an example, Bazin mentioned a film from 1933, James 
Whale’s The Invisible Man, arguing that as an animated film it would have 
immediately lost all interest, since what appealed to the audience was “the 
contradiction between the irrefutable objectivity of the photographic im-
age and the unbelievable nature of the events that it depicts.”98 The obser-
vation that realism is needed to bring the viewer into the world of fantasy 
could be applied to the history of superimposition before cinema. The most 
astounding paradox of this technique is that it was regarded simultaneously 
as a spirit manifestation by spiritualists and as a mere trick by magicians, 
expert photographers, and skeptics in general. In this sense, superimpo-
sition brought to cinema what Dan North called “the synthesis between 
photographic similitude and its fantastic, transformative effect.”99 The fact 
that multiple exposure was used in two contexts, spiritualism and magic, 
exploiting, respectively, its realist and its fantastic power, may explain the 
fascination of early filmmakers with this technique and its extensive em-
ployment in the trick film.
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creasingly acknowledged in film history. As Erik Barnouw, the author of a 
pioneering work on this topic, put it, given the extent to which professional 
magicians relied on technical means and magic-lantern projection to per-
form their tricks, it is not surprising that the debut of the Lumière broth-
ers’ cinematograph “set off a gold rush” in the magic arena.100 Practicing 
theatrical conjurers, such as Gaston Velle, Walter Booth, J. Stuart Blackton, 
Albert E. Smith, and Georges Méliès, were among the first motion-picture 
exhibitionists and filmmakers. Magic theaters, such as the Egyptian Hall in 
London and the Théâtre Robert-Houdin and Théâtre Isola in Paris, were 
among the locations where early cinematic projection took place. And Tom 
Gunning, Lucy Fischer, Simon During, and Karen Beckman, among oth-
ers, have posited that many spectators of the time experienced cinema as a 
kind of magic show.101

	 Notwithstanding Matthew Solomon’s convincing demonstration that 
magic dialogued with cinema well beyond the novelty period,102 the most 
significant contribution of stage magic to film production was certainly the 
trick film. Trick films were composed of a series of apparitions, transfor-
mations, and magical attractions that aimed at astonishing the spectator 
with the wonder of complex visual tricks. Especially in the earliest years, 
they did not rely on a convincing narrative plot, but rather on a string of 
magical effects that were created through photographic tricks such as sub-
stitution splicing and multiple exposure. Filmmakers such as Georges 
Méliès, a professional stage magician who owned the Théâtre Robert-
Houdin in Paris, and George Albert Smith, who produced a number of trick 
films in Britain, were among the leaders of this genre. Devils, fairies, skel-
etons, and ghosts were—alongside the stage magician, who was often the 
protagonist of these short movies—the figures that populated this imagi-
nary world.
	 Images such as those created by Maskelyne and Willman demonstrate 
that photographic tricks were in use in the world of magic and illusionism 
well before the invention of cinema. The exposure of spirit photography 
can thus be seen as evidence of the precinematic involvement of stage ma-
gicians in the art of chemicals, darkrooms, and photographic manipula-
tion—an art that was at the root of the success in early cinema of magicians 
such as Méliès and Smith. It is probably not a coincidence that multiple 
exposure and other darkroom tricks were first popularized in motion pic-
tures by those filmmakers who came to film production from the profes-
sion of stage magic, and who were particularly aware of the artifices used 
by spiritualist mediums.
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duced a film called Photographing a Ghost. Although no copies of the origi-
nal film have been preserved, Smith’s catalogue description offers insight 
into its simple plot, which involved the comical and unfortunate attempt 
of a photographer to take a picture of a spirit.103 The text mentioned that 
the ghost was perfectly transparent, so that the background was visible 
through him, and that he kept disappearing and reappearing. Before be-
coming involved in film production, Smith had been a magic lanternist, a 
portrait photographer, and a stage hypnotist, and took part in the Society 
for Psychical Research’s experiments on hypnotism and thought read-
ing.104 With such a career trajectory, he would have been well aware of the 
ramifications of spiritualism’s visual culture. The catalogue description 
suggests that he used multiple exposure to insert the transparent image of 
the specter into the scene, performing through the moving picture some-
thing similar to what Mumler and other spirit photographers had been do-
ing with the still image. In other films created during the same period, 
Smith skillfully exploited superimposition, and he even obtained a pat-
ent for double exposure,105 which he used for depicting a ghost and a vi-
sion in his film The Corsican Brothers. According to Frank Gray, he was the 
first British filmmaker to render ghost illusions and vision scenes through 
multiple exposure.106

	 Georges Méliès was also involved in the tradition of debunking spiri-
tualism. One of his most successful magic plays, entitled Le decapité recal-
citrant (The recalcitrant decapitated man), which was popular enough to be 
performed 1,200 times at the Théâtre Robert-Houdin, featured the decapi-
tation of a spiritualist medium who annoyed the public by assuring them of 
the trustworthiness of spirit séances. Méliès also shot a movie, L’armoire 
des frères Davenport (The cabinet trick of the Davenport brothers; 1902), 
mocking the performances of the two famous American stage mediums. 
And, like Smith, Méliès composed a film on spirit photography, called Le 
portrait spirite (A spiritualist photographer; 1903).
	 Méliès’s familiarity with spirit photography may date back to 1884, 
when he sojourned in London and learned about modern stage-mag-
ic techniques. During this period, he became a devotee of the most fa-
mous London magic theater, the Egyptian Hall, and a friend of John Nevil 
Maskelyne. In the years 1883–84, Maskelyne gave two hundred antispiri-
tualist performances at the Egyptian Hall, during which, as he put it, “I 
explained every trick, together with several improvements of my own.”107 
At the beginning of the 1880s, several spirit photographers were active in 
London,108 and it is possible that Maskelyne was already involved in the 
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Weatherly’s book (see fig. 29).109 In 1884, Méliès was also in contact with 
David Devant, another Egyptian Hall magician, who, after 1896, introduced 
film projections into his shows.110 Devant was known at the time for making 
a life-sized portrait of a woman come to life, an illusion that some decades 
later would be replicated in Méliès’s Le portrait spirite.
	 Multiple exposure and superimposition effects were widely used in 
film production in the following decades, even after the trick film had vir-
tually disappeared as a genre.111 In 1922, for instance, the American ma-
gician Harry Houdini produced and acted in The Man from Beyond, a film 
featuring ghostly apparitions created through multiple exposure. Although 
Houdini had already been the protagonist of several nonfiction and fic-
tion films,112 this was the first of his films to rely on the supernatural and, 
in particular, on themes taken from belief in spiritualism and reincarna-
tion. Using superimposition to visually express spirit apparitions, Houdini 
exhibited awareness of the iconographic tradition epitomized by spirit 
photography. Throughout his entire career, he had been involved in the 
exposure of spiritualist trickery, claiming to consider this a moral duty and 
comparing mediums to gamblers who “resort to deception and take advan-
tage of the sitters at all angles.”113 His images of specters in The Man from 
Beyond can be considered a kind of homage to the iconography of spirit 
photography, whose history and practice he had so thoroughly traced and 
researched.

paradoxical images

In “A Theory of Play and Fantasy,” Gregory Bateson argued that a crucial 
stage in the evolution of communication occurs when “the organism grad-
ually ceases to respond quite ‘automatically’ to the mood-signs of anoth-
er and becomes able to recognize the sign as a signal, that is, to recognize 
that the other individual’s and its own signals are only signals, that can be 
trusted, distrusted, falsified, denied, amplified, corrected, and so forth.”114 
Consequently, the definition of an event as serious or unserious will vary, 
depending on the meaning that an individual gives to this event. In some 
cases, however, we may be uncertain about whether the right interpreta-
tion of a situation is reality or play. Bateson’s argument, recalled by Erving 
Goffman in his discussion of frame analysis,115 can be helpful in under-
standing how the ghostly image created through superimposition wavered 
between fictional and religious contexts, lacking a precise definition and 
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tainment. Flowing through technological and cultural contexts as distinct 
as spiritualism, the magic-lantern lecture circuit, stage magic, photo-
graphic amusements, and early cinema, superimposition effects produced 
ambivalent images that could carry the viewer into fictional realms or pas-
sionate belief, into the marvels of illusion or the spirit world. Depending 
on the perspective from which they were regarded, they opened the door to 
realms that were only apparently contradictory. This is probably the rea-
son why superimposition, as a visual practice, was so widely employed in 
the early years of the motion picture. As Michael Chanan has argued, cin-
ema was, from its very start, “an art of both realism and illusion, veracity 
and deception, transparency and trickery—in short, a highly paradoxical 
medium.”116

	 Being the subject of different and sometimes divergent interpretations 
(as the revelation of spirit agency, a mere trick, or a photographic acci-
dent), spirit photography seems to have shared with film this paradoxical 
character. Moreover, before multiple exposure and other superimposition 
techniques were applied by early filmmakers to the spectacle of the mov-
ing image, photographic incarnations of ghosts—regarded as amusements, 
attractions, and curiosities—were already haunting Western visual culture. 
Rather than being just a demonstration of photography’s evidentiary sta-
tus, spirit photography was an open field in which realistic and fictional in-
terpretations of images coexisted and interacted with each other. The fact 
that visual representations of spirits were regarded as visual curiosities and 
as commodities not only among skeptics but also within the boundaries of 
spiritualism, as well as their relationship with spectacular entertainments 
featuring superimposition techniques, shows that the boundary between 
entertainment and belief was blurred in spiritualism’s visual culture—as it 
was in private and public séance performances.



French historian Marc Bloch left us one of the most thoughtful reflections 
about the relationship between the study of history and our knowledge of 
the present. In The Historian’s Craft, he observes that the profession of his-
torian requires a relationship of constant exchange between the past and 
the present. As he put it, “Misunderstanding of the present is the inevita-
ble consequence of ignorance of the past. But a man may wear himself out 
just as fruitlessly in seeking to understand the past, if he is totally ignorant 
of the present.”1

	 Bloch’s teaching is a useful hint to cultural historians and historians of 
media, who need to observe the present in order to comprehend the past. 
While this study is dedicated to beliefs in spirits and séance practices in 
the Victorian age, the observation of contemporary cases in which show 
business and entertainment media interact with beliefs in the supernatural 
influenced its conception and development. In this afterword, therefore, 
I would like to discuss the claims developed in this book in respect to the 
role of the supernatural as a cultural and religious discourse in contempo-
rary societies.
	 One of the recurring questions raised by the study of Victorian spiritu-
alism is why it was such a popular craze in the nineteenth century, while it 
became much less significant throughout the twentieth century and in our 
present age. The right answer is probably that this is not true, at least not 
entirely. If spiritualism markedly declined in the United States, in Britain, 
and in continental Europe after the 1920s, the spiritist church is today a 
powerful religious confession in countries such as Brazil, with millions of 
devotees.2 Moreover, even if we focus only on the American and British 
contexts, beliefs in spirits and in the occult are still widespread, as con-
firmed by several polls.3 As some have argued, after all, the contemporary 
interest in Victorian culture might tell us something about our present-
day cultural configuration: we are intrigued by Victorian society because 
we feel that it contains something of our own identity and culture.4

	 The chief argument of this book is that belief in spiritualism did not 
contrast but was instead allied with entertainment practices, spectac-
ular features, and show business. Set at the beginning of a new era for 
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tieth centuries, the rise of the spiritualist movement was intimately con-
nected to the development of modern popular culture and the media 
entertainment industry. This link did not vanish at the dawn of the twen-
tieth century. Ghosts haunt contemporary popular culture as much as they 
haunted Victorian mansions in the nineteenth century: they are omni-
present in literature, film, television series, video games, and even pop-
ular music.5 Moreover, psychics and mediums continue to play upon the 
distinctions between mystical beliefs and popular entertainment.6 From 
the New Age movement to psychic shops, from esoteric books to profes-
sional seers, the realm of the supernatural is still deeply bound with con-
temporary media culture.
	 In nineteenth-century spiritualism, mediums usually welcomed non-
believers and skeptics to their séances. This was due in part to the fact that 
the key issue was not faith in itself, but rather the participation in a com-
mon experience that stimulated a sense of curiosity, excitement, and won-
der.7 Thus, public and private séances allowed sitters and spectators to 
maintain a flexible interpretation of their involvement, mixing religious 
piety with entertainment and spectacle. Contemporary products of popu-
lar culture that focus on the theme of the supernatural often employ similar 
strategies. Take, for instance, paranormal television series that broad-
cast investigations into the supernatural, a genre that has been taken up 
by networks specializing in nonfiction, such as the Discovery Channel. 
The documentary form within which these series are framed reinforces 
the impression of authenticity of the supernatural claims.8 Viewers are not 
required to actually believe in them, though: the shows allow spectators 
to choose different interpretations of the events and are designed to ex-
cite the curiosity of skeptics as much as those who are willing to believe 
in paranormal events. The success of these series suggests that the repre-
sentation of ghosts and other occult phenomena in contemporary popular 
culture relies on a mechanism similar to that of nineteenth-century spiri-
tualism: the question of authenticity is secondary to the dimension of the 
spectatorial experience, so that belief and entertainment are not alterna-
tives, but may coexist in a cultural form that stimulates curiosity and won-
der in believers and nonbelievers alike.
	 Literature addressing the history of representations of ghosts has 
been mainly divided into two separate traditions, which address, respec-
tively, fictional and “real” (at least, considered to be so) ghosts. While at-
tempts have been made to question how beliefs in spirits have influenced 
the work of writers, filmmakers, and television producers,9 less attention 
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believe in spirits with those who consume a product of fiction on ghosts. 
Frequently, the fact that someone believes in what she sees, hears, touch-
es, and feels—as might be the case in a spiritualist séance—seems to define 
her experience as structurally different from the experience of the readers 
of gothic literature or the spectators of a horror film. In contrast with this 
perspective, the dynamics examined in this book show that a peculiar ap-
peal of the supernatural lies behind the role played by the occult not only 
in popular literature and entertainment media, but also in religious beliefs 
and practices. Both fictional representations of ghosts or other supernatu-
ral phenomena and beliefs in spirits excite the fascination with the occult, 
the supernatural, the unknown. In nineteenth-century spiritualism, this 
fascination functioned as a trigger for the diffusion of beliefs in spirits, 
driving several generations of American and British Victorians to the sé-
ance table. The same fascination contributes to making spirits a powerful 
theme in contemporary popular culture, too. The popularity of paranormal 
television series, as well as horror films and fictional television series such 
as Medium (2005–11) and Supernatural (2005–present), is built upon the 
allure of the occult, upon the emotions that come with the conception of 
ghosts—whether we believe in them or not. There is an intimate connec-
tion between fictional representations of the supernatural and beliefs in 
extraordinary phenomena.10

	 The complex role that belief and disbelief played in spiritualist séanc-
es is particularly meaningful if one considers not its difference, but rather 
its resemblance, to spectatorial situations that bear an explicitly fictional 
character, such as attending a theatrical piece or watching a film. Take, for 
instance, some of the most successful American films from the horror and 
supernatural genre in the last few decades, such as The Exorcist (1973), the 
Blair Witch Project (1999), and more recently The Conjuring (2013). As noted 
by Diana Walsh-Pasulka, all of these movies present supernatural events 
as something that may be true. They create a strong impression of reality 
by referring to real characters and events, such as the practice of exorcism, 
reports of ghostly apparitions, or parapsychological research. This height-
ens the interest of the public and is employed as a marketing strategy by 
the studios that produce and distribute the films.11 In this regard, research 
presented in this book demonstrates the deep affinity between the spec-
tatorial position invited by such films and the spiritualist séance, or other 
performances and practices connected to supernatural beliefs. While film, 
literature, and other forms of fiction are often studied under the assump-
tion that spectators and readers willingly suspend their disbelief, inviting 
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dia entertainment industry. As a consequence, we should acknowledge the 
presence of a deep continuity and analogy between forms of involvement 
that explicitly encourage beliefs, such as spiritualism, and those that, on 
the surface, seem to deny it, such as fiction.
	 By arguing for the interconnection of beliefs in spirits and the rise of 
industrial entertainment and popular culture in the nineteenth century, 
Supernatural Entertainments addresses forms of participation and specta-
torship that do not pertain either to the realm of religion or to that of pop-
ular culture, but instead to a combination of the two of them. One of the 
implications of this work, then, is that there is not always a clear distinc-
tion between religious belief and spectacular entertainment. While our 
understanding of religion is often informed by the idea that faith is in a 
relationship of conflict to “earthly” matters such as market and specta-
cle, scholars have recently underlined the necessity of going beyond es-
tablished dichotomies of spirit and matter.12 As some point out, “there is 
no such thing as an immaterial religion”: we need to comprehend reli-
gious beliefs as something pertaining to both the spiritual and the material 
realms.13 This book also shows that there is no such thing as an unspiritu-
al entertainment industry. Since the nineteenth century, the rise of new 
spectacular and entertainment practices has stimulated the amusement, 
the fascination, and the wonder of believers and skeptics, of curious and 
ecstatic spectators. They have all been equally welcome to join the spectacle 
of spirits.
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“We all know that the supernatural is en-

tertaining. Just turn on your television set 

or go to the movies. But this entertaining? 

Supernatural Entertainments is one of the 

most original books I have read in a long 

time. Simone Natale’s embrace of the his-

tory of technology, celebrity studies, mate-

rial culture, popular culture, photography, 

and film studies to plumb the immediate 

historical background of the modern su-

pernatural also makes it astonishingly ca-

pacious and interdisciplinary. Get ready for 

a ride. Or a show.” 

—jeffrey j. kripal, author of Mutants and 

Mystics: Science Fiction, Superhero Comics, and 

the Paranormal

“Approaching Victorian supernaturalism 

as popular spectacle, Natale makes a com-

pelling argument that nineteenth-century 

spiritualism made a significant contribu-

tion to what would become the dominant 

religion of the twentieth century: the enter-

tainment industry. Rather than seeing the 

spiritualists and their energetic followers 

as gullible or deluded, Natale explores the 

more fascinating possibility that medium, 

circle, and audience helped redefine the 

possibilities of domestic leisure and public 

performance.” 

—jeffrey sconce, Northwestern University 

In Supernatural Entertainments, Simone Na-

tale vividly depicts spiritualism’s rise as a 

religious and cultural phenomenon and ex-

plores its strong connection to the growth 

of the media entertainment industry in the 

nineteenth century. He frames the spiritu-

alist movement as part of a new commodity 

culture that changed how public entertain-

ments were produced and consumed.

Starting with the story of the Fox sisters, 

considered the first spiritualist mediums 

in history, Natale follows the trajectory of 

spiritualism in Great Britain and the Unit-

ed States from its foundation in 1848 to 

the beginning of the twentieth century. He 

demonstrates that spiritualist mediums 

and leaders adopted many of the promo-

tional strategies and spectacular techniques 

that were being developed for the broader 

entertainment industry. Spiritualist me-

diums were indistinguishable from other 

professional performers, as they had man-

agers and agents, advertised in the press, 

and used spectacularism to draw audiences.

Addressing the overlap between spiritual-

ism’s explosion and nineteenth-century 

show business, Natale provides an archae-

ology of how the supernatural became a 

powerful force in the media and popular 

culture of today.
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