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ABSTRACT  
 
 
 

Spiritualism was a popular cultural movement that flourished in the late-19th 

century across the United States and eventually Europe.  While there were many facets 

of its philosophy, the primary conviction behind Spiritualism was that spirits of the 

dead could communicate with the living through human mediums.  Although this basic 

definition of Spiritualism is virtually uncontested in contemporary scholarship, the 

cultural causes of the movement remain a highly debated topic.  Historians have 

proposed a variety of theories for Spiritualism’s inception, but none have yet to explore 

the economic motivations behind the movement.  Spiritualism was, in fact, a vital 

commercial enterprise that spurred entrepreneurial and consumption opportunities for 

thousands of nascent capitalists.  During the movement’s prime, a host of Spiritualist 

merchandise was mass produced and marketed, including talking boards, spirit 

photographs, séances, and planchettes.  Together, these products were produced and 

consumed in what became an “economy of the supernatural”—a thriving industry 

based on the desire to communicate with deceased humans.  Through analysis of 

product advertisements and opinions raised about the issue found in mass media, this 

thesis will demonstrate that economic motivation was behind every aspect of Spiritualist 

practice.  No part of the movement was left untouched by the desire for financial gain.  
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Furthermore, this thesis argues that while various cultural forces influencing 

Spiritualism would diminish over time, the movement was able to sustain itself through 

the development of an economy of supernatural products and services, many of which 

continue to be produced to this very day. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION TO THE SUPERNATURAL ECONOMY 
 
 
 

Ghosts are a subject of perennial fascination and speculation that span across 

epochs and cultures.  For scholars, ghost stories are cultural artifacts that can reveal a 

great deal about the societies which produced them.  Stories of ghosts and their 

interactions with humans were never more prominent in America than during the reign 

of Spiritualism.  Spiritualism was a popular cultural movement that flourished in the 

late-19th century across the United States and eventually Europe.  While there were 

many facets of its philosophy, the primary conviction behind Spiritualism was that 

spirits of the dead could communicate with the living through human mediums.  With 

no other requirements other than a general faith in this simple creed, Spiritualism 

attracted a host of followers from a variety of religious, economic, and educational 

backgrounds.  Through phenomenal occurrences like table levitation, automatic writing, 

“rappings,” spiritual possession, and the awe-inspiring ghost manifestation, thousands 

of Americans were personally convinced of the legitimacy of spirit communication and 

devoted their time and resources to propelling the movement.1 

                                                 
1 Cox defines Spiritualism as “A movement…held together by the slender but powerful 

premise that the ‘forgotten on earth’ could converse intimately with the dead.” Robert Cox, Body 
and Soul: A Sympathetic History of American Spiritualism (Charlottesville, VA: University of 
Virginia Press, 2003), 2.  Sconce similarly defines Spiritualism as a “Philosophy that proposed the 
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Although the basic definition of Spiritualism is virtually uncontested in 

contemporary scholarship, the cultural causes of the movement remain a highly debated 

topic. Some authors have argued that Spiritualism was primarily motivated by 

Enlightenment religious thinking, while others have suggested that the presence of new 

electronic technologies spurred the movement.  From the prominence of Victorian 

mourning practices to the growth of rational science, nearly all aspects of culture have 

been identified by scholars as providing the perfect conditions for the growth of 

Spiritualism in the late-19th century.  Despite the diversity of opinion, however, the 

economic features of the movement have yet to be fully explored.  Spiritualism was, in 

fact, a vital commercial enterprise that spurred entrepreneurial and consumption 

opportunities for thousands of nascent capitalists.  During the movement’s prime, a host 

of Spiritualist merchandise was mass produced and marketed, including talking boards, 

spirit photographs, séances, and planchettes.  While cultural forces influencing 

Spiritualism would change throughout the late-19th century, the movement was able to 

sustain itself through the development of an economy of supernatural products and 

services, many of which continue to be produced to this very day. 2   

                                                                                                                                                 
dead were in communication with the living through mediums who ‘channeled’ the spirit 
world.” Jeffrey Sconce, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraph to Television 
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2000), 24. 

 
2 For more on the integration of religion and Spiritualism, see Molly McGarry, Ghosts of 

Futures Past: Spiritualism and the Cultural Politics of Nineteenth-Century America (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2008), 19-44.  Further reading on how technological innovation 
spurred Spiritualist practice found in Sconce, Haunted Media, 2-20.  Louis Kaplan highlights the 
prominent role of mourning practice in generating interest in the afterlife in Louis Kaplan, The 
Strange Case of William Mumler, Spirit Photographer (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
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It is surprising to note that America’s dramatic conversion to modern industrial 

capitalism is largely absent from contemporary literature on the history of Spiritualism.  

Economic conditions between 1850 and 1900 fostered ideal circumstances for the 

development of a supernatural economy.  The years were characterized by rising per 

capita wealth and fledging urban markets.  Augmented spending power and increased 

availability of cheap goods led to what several scholars have described as an era of 

newfound commitment to material progress.  Rebecca Edwards, 19th century social 

historian, argues that since citizens dedicated themselves to spending money as well as 

earning it, the “fabulous and corrupting power of money was late nineteenth-century 

Americans’ great obsession.”  During this time, consumption came to be viewed as a 

national pastime and as productive social activity in the burgeoning market economy.  

Thoughts of material progress encouraged Americans to counteract industrial labor with 

a commitment to relaxation, spurring an increased demand for recreational goods in the 

late-19th century.  Spiritualist merchandise and services like talking boards, séances, and 

lectures filled a wide variety of these entertainment needs while also serving as a means 

for spiritual and personal exploration in an increasingly material and industrious 

society.3  

                                                                                                                                                 
Press, 2008), 10, 227. Tensions between rational science and Spiritualism are explored in R. 
Laurence Moore, In Search of White Crows: Spiritualism, Parapsychology, and American Culture 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 7-9. 

 
3 Edwards states that “material progress enticed Americans to offset hard work and thrift 

with a new devotion to comfort, leisure and pleasure seeking.”  She argues that this was a time 
when Americans began to identify more as a consumer than worker.  Rebecca Edwards, New 
Spirits: Americans in the Gilded Age, 1865-1905 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 82. 
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Consumption of Spiritualist products was undoubtedly agitated by 

improvements in transportation networks and public education.  The construction of a 

national railroad system in the late 19th century helped overcome geographic barriers 

and served to distribute goods across the country at an unprecedented rate.  Economic 

relations between metropolitan areas and their outlying districts were thickened by the 

growth of the railroad and presented entrepreneurs with a national consumer base for 

their merchandise.  Having been trained under a public education system that focused 

on the needs of industry, capitalists possessed skills in finance, marketing, and corporate 

organization inconceivable to most manufacturers before the Civil War.  Products like 

spirit photographs and talking boards naturally lent themselves to captivating 

advertising and clever businesspersons were able to capitalize by offering mail-order 

and traveling services for a geographically diverse consumer base.  The success of 

Spiritualist entrepreneurs contributed to the image of “the self-made man” which had 

pervaded popular media and makes it obvious that interest in capital gain was the 

movement’s main propellant throughout the late-19th century.4 

                                                 
4 Trachtenberg details the rise of entrepreneurship and how the “story of the self-made 

man pervaded the popular media and political and clerical rhetoric” in Alan Trachtenberg, The 
Incorporation of America (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 92. 
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Figure 1. A 1920s postcard depicting the Fox Sisters’ cottage as the “Birthplace of Modern Spiritualism.” 
 

Origins of Spiritualism 

The origins of Spiritualism in America can be traced to Sweden, where a 

religious sect called Swedenborgism was formed around a common belief in spirit 

communication.  Their leader, a noted scientist named Emmanuel Swedenborg, claimed 

to develop psychic powers in 1744 and discovered he could speak with angels, God, 

Christ, and deceased human beings.  He understood the supernatural experiences to be 

exclusive and believed that he had been chosen by God to serve as a vehicle for a new 

form of theology.  His followers went on to form the Church of New Jerusalem and it is 

through this small religious sect that Americans first learned about the principles of 

spirit communication.  Social historian Geoffrey K. Nelson argues in Spiritualism and 

Society, “the influences which stimulated the growth of Spiritualism were derived from 
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the experiences and teachings of the Swedish seer Swedenborg.”  His teachings about a 

reassuring and authoritative spirit world frequently appeared at Spiritualist séances in 

the 1850s and laid the groundwork for the movement’s growth.  What was different 

about American Spiritualism, however, was that “Sweden’s gifts in this democratic 

country [became] a widespread gift among common folk.”5   

Spiritualism first materialized as a cohesive movement in the western districts of 

Upstate New York.  While spirit rapping commenced near the small town of Newark in 

1848, the birth of Mormonism, Millerism, and Shakerism occurred only miles away and 

garnered the area a reputation as the “home of fanatical and progressive movements.”  

Nelson has referred to the locale as a “burnt-over district” because of “the waves of 

revival that swept across it.”  He argues that conditions typical to the formation of 

revivalist thought, including a changing demographic and alteration of labor practices, 

were exaggerated in this vicinity.  Within a 20 year time span, Upstate New York had 

transformed from a homogeneous frontier settlement to a diverse industrious society.  

The completion of the Erie Canal in 1825 brought a host of immigrant groups and new 

products into the region which disrupted traditional patterns of culture.  Nelson 

suggests that “the insecurity of life in a rapidly changing society produces psychological 

and physiological stresses in the individual which have an important effect in the 

formation of behavioral patterns.” As a result, Spiritualism became “one of the 
                                                 

5 Nelson suggests that “Spiritualism appealed to nineteenth century Americans who 
were already conversant with the language and belief systems of sects like the … 
Swedenborgians.”  Geoffrey Nelson, Spiritualism and Society (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 
53-54.  
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unconventional religious methods of solving the problems of individuals confused by 

the social chaos of the period.”6 

The individual most responsible for linking the teachings of Swedenborg with 

Spiritualist philosophy was Andrew Jackson Davis.  A native of Upstate New York, 

Davis was a man of modest education who spent most of his time attending lectures on 

hypnosis and similar phenomena.  He claimed in his autobiography that after falling 

into trance during an 1844 lecture, the spirit of Emmanuel Swedenborg appeared to him 

and proclaimed he would become “a conduit for the influx of truth and wisdom.” On 

the advice of Swedenborg’s spirit, Davis began to hold public lectures while in trance 

state and in 1845, one of his proceedings was transcribed into a book called the Principles 

of Nature, Her Divine Revelations, and a Voice to Mankind.  The text put forward a new 

brand of “harmonial philosophy” which sought to integrate beliefs about the spiritual 

and material worlds.  Occult historian R. Laurence Moore suggests that the work “made 

the American public familiar with the phenomena of the trance, of clairvoyance, and 

healing, and in this way prepared the minds of the public to accept the claims of 

Spiritualists.”  While Davis himself was a believer in the spiritual realm, he devalued the 

importance of visible manifestations in an attempt to turn his teachings into philosophy.  

                                                 
6 Nelson quotes psychological data obtained in a UNESCO study titled “Cultural Patterns 

and Technical Change.” Geoffrey Nelson, Spiritualism and Society, 72-73. 
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Consequently, he never commanded the journalistic attention of other mediums like the 

Fox Sisters.7 

Historians generally credit Margaret, Kate, and Leah Fox for inspiring 

Spiritualism.  In December of 1847, the Fox Sisters and their parents took up residence at 

a modest sized cottage in the village of Newark, NY.  Although the Fox’s economic and 

social background gave them status as “an undistinguished family that attracted no 

special attention,” they would soon gain fame for living in a haunted house.  During the 

first few months at the cottage the family slept well with little disturbance.  In February 

of 1848, however, a series of “raps” and “thumps” began emanating from the walls and 

floors without any obvious manufacturer.  As historian Robert Somerlott describes, one 

night the raps got so loud that Kate Fox “suddenly called out the words that were to 

mark the beginning of Spiritualism: ‘Here Mr. Splitfoot, do as I do.’”  She rapped out a 

few thumps on the floor and within seconds an invisible entity responded with its own 

sounds.  Before the end of the evening, a system of spirit communication was invented 

that would forever mark “March 31, 1848 as the recognized date for the beginning of 

modern Spiritualism.”8   

 The strange occurrences in Newark quickly spread throughout the popular press 

and made the Fox family instant celebrities.  Less than 10 years after they first interacted 

                                                 
7  Moore suggests that Davis has often been overlooked in the origins of Spiritualism 

because he did not focus on manifestations of deceased souls, a phenomenon more newsworthy 
in 19th century press.  Moore, In Search of White Crows, 10, 15. 

 
8 Robert Somerlott, “Here Mr. Splitfoot,” an Informal Exploration into Modern 

Spiritualism (New York: The Viking Press, 1971), 73-74. 
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with “Mr. Splitfoot,” at least 80 Spiritualist periodicals appeared throughout the country 

in an attempt “to capitalize as best they could on the strong wave of popular interest in 

the rappings.”  Publishing information on spirit communications, reviews of 

mediumship, and proceedings from meetings across the country, Spiritualist 

newspapers served to extend cohesion and knowledge beyond the séance circle.  As 

John J. Kucich argues, without any large-scale and centrally organized institution, 

Spiritualism lacked the means to broadcast news and philosophy to its followers.  He 

suggests that journalism filled this void by creating “reader communities” or “groups of 

geographically separated but like minded individuals who learn of each other’s 

existence and maintain contact through the columns of newspapers.”  People whose 

beliefs had once isolated them from others in town suddenly found solidarity with 

readers across the country.  As a result, Spiritualists recognized print media as “a matter 

of considerable importance” which had transformed the experiences of three little girls 

into a booming philosophical and economic enterprise.9 

                                                 
9 John J. Kucich, Ghostly Communion: Cross Cultural Spiritualism in Nineteenth-Century 

American Literature (Hanover, NH: Dartmouth College Press, 2004), 38-58. 
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Figure 2. Banner of Light, the leading Spiritualist newspaper during the late-19th century. 
 

Contemporary Viewpoints 

Although most historians trace the growth of Spiritualist philosophy to publicity 

surrounding Davis and the Fox Sisters, few are in agreement over the social 

characteristics that suddenly made millions seek communication with the afterlife.  

Reaching a consensus can be challenging considering that the movement attracted a 

wide assortment of users seeking to fulfill vastly different needs.  As Jeffrey Sconce has 

argued, “Belief in Spiritualism could be found in freed southern slaves and blue bloods 
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of Boston, in mediumistic teenage girls and members of Congress.”  The personal nature 

of the movement allowed it to assume many forms and intersect with numerous beliefs, 

making a cohesive overview of Spiritualism very difficult.  Robert Cox best defines the 

possibilities when he describes Spiritualism as “a product of an unusual conjunction of 

social stresses, ranging from the increasing pace of geographic and social mobility and 

the fallout of industrialization, urbanization, immigration, ‘modernization,’ and 

democratization to the extension of religious diversity and … of class, race, and gender 

relations.”  He concludes by admitting that “trying to determine the origins of 

spiritualist though is like trying to determine on which leg a spider stands.”10 

The most common argument given for pervasive interest in the supernatural is 

that a culture of mourning permeated society in the mid-19th century.  With nearly 

700,000 Americans dying during the Civil War years and thousands of young children 

perishing from measles, mumps, and the whooping cough, death was omnipresent in all 

parts of the country.  Undoubtedly, many Americans were attracted to Spiritualism by 

the promise of communication and closure with lost loved ones.  As neurologist 

Sigmund Freud argued in Totem and Taboo, “mourning has quite a specific task to 

perform: its function is to detach the survivor’s memories and hopes from the dead.” 

How Spiritualists went about their mourning, however, suggests the importance of the 

consumer economy.  Freud continues his statement by concluding that people generally 

                                                 
10 Sconce argues that “Spiritualism no doubt incorporated a wide variety of participants 

exhibiting a range of motivations” and that even “average Americans … found manifestations an 
interesting source of discussion and speculation.” Sconce, Haunted Media, 57. Cox makes similar 
statements in Cox, Body and Soul, 16-17. 
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mourn through use of “transitional objects” which help to achieve therapeutic 

consultation. 11  For Spiritualists, “transitional objects” included spirit photographs, 

mourning jewelry, and a host of other supernatural gadgets.  By consuming and 

employing Spiritualist merchandise, Americans actively mourned the departed and 

fulfilled their civic engagement to the rising consumer economy. 

Another popular thesis in contemporary literature suggests that Spiritualism 

spread throughout the country as a means to harmonize tensions between religion and 

science.  R. Laurence Moore’s In Search of White Crows illustrates that “people who 

became interested in Spiritualism were enthusiastic supporters of science, but they 

feared a science without direction and a world without meaning.”  To accommodate 

both interests, he concludes, Spiritualists were encouraged to validate their own 

convictions by investigating supernatural phenomena with “scientific” experiments.  

Faith in the legitimacy of spirits was gained only after a systematic series of questioning, 

while the authenticity of mediums was achieved upon careful scrutiny from reputable 

scientists.  Although Moore clearly describes how Spiritualism “allowed [followers] to 

adopt stance of scientific skepticism while retaining faith in an ultimate purpose 

to life,” he fails to note that supernatural products and services also helped to 

facilitate dialogue between religion and science.  Periodicals like Banner of Light, for 

example, linked Spiritualist creed with improvement in the sciences by placing images 

                                                 
11 Brogan quotes Freud and adds a discussion about the relationship between mourning 

and pain.  She believes that with mourning, “the pain grows less.” Kathleen Brogan, Cultural 
Haunting: Ghosts and Ethnicity in Recent American Literature (Charlottesville, VA: University 
Press of Virginia, 1998), 20. Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo. (New York: Norton, 1950), 65. 
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of machines on the same page as philosophy articles.  Through this network of 

supernatural products, an attractive alternative to both rationalist through and religious 

faith was fostered.12 

A more recent argument suggests that Spiritualism developed in America as a 

response to the growing presence of technology in society.  Jeffrey Sconce’s Haunted 

Media proposes this theory and demonstrates how new technologies like the electrical 

telegraph and daguerreotype eroded the necessity for direct physical communication.  

Since these instruments provided “a psychical connection in spite of physical 

separation,” Sconce concludes that “the dead may have seemed no less strange 

than communicating across cables or capturing the living on film.” “Rapping” 

with the spirits began only a few months after “tapping” commenced on Samuel F. B. 

Morse’s electromagnetic telegraph and the invention of the daguerreotype similarly led 

to the development of spirit photography years later.  While new technology 

undoubtedly shaped Spiritualist practice, Sconce ignores its influence on supernatural 

goods that would ultimately sustain the movement.  Talking boards, planchettes, and 

spirit photographs were all developed as a direct response to technological advances 

and each played a major role in Spiritualism’s growth and endurance throughout the 

late-19th century.13 

                                                 
12 Moore is the first scholar to explore the relationship between the growth of rational 

science and Spiritualism. He argues that Spiritualists called their movement science, but that it 
was also a surrogate religion.  Moore, In Search of White Crows, 62-69. 

 
13 Sconce, Haunted Media, 12, 23-24. 
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Several other theories exist regarding the origins of Spiritualism, ranging from 

social turmoil caused by immigration to the increasingly important role of youth in 

industrialization and urbanization.  While Spiritualism is certainly the product of a 

unique set of social, political, and religious factors, market relations and the growth of a 

capitalist economy are what gave the movement momentum and allowed it to survive 

over 50 years.  When death and infant mortality rates declined after the Civil War, 

mourning jewelry and spirit photography maintained an interest in memorializing the 

dead.  When mediums were exposed by rational scientists throughout the 1880s, 

Spiritualist media covered their sensational trials and generated a larger curiosity in 

supernatural phenomena associated with the movement.  Even as the spread of liberal 

theology reduced the novelty of Spiritualist occurrences, Ouija Board sales were at an all 

time high and continued a fascination with spirit communication.  Social factors that 

could have contributed to the demise of Spiritualism throughout the late-19th century 

were neutralized by a growing economy of Spiritualist merchandise. 14 

                                                 
14 Carroll illustrates how social mobility, immigrant influx, industrialization all 

contributed to the perception of a threatened social order in America, a fear which he believes led 
many to the comforts of Spiritualism.  Bret E. Carroll, Spiritualism in Antebellum America 
(Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1997), 2-5.  Causes of Spiritualism’s perceived demise, 
including a lessening controversy over the movement’s religious teachings, will be addressed in 
the conclusion of this work.   
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Figure 3.  A 19th century engraving titled “Spirits and their Manifestations—An Evening Séance.” 
  

Research Methods 

The bulk of primary research data in this thesis was obtained from 

advertisements and opinion articles found in 19th century periodicals.  Both Spiritualist 

and non-Spiritualist publications were consulted and each exhibits a unique perspective 

about the supernatural economy.  Spiritualist newspapers like Banner of Light and The 

Spiritual Telegraph devoted an inordinate amount of space for uncanny entrepreneurs to 

promote their products.  Banner of Light, for example, reserved three out of eight pages 

per issue for “Business Notices,” a section where readers could learn about the 

availability of mediums, lecturers, and home circles in their area.  Even non-Spiritualist 

newspapers took advantage of the popularity of supernatural products and news.  

During the famed trial of spirit photographer William Mumler, the New York Sun 
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provided sympathetic opinions while the New York World offered skeptical viewpoints 

in an effort to compete with each other for a larger market share.  A scan of these 19th 

century periodicals reveals economic motivation at every turn.  Whether it was a 

plethora of classifieds for supernatural products or the frequent publication of opinion 

editorials about the movement, everybody was trying to cash in on the Spiritualist 

craze.15 

 Secondary scholarship also plays an important role in this thesis as it helps to 

frame possible motivations for participation in an economy of the supernatural.  R. 

Laurence Moore’s In Search of White Crows is relied heavily upon for its exploration into 

the financial affairs of Spiritualist entrepreneurs.  Written in 1972, the book is one of the 

first works to provide a cohesive sociological overview of the movement.  While Moore 

is overtly favorable to questionable businesspersons, the economic data he provides is 

completely absent from other works on the history of Spiritualism.  I also consulted texts 

like Robert Somerlott’s Here Mr. Splitfoot and Robert Cox’s Body and Soul as 

contemporary updates on Somerlott’s anthropological approach.  Anne Braude’s Radical 

Spirits is frequently cited in this thesis for its discussion about the significance of the 

women’s rights movement in Spiritualism.  Her analysis of diaries and correspondences 

between mediums sheds light on the economic opportunities afforded to women by the 

movement.  Ghost of Futures Past and Haunted Media are likewise referenced as they also 

provide commentary on topical issues such as politics and technology.  Countless other 

                                                 
15 Discussion of advertising methods and opinions found in periodicals will be 

interwoven into discussions of supernatural products and entrepreneurs.   
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secondary sources are referred to in this thesis which helps to understand exactly what 

made people suddenly gravitate toward the dead in the late-19th century.16 

 Using the described resources, this thesis is organized along thematic rather than 

chronological lines.  Chapter 1 explores spirit communication devices, or tools that 

provided a means for humans to converse with the afterlife.  These items included 

talking boards and planchettes, both of which are linked by their use in private settings 

among individuals seeking consolation or entertainment.  Chapter 2 details public 

mediumship, a practice that included Spiritualist lectures, camps, and communal 

séances.  Public mediumship was characterized by individuals who performed in public 

places and offered visual encounters with deceased souls for a nominal fee.  Mourning 

memorabilia will be examined in Chapter 3 for its role in helping people overcome grief 

associated with death.  Spirit photographs and mourning jewelry comprise mourning 

memorabilia and were noted by Spiritualists as tangible proof that the human soul lived 

on.  While many of these items can admittedly be organized into multiple categories, the 

location of consumption and intended use of the product or service provides a basic 

framework for categorization in this paper.   

Although aspects of Spiritualism continued well into the 20th century, 1900 is 

generally marked by scholars as the approximate time the movement ended.  Chapter 4 

explores Spiritualism at the turn-of-the 20th century and challenges the established 

                                                 
16 Braude is a cultural historian who will be discussed at length in the section about 

mediums.  Ann Braude, Radical Spirits: Spiritualism and Women’s Rights in Nineteenth Century 
America (Boston: Beacon Press, 1989). 
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convention that public interest and participation in the movement declined.  

Spiritualism certainly changed in form and focus over the course of its history, but 

consumption of supernatural merchandise remained a constant throughout the 

movement’s history.  Many products of the supernatural economy continue to survive 

today, with “paranormal investigation” tools and merchandise currently undergoing a 

renaissance in the 21st century.  The popularity of contemporary shows like Ghost 

Hunters as well as a dramatic increase in “paranormal research groups” questions the 

contention that spirit communication was a passing fad.  To conclude, this thesis argues 

that despite many changes over the past 150 years, Spiritualist practices have survived 

due to a sustained economy of supernatural products and services.  Ouija Boards, ghost 

photography, horror movies, and the ghost tour all thrived throughout the 20th century 

and suggest that despite claims from contemporary scholars, the movement never came 

to an end.       
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CHAPTER 2 

SPIRIT COMMUNICATION DEVICES 
 
 
 

Spirit communication devices were not unique to Spiritualism and can trace their 

origins to tools used in ancient times.  In 540 BC Greek philosopher Pythagorus 

constructed a small table on wheels to interpret information from the afterlife.  The tool, 

which he ironically called a “triangle,” moved toward signs painted on a flat surface 

when in possession of the spirits.  Pythagorus displayed his instrument at public séances 

where he proclaimed that it could decipher messages “from an unseen world.”  The 

ancient Chinese were also known to utilize gadgets to converse with the deceased.  

Mediums called chi shengs would sit in front of a tray filled with white sand while 

holding a v-shaped instrument.  After praying to the spirit realm, the chi shengs’ hands 

began to shake and the apparatus would spell out messages in the sand.  Even the 

Romans concocted mechanisms to receive directions from ghosts.  It is believed that 

around 450 AD they created a small round dish with the alphabet painted on it.  A 

pendulum was suspended in the middle of the dish and would dictate orders for public 

policy and war strategy as it moved about the letters.  Elements and applications of 
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these ancient instruments would be highly influential to the development of spirit 

communication devices in North America several years later.17 

Although the Fox Sisters are typically credited with bringing spirit 

communication devices to America, evidence suggests that the objects existed in North 

America much earlier.  Native American Indians celebrated death in a variety of ways 

and believed that the human soul entered a “spirit world” upon passing.  Rituals and 

attempts at communication were often performed in the days following fatality to 

ensure that spirits did not continue to roam the earth and trouble the living.   As early as 

1200, the Hopi Indians were noted for using feathers called ankwakwosis to converse with 

the deceased.  The feathers would be tied around their heads during prayer rituals and 

were believed to act as an intermediary between humans and the spirit world.  Iroquois 

Indians similarly used large drums during religious ceremonies to initiate dialogue with 

the deceased.  The beating of the instruments in conjunction with loud chants was 

believed to make the dead return to earth through possession of a “spirit guide’s” 

entranced body.  Given that the Iroquois were still very much visible and relevant in 

                                                 
17 Pythagorus in Stoker Hunt, Ouija: The Most Dangerous Game (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1985), 3.  J. Edward Cornelius, Aleister Crowley and the Ouija Board (Los Angeles: Feral 
House, 2005), 11-14.  Cornelius is one of the few scholars to address the history of spirit 
communication devices and is best known for producing “Red Flame,” a research journal on the 
history of magic and the occult called.  Feral House publishing produced scholarly non-fiction 
books and prides itself on addressing topics that are usually “forbidden” in the scholarly 
community. 
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Upstate New York during the early 19th century, it is easy to see how Native American 

Indian practices influenced the development of Spiritualism only a few miles away.18   

The Fox Sisters are typically given credit for popularizing spirit communication 

devices in the United States.  During sittings with “Mr. Splitfoot,” the girls would 

incorporate objects into their routine which they believed helped channel messages from 

the invisible entity.  Small pieces of glass, wood, and iron were held by the Sisters in 

their palms and acted as a conduit for deceased spirits to enter physical existence.  To go 

along with these tools, the girls invented a code in which each tapping of the instrument 

would signify yes, no, or various alphabetic answers in response to their questions.  The 

practice came to be known as “spirit rapping” or “rapping with the spirits” and echoed 

the “tapping” of the telegraph, a tool that had been invented earlier that year.   Barbara 

Weisberg, an accomplished poet and journalist, suggests that the girls were aware of the 

analogy and actually used the electric telegraph at several of their séances.  She explains 

that Kate, Maggie, and Leah recognized “the feasibility of establishing communications 

between two distant points by means of the telegraph” and that during several sessions 

with the instrument, they were able to converse with the departed soul of Benjamin 

Franklin.  Consequently, the Fox Sisters’ not only “sparked the emergence of 

                                                 
18 A belief in a spirit world, where deceased souls roamed in harmony, existed among 

several Native American Indian groups.  Michael York, Pagan Theology: Paganism as a World 
Religion (New York: New York University Press, 2003), 53. Hopi Indians in Howard Zinn, A 
People’s History of the United States, 1492 – Present (New York: Harper Publishing, 2009), 529-
530. Edward S. Rogers, Aboriginal Ontario: Historical Perspectives on the First Nations (Niagara 
Falls, NY: Dundurn Press, 1994), 45. 
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Spiritualism,” but also inspired the use of devices extraneous to the human body for 

spirit communication. 19 

The discovery made by the Fox Sisters in 1848 dramatically altered the scope of 

spirit communication devices.  Prior to the Newark rappings, interactions with the 

afterlife had been limited to reputable mediums and spiritual leaders.  These individuals 

had exclusive access to spirit communication devices and were among the few who 

knew how to properly use the instruments.  With the emergence of the Fox Sisters, 

however, “the gates to the invisible world were thrown wide open and have been so 

ever since.”  The ability of three ordinary girls to foster a system of interaction with 

ghosts led others to believe they could also communicate with the deceased from the 

confines of their own home.  As a result, products like the planchette and talking board 

were immediately made available on the open market for as little as 50 cents. The 

devices were so successful that a line of books and bootleg items related to the practice 

were also mass produced across the country.  By the turn of the 20th century, 

Spiritualism would spawn a host of successful entrepreneurs selling an array of 

commercialized spirit communication devices. 20 

                                                 
19 Barbara Weisberg, Talking to the Dead: Kate and Maggie Fox and the Rise of 

Spiritualism (San Francisco: Harper Publishing, 2004), 102-103. The term “rapping” was 
popularized by 1855 essay by Hiram Mattison titled: Spirit Rapping Unveiled! An Expose of the 
Origin, History, Theology, and Philosophy of Certain Alleged Communications from the Spirit 
World, by Means of Spirit Rapping, Medium Writing, and Physical Demonstrations, Etc. (New 
York: J.C. Derby, 1855).  

 
20 Exclusivity of spiritual mediums in Susan B. Martinez, The Psychic Life of Abraham 

Lincoln (Franklin Lakes, NJ: New Page Publishers, 2007), 238. Spirit communication device prices 
in Gina Covina, The Ouija Book (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979), 98-99. 
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Figure 4.  An advertisement for commercialized Spirit Trumpets sold by E. A. Eckel. 
 

Talking boards and planchettes were consumed in large quantities throughout 

the second half of the 19th century because a culture of mourning pervaded American 

society.  With over 600,000 soldiers dying in the Civil War and countless infants 

perishing before childhood, death was omnipresent.  Historian Drew Gilpin Faust’s This 

Republic of Suffering explains how “Americans had never endured anything like the 

losses suffered between 1861 and 1865 and have experienced nothing like them since.”  

With nearly 2% of the U.S. population dying in uniform, “the work of death” became 

“America’s most fundamental and most demanding undertaking.”  This work included 

the process of mourning and left Americans with a desire to communicate with their 

deceased companions again.  Since the average citizen could not afford sittings with 

professional mediums, the availability of affordable spirit communication devices 

allowed thousands “to put their grief in perspective and go on with their lives.”  People 
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like Henry Ward Beecher found consolation in tools like the planchette because it 

provided “glimpses of the future state that are a great comfort and consolation to all 

who use them.”  Since disease and disaster continued to haunt American society until 

the end of the century, spirit communication devices remained in high demand. 21 

The Planchette 

The first spirit communication device to appear in America was the planchette. 

Its origins can be traced to 13th century when the Mongols practiced “table tipping” to 

converse with the afterlife.  The process involved a group of people sitting around a 

table that would levitate and shake when in the presence of spirits.  Sitters would often 

attach a pencil to one of the table legs which could write messages onto the ground.  The 

practice lasted until 1853 when a French Spiritualist named M. Planchette created a 

smaller version of the large oak table used by Mongols.  His self-named invention was 

comprised of a small board with three legs.  Two of the legs were wooden pegs resting 

on tiny wheel castors while the third was a pencil.  Sitters would place their hands on 

the instrument and it would move about the paper to spell out directives from the 

deceased.  News of the invention spread quickly through European Spiritualist 

newspapers and would eventually reach American shores during the Civil War years.  

                                                 
21 Faust remarks that “Americans had to identify—find, invent, create—the means and 

mechanisms to manage more than half a million dead: their deaths, their bodies, their loss.”  
Drew Gilpin Faust, The Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (New York: 
Random House Inc., 2008), xi-xviii. Henry Ward Beecher, a prominent Congregationalist 
clergyman, ascertained that “There have been times in which I declare to you heaven was more 
real than earth” after using the planchette. Grace Garrett Durand, Sir Oliver Lodge is Right: Spirit 
Communication a Fact (New York: Columbia University Press, 1917), 38.  
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With the “remarkable instrument…attracting so much attention,” the planchette was 

soon made available commercially across the country. 22  

The planchette was first offered as a commercialized product in 1868 by 

American toy manufacturers Kirby & Co.  The organization was based out of New York 

City and owned a factory located at 633 Broadway.  Although details about the mission 

and history of Kirby & Co. are sparse, it is known that the business sold several versions 

of the planchette ranging in price from 50 cents to $8.  The cheapest instrument was a 

simple heart-shaped paddle made of mahogany that came to be known as “Kirby’s 

Planchette.”  This “substantial board” had two wheel castors for legs and featured a slot 

to insert a wooden pencil for writing.  The most expensive planchette sold by Kirby & 

Co. was “an exquisite board” made of plate glass which allowed users to see the writing 

as it appeared on the paper.  These and other forms of the device, including Indian 

rubber and ash wood planchettes, were widely available at drug stores, toy shops, and 

small-town general stores where journalist Gina Covina claims they “sold immediately.”  

Within the first year of production, Kirby & Co. distributed over two hundred thousand 

planchettes while netting a profit of fifty cents for each. 23 

                                                 
22 Although the exact date of its arrival is unknown, several essays about the instrument 

appeared in the United States during the decade.  Epes Sargent, Planchette: or the Despair of 
Science (Boston: Roberts Brothers, 1869); Indiana State Teachers Association, “Planchette,” vol. 13 
of Indiana School Journal (1868): 15. 
 

23 Sargent points to Kirby & Co. when discussing commercialized planchettes.  Sargent, 
Planchette, 388-398. Kirby & Co. advertised for five types of planchettes. Each planchette 
included a catchy marketing gimmick, like “beautiful board” or “best planchette made” and also 
featured a brief description of the product’s design.  S.R. Wells, ed., American Phrenological 
Journal and Life Illustrated: a Repository of Science, Literature, and General Intelligence 49 (New 
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Figure 5.  A Psychic Observer article depicting a planchette in the act of producing spirit writing. 
 

A large reason for the commercial success of Kirby’s Planchette was that it was 

marketed for both Spiritualists and non-believing thrill-seekers alike.  By using 

suggestive and ambiguous product descriptions, Kirby & Co. allowed consumers to 

craft their own function for the planchette.  Directions on the tool vaguely stated that 

“For some persons, [the] planchette moves in a few moments, and for others from ten to 

fifteen minutes is needed to charge the board.”  While these instructions certainly 

alluded to the mystical qualities of the planchette, it was up to the user to employ the 

instrument as a spirit communication device.  Advertisements placed by Kirby & Co. in 

general news periodicals like Lippincott’s Magazine indicate that the organization was 

keenly aware their product could serve multiple purposes.  For some consumers, the 

                                                                                                                                                 
(May 1869): 360.  Covina was editor for the 13th moon, a feminist literary magazine, and 
frequently wrote about the history of talking boards and her personal experiences with the 
instrument.  
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planchette was marketed as a “little game” that could provide hours of entertainment.  

Others interested in its supernatural potential were undoubtedly attracted by the 

guarantee that it was “a board that will work.”  As a result of its versatility, Kirby’s 

Planchette achieved international fame and would inspire several entrepreneurs to 

manufacture spirit communication devices in the decades to follow. 24 

Selchow & Righter became the first company to market planchettes as spirit 

communication devices when it released “Mystic of Mystics” in 1875. The leaf-shaped 

instrument gained distinction for its colorful packaging and is likely the earliest 

planchette to be sold in a box. Its wrapping featured an illustration of three deceased 

spirits interacting with the planchette as it scribbled on a piece of paper.  Although 

Selchow & Righter gained notoriety for producing board games like Parcheesi and 

Scrabble, the depiction reveals that the company intended for Mystics of Mystics to be 

employed as a spirit communication device.  Language used to market the product 

further confirmed the corporation’s objectives.  In an advertisement featured in 

Scribner’s Magazine, a planchette that “beats table-tipping, spirit-rapping, etc., etc.,” is 

offered for $1.00.  Additional instructions on the product itself assured spirit seekers that 

it was a “scientific planchette” and not some board game. The approach proved to be 

                                                 
24 Planchette packaging and instructions are viewable online at Museum of Talking 

Boards, “Gallery of Talking Boards,” n.d., 
http://www.museumoftalkingboards.com/planchet.html (22 September 2009). Other 
advertisements for the planchette are found in “Publications,” vol. 13 of Good News (1868): 2. 
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both sustainable and lucrative for Selchow & Richter as the company continued to 

manufacture Mystic of Mystics until the mid-20th century.25 

 
 

Figure 6.  An advertisement for a planchette manufactured by Selchow & Righter. 
 

Spiritualists were attracted to the planchette because of its potential to fulfill the 

movement’s core faith in spirit communication.  By using the instrument at séances, 

Spiritualists believed their chances of channeling supernatural entities was significantly 

improved.  Companies like Colby & Rich and J. Burns interpreted this as an opportunity 

to market their planchettes solely for a Spiritualist audience.  Throughout the late-19th 

century, Boston based publisher Colby & Rich sold planchettes in its Spiritualist 

publication Banner of Light.  In an 1899 issue, the periodical offers a “writing planchette 

for sale” at a cost of only 60 cents.  European printing corporation J. Burns also 

recognized the financial potential of marketing planchettes to Spiritualists and exhibited 

its famed “Strumberg Planchette” beginning in the 1870s.  An advertisement for the tool 

                                                 
25 Edward Livermore Burlingame, Robert Bridges, Alfred Dashiell, and Harlan Logan, 

eds., vol. 6 of Scribner’s Magazine (1889): 85. 
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in the Medium and Daybreak proclaims that “by placing the hand lightly on one of these 

little instruments, it will in many instances write and draw in an extraordinary manner.”  

Several other companies also promoted the planchette within Spiritualist periodicals, 

making it clear that consumption of the device played a vital role in advancing 

Spiritualist philosophy.26 

Another reason why Spiritualists purchased the planchette was because of its 

potential to serve as a “scientific instrument.”  Like most of their late-19th century 

contemporaries, Spiritualists shared an enthusiastic respect for the growing cultural 

authority of science.  They believed that the scientific method was the only way to 

establish epistemological certainty in the existence of spirits.  As historian Bret Carroll 

suggests in Spiritualism in Antebellum America, Spiritualists “believed that truth was 

found without as well as within and therefore wanted a religion grounded as much in 

objective and empirically verifiable fact as in subjective experience.”  Both of these needs 

were met through the influence of Swedenborg, who not only advocated for the 

objective reality of his experiences, but also possessed impeccable scientific credentials.  

The planchette, and later the talking board, fit perfectly into his philosophy by acting as 

actual “technologies of the afterlife” that could “defeat the seemingly unassailable 

temporal and spatial void of death itself.”  Much like the highly regarded telegraph, 

planchettes conquered time and space by sending messages thousands of miles at the 
                                                 

26 The planchette was commonly placed next to advertisements for the Ouija Board and 
Spiritualist books. “Advertisements,” Banner of Light, (22 April 1889), 7; Medium and Daybreak 
(2 January 1885), 429; “Planchette,” The Spiritual Magazine (January 1870), 140. 60 cents would 
have the same spending power $13.93 in 2009. Alan Eliasen, “Historic Currency Converter,” 
http://futureboy.homeip.net/fsp/dollar.fsp  (24 September 2009). 
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speed of light.  As a popular response to the mystical qualities presented by telegraphy 

and other scientific advances, planchettes were consumed to provide a materialist 

explanation of the immaterial world.27 

Despite its popularity among Spiritualists, the planchette was frequently 

trivialized in the popular press.  The most common justification linked planchette 

phenomena with subconscious human action.  English psychologist Edmund Gurney 

concluded that movement of planchettes was “due wholly to the unconscious muscular 

contractions of the sitter.”  While Gurney never suggested fraud, he believed messages 

arrived on paper without ever entering a writer’s consciousness.  The Critic magazine 

agreed and similarly described automatic writing as “merely a projection of the 

subconscious” or the result of “idiomotor action.”  In instances where multiple sitters 

used the planchette, subconscious action was not an option and critics turned their focus 

toward interpretation of the phenomena.  Harper’s New Monthly Magazine remarked that 

“one of the beauties of the game … is the fact that the chirography generally is so 

illegible that a large margin is offered for speculation.”  The magazine argued that for 

persons who “want to be humbugged, it is very easy to please them” because they can 

perceive anything they want within the writings.  Although the popularity of 

                                                 
27 Carroll, Spiritualism in Antebellum America 27. “Technology of the afterlife” coined by 

Sconce, Haunted Media, 12. 
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planchettes decreased at the end of the 19th century because of public critique, they 

certainly were not the last spirit communication devices to be employed in America. 28 

 
 

Figure 7.  A spirit drawing produced by the planchette under guidance of Ethel le Rossignol. 
 

As Spiritualism evolved during the late-19th century, participants refined their 

tools and methods in pursuit of greater accuracy with spirit communication.  Having 

gained a reputation for inconsistent and unverifiable results, the planchette was one 

instrument that was reevaluated by Spiritualists.  While the device had been successful 

in producing spirit writing over the years, it could not lift off the paper and provide 

spacing between words while it wrote.  As a result, messages were often jumbled and as 

J. Edward Cornelius argues, “most of what was achieved was simply unrecognizable 

                                                 
28 Gurney was so adamant in his beliefs that he used the planchette to conduct tests on 

“the movements that might be produced by mental suggestion.” Edmund Gurney, Frederic 
Myers, and Frank Podmore, vol. 1 of Phantasms of the Living (1886), 72. Critic argued that 
planchette writing was “not produced by conscious fraud,” but was rather “an involuntary result 
of the same motions that produce them voluntarily.”  Vol. 19 of The Critic (1895), 42; vol. 38 of 
Harper’s New Monthly Magazine (8 May 1869), 104. 
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scribbling.”  With the planchette’s shortcomings in mind, several entrepreneurs 

searched for ways to improve upon its precision.  At some point during the 1880s, 

pencils were removed from the planchette and the tool started to be used as a “pointer” 

rather than a “writer.”  This was made possible by employing the planchette in 

conjunction with a flat board featuring letters and numbers.  People placed their hands 

on the planchette in the same manner as before, but instead of writing on paper, the 

device moved toward symbols on a board to reveal messages from the deceased.  

Changes made to the tool not only improve the clarity of supernatural phenomena, but 

also established a market for boards that aided in spirit communication. 29 

The Talking Board 
 

“Talking boards” originated from a 16th century spirit communication device 

called the “squdilatc board.”  The instrument was first employed by Native Americans 

to locate missing persons, perform religious ceremonies, and converse with the dead.  It 

consisted of a simple piece of wood with colorful symbols painted onto its surface.  A 

small utensil called a “slider” was placed on the squdilatc board and would move 

toward particular emblems when controlled by spiritual entities.  While there is very 

little written about the history and evolution of the squdilatc board, it is clear that the 

device influenced production of talking boards in the late-19th century.  Talking boards 

were similarly comprised of a flat piece of wood but featured black letters and numbers 

                                                 
29 Sir William Crookes worked to overcome the ideomotor effect, or the “unconscious 

cerebration or ideomotor action,” by making improvements to the planchette.  William Crookes, 
Phenomena of Spiritualism (London, J. Burns, 1874), 50. Cornelius describes planchette results as 
“strange notes, weird drawings, or bizarre messages.” Cornelius, Aleister Crowley, 16. 
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rather than vibrant symbols.  Contemporary scholars believe that the instruments 

originally appeared in America during the 1880s, although most disagree over who 

manufactured talking boards first.  Some have attributed the invention to Maryland 

coffin-maker E. C. Reichie while others cite Charles Kennard, owner of a popular toy 

manufacturing company.  Regardless of the tool’s creator, by the 1890s it was evident 

that “whole communities [were] wild over the talking board.” 30 

The first corporation to mass produce talking boards was Kennard Novelty 

Company.  The Baltimore based organization got its start when Charles W. Kennard, a 

prominent fertilizer business owner, filed for incorporation papers on October 20, 1890.  

Kennard’s fertilizer enterprise had been crippled by severe droughts for years and he 

had been in search of a more reliable business venture.  After being introduced to the 

talking board at a Free Mason meeting, Kennard raised $30,000 to convert his building 

into a talking board factory.  It was at this plant on 220 South Charles Street that the first 

talking board was manufactured in late 1890.  The products generated such high 

demand that in 1891, Kennard opened up a second factory at 909 East Pratt Street.   In 

the process of expansion, Kennard Novelty Company bought out several of its largest 

competitors including Elijah Bond’s patent for the “Ouija” talking board.  The device 

was immediately put on the market for $1.50 and quickly became the company’s 

                                                 
30 Although brief, one of the best descriptions of the squdilatc’s usage can be found in 

Patricia Telesco, Kitchen Witch’s Guide to Divination: Finding, Crafting, and Using Fortune 
(Franklin Lakes, NJ: New Page Publishers, 2004), 78.  An editorial in the New York Daily Tribune 
describes the popularity of talking boards in Ohio and alludes to the instrument’s notoriety in 
other parts of the country as well. New York Daily Tribune (28 March 1886). 
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flagship brand.  Initial sales of the Ouija Board must have been impressive because by 

1892, Kennard Novelty Company had opened up two more talking board plants in 

Chicago and Michigan. 31 

 
 

Figure 8.  Packaging for an 1890s talking board made by Kennard Novelty Company. 
 

The Ouija Board was marketed by Kennard Novelty Company as an instrument 

that could serve several functions.  People interested in its entertainment value were 

drawn to packaging which featured the image of a family sitting around a table with an 

“amusing” and “wonderful” board.  For consumers concerned with the supernatural 

potential of the Ouija board, descriptors like “scientific” and “instructive” were placed 

                                                 
31 Incorporation papers are available online at “Kennard Novelty Company Incorporation 

Papers,” n.d. http://www.williamfuld.com/pop_kncpapers1.html, (26 September 2009). Cornelius 
discusses the controversial history between Bond and Kennard. Cornelius, Aleister Crowley, 20. 
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on the box along with the guarantee that it would “give intelligent answers to any 

questions.”  Kennard further generated curiosity in his product by enshrouding its 

origins in mystery.  In one instance, Kennard proclaimed that the name Ouija was given 

to him by the spirits and actually meant “good luck” in Egyptian.  He later declared that 

term was instead a result of combining the French word Oui and German word Ja, 

making it the “yes-yes” board.  His advertisements were equally as mystifying.  A 

typical ad detailed the instrument as an “interesting and mysterious” board that could 

provide a gateway for “second sight, mind reading, [and] clairvoyance.”  Whatever 

attracted people to the Ouija board, it did so in large numbers.  By 1900, several other 

companies began to cash in on the craze and manufacture similar talking boards. 32 

 Kennard Novelty Company changed their name to Ouija Novelty Company on 

March 8, 1892 in an effort to strengthen their brand identity.  At some point during the 

reorganization, a former employee named William Fuld staged what J. Edward 

Cornelius has called a “hostile takeover” of the business.  With Ouija Novelty Company 

now in the hands of Fuld, the entrepreneur decided to expand his organization’s reach.  

He struck a deal with Northwestern Toy and Manufacturing Company to distribute 

Ouija boards which in turn lowered shipping costs and made it easier to fill large orders.  

With access to the toy company’s Midwestern consumer base, Fuld was able to dispense 

thousands of his latest talking boards across the country.  His most popular creation, the 

“Oracle” talking board, “was in constant demand” and retailed between $1.00 and $1.50.  
                                                 

32 All of these terms were featured on the Ouija board box.  A picture of the box is 
available at “Kennard Novelty Company,” n.d., http://www.williamfuld.com/pop_kncbox.html 
(26 September 2009). Sample advertisements can be found in Cornelius, Aleister Crowley, 20. 
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Fuld issued several other talking boards and always suggested that the evolution of his 

products was guided by advice from the afterlife.  At the turn of the 20th century, Fuld 

began to associate himself with the invention of the Ouija board and changed the name 

of his corporation to William Fuld Manufacturing Company.  By the time of his death in 

1920, Fuld was estimated to have netted $3 million in profit from the sale of Ouija 

boards. 33 

William Fuld did not come by fortune easy and spent much of his life defending 

Ouija in court.  While some scholars attribute Fuld’s legal problems to karma, it is more 

likely that the talking board industry was simply lucrative and competitive.  Charles 

Kennard resurfaced a few years after Kennard Novelty Company’s dissolution to sell his 

patented “Volo” talking boards.  In response, Fuld successfully filed for a “Bill of 

Infringement” which required Kennard to “withdraw from the manufacture, sale and 

lease of the Volo and talking boards of all kinds and descriptions.”  Other talking board 

companies appeared during the 1890s that Fuld had to contend with as well.  W.S. Reed 

Toy Company began manufacturing “Espirito” talking boards in 1892 and described 

their product as “a toy resembling a planchette.”  Fuld thought Espirito more closely 

resembled his Ouija board and filed a Bill of Infringement against the company.  The 

legal maneuver forced W.S. Reed Toy Company to cease production and direct anyone 

                                                 
33 Cornelius mentions a “hostile takeover” and lists William Fuld as the “financial 

backer” to Charles Kennard.  He suggests that Kennard was in need of money and possibly owed 
Fuld.  Ibid, 21. Fuld’s earnings discussed in Baltimore Sun (4 July 1920). $3 million in 1920 would 
have the same spending power as $32.4 million in 2009. Eliasen, “Historic Currency Converter,” 
(27 September 2009). 
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looking for a talking board to the Ouija Novelty Company.  Although more legal battles 

emerged, Fuld would not be successful in every case and endured significant criticism 

on behalf of his industry. 34 

Talking boards were critiqued for their association with fraudulent mediums.  In 

Bad Fads, Mark A. Long details how talking board tricks were one of the most common 

scams discovered at séances.  Noting how “fraud was rampant,” Long suggests that 

“less talented mediums began relying on the device” because it avoided “the problem of 

having to provide straight, detailed answers to questions posed by their clients.”  By 

using the talking board, mediums were only required to relay yes-or-no answers or a 

series of alphabetic and numeric responses to satisfy their customers.  Not every visitor 

was pleased, however, as some left sittings feeling shortchanged.  In one 1893 expose, 

psychologist C. Van D. Chenoweth lamented how after she convinced a medium to 

engage with the talking board blindfolded, “the pointer moved recklessly over the 

board, stopping at letter after letter, but in an utterly incoherent way.”  She added that 

while following “its movements with greatest care, they were wholly without meaning” 

and revealed nothing of significance.  Regardless of critique over its supernatural 

                                                 
34 After Fuld successfully sued the companies, each posted a flyer on their front door 

stating that operations had ceased.  “Letter to Trade - Volo,” Northwestern Toy and 
Manufacturing Company (April 1892); “Espirito Trademark,”  W.S. Reed Toy Company (United 
States Patent and Trademark Office, 5 January 1982); “Letter to Trade - Espirito,” W.S. Reed Toy 
Company, (May 1892). 
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potential, talking boards generally received favorable reviews because most understood 

the device to be a “novelty” and few took it seriously. 35 

 
 

Figure 9.  A 1902 William Fuld Manufacturing Company talking board and planchette. 

Enterprises like Ouija Novelty Company and Kirby & Co. invented and mass 

produced spirit communication devices to capitalize on the Spiritualist craze of the late-

19th century.  The movement boasted thousands of followers and was an attractive 

consumer base for savvy entrepreneurs.  Since the driving force behind Spiritualism was 

spirit communication, trafficking devices that aided in the process was an easy business 

decision to make.  What separated men like Fuld and Kirby from their competitors, 

however, was their awareness that curiosity in spirit communication spread beyond the 

                                                 
35 Mark A. Long, Bad Fads (Toronto: ECW Press, 2002), 1967; C. Van D. Chenoweth, “The 

Ouija Board,” vol. 11 of The Medico-Legal Journal (New York: Medico-Legal Society of New 
York, 1893), 333. 
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foundations of Spiritualism.  Even those who were not Spiritualists found supernatural 

amusements an exciting alternative to standard forms of entertainment.  As R. Laurence 

Moore has suggested, the “simplest explanation of Spiritualism’s appeal is that it could 

be good theatre.”  Devices like the talking board and planchette “were another source of 

entertainment for at least two generations of Americans who liked to explore puzzling 

situations and gathered to witness anything billed as out of the ordinary.”  The multi-

faceted nature of spirit communication devices ensured steady consumption that 

sustained Spiritualist philosophy well into the 20th century.36 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
36 Moore, In Search of White Crows, 5-6. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

PUBLIC MEDIUMSHIP 
 
 
 

Mediums are individuals who claim the ability to interact with the dead.  When 

in a state of trance, mediums can produce physical manifestations, spirit writing, and 

various other supernatural phenomena.  While most Spiritualists credit the birth of 

mediumship in America to the Fox Sisters, the practice first appeared several years 

earlier on the other side of the ocean.  In France during the late 18th century, Etienne 

Gaspard Robert attracted large audiences for his “phantasmagoria shows.”  During the 

performances Gaspard acted as a psychic medium and would materialize realistic 

ghosts using magic lantern projection.  He once commented that “I am only satisfied if 

my spectators, shivering and shuddering, raise their hands or cover their eyes out of fear 

of ghosts and devils dashing towards them,” and most spectators left his show believing 

it was an authentic supernatural experience.  Several other magic lantern mediums 

would appear across Europe in the following years and their shows remained popular 

throughout the 19th century.  As Author Tom Ruffles has argued, although 
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phantasmagoria never reached America, “it played on anxieties regarding death and the 

afterlife, in which sense it can be seen as the predecessor of the Spiritualistic séance.” 37 

Reviews of European phantasmagoria shows littered newspapers in the United 

States and by the 1830s, Americans were thoroughly familiar with mediumship.  This 

awareness resulted in what Bridget Bennett has referred to as “a primed incipient 

audience” with an “appetite for such ghostly performances.”38  After reading of conjured 

spirits at magic lantern demonstrations, Americans yearned for domestic spirit 

communication.  The desire was fulfilled in 1837 when a small community of Shakers 

heard strange “rapping” sounds in Upstate New York.  The mysterious noises were 

attributed to a deceased Shaker founder who was believed to be sending messages from 

beyond the grave.  Over the course of the next decade, the sounds persisted and several 

community members developed a system of communication with the invisible entity.  

As the first display of public mediumship in America, this episode was highly 

publicized and undoubtedly influenced Spiritualist practice in the years to come.  
                                                 

37 Gaspard was the first to use two magic lanterns to create the illusion of movement and 
depth.  He would place the magic lanterns on a stand with wheels and move it from side to side 
for special effect.  The ghost images were then projected onto smoke or screens creating a like-like 
image. Although he repeatedly told his audience that the supernatural effects were a product of 
technology, the audience usually left the auditorium feeling as if they had endured an authentic 
spiritual experience.  Quoted in an English translation of vol. 13 of Revista de História das Idéias, 
Vol. 23 (2002), 60. Ruffles connects the showmanship of phantasmagoria operators with the 
performance abilities of mediums.  He notes several Spiritualist mediums that used magic 
lanterns at séances. Tom Ruffles, Ghost Images: Cinema of the Afterlife (London: MacFarland & 
Company, Inc., 2004), 18. 
 

38 Bridget Bennett situates Spiritualist mediumship as a product of transatlantic exchange.  
She writes that “by the 1830s, Americans were so thoroughly familiar with magic lantern and 
phantasmagoria performances that they were starting to tire of them.” Bridget Bennett, 
Transatlantic Spiritualism and Nineteenth-Century American Literature (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2007), 21.      
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Historian Robert Somerlott concludes that “this is why modern Spiritualism sprang up-

or, more accurately, erupted” during the late-1840s.  The incident created an 

overwhelming demand for ghostly interaction and by the end of the decade thousands 

would turn to mediumship in search spirits of the afterlife and, as this chapter will 

show, economic gain. 39   

People with mediumistic gifts took advantage of a growing interest in spirit 

communication and began to offer their talents commercially in the 1850s.  Those who 

charged money for their services were referred to as “public mediums.”  These 

individuals performed in public settings that were outside of the home, including 

theatres, Spiritualist camps, and lecture halls.  R. Laurence Moore’s In Search of White 

Crows provides a detailed account of public mediums’ income within these three 

environments by interpreting testimony found in Spiritualist diaries.  Inside of theatres, 

for example, public mediums typically “got five dollars for an evening’s work” which 

featured spirit materializations and other supernatural phenomena.  At Spiritualist 

camps, mediums performed during the summer months for people who had traveled 

across country by railroad.  The festive atmosphere of camps attracted five to ten 

thousand patrons per summer with mediums typically receiving “as much as a dollar a 

head” from each visitor.  At lecture halls, mediums did not conduct séances or 

demonstrations, but rather offered a verbal account of Spiritualist philosophy and 

history.  On average, the lecture circuit furnished mediums with an annual salary of 
                                                 

39 Somerlott argues that spiritual interactions were spurred because the community was 
experiencing hard times.  The Shaker village did not believe in reproduction, and as a result was 
facing extinction.  Somerlott, Here Mr. Splitfoot, 73.  
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$425.  As Moore has clearly illustrated, regardless of where or how they performed, 

public mediums were able to earn a sustainable living from the budding profession. 40   

 
 

Figure 10.  A Harper’s Weekly engraving depicting a European phantasmagoria ghost show.   
 

Notable Mediums 

The Fox Sisters were the first to establish public mediumship in America and 

inspired several other women to pursue the vocation.  Less than two years after the 

sisters first heard rappings in their Hydesville cottage, they hired a press agent to 

market their unique services.  E. W. Capron, a prominent author of Spiritualist books,  

became the girls’ manager and immediately relocated the siblings to Rochester in late 
                                                 

40 Public mediumship was a means for Spiritualists to practice their beliefs in a safe 
environment outside of the home.  In public venues, Spiritualists could unite and share belief 
systems without fear of ridicule and persecution.  R. Laurence Moore notes that the term “public 
medium” was a common descriptor in the late 1800s.  Moore, In Search of White Crows, 107-109.  
A $1 ticket would have the same spending power as $25.6 in 2009 while $425 translates to 
$25,000. Eliasen, “Historical Currency Converter,” (17 October 2009).   
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1849.  While there, the Fox Sisters held public séances for sold-out crowds in Corinthian 

Hall.  Their show was advertised in the Spirit Messenger as an evening of “new and 

startling demonstrations” where “sounds imitating heavy footsteps” could be heard for 

only 25 cents, or 50 cents “for a gentleman and two ladies.”  Following the success and 

fame achieved in Rochester, Capron moved the sisters to the much larger market of New 

York City in 1850.  Headquarters were set up at the Barnum Hotel where the girls 

offered 25 cent public demonstrations three times daily.  The raps, vibrations, and 

messages produced by the sisters in New York were so profitable that scholars like 

Somerlott have described the sisters as “rolling in the money.”  After the Fox Sisters 

proved that customers would pay money to witness supernatural phenomena, mediums 

appeared in every town and city across the country.41 

Less than five years after the Fox Sisters’ emergence in Upstate New York, Cora 

Scott turned to public mediumship as a means to cope with her father’s death.  She 

recounted in her autobiography that “being deprived of her good father’s care at a very 

tender age, the young girl, like the rest of her family, was compelled to depend on her 

own talents for subsistence.”  At the age of 11, Scott discovered that she had 

mediumistic powers after falling into a trance and producing spirit writing on a slate.  

She practiced “slate writing” over the next several years and by the age of 14 had moved 

                                                 
41 Prices for the event in Herbert Jackson, Spirit Rappers (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 

1972), 48.  25 cents would have the same spending power as $6.82 in 2009.  Eliasen, “Historical 
Currency Converter,” (18 October 2009).  Barbara Weisberg argues that E. W. Capron brought the 
sisters to Rochester because he was an entrepreneur “with his eye on the main chance.” 
Weisberg, Talking to the Dead, 77. Somerlott states that “the youthful Fox sisters were going 
from hall to hall giving psychic demonstrations while money rolled in.” Somerlott, Here Mr. 
Splitfoot, 119. 
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to New York City to engage in public mediumship.  Scott “held private circles for 

interested, paying New Yorkers who sought spiritual guidance” and offered cures for 

various diseases while in trance state.  Her revelations were regularly reprinted in 

Banner of Light which noted that “every one of her lectures … has been attended by 

wonderful thousands.”  With people coming from miles away to be healed and inspired, 

mediumship afforded Scott financial benefits unavailable to the typical 14-year-old.  

Scott would go on to write several books and died in 1923 after living a lavish lifestyle 

afforded by her work as a medium. 42 

Perhaps the most prominent female medium of the late-19th century was Eusapia 

Palladino.  Born in La Pouille, Italy, Eusapia suffered an accident as a child which 

resulted in a large scar on the top of her head.  In the following years, a patch of white 

hair grew out of the scar and a “cold breeze” was often felt emanating from the area.  

She quickly discovered that this “cranial opening” could somehow produce spirit 

messages and began offering séances at the age of eight. At one sitting, Spiritualist 

author Hereward Carrington was so impressed by her abilities that he offered to 

manage the young medium’s career.  Carrington convinced Palladino that she could 

attract larger audiences in the United States and moved her to New York City at the 

turn-of-the 20th century.  During her stay in America, Eusapia charged an astounding 

$125 for private evening séances that were held daily.  Customers who paid an 
                                                 

42 Scott’s autobiography was written in the third person.  In it, she describes how all the 
other women in her family had turned to public mediumship as a means of survival.  Quoted in 
Emma Hardinge Britten, Nineteenth Century Miracles (Manchester, U.K.: John Heywood, Inc., 
1900), 5. Discovery story and commentary in “History of Mediums,” Banner of Light (17 July 
1858), 6.   
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additional fee could have the medium visit their house in person, where she guaranteed 

to produce supernatural phenomena under conditions determined by the host.  Most 

consumers, however, could not afford the sittings and recognized that they had “no 

possibility of anything worthy” with Eusapia.43 

 
 

Figure 11.  Eusapia Palladino at a séance.  Spirit hands can be seen materializing above her head. 
 

                                                 
43 Hereward Carrington, Eusapia Palladino and Her Phenomena (New York: B.W. Dodge 

and Company, 1909), 23. Financial information about Palladino found in “The New York 
Exposure of Eusapia Palladino,” Journal of the American Society of Psychical Research (August 
1910), 402.  $125 in 1900 would have the same spending power as $3200 in 2009.  Eliasen, 
“Historical Currency Converter,” (18 October 2009). In a Cosmopolitan editorial, Professor William 
James of Harvard states that Eusapia’s price was one that even he could not afford. See “An 
Estimate of Palladino,” vol. 48 of Cosmopolitan (1910), 299. 
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The prominence of mediums like Palladino, Scott, and the Fox Sisters generated 

the widespread impression that public mediumship was a predominantly female 

practice.  Aside from D.D. Home, there were hardly any notable male mediums.  Of the 

few men that did partake, most were considered “addle-headed feminine men who 

profess to act as go-betweens from Earth and the spirit world.”  One reason that females 

were attracted to mediumship was because it presented a career opportunity at a time 

when few were available to women.  Not only did it offer the possibility of compensated 

work for young and poorer women, but it also paid more than any other form of labor 

available.  R. Laurence Moore has argued that there is “no indication that mediums 

could have done better in any other line of work.”  Skills required to perform acts of 

mediumship also dictated the type of people that qualified for the profession.  Qualities 

like piousness and sensitivity, which scholars like Ann Douglas have illustrated as the 

definition of “the feminine ideal” during the late-19th century, meant that women were 

particularly responsive to outside spiritual influence.  As a result, females were 

considered “better practitioners of mediumship” and were the first choice of truth-

seeking customers. 44 

                                                 
44 Lawton’s study of 19th century Spiritualism confirms concludes that nearly 4/5 of 

mediums were female.  George Lawton, “Spiritualism: A Contemporary American Religion,” vol. 
10 of The Journal of Religion 1 (1930): 37. Moore, In Search of White Crows, 106-109.  Douglass 
suggests that certain qualities were assigned to females and understood to be “feminine.”  These 
included perceptiveness, sensitivity, spirituality, and piousness.  Ann Douglass, The 
Feminization of American Culture (New York: Knopf Publishing, 1977), 370.  Braude also 
perceived women to be “weak” and “sensitive,” making them “susceptible” and 
“impressionable” to spiritual revelation.  Braude, Radical Spirits, 83. 
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Not only did women benefit from the economic prospects of mediumship, but 

they were also able to further financial interests by gaining a voice in the public sphere.  

At a time when women had little influence in the civil realm, mediumship authorized 

them to speak publicly since conversations in trance were dictated by spirits from the 

afterlife, not humans.  Realizing a new form of social authority, mediums advocated for 

several types of reform including women’s rights, abolition, and temperance.  This is not 

surprising considering Spiritualism had always been linked to all other radical “isms” of 

the late-19th century.  Not only did it originate in the same state as many reform 

movements, but Spiritualism also shared a common interest in social improvement.  As 

R. Laurence Moore suggests, “By establishing a rational religion in the minds of men 

founded upon the operation of nature’s laws, Spiritualism … automatically allied itself 

with all genuine reforms looking to the betterment of social conditions of humanity.”  

Like reformers, Spiritualists imagined a different nation that was based upon eternal 

and inevitable moral progression and individual responsibility.  Their ideas were born 

of “an antebellum push for the immediate purification of the nation’s morals and 

a less hurried postwar drive that utilized Darwinian evolution as the key 

metaphor of social improvement.”  Sharing a general concern for “every question 

involving the welfare of mankind,” it is clear that “the connection between Spiritualists 

and certain kinds of reformers was not accidental.”45 

                                                 
45 Moore, In Search of White Crows, 70-78. 
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Within their plea for social reform, mediums also preached the importance of 

economic advancement.  Lizzie Doten, a Spiritualist medium who produced poetry 

while in trance, reminded Americans that “reform was meaningless without economic 

opportunity.” Like other radical reformers, she believed that economic opportunity 

should be extended to African Americans and women.  Doten saw new prospects for 

capitalism in the reconstructed South.  Writing in Banner of Light during the Civil War, 

she wondered why “Northern men do not yet see the great field for money-making on a 

most liberal scale, which is opened to them by the possession of the cotton fields of the 

Southern States.”  In her estimation, entrepreneurs should “hire the blacks, not enslave 

them---pay them good wages, and finally buy the farms outright when the Government 

proceeds to put in force its Confiscation law.”  Doten’s economic aspirations were also 

incorporated into her advocacy for women’s rights.  She argued that if society could not 

provide jobs for women, then they would be forced to either enter prostitution or live 

their lives in poverty.  The analogy was frequently used as an ultimatum for financial 

equality by Doten who once quipped that women actually “envy the lot of the prostitute 

as better than their own.”  Public mediumship was this not only an opportunity but an 

alternative to economic exploitation.46    

 

 

 

                                                 
46 Lizzie Doten, “A Plea for Working Women,” Banner of Light (10 May 1862), 4. 
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Figure 12.  An advertisement for a séance given by Margaret Fox. 
 

Skeptics 
 

Since Doten and other public mediums were obviously using the profession to 

advance their own economic interests, many questioned the intentions behind their 

supernatural phenomena.  Periodicals were quick to report exposes of prominent 

mediums and viewed the subject as an opportunity to increase readership.  Louis 

Kaplan has suggested that newspapers “devoted an inordinate amount of space” to 

articles about public mediumship because the stories increased “market share and 

reputation.”  Debate over Hanna Mumler’s ability to manifest souls on film, for 

example, fueled readership and rivalry between the New York World and the New York 

Sun, two of the nation’s most widely circulated papers.  The New York World frequently 

ran stories like “Medium in Trouble” and “Spiritualism Exposed” which claimed that 

Mumler’s conjured souls were fraudulent while the New York Sun maintained a more 

neutral approach which mixed a “remarkable story” about a “wonderful mystery” with 

views from skeptics within the same issue.  Although this divide illustrates the extent to 

which public mediumship “had become embroiled in the newspaper politics of the most 
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important American media center”, an overview of 19th century periodicals suggests that 

most coverage outwardly rejected Spiritualist interpretation.47 

Religious leaders were among the most frequent critics of public mediumship in 

late-19th century print media.  The biggest fear among Catholics, Protestants, and several 

other Christian denominations was that Spiritualism would further splinter 

congregational membership after thousands of devout followers had left to pursue 

enlightenment from public mediums.  Christian advocates like Thomas Low Nichols 

denounced mediumship as a “segregating or scattering force” because it was 

“depopulating churches, desolating homes of faith, scattering communions, burying 

shrines, and covering the fair gardens of religion with heaps of ruin.”  The practice itself 

troubled many Christians because it directly bypassed a connection to God.  During 

séances, mediums never claimed to be the recipient of divine intelligence and ghosts 

returned to simply entertain and provide consolation.   E. W. Capron, a 19th century 

Spiritualist historian, proclaimed that “spirits knew but little, if any, more about how, 

where, or in what form the Diety exists” and there is absolutely “nothing in the new 

revelations that would … lead an atheist to change his views”.  Although Spiritualism 

was only concerned with spirit communication and never claimed to be an organized 

                                                 
47 Kaplan provides a detailed section about mediumship and the press in a section called 

“Tabloid Journalism.”  Kaplan, The Strange Case of William Mumler, 14-21. “A Wonderful 
Mystery, New York Sun (26 February 1869), 2 and New York World (16 April 1869), 1. Hanna 
Mumler was a medium married to spirit photographer William H. Mumler who will be 
discussed at length later in this work.   
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religion, the movement garnered its strongest opposition from Christian denominations 

which perceived it as a threat to established church authority. 48 

Public mediums also received condemnation from science journals that refused 

to embrace Spiritualist phenomena.  One reason was because séances were held in the 

dark and among sympathetic observers, conditions that did not satisfy scientists’ need 

for controlled and peer reviewed procedures.49  Famed medium D. D. Home commented 

that “light should be the demand of every Spiritualist,” because “by no other tests are 

scientific inquirers to be convinced.” For scientists who did pursue investigation of 

séance phenomena, most eventually developed a hostile stance toward public 

mediumship.  Beginning in the 1850s with the Fox Sisters, deception was almost always 

uncovered during tests.  Alex Owen estimates that “nearly all major mediums of the 

period were detected in fraud during the course of their careers.”  Even when 

supernatural phenomena appeared to have no natural explanation, scientists affirmed 

the answer could be found among natural laws.  Psychologist John Dods, for example, 

attributed spirits to “an electro-nervous force” which he believed was responsible for 

“manifestations that are so confidently attributed to the agency of spirits.”  Although 

                                                 
48 Moore suggests that although “there is no way to estimate the number of American 

Catholics who at one time or another fell under the sway of Spiritualism in the 19th century,… 
The National Spiritualist Association estimated that half of its members…were former Catholics.” 
Moore, In Search of White Crows, 44-47. Thomas Low Nichols, Forty Years of American Life 
(London: Longmans, Green, 1874), 271.  Reprinted in Banner of Light (17 August 1861). E. W. 
Capron, Modern Spiritualism: Its Facts and Fanaticisms (Boston: Berry, Colby, and Co., 1861), 4. 

 
49 Moore argues that “any such proof, no matter how carefully it was weighed, simply 

could no establish the Spiritualists’ basic claim that the spirit of dead mortals communicated with 
the living.”  Moore, In Search of White Crows, 63. 



 

53 
 
 
 

most séance phenomena would be discredited by scientists in the 19th century, the 

largest threat posed to mediums came from their public reputation as swindlers. 50 

Despite vastly different motivations for condemning Spiritualist phenomena, 

both scientists and religious leaders agreed that charging an admission fee for séances 

was the strongest indication of fraudulence among public mediums.  The Fox Sisters 

were criticized by Christian advocate William Oxley for “folly, greed, ambition, or 

indolence” as a result of charging for their services.51  He argued that they were 

capitalizing on the grief of individuals who had lost family members to disease and war.  

Coming from a lower class background, Oxley adds, further encouraged their economic 

motivations and suggests they were in fact “the first American mediums of prey.”  They 

were certainly not the last, however, as Eusapia Palladino also received criticism for 

demanding money at séances.  Blewett Lee wrote in the Journal of the American Society for 

Psychical Research that “taking money for services as a spirit medium has [a] distinctly 

evil side” and that “this is said to have been the case with Eusapia Palladino.”  Her rise 

to prominence as an uneducated and young medium led many to speculate how she 

could charge a professional fee anyway without having formal education or training.  

                                                 
50 Blum mentions that Home felt “the profession was rife with fraud, to the point that he 

felt the need to provide some exposure.” Deborah Blum, Ghost Hunters: William James and the 
Search for Scientific Proof of Life After Death (New York: Penguin Group, 2006). 61. Alex Owen, 
The Darkened Room: Women, Power, and Spiritualism in Late Victorian England (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1989), 69. Dods in Moore, In Search of White Crows, 29. 
 

51 Oxley was editor of a Spiritualist newspaper, but frequently penned exposes about 
public mediums who he thought were giving the profession a bad reputation.  William Oxley, 
“Diamond Dust,” Medium and Daybreak (6 November 1885), 716. 
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While not all Spiritualist mediums requested compensation, those that did had a 

difficult time establishing credibility. 52 

The American Society for Psychical Research (ASPR) was one organization that 

took particular issue with the fact that mediums charged for séances.  Formed in 1885 

“to explore extraordinary or as yet unexplained phenomena that have been called 

psychic or paranormal,” the ASPR was comprised of a group of eminent scientists and 

philosophers from around the country.  Men like psychologist William James and 

physicist David Bohm came together with a belief that supernatural phenomena had 

“implications for our understanding of consciousness, the universe and the nature of 

existence.”  After conducting investigations of prominent mediums, however, most of 

what they discovered was fraud.  As a result, the ASPR came to denounce public 

mediumship and instead focused on the telepathic abilities of the mind.  Richard 

Hodgson concluded that “nearly all professional mediums are a gang of vulgar 

tricksters who are more or less in league with one another” and the annual Journal of the 

American Society for Psychical Research was widely regarded as a “list of exposures” of 

Spiritualist mediums.  While many luminaries emphasized Spiritualist philosophy as a 

counter to scientific materialism, nearly all were in agreement that public mediums were 

some “of the most accomplished and interesting impostors in history.”53 

                                                 
52 Oxley places the Fox family in the lower class, noting that the father was a farmer who 

was barely living off an inheritance given to him by his father.  Oxley quoted in Somerlott, Here 
Mr. Splitfoot, 75. Blewett Lee, “Mediumship and the Criminal Law,” vol. 16 of Journal of the 
American Society for Psychical Research (September 1922), 489; Also A.C. Robinson, 
“Compensation of Mediums,” Banner of Light (5 May 1866). 
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Another reason why many believed public mediums were only concerned with 

revenue was because several hired male managers to handle their finances.  Behind most 

successful mediums was what R. Laurence Moore has labeled as a man “that kept firm 

control over the profits” and was not at all concerned about producing authentic séance 

experiences.  Katie Fox, for example, turned over all of her earnings to Horace Day, a 

prominent rubber manufacturer from New York City.  While Fox received management 

services and an annual salary of $1200 from Day, this was certainly nowhere near her 

earned séance revenue.  Cora Scott was similarly forced into the business at a young age 

by Dr. B. F. Hatch.  Moore concluded that Hatch was simply “taking advantage of her 

immaturity” when he married the 16 year-old Scott and was able to “lay around lazily” 

while living off her earnings.  Even older and wiser mediums like Eusapia Palladino 

were not immune to mismanagement from male business advisors.  Hereward 

Carrington, an investigator of psychic phenomena, “devoted most of his life and a great 

deal of money” to securing Palladino’s reputation and an audience for her sittings. The 

overwhelming presence of male business managers in the industry indicates that public 

mediumship was more about financial rewards then spreading Spiritualist philosophy. 54 

                                                                                                                                                 
53 ASPR mission statement taken from their website “American Society for Psychical 

Research,” n.d., http://www.aspr.com (21 November 2009).  Hodgson quotes in Blum, Ghost 
Hunters, 91, 117.  

 
54 Moore indicates that male managers of female mediums were primarily concerned 

with their own personal economic welfare.  Moore, In Search of White Crows, 121-125.  Braude 
argues that these men found young mediums an easy target for both financial, and in some cases, 
sexual exploitation. She suggests that these males were comparable to pimps who engaged in 
prostitution.  Braude, Radical Spirits, 123.  $1200 annual salary in 1860 would have the same 
spending power as $47,577 in 2009.  Eliasen, “Historical Currency Converter,” (12 October 2009).   
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Figure 13.  An advertisement in Banner of Light for Mrs. Jennie Conant, a female public medium. 
 

Believers 

Although a large segment of the public viewed mediumship as a scam, there 

were certainly a number of people that did believe in the authenticity of séance 

phenomena.  Horace Greeley, editor for the New York Tribune, was an ardent advocate of 

Spiritualist philosophy and public mediumship.  His path to Spiritualism was typical of 

many Americans who at first did not accept supernatural phenomena as true.  In 1848, 

Greeley acknowledged that “I am convinced that Spiritualism has nothing to offer and 

that there is nothing in the claims of its mediums.”  After the death of his son Pickie one 

year later, however, Greeley began to investigate the possibility of conversing with his 

deceased child.  Scholar Robert C. Williams notes in Horace Greeley: Champion of American 

Freedom that the “idea that Pickie had simply gone to another better world but could still 
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communicate with his family had enormous appeal … for Horace.”  His visits with the 

Fox Sisters were highly publicized in the Tribune and Greeley used his national platform 

to popularize Spiritualist philosophy.  Williams declares that the editor “would mould 

public opinion more effectively that the U.S. President.”  Backed by a rising literacy rate 

and increased circulation of Spiritualist newspapers, Greeley was able to defend 

Spiritualism against detractors throughout the late 19th century. 55  

Spiritualists and séance goers joined Greeley and affirmed their faith for their 

favorite public mediums.  Eusapia Palladino was referred to as “Divine Eusapia” in 

Spiritualist newspapers and many even made pilgrimages to see her when she retired in 

Italy.  The Fox Sisters were similarly viewed by Spiritualists as “genuine intermediaries” 

between humans and the afterlife that had ushered in “the beginning of a new era.”  The 

strongest defense for charging an admission fee, however, came from public mediums 

themselves.  Several acknowledged that while their powers were very real, they too had 

bills and expenses which needed to be paid.  Popular trance medium Anna Henderson 

joked “that it costs a medium just as much to ride in a railroad car as it does any other 

person.”  Emma Hardinge Britten backed up her colleague by arguing that her talents 

were of “no less worth of being exchanged for bread than any other.”  Whether or not 

                                                 
55 Greeley believed that through the Fox Sisters, he was able to communicate with Pickie 

on a daily basis.  He frequently ran columns in their support. Robert C. Williams, Horace 
Greeley: Champion of American Freedom (New York: New York University Press, 2006), 120-123. 
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these women were truly spiritual messengers, their statements and justification reveals 

the importance of economy within mediumship.56 

Even as economic motivation clouded the authenticity of séances, Spiritualists 

continued to flock to public mediums throughout the late-19th century.  Experiences at 

séances offered a middle-ground for Americans who found themselves “caught between 

science and religion.”  To agnostics and skeptics in the educated populace, a biblical 

faith made little sense and consolation was rarely obtained by attending church.  

Andrew Jackson Davis alluded to the lure of secularism when he proclaimed that while 

“Jesus had appealed to the goodness within civilized minds,…the modern age of 

impulse now demands an age of reason.”  Yet for many of those who were enthusiastic 

supporters of science, the thought of rationalism without spiritual meaning deterred 

them from fully embracing the secular.  Thus when public mediums materialized 

deceased spirits, they not only appeased pious tendencies by proving an afterlife, but 

also satisfied empirical demands by appealing to the senses.  As Davis describes, séance 

phenomena appealed to “reason, argument, and judgment” as well as “the uneducated 

mind that yearns for … the incomprehensible.”57  At a time when science was still failing 

                                                 
56 Fox Sisters in Russ Castronovo, Necro Citizenship: Death, Eroticism, and the Public 

Sphere in the Nineteenth Century United States (Chapel Hill, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2001), 
125. Palladino in Somerlott, Here Mr. Splitfoot, 52; Anna Henderson in McGarry, Ghosts of 
Futures Past, 40. Emma Hardinge Britten, “Letter from Emma Hardinge to Banner of Light,” 
Banner of Light (17 July 1861): 4. 
 

57 Frank Miller Turner was the first scholar to interpret Spiritualism as being “caught 
between science and religion.”  He describes Spiritualism as a reaction to impulses and warfare 
from both sides.  Frank Miller Turner, Between Science and Religion (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 1974). 128; Andrew Jackson Davis, The Approaching Crisis: Being a Review of 
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to combat high rates of mortality and religion was challenged by newly discovered 

natural laws, people were willing to pay for consolation from the spirit world.  To 

witness séance phenomena was considered money well spent. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

MOURNING MEMORABILIA 
 

 
 
“Mourning Memorabilia” consist of objects that individuals employ to remember 

and memorialize the dead.  The use of such items within Spiritualist rituals is directly 

influenced by European mourning customs.  The tradition of wearing unadorned black 

clothing in periods of mourning dates back to the Roman Empire when the Toga pulla 

wore dark-colored wool after the death of loved ones.  The practice continued througout 

the Middle Ages and Renaissance as clocks and jewelry boxes were commonly 

decorated with “memento mori” motifs to pay respect to the dead.  Queen Victoria, 

however, had perhaps the greatest influence on Spiritualist mourning memorabilia.  

After the death of her husband and mother in 1861, Victoria began to exclusively wear 

black and frequently displayed human hair jewelry in her ensemble.  The custom 

became extremely popular among her subjects in England and subsequently spread to 

America by the 1870s.  Subsequent to a time which scholar Philipe Aries has labeled as 

an “era of mourning,” objects used to memorialize the dead generated high demand for 

their ability to aide in the bereavement process.58  

                                                 
58 Philippe Aries argues that mourning in the 1800s  had become increasingly 

“exaggerated and ostentatious.”  He claims that as a result, “the 19th century is the era of 
mourning.”  Philippe Aries, Western Attitudes Toward Death: Middle Ages to the Present 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), 67. 
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 Mourning memorabilia became extremely popular in America during the Civil 

War era.  With thousands and thousands of grieving families seeking consolation, items 

like spirit photographs and hair jewelry were widely consumed to ease the burdens of 

death.  Psychologist Susan Adler explains the role such objects might play in helping 

people overcome grief and describes them as “a resource for visualized memory that 

serves as links back the actual experiences with the loved and lost object.”  She further 

argues that items “centered around the anxieties of death…function as a defense against 

separation anxiety.”  A similar philosophy was first proposed by Anna Freud in The 

Writing of Anna Freud, a work that explores the function of “transitional objects.”  

Applying Freud and Adler’s concepts, transitional objects in the late-19th century would 

have included hair jewelry and spirit photographs for their ability to provide a physical 

connection to the departed.  Hair jewelry supplied a material representation of the 

deceased by intertwining locks of human hair into the fibers of traditional 

ornamentation while spirit photos offered a corporeal depiction of the immaterial soul 

on film.  For Spiritualists, these objects symbolized the enduring presence of a spiritual 

body in the physical realm.59   

 Mourning memorabilia also served as a visual confirmation that deceased 

friends and relatives had died a “good death.”  In This Republic of Suffering, Drew Gilpin 

Faust details how this concept was central to mid-19th century American culture.  She 

argues that because of the Civil War, civilians and soldiers alike began to distinguish an 
                                                 

59 Susan Kavaler-Adler, Mourning, Spirituality and Psychic Change: A New Object 
Relations View of Psychoanalysis (New York: Routledge Press, 2003), 80; Anna Freud, vol. 6 of 
The Writings of Anna Freud (Madison, CT: International Universities Press, 1974), 155.  
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“ordinary death,” as it had been defined before the war, from the way in which so many 

were perishing on the battlefield.  With soldiers “dying by the thousands in the 

company of strangers,” a “good death” in the presence of familiar companions was the 

exception.  Families had to learn about the loss of loved ones by scrutinizing unreliable 

and inaccurate newspaper lists of the killed and wounded.  These listings rarely 

explained the circumstances surrounding an individual’s death and, as a result, relatives 

were left pondering the fate of their kin.  Mourning memorabilia compensated for these 

inadequacies by making “absent loved ones virtual witnesses to the dying moments 

they had been denied.”  Since it was widely believed that “the feature of character with 

which you leave the world will be seen in you when you rise from the dead,” to find an 

familiar facsimile of a relative on film or jewelry provided confirmation that the 

individual had died a “good death.”60 

Objects used in the process of mourning were widely consumed throughout the 

late-19th century.  With the rise of industrialization and mass production, mourning 

memorabilia became increasingly available and affordable for average American 

citizens.  In Objects of Special Devotion, Ray Browne illustrates how even the poor, who 

often did not own more than one outfit, managed to incorporate hair jewelry into their 

daily ensembles.  He suggests that “the fad for relatively cheap mourning jewelry grew 

rapidly” in order to supply “the mass audience of the middle and lower classes.”  Spirit 

photography was also made accessible through a series of photographic inventions 

                                                 
60 Faust, This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War, 7-10. 
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during the mid-19th century.  For as little as 5 cents a picture, photographers offered 

reprinted spirit photographs of celebrities and well known mediums to thousands of 

fans and followers.  As Robert Cox has concluded in his book on fetishism, mourning 

memorabilia “thus became a means by which the sitter literally inserted himself or 

herself into…the moral economy of sympathetic exchange centered upon the dead body 

and into the market economy of financial exchange.”  He concludes that when it came to 

rituals surrounding death, 19th century Americans invested “a great deal of money and 

effort” into “staging a first class spectacle.”61   

Hair Jewelry 

Hair jewelry was one of the most common forms of mourning memorabilia 

available in the 19th century.  Its status as a commercialized product can be traced to the 

late-18th century when a group of women from a small Swedish village began to plait 

hair onto traditional ornamentation.  Enduring several harsh winters and constant 

famine, the villagers decided to produce hair crafts on a full-time basis as a means of 

survival.  Since there was no market for hair jewelry in the impoverished village, the 

women had to take long journeys to sell their product.  News of their art spread quickly 

throughout Europe and by the 1850s, hair-work had garnered significant attention at the 

Great Exhibition.  Queen Victoria popularized its use in the morning process and is 

famously quoted as saying she “tried to sooth and comfort” her widowed friends by 

giving them “a mourning brooch with a little bit of their husband’s hair.”  Her customs 

                                                 
61 Ray Broadus Browne, Objects of Special Devotion: Fetishism in Popular Culture 

(Bowling Green, KY: Bowling Green University Popular Press), 99-100; Cox, Body and Soul, 134. 
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arrived in the United States during the Civil War era and many followed her 

recommendation of a one-year mourning period, providing a constant consumer base 

for producers of hair jewelry.62  

 

Figure 14.  A Victorian gold mourning piece with plaited dark blonde hair. c. 1838.   

The hair jewelry industry was dominated by mail-order handbooks offering the 

latest in mourning trends.  Alan Trachtenberg suggests that improvements in rural 

distribution, including the development of railroad transportation, postal services, and 

print technology, “paved the way for the great mail order invasion” of the late-19th 

century.  Publications like Ridley’s Fashion Magazine and Gray & Libby devoted several 

pages to hair pieces “made of all types of style and rocks” which were affordable for 

                                                 
62 Katherine Ashenburg, The Mourner’s Dance: What We Do When People Die (Toronto: 

McFarlane, Walter & Ross, 2002), 239-240. 
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customers of  all economic backgrounds.  A black rubber hair piece, for example, was 

avaialble for a mere 50 centrs per item and included free shipping.  Although black 

rubber was not as prestigious as jet jewelry, the magazine note that it was “equal with 

real jet in appearance.”  For upper class clients looking to purchase superior quality 

jewelry, BHA Illustrated Catalogue and Tiffany’s Blue Book offered high-end hair pieces.  

BHA’s hair items ranged in price from five to $15 while Tiffany’s Blue Book sold diamond 

encrusted locket clasps woven with human hair starting at $125.  With other entities like 

the American Optical Company and Libby & Gray also involved in its distribution, the 

presence of several producers suggests that demand for human hair jewelry was very 

high in America during the late-19th century.63 

Godey’s Lady’s Book was perhaps the most popular mail-order catalogue for 

mourning jewelry and offered to accommodate “any lady wishing hair made up into 

jewelry… upon receipt of the hair and the price for making it.”  The magazine typically 

offered up to 10 varieties of hair jewelry which ranged in price from one dollar to $15.  

While its products were marketed “to the interests of the family,” language used in 

advertisements alludes to the inherent supernatural qualities of hair jewelry.  In an 1850 

issue, the objects are described as “so escaping from the idea of death, that, with a lock 

of hair belonging to a child or friend, we may look up to heaven and say ‘I have a piece 

of thee here, nor unworthy of thy being now.’”  The jargon likely originated with the 

                                                 
63 Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America, 114; BHA Illustrated Catalogue 

(Schwenksville, PA: 1895) in RoseAnn Ettinger, Popular Jewelry, 1840-1940 (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 1997), 12.; Ridley’s Fashion Magazine (1882) in Ibid.; Tiffany & Co., 1851 Blue Book (1851): 
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editor, Sarah Josepha Hale, who had several connections to well known Spiritualists and 

frequently advocated for the movement as a means to achieve women’s rights.  In one 

editorial, Hale claims that encounters she had with “the directest manifestaitons of 

kindred spirits” revealed that “women should go forth and enter upon their glorious 

careers side-by-side with men.”  Her treatises on Spiritualism were printed in Godey’s 

Lady’s Book side-by-side with advertisements for hair jewelry and provided readers with 

a logical link between the two subjects.64   

 
 

Figure 15.  An advertisement for hair jewelry in an 1862 issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book. 
 

                                                 
64 “Hair Ornaments,” Godey’s Lady Book (1862) in Rosanne Ettinger, Popular Jewelry, 

1840 – 1940 (West Chester, PA: Schiffler Publishing Ltd., 1990); “Man’s Mental Superiority Over 
Women,” Godey’s Lady’s Book (1862) in Ibid.  
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Helen F. Stuart, a jewelry manufacturer from Boston, provides the best link 

between Spiritualism and hair jewelry.  Sharing a studio at 258 Washington Street with 

famed spirit photographer William H. Mumler, Stuart has often been credited with 

inventing the practice in 1861.  Robert Cox has suggested “that she may have been more 

deeply implicated in the ‘discovery’ of spirit photography than previously suspected 

and was certainly keenly interested in its commercial potential.”  He adds that while 

both remained at the address until 1865 “pursuing their respective professions,” there 

was clearly “some overlap.”  As early as 1863, Stuart herself began to produce spirit 

photographs carrying a backmark advertising for hair jewelry.  In addition to providing 

the address of her business, she also proclaimed that “anyone planning to give a 

gentleman a vest chain braided from their own hair should stop in to see me before 

making their purchase.”  Mumler also gave regular advertising space to Stuart on the 

back of his famed spirit photographs, hinting that the two were likely in business 

together.  At the very least, she shared a similar clientele with supernatural 

entrepreneurs.  Promotions for her hair jewelry are found in several issues of Banner of 

Light, a leading 19th century Spiritualist newspaper, alongside advertisements for the 

Ouija Board and public mediums.  Stuart’s links to Mumler indicate that she likely 

recognized a connection between her products and the supernatural realm.65 

Human hair jewelry gained particular credence among Spiritualists because of its 

direct physical connection to the departed.  Rooted in Victorian notions of spiritual 

                                                 
65 Robert Cox, Body & Soul, 114. Advertisement in Martha Fales, Jewelry in America: 

1600-1900 (Suffolk, England: Antique Collector’s Club 1995) 216. 
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respect for the body and affection for the person, hair pieces have been described by 

Robert Cox as a “palimpsest” of the human soul.  He suggests that the objects “acted as 

a surrogate for the individual and could be assayed for the intricacies of character and 

selfhood.”  Spiritualist physicians made this connection in the mid-19th century by 

advertising that from a lock of hair they could delineate a person’s “leading traits of 

character and peculiarities of disposition; marked changes in past and future life; and 

physical disease.”  In the same respect, Cox also considers photographs a “palimpsest” 

of the individual and finds the most provocative evidence for this in Mumler’s spirit 

pictures.  He argues that the manifestation of a lost loved one on film bonded humans 

“to an extended community of living and dead, distant and near, by the power of 

effect.”  Performing similar functions, hair jewelry and spirit images became linked not 

only by their supernatural qualities, but also as objects of widespread commercial 

exchange.66 

Spirit Photography 

 The first permanent photograph was created in 1825 when French inventor 

Joseph Nicéphore Niépce took a foggy picture of a table that had been set for dinner.  

Hoping to improve the clarity of his photo, Niépce began work with Louis Daguerre, a 

French artist and chemist interested in panoramic painting.  Together they invented the 

daguerreotype in 1839, a photographic process that exposed the image directly onto a 

mirror-polished surface of silver.  In 1856, Scottish physicist David Brewster was 

                                                 
66 Robert Cox, Body & Soul, 131-132. 
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experimenting with daguerreotype photos for use in his stereoscope when he noticed a 

blurry impression of a person who had moved during processing.  After realizing the 

implications of his discovery, Brewster immediately published The Stereoscope: Its 

History, Theory, and Construction and detailed how “the photographer might carry us … 

into the regions of the supernatural.”  He suggested that if a person clothed in white is 

briefly introduced to the photographic process and then withdrawn before the sitting is 

over, the picture “will exhibit them as ‘thin air’ amid the solid realities of the 

stereoscopic picture.”  His instructions are credited for spawning spirit photography 

and as a result, souls in early photographs were often referred to as “Brewster’s 

Ghost.”67 

 
 

Figure 16.  An 1856 stereopticon card featuring “Brewsters Ghost.” 
 

                                                 
67 John Durham Peters, Speaking into the Air (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 

1999), 97; Sir David Brewster, The Stereoscope: Its History, Theory, and Construction (London: 
John Murray Publishers, 1856), 205. 
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From the beginning of its inception, the daguerreotype was regularly associated 

with death and the afterlife.  It was common practice during the 1840s and 1850s to 

photograph corpses as a visual and physical reminder of the deceased.  As historian 

Lewis Saum argues, not only did daguerreotypes “capture the physical reality of death,” 

but they also served “as an accurate portrait of the soul and of a person’s essence.”  He 

suggests that because of the way light reflected off corpses, photos “seemed to include 

part of his or her physical being” and “nearly captured the life of the dead.”  Cultural 

historian Nancy West also discusses the daguerreotype’s supernatural aspects in Kodak 

and the Lens of Nostalgia and locates its origins within the physical composition of the 

photo itself.  She believes that daguerreotypes, like the human corpse, were “fragile, 

delicate, one of a kind, and extremely sensitive to light.”  Comparing the photograph’s 

casing to coffins, West concludes that “the opening and closing of the case allowed the 

viewer a brief experience of witnessing the miraculous, followed by the reverent gesture 

of returning the image to its undisturbed space.”  The most miraculous phenomena of 

the daguerreotype, however, occurred when individuals moved during the sitting.  

Since photographs often took as long as 30 seconds to process, people who shifted 

positions often registered as blurred and ghostly images.  With the frequent appearance 

of spirit extras in otherwise ordinary photographs, “daguerreotypy was widely seen as 

haunted or as usurping God’s place.”68 

                                                 
68 Lewis O. Saum, "Death in Pre-Civil War America," in David Stannard, ed., Death in 

America (University of Pennsylvania, 1974), 41-47; Nancy Martha West, Kodak and the Lens of 
Nostalgia (Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2000), 136.  Final quote in John 
Peters, Speaking Into the Air, 97. 
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Spirit photography emerged in the early 1860s as a response to Brewster’s 

suggestion.  The primary goal behind spirit photography was to “capture” images of 

supernatural entities on film.  It was not only a product, but an experience that people 

paid for.  Upon visitation to a photographic medium, the customer would pose for a 

picture and after its development, fully formed ghosts had materialized on film behind 

the oblivious sitter.  The depictions were frequently recognized by the sitter as a 

departed relative or friend and provided compelling evidence for the survival of the 

soul after death.  Although specters had appeared on film long before the 1860s, spirit 

photography was different because the mysterious appearance of supernatural entities 

was attributed to the channeling abilities of the photographer rather than divine luck.  

Many spirit photographers doubled as Spiritualist mediums and claimed the capacity to 

conjure souls from the afterlife on film.  Their practice was also distinctive for its 

mercantile nature.  Robert Cox has suggested that “capitalist enterprise” was the 

“dominant force in the development of photography” and believes “there were virtually 

no noncommercial instances of spirit photography.”  The invention of collodion 

emulsion in 1864 aided in the commercialization of spirit photography and ensured that 

many other photographers would pursue the business in subsequent years.69 

                                                 
69 Robert Cox, Body & Soul, 134. Spirit photography has also been referred to as 

“psychography,” “dorchagraphy,” and “spiritography.”  These terms are found in Fred Gettings, 
Ghosts in Photographs: The Extraordinary Story of Spirit Photography (New York: Harmony 
Books, 1978), 9; “Spirit Photographs,” The Spiritual Magazine (Sept. 1872): 403; Reese Dubin, 
Telecult Power: the Amazing New Way to Psychic and Occult Wonders (New York City: Simon 
and Schuster, 1970), 141. 
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Figure 17. A William H. Mumler spirit photo featuring Moses A. Dow, editor of Waverly 
Magazine, and the apparition of Mabel Warren, his deceased assistant. 

 
  The first entrepreneur to commercially market and sell spirit photographs was 

William H. Mumler.  While employed as the head jewelry engraver for Bigelow Bros. and 

Kennard in Boston, Mumler spent most of his free time experimenting with amateur 

photography.  According to his autobiography, The Personal Experience of William H. 

Mumler in Spirit Photography, in March of 1861 he was developing a self-portrait and 

noticed a young, transparent girl standing directly behind him on the plate.  Upon closer 

inspection, he realized that the apparition was none other than his cousin who had died 
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12 years earlier.  News of Mumler’s discovery spread quickly throughout the popular 

press and the jeweler was besieged by public solicitation for similar photographs.  With 

enough requests “to have kept me busy for three months,” Mumler concluded “to take 

pictures two hours a day, thinking I might be able to take this amount of time from my 

other business.“  He would not be able to satisfy demand for the photos and eventually 

chose to give up his position as a jeweler in favor of spirit photography.  He moved from 

his Boston studio to New York in the mid-1860s and opened set up shop at 630 

Broadway where he commenced an extraordinary career as a spirit photographer.70 

William H. Mumler’s earliest work was offered to clients at a rate of $5 per 

sitting. The fee included an appointment with the famed spirit photographer and a 

guarantee that the customer “would come to recognize the face as that of some relative 

or friend.”  While the promise was certainly attractive for many Spiritualists, the 

exorbitant rate of his photos was not.  The Historic Currency Conversions table estimates 

that a sitting with Mumler today would cost approximately $128.  The photographer 

catered exclusively to the upper class and retained a clientele including Mary Todd 

Lincoln, Waverly Magazine editor Moses A. Dow, and famed Spiritualist medium Master 

Herrod.  Mumler’s notoriety as a celebrity spirit photographer afforded him an 

opportunity to raise the price tag to $10 per sitting in 1869.  He received criticism 

                                                 
70 William Mumler, The Personal Experiences of William H. Mumler (Boston: Colby and 

Rich, 1875). Mumler showed the photo to a Spiritualist friend who immediately published the 
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throughout the press for the rate hike, but maintained that “the high price was because 

the spirits didn’t like a throng of the vulgar multitude clamoring for their likeness.”  

Besides, as far as Mumler was concerned his “clients wouldn’t part with them, even for 

thousands of dollars.” 71 

A large part of Mumler’s success was due to his unique marketing practices.  

Before achieving fortunes and fame, the photographer used guerrilla marketing tactics 

to publicize his products at Spiritualist meeting places throughout Boston.  At the 

Everett Room, Mumler hung two spirit photo reproductions in the lobby and left 

pamphlets for his services on each of the seats.  He recounted in his autobiography that 

“this of course constantly increased business, and I was not obliged to resort to any 

more advertising.” Despite the proclamation, Mumler was one of the most frequent 

advertisers in Spiritualist newspapers.  In an 1874 issue of Banner of Light, the 

photographer promoted “great and wonderful manifestations in connection with spirit 

photography” available at his New York studio.  He also offered mail-order spirit 

photographs for people that were unable to visit in person.  Also in an 1874 Banner of 

Light, Mumler published an advertisement which contained his now infamous slogan 

that “parties at a distance desirous of having pictures taken without being present will 

                                                 
71 Response to outrage over his rate increase in “The Mumler ‘Spirit’ Photograph Case: 

Argument of Mr. Elbridge T. Gerry, of Counsel for the People, before Justice Dowling, in the 
Preliminary Examination of Wm. H. Mumler, Charged with Obtaining Money by Pretended 
‘Spirit’ Photographs,” vol. 13 of American Trials (New York: Baker, Voorhis and Co., Law 
Publishers, 1869), 6-8; “Advertisements,” Banner of Light (3 January 1874): 5.; “Advertisements,” 
Banner of Light (5 December 1874):8;  Eliasen, “Historic Currency Conversions,” (14 November 
2009). 
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receive full particulars by enclosing stamp to W. H Mumler.”  His targeted marketing 

strategies and ability to identify potential consumers left contemporaries in agreement 

that Mumler “made a fortune out of the spirits.”72 

 
 

Figure 18.  An advertisement for William Mumler’s spirit photographs in an 1874 issue of 
Banner of Light. 

 
Mumler’s success with spirit photography inspired several other entrepreneurs 

to pursue a career in the lucrative industry.  Spiritualist publishing company Colby & 

Rich frequently advertised for ghost pictures in Banner of Light during the Civil War 

                                                 
72 Mumler Quote in Mumler, Personal Experiences, 15. Mumler was the first spirit 

photographer to harness the power of postal service.  After the initiation of the United States 
Railway Mail Service in 1869, Mumler immediately began to market his products nationally.  
Example in “Advertisements,” vol. 12 of Religio-Philosophical Journal (1865): 22. Final quote in 
“About Some Photographic Ghost Stories,” The British Journal of Photography (1863): 14. 
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years.  The images were reproduced from sittings with notable photographers and 

included celebrity subjects like J.M. Peebles and Katie King.  Peebles’s likeness was 

offered “for sale wholesale or retail” at a cost of 25 cents per picture while Katie King’s 

materialized spirit sold for 50 cents.  On the other side of the Atlantic, the craze hit 

London in 1872 when Frederick A. Hudson discovered an “out-of-focus” image on film.  

Requests for similar photos were so overwhelming that Hudson recalled having “hardly 

found time to eat.” He immediately offered his services commercially and made a 6-

pack of pictures available in London Spiritualist newspaper Light for 10.5 schillings. The 

international appeal of high priced spirit photographs suggests that demand for the 

images far outpaced available supply.  Photographers who had figured out how to 

manifest departed souls on film saw considerable financial returns for their labor. 73   

Although spirit photos were widely circulated in the superantural economy, they 

were not always met with universal acclaim.  William H. Mumler’s infamous portrait of 

Mary Todd Lincoln, which was taken in 1869 and features the ghostly likeness of 

Abraham in the background, garnered significant criticism in the popular press.  Mary 

Lincoln had originally become involved with Spiritualism after the death of her beloved 

son Willie in 1862.  She was known to have frequented Lily Dale and reportedly held 

seances at the White House in an attempt to communicate with her deceased son.  As 

Lynda Jones has argued, by the time she visited Mumler for a spirit photo, “grief had 

                                                 
73 Light 43 (29 October 1881), 1; “Advertisements,” Banner of Light, (10 January 1874), 8; 

Quote in Bill Jay, “A Case of Spirits,” Cyanide and Spirits: an Inside Out View of Early 
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taken a severe toll on her mentally and emotionally.”  Those close to Lincoln began to 

question her sanity and several believed she was being “robbed of her money” by 

Spiritualism.  Robert Lincoln, for example, declared that Mumler was selling Mary 

“pretended messages from her dead husband” and that “given a credulous old women, 

sixty thousand gold sovereigns, and a favored medium…theivery is certain.”  

Regardless of what critics thought, Mary Todd Lincoln defended the authenticity of 

Mumler’s photos and found “comfort in the thought that, though unseen by us, [the 

deceased] are very near.”74     

The Mary Todd Lincoln controversy was the least of Mumler’s concerns, 

however, as he was brought to trial in 1869 for fraud.  The dilemma began when 

prominent New York World science columnist P. V. Hickey published his investigation 

into spirit photography and concluded that Mumler was “swindling credulous persons 

by what he called ‘spirit photographs.’”  This came as no surprise as Hickey was also 

connected to the Photographic Section of the American Institute (PSAI), a group that 

wanted their technology to be free of deception.  Historian Louis Kaplan describes the 

membership of PSAI as having “an axe to grind with Mumler for what they viewed as 

his making a mockery of photography as something based in reality and reliable in 

depicting the truth.”  They believed he was “fleecing the public” and expressed the 

opinion “that the matter called for the intervention of the police.”  By bringing Mumler 
                                                 

74 Lynda Jones, Mrs. Lincoln’s Dressmaker: The Unlikely Friendship of Elizabeth Keckley 
and Mary Todd Lincoln (Des Moines, IA: National Geographic Books, 2009), 57; Robert Lincoln 
quote in Jason Emerson, The Madness of Mary Todd Lincoln (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois 
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to trial, the PSAI hoped for a showdown in the popular press where the rational forces 

of science would crush the supernatural belief in spirit photography.75       

At Hickey’s request, the Mayor of New York sent Marshal Joseph Tooker to look 

into the case and prepare the sting operations that would follow.  In May of 1869, 

Tooker visited Mumler’s studio and sat for a photo.  Since Mumler advertised that 

ghosts captured in a picture would be of “nearest affection” to the customer, when 

Tooker could not recognize the spirit face, he brought charges against the photographer.  

Although Mumler was specifically accused of fraud and larceny, at the center of the case 

was the practice of requesting financial compensation for spirit photos.  Tooker’s 

argument was that he intended “to part with the money only on receiving a certain 

article, and if that article was not produced, he did not resign to part with the money.”  

He added that had the funds not been obtained, “the offence was nothing but a mere 

lie.”  During the trial, P. T. Barnum was called to testify against Mumler and even 

reproduced a spirit photograph of Abraham Lincoln to prove the enterprise was phony.  

Barnum took particular issue with “the exorbitant” amount” that the photographer 

charged for his products and suggested it was “further evidence that he was only in it 

for the money.”  Despite the testimony given against Mumler, he was acquitted on all 

charges as the prosecution could never figure out how he actually made the photos.76 

                                                 
75 Kaplan, Strange Case of William Mumler, 16-17.  
 
76 “The Mumler ‘Spirit’ Photograph Case” American Trials, 4-8. 
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Figure 19.  A May 8th, 1869 Harper’s Weekly depicting the trial of William H. Mumler on the 
front page. 

 
The trial did little to harm Mumler’s reputation among Spiritualists and non-

believers alike as he enjoyed support from a variety of individuals throughout the 

ordeal.  Several photographers testified on behalf of Mumler and concluded that his 

practice was completely authentic.  William Gurney, for example, stated he had “been 

engaged in the business for twenty-eight years” and, after examining Mumler’s 

methods, “did not discover any deception.”  Mumler was also supported by William 
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Guay, an investigator sent by Andrew Jackson Davis to inspect him.  After testing the 

process by every means possible, Guay became convinced “that the spectral pictures 

appearing on photographs of living persons were actually and truly likenesses of the 

departed, and were produced by means other than those known to artists.”  Mumler’s 

lawyer John D. Townsend ended his closing remarks by wondering why the recognition 

of deceased spirits was always attributed to insanity.  Citing the fact that there were 

11,000,000 Spiritualists in the nation at the time, Townsend asked “can it be alleged that 

all these Spiritualists are insane?”77 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
77 “Ghosts in the Tombs: Spiritualism on Trial in Public Court,” New York World (22 

April 1869), 1; “Spiritual Photographs: Argument of Mr. Townsend,” New York Times (4 May 
1869), 1. 
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EPILOGUE 
 

THE PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE OF THE SUPERNATURAL ECONOMY 
 
 
 

Spiritualism was a fluid movement deeply informed by its cultural 

surroundings.  As scholars have previously indicated, Spiritualist philosophy was 

constantly altered by the introduction of new technologies, ideas, and circumstances to 

Americans’ every day lives.  While it is true that events like the Civil War and invention 

of the daguerrotype initially influenced people to seek out a spiritual realm, the novelty 

of these occurrences came and went over time.  Only two aspects of Spiritualism 

remained constant throughout the 19th century.  The first was a belief in spirit 

communication.  This was Spiritualism’s central creed which united followers from 

across the country.  The second was economics.  Since Spiritualism’s inception in 1848, 

every aspect of the movement was thoroughly commercialized. From the Fox Sisters 

offering public séances in the New York to William Fuld becoming a millionaire off the 

talking board, no facet of Spiritualism could escape financial motivation.  Collectively, 

these goods and services formed a supernatural economy which kept the movement 

from vanishing into an irrelevant sect.  Even as Spiritualism supposedly came to an end 

around 1900, spirit photographs and séance trumpet sales were at an all time high and 

continued to generate attention of the movement’s principles.       
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Contemporary scholarship often suggests that Spiritualism ended as a movement 

near the turn-of-the 20th century.  While a variety of theories have been proposed for its 

demise, most historians will first point to the work of dishonest mediums.  Robert Cox 

has indicated that the “declension was a product of factors internal to the movement,” 

including “the cumulative effect of ‘debunkers’” and “the foibles of the Fox Sisters and 

other alleged confessors to fraud.”  In complete agreement, Bret E. Carroll also notes that 

the “movement itself increasingly fell prey to its sensationalistic tendencies and 

consequent debunking during the decades after the Civil War.”  Another hypothesis for 

Spiritualism’s supposed decline at the end of the 19th century was the impact of 

Christian Science.  Ann Braude believes that Christian Science posed “the most serious 

challenge” to Spiritualism because of its similar views toward the afterlife.  R. Laurence 

Moore too has noted that comparable belief systems “suggest why some Spiritualists in 

the late-nineteenth century gravitated toward Christian Science.”  Much like arguments 

for the origins of Spiritualism, theories about its presumed downfall are varied.  Even 

though it is true that a host of cultural circumstances altered the focus and form of 

Spiritualism, none ever brought about an absolute termination of the movement.78 

Long after the movement supposedly ended, “Spiritualism” continued to be 

employed as a descriptive term for those involved with spirit communication.  The New 

York Times, for example, published an article on June 25, 1926 titled “Spiritualism has 

75th Anniversary.”  The piece points to the carnage of World War I and the work of 
                                                 

78 Cox, Body and Soul, 234; Carroll, Spiritualism in Antebellum America, 178; Braude, 
Radical Spirits, 182; Moore, In Search of White Crows, 235. 
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leaders like Basil King and Sir Oliver Lodge in bringing a “revival” and “a new influx of 

believers” to the movement.  Arthur Conan Doyle was one of these 20th century believers 

who referred to himself as a Spiritualist.  In his 1919 book The New Revelation, Doyle 

proclaimed that “Spiritualism has been for me, in common with many others, such a 

lifting of the mental horizon and letting in of the heavens.” Even as late as the 1960s, 

Ralph G. Pressing was positioning his newspaper, the Psychic Observer, as 

“Spiritualism’s pictorial journal.”  In the newspaper were articles about séance 

phenomena, the afterlife, and scientific experiments, topics which 19th century 

Spiritualist also wrote about.  While sustained use of the word “Spiritualist” negates the 

notion that the movement faded into obscurity, nowhere is its survival more evident 

than in the continued production and consumption of 19th century supernatural 

products.79 

 Several goods and services of the supernatural economy were manufactured 

long after the turn-of-the-20th century.  Spirit photography, for example, enjoyed a 

renaissance in the years following World War I with a renewed focus on phenomena 

like “ectoplasm” and “thoughtagraph clouds.”  Photographers like the Falconer Brothers 

and the Crewe Circle sold thousands of spirit photographs through the 1930s and 

garnered nearly $15 per sitting.  Talking boards also remained popular past 

Spiritualism’s supposed demise.  William Fuld reportedly netted $3 million from sales of 

                                                 
79 “Spiritualism has 75th Anniversary,” New York Times (25 June 1926); Arthur Conan 

Doyle, The New Revelation (New York: George H. Doran Company, 1919), 108; Psychic Observer 
(25 May 1959). 
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his Ouija Board during the first two decades of the 20th century alone and as late as 1970, 

his product continued to be the best selling board-game in America.  Even public 

experiences that provided entertainment for Spiritualists in the 19th century continued to 

thrill ghost enthusiasts in the 20th century.  Supernatural newspapers from the 1950s are 

littered with advertisements for Spiritualist camps hosting “activities the year round.”  

These camps attracted thousands of visitors annually while offering festive happenings 

like picnics, dancing, and the potential to interact with departed souls.  The continued 

production of these Spiritualist products not only suggests that the movement never 

ceased, but also implicates the supernatural economy in its maintained popularity.80 

Providing further evidence for the persistence of Spiritualist philosophy is the 

development of “modern” technologies which borrow from the tradition of 19th century 

supernatural products. Night vision goggles, for example, have become a staple of 

modern paranormal investigation for their supposed ability to enhance spectral range 

and allow the user to detect invisible entities.  The use of night vision goggles in ghost 

hunting descends directly from the “shadow apparatus,” a metal viewing box 

containing a lamp and battery that would illuminate departed souls in the Spiritualist 

séance room.  Another tool used in contemporary ghost hunts is the Electromagnetic 

Field Meter (EMF), a tool that features a red light which blinks when in the presence of 

ghosts.  The EMF is eerily reminiscent of the telekinetoscope, an apparatus containing a 

                                                 
80 Falconer Brothers price in Jolly, Faces of the Living Dead, 90. $15 in 1925 would have 

the same spending power as $184.00 in 2009.  Eliasen, “Historical Currency Converter, (16 
November 2009). 
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metal wire connected to a red light that would flash when in the presence of the 

supernatural.  Even horror movies like Dracula and The Mummy perpetuate the essence 

of 19th century phantasmagoria shows.  Both rely heavily upon technological effects to 

produce life-like ghosts and each possesses a central goal of instilling fear in audience 

members.  The influence of Spiritualist philosophy on these goods and services suggests 

that the  movement did not decline, but rather adapted to technological and social 

developments which confronted it.81   

Today the supernatural economy is as strong as ever with a plethora of ghostly 

entertainments invading the cultural landscape.  “Ghost Hunters,” a television show 

where a team of “paranormal investigators” seek communication with the deceased, has 

quickly become an iconic representation of renewed interest in the afterlife during the 

21st century.  The show has spawned a long line of products to aid in the search for 

spirits and has instigated the growth of thousands of paranormal investigation groups.   

While the current brand of supernatural exploration relies on modern equipment and 

research methods, the goal is the same as it was during the 19th century—to 

communicate with the deceased.  Just as the Fox Sisters questioned the spirit peddler in 

their cottage about his origins, paranormal investigators also offer a series of inquires 

they hope will engage invisible entities.  Spiritualism is clearly alive and well in 2009, as 

are the supernatural products which have accompanied the movement over the past 161 

years.  As one supernatural entrepreneur recently proclaimed, “although the world 
                                                 

81 Shadow Apparaturs and Telekinetoscope in Hereward Carrington, Laboratory 
Investigations into Psychic Phenomena (Philadelphia: Hutchinson Publishing Group Ltd., 1939), 
109.  
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mainstream economy is mired in a recession, the global paranormal economy remains 

strong.”82   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
82 Romanian businessman Andrei Duprei, founder of Romanian Werewolf Bus Tours, has 

been tracking paranormal consumption trends since 2003.  An interview with him, including 
complete statistics of his study, is avaialble at “Global Paranormal Economy Remains Strong,” 
http://askdocparanormal.blogspot.com/2008/08/global-paranormal-economy-remains.html#links  
(18 November 2009). 
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