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ABSTRACT 

The origins and ongoing legacies of American Spiritualism in their relations to 

mainstream religion, science, and politics are by this point well-charted. As a vector 

between, on one side, esoteric philosophy and diffuse pseudo-scientific and occult 

disciplines, and, on the other, exoteric mass culture and the 19th century groundswell of 

popular progressive rhetoric, Spiritualism as a historical phenomenon has in the past 

decades become more legible than ever as a religious, political, and social movement. 

  Less thoroughly studied, however, is the enormous mass of print culture left 

behind by Spiritualists. Spiritualist newsletters, journals, and small presses printed vast 

quantities of written matter, running from the obvious sermons, lectures, and seance 

transcriptions to Spiritualist novels, Spiritualist hymns, and, in particular, Spiritualist 

lyric verse. While critics like Helen Sword in Ghostwriting Modernism have begun to 

approach this archive as literary matter and not merely as the incidental byproduct of the 

movement, much work remains to be done. In this dissertation I want to draw 

connections from this mass of widely read, but little remembered, Spiritualist poetry to 

the late 19th century and early 20th century’s proliferation of occult and metaphysical 

poetry. In doing so I hope to illuminate the recurring esoteric streak running from high 

modernism to, in fits and spurts, the present.  

 The crux of this dissertation pursues the trail of breadcrumbs leading from 

Spiritualist poet-mediums like Achsa Sprague and Lizzie Doten to the mediumistic 

elements of 20th century poets H.D. and Jack Spicer, before arriving in the conclusion at 

the 21st century and its fresh proliferation of esoterically inclined medium-poets. I 

propose that there is a meaningful thread wending from the 1850s to the present, and that 
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this thread can be tracked by taking seriously the claims made by these poets regarding 

the composition of their verse, no matter how outrageous or unlikely those claims may at 

first seem.  

 What would it mean to interrogate in earnest the logistics of authorship when a 

poem is attributed to a ghost? How do Spicer’s extraordinary claims about Martians and 

angels inflect how we read his body of work? What complications emerge from H.D.’s 

World War II-era poems of grief and trauma if we grant her the premise that their 

composition was saturated with the tangible presence of the dead? These allowances-- or 

at least the agreement to take these writers seriously in their compositional, metaphysical, 

and aesthetic claims-- reveals intriguing and consistent fissures in the normative 

understanding of the lyric. While Sprague and Doten, along with other Spiritualist poets, 

largely sought to write verse recognizable in terms of form and content as “lyric verse,” 

they began from first principles seemingly dramatically opposed to the received 19th 

century wisdom regarding what constituted the lyric and how it functioned. By 

contrasting these poets, who sought to write and publish from a position of authorial 

multiplicity and supernatural collaboration, with the lyric philosophy of thinkers such as 

John Stuart Mill, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Hegel, and Poe, I hope to demonstrate the 

theoretical radicalism quietly bubbling away under the sometimes deceptively staid and 

conventional surface of these poems. I track these fissures as they widen and grow more 

unruly in their contours, underlying the daring and experimental poetry of H.D. and 

Spicer, for whom the grounds staked by the category of the “lyric” exist in productive 

tension and conflict with the desire to complicate, subvert, and sidestep the attending 

assumptions about subjectivity, audience, and the stability of the figure of the author. By 
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rejecting the Millsian atomism of the writing self, and opening the position of authorship 

to both supernatural gnosis and abject supplication, these practices of the “mediumistic 

lyric” offer an apophatic poetics embraced by over a century of poets eager, for one 

reason or another, to locate alternatives to the model of the lyric subject as persistent, 

singular, masterful, and solitary. In doing so I propose that it becomes an attractive, 

durable, and remarkably flexible model for queer writers, writers orienting themselves 

against the subject of colonialism, and writers otherwise displaced from lyric stability and 

sovereignty.  

 

Chapter One: “Voices From the Other Sphere”: The Poet in Emerson and Sprague: 

This chapter begins by offering a comparison between two near-contemporary texts with 

identical titles but drastically different aspirations. Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “The Poet” 

provided a sturdy blueprint for American Romanticism by drawing on the example of 

European poets as well as esoteric philosophers contemporaneously in intellectual 

circulation such as Swedenborg and Boehme. Achsa Sprague’s verse drama “The Poet,” 

on the other hand, is a full-throatedly Spiritualist didactic narrative, offering amidst its 

supernatural and allegorical narrative, a domestic plot strikingly attuned to class and 

gender-based inequalities. I use these two texts as a springboard to begin to delineate the 

differing trajectories of their respective authors-- Emerson the public intellectual and 

religious progressive, Sprague a rural school teacher turned radical activist and spirit 

medium-- as well as the considerable overlap in their essential reference points. 
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Chapter Two: “The Harp-Strings of My Being”: Lizzie Doten and the 

Phenomenology of Spirits: The next two chapters focus on major Spiritualist woman 

poets who in quite different ways drew on the mythic figure of Poe as compositional 

grist, offering two disparate models of how a Spiritualist metaphysics could inform an 

aesthetic orientation towards imitation, influence, and the knotty category of 

“originality.” Chapter two takes up Lizzie Doten, whose 1863 Poems From the Inner Life 

contains a mix of original poems and poems allegedly dictated by controlling spirits, 

including Poe. I discuss how imitation functions in these poems, and in particular how the 

desire to replicate the stylistic and formal tics of well-known authors interacted with the 

desire to produce didactic religious verse in which the post-mortem reform and uplift of 

seemingly morally vexed poets like Poe, Burns, and Byron. In this verse, deceased poets 

were represented as writing not as themselves but as better versions of themselves, 

creating a rich juxtaposition between the formal challenge of imitation and the didactic 

demands of poetic content. I also discuss her essay “A Word to the World,” a strikingly 

thorough prose exposition of what, in her framing, mediumship felt like and how the 

linguistic output of spirits filtered through the mortal hands of the poet.  

 

Chapter Three: Sarah Helen Whitman’s Poe: Performing Spiritualism: This chapter 

juxtaposes Doten’s explicitly supernatural and metaphysical understanding of imitation 

with the more socially mediated practice of Sarah Helen Whitman, a poet who 

maintained a somewhat wider distance between her poetics and her participation in 

Spiritualist mediumship and seances. A former lover of Poe and one of his primary early 

literary executors, Whitman’s Spiritualism can be read in the context of her widely 
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circulated “secular” Poe imitations, situating them, after the pattern of Eliza Richards’ 

Gender and the Poetics of Reception in Poe’s Circle, in a social and aesthetic milieu in 

which mimicry and virtuosic copy-catting was not only expected of woman poets but 

imposed as a closed formal horizon. I argue that Spiritualism offered an avenue in which 

female poets could leverage the formal games of imitation so foregrounded in 

contemporaneous practices of poetic reading and writing towards wider modes of 

didactic and polemical expression, a method, in other words, of “hijacking” imitation’s 

limits and turning these assumed voices towards their own ends. 

 

Chapter Four: “Why Should We Not, At a Certain Stage, Remember?”: H.D. and 

the Echoing Other: Here I turn from the 19th century to the 20th, beginning with H.D. 

and concluding with the Berkeley Renaissance poet Jack Spicer. Chapter four offers a 

brief overview of H.D.’s history in esoteric and occult research and a survey of her 

contemporary milieu. It revolves around the 1919 prose work Notes on Thought and 

Vision, an intense description of an early visionary experience and a sustained exegesis of 

her thinking, at that time, on the intersection of visionary experience and privileged, 

quasi-mediumistic states of knowing. I read these texts and other early explorations of 

these themes as H.D.’s experimental studies on writing the self seemingly 

overdetermined by socialization and history, as well as on fashioning a generative 

middle-ground between spiritual supplication and modernist theories of mastery. I then 

track these motifs through the vision of gnosis described in her later text, the World War 

II-era The Flowering of the Rood. In short, I propose that H.D. leveraged the language 

and practices of mediumship as a vehicle for a novel species of autobiographical writing, 
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one which might simultaneously privilege to a heightened degree the phenomenology of 

knowing, thinking, and perceiving, while offering a vantage point from which to observe 

the position of selfhood from a distance. 

 

Chapter Five: “The Ghost Is a Joke”: Jack Spicer and the Bathos of Outside: 

Chapter five centers on Jack Spicer and broadly, his mediumistic theory of poetic 

dictation (what his peer Robin Blaser dubbed his “practice of Outside”) and the playful, 

punning language of Martians, angels, and ghosts in which he scaffolded it. I argue that 

for Spicer, “dictation” provides not only a means for him to explore an abject, apophatic 

queer poetics, but to articulate his sense of longing for a poetics of proximity between the 

world and the word that was otherwise impossible, repeatedly linking the linguistic 

communion between poet and received language as a fantasized analogue to the gulf 

between signifier and signified, desirer and object of desire, and life and death. I 

introduce the figure of the “Martian” in Spicer’s poems and lectures, along with the 

models of bodily sovereignty he inherited from his early studies with Kantorowicz, 

arguing that the loss of physical agency and the absence of semantic meaning are two 

elements of a broader poetics of absence throughout his career. 

 

Conclusion: “A House That Tries to Be Haunted”: The conclusion revisits the 

arguments of the dissertation as a whole, retracing the line of lyric development and 

subversion from the 19th century Spiritualists to Spicer, before ending with a brief survey 

of the continuing diffusion of mediumistic lyric into the 21st century. First I gesture to 

the mediumistic writing of several 20th century poets not included in this project-- e.g., 
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Robert Duncan, Nathaniel Mackey, Hannah Weiner, and James Merrill-- before 

describing the influence of mediumistic ideas on contemporary poets such as CA Conrad 

and Ariana Reines, for whom the occult and metaphysical themes of mediumship are just 

as important as its potential for lyric modes outside of the discourse of mastery and 

agential authorship. I thus end by positing this new flourishing of poet mediums as not 

only a continuation of a long tradition, but as a final example of such mediumship’s 

position at the intersection of lyrical and vanguard writing practices.  
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And what shall we do, we who did not die? What shall we do now? 

-June Jordan 
 

CHAPTER 1 

HOW CAN THE DEAD DO SUCH GREAT THINGS? 

 

i. A Difference Between You and the Outside 

In 1965, the poet Jack Spicer elaborated, in a series of lectures in Vancouver, his 

belief or conceit that his poems were dictated to him by unknowable outside forces. More 

than a century prior, in 1863, Lizzie Doten explained in the preface to her Poems From 

the Inner Life that when she set down poems in the style of Poe, Burns, or Shakespeare, it 

was the result of those poets’ otherworldly spirits working through (and working with) 

her-- in effect, that these poems were by Poe, Burns, and Shakespeare in every 

meaningful sense aside from the hand and the mouth that physically articulated them, that 

in the act of poetic composition she became conflated with them. In both cases, we 

encounter poets making seemingly extraordinary claims about the conditions and limits 

of authorship-- displacing ownership of the finished poem off of themselves and onto the 

shoulders of a distinct agency not simply extratextual but supernatural. In both cases, too, 

these claims arrived buttressed by practices of reading, writing, and circulation that made 

them legible as belonging to specific historical moments, communities of occult belief 

and practice with ample room for philosophies of composition that opened the door to 

what Robin Blaser dubbed, in his lengthy exegesis of Spicer’s oeuvre, the “Outside.” 

Spicer and Doten, in their respective centuries, were not outliers-- they were joined by 

poets as wide-ranging as H.D., Robert Duncan, Yeats, Sylvia Plath, James Merrill, 

Nathaniel Mackey, and, haltingly, Walt Whitman, each of whom claimed, in sometimes 
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very different ways, to produce poems written in some form of joint authorship with the 

dead or the supernatural. 

At the very center of this project lies the question of how these poets could do 

such strange things, and how I could approach this strangeness in good faith as a critic. 

What would it mean to approach Spicer’s After Lorca as a serious engagement with a 

spectral Lorca? How can we read H.D.’s Trilogy without turning up our noses at her 

accounts of ghostly R.A.F. airmen? What would it mean to simultaneously attempt to 

honor the metaphysical conceits of these poems, which would seem to subvert our 

understanding of authorship, while still making sense of them within the context of 

broader authorial and canonical contexts-- that is, to read After Lorca as both by Spicer 

and not by Spicer? In attempting to figure out how to engage with poets who made 

extraordinary claims about their ability to interface with supernatural or otherworldly 

subjects that tax the patience of the secular imagination, I found myself asking, in parallel 

with St. Augustine, why can the dead allegedly do such great things, curious less about 

the particular greatness of the dead as such than what drew these poets of modernism and 

beyond to models that seemed, in a certain sense, so antiquated, so redolent of the gothic 

and naive. Why, that is, did they stick attribution of their own “great things” onto the 

dead? This was, I realized, a question that struck at how these poets of modernism and 

beyond framed their relationship with that phantasmal old edifice, the lyric, and its own 

recurrent untimeliness. What’s more, it was a question that was similar to questions 

posed decades prior, by a group of now-obscure 19th century poets who also turned to the 

figures of the spirit and the medium in rendering accounts of their poetic projects.  
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From the late 1840s, dwindling out slowly at the turn of the 20th century, poet-

mediums flourished in Spiritualist journals like The Banner of Light, published 

prolifically under specialty presses, and captivated audiences with their feats of 

improvised verse. While many poets who identified with Spiritualism wrote and 

published verse as normatively understood “authors,” that is, by producing text that they 

claimed sole creatorship of, others wrote poems delivered, inspired, or dictated by the 

same assortment of spirits and angels encountered by their non-poet peers, positing a 

space of intermingled authorship in which testifying, as a tool of evangelization, was 

bound up in both the poem’s conditions of production and its textual qualities. Others 

struck a middle ground, asserting that their poems were their own compositions but 

informed by urgent moral and metaphysical messages from the afterlife. These poets 

were beloved by fellow believers, puzzled over by secular critics, and occasionally 

embraced as a tonic to the mainstream poetry they worked in the shadows of. While they 

go unread today, except in passing by historians of Spiritualism, poets like Achsa 

Sprague, Sarah Helen Whitman, Thomas Lake Harris, and Lizzie Doten conceived of 

themselves as colleagues in a kind of metaphysical avant-garde, heralding, in their 

practice and proselytizing of a form that blended poetic composition and mediumship, a 

novel kind of lyric mode that, like Spiritualism proper’s relationship towards orthodox 

Christianity, sought to at once establish itself as the legitimate child of its lyric 

predecessors and to aggressively subvert those predecessors’ basic presuppositions about 

the source and meaning of the lyric. 
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 This project proposes to explore the links and continuities between the poetic 

output of the 19th century Spiritualist movement in the United States and elements of the 

20th/21st century poetic avant garde that drew on similar textual strategies of possession, 

displacement, dictation, and temporal “weirdness”. Specifically, I hope to mine from 

these two historical moments a picture of a particular mode of approaching the poem that 

I provisionally call the “mediumistic lyric.” Broadly, this term encompasses any number 

of examples of nominally lyric poems that, paratextually or otherwise, argue for a 

supernaturally supplemented or compromised narrative of authorship, whether this 

narrative describes automatic writing, oral trance, “radio” dictation, possession, past-life 

channeling, or any other described method of speaking with non-human intelligences or 

ceding authorial agency to such intelligences (be they the dead or otherwise). It 

refashions the function of the lyric, and in turn the lyric poet, as not merely author but 

medium, significant for their absence from the field of the poem’s composition as much 

as for their subjective presence. By tracking the ways in which this network of tropes was 

deployed in the two broad historical moments in question-- through the religious and 

didactic venue of the Spiritualist press and through the experimental, modernist and post-

modernist poetics of H.D. and Spicer-- I hope to complicate our understanding of how the 

“lyric” as a critical and authorial heuristic functioned historically. 

 In doing so, I hope to accomplish two goals. The first is to introduce and elucidate 

what I see as the salient features of the body of poetry produced by North American 

Spiritualists from roughly the 1850s to the end of the 19th century. While existing studies 

of Spiritualism acknowledge the presence of poetry in the world of Spiritualist 

publishing, and scholars have begun to pay attention to the corpus of Spiritualist prose 
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literature, little analysis has been given over to this body of poetic work as poetry qua 

poetry.1 Other studies of 19th century American poetry, by the same token, make much 

of evolving ways of understanding and embodying the lyric subject and of the poetic 

approach to death and mourning, but leave out what I feel to be Spiritualist poetry’s 

crucial piece of the puzzle. By shedding light on the poems of Achsa Sprague, Sarah 

Helen Whitman, and others, I hope to not only clarify broader issues in Spiritualism 

surrounding identity and authority, but to contribute to the ongoing work of demystifying 

and recuperating the neglected work of women authors in the 19th century American 

scene. 

 My second goal is to extrapolate from the particular frame of 19th century 

Spiritualism a broader theory of the mediumistic lyric. Scholars like Helen Sword in 

Ghostwriting Modernism, Devin Johnston in Precipitations, Matte Robinson in The 

Astral HD, John Bramble’s Modernism & The Occult, Miriam Nichols in Radical 

Affections and many more have opened the door for work exploring the intersections 

between modernist/postmodernist poetry and various schools or modes of occult and 

esoteric practice, but these studies-- even Sword’s, which makes important inroads into 

tracing Spiritualism’s 20th century afterlife-- focus on the poet-as-magus, or willing 

agent in making “magic” happen, at the expense of the apophatic style of yielding 

implicit in the labor of mediumship. These works also emphasize the theoretical and 

ritualistic elements of occult practice, at the expense, in some cases, of close readings of 

                                                
1 Fortunately the relative invisibility of Spiritualist-produced and Spiritualist-circulated texts in historical 
and literary treatments of Spiritualism is starting to change. John Kucich’s Ghostly Communion: Cross-

Cultural Spiritualism in Nineteenth-Century American Literature, Bridget Bennett’s Transatlantic 

Spiritualism and Nineteenth-Century American Literature, and Christine Ferguson’s Determined Spirits: 

Eugenics, Hereditary, and Racial Regeneration in Anglo-American Spiritualist Writing, while focused on 
prose texts, give a serious attention to Spiritualist formations of genre, distribution, and style often absent in 
earlier scholarship. 
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occult texts, let alone occult poetic texts. Even critic Daniel Cottom, whose Abyss of 

Reason is to my mind the most thorough reading of Spiritualism’s cross-pollination with 

20th century vanguard movements (in the context of Surrealist visual art), is curiously 

dismissive of the value of texts actually written by practicing Spiritualists (“Spiritualist 

poetry is uniformly horrible if one reads it with an eye accustomed to touchstones such as 

Alfred Tennyson and Emily Dickinson” (126)) preferring to let the movement’s 

aesthetics linger as a background radiation feeding his Surrealist subjects. That is, these 

studies risk falling into reading modernists as modernists and Spiritualists as Spiritualists, 

with a line in the sand dividing texts worthy of close reading and “mere” background 

material. There’s a strict sense of a before-and-after-- rather than two moments in 

literature inflecting and informing each other, the influence of the 19th century esoteric 

on 20th century writing is imagined as a species of faintly musty fragments shored up 

against modernist ruin, rendered worthy of study only by virtue of their eccentric 

integration into other peoples’ archives. They arrive, ironically, already as ruins to be 

picked through, and so their ghostly return can only be figured as fragmentary and 

allusive.  

However, I wish to join the burgeoning recognition that the body of Spiritualist-

generated poetry and the communities it circulated within made up an active and thriving 

moment in 19th century American literature, one which subscribed to and conspicuously 

sought to emulate many of the developing features of the bourgeois lyric while, in order 

to disseminate and embody the tenets of Spiritualism, undercut it in others. While this 

micro-genre of poetry has merit as an object of study on its own steam, I propose that its 

most urgent value in this project is the very density on offer of poets writing 
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mediumistically, and reading and discussing poems within the language of mediumship. 

If H.D., Spicer, et al. are exceptions, to an extent, in the specificity and intensity of their 

supernatural trappings in comparison to the verse culture they arrive in, Doten, Sprague, 

and Whitman are invaluable in that, by presuming a ready audience already familiar with 

and committed to the basic “gist” of spirit mediumship, and an even larger audience that 

was skeptical but perhaps open-minded and certainly vaguely familiar with the rules of 

the game, they can offer us a glimpse of mediumistic “shop talk,” a discourse in which 

believers could communicate transparently with each other as members of a coherent 

community with a shared, if nebulous, core of common beliefs rather than as eccentrics 

reaching out across a distance. What I will call “Spiritualist poetry” is just that, the 

historically bounded body of poetry produced between 1848 and the first half of the 20th 

century by practicing, planchette-carrying Spiritualists and mediums (and in the scope of 

this project, 19th century poets exclusively). 

By working towards a definition of a “mediumistic lyric” that can enfold and 

describe works as formally diffuse as Spicer’s After Lorca, HD’s Trilogy, the Poe-

”inspired” poems of Doten, and Achsa Sprague’s mystic proto-confessionalism, I hope to 

reconfigure the ways in which the relationship between modern mediumistic texts and 

their historical antecedents is read. Instead of Spiritualism read as the “matter” of later 

writing, I propose a discontinuous tradition of writing and reading through a loose 

continuum of practices aligned around the idea of the author as displaced, distorted, or 

otherwise torqued by the introduction of supernatural agents or agencies which recast the 

material presence of the “author” as mediating, channeling, or dictating language from a 

literalized place outside the self and outside of human cognition--that is, mediumistic. 
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While this model could of course be extended even further back in time (towards, say, 

prophetic verse a la the apocryphal Mother Shipton or Nostradamus, or the “angelic” 

poems of Edward Kelley and John Dee), I choose to focus in on American Spiritualism 

and the modernist genealogy extending out from H.D. as specially suggestive and 

productive. In this accounting, the poetic output of the 19th century Spiritualists may 

come to resemble less a dead-end or curio and more an integral if occluded step in the 

development of the experimental lyric mode, and certain formal or stylistic features 

which appear enigmatic in the work of modernism may become legible as later 

flourishings of that mode. 

Much of recent lyric theory, notably, in this context, Virginia Jackson’s, consists 

of attempts to document and comprehend the process by which modes of lyric writing 

and lyric reading came not only to cohere as practical literary strategies but to stand in for 

generalized methods of interfacing with poetry as a body of text, that is, the process by 

which the reflexive understanding of “poetry” came, for many readers, to be understood 

as synonymous with “lyric poetry.” Abstractly universalized under the rubric of the 

“lyric,” with the lyric functioning as a certain aesthetic expression of the experience of 

the sensitive, singular “I,” the academic and critical structures of the 18th century 

onwards endeavored to subsume the variety of generic forms poetry could take under the 

umbrella of the lyric through what Virginia Jackson calls the process of “lyricization.” As 

she traces this process in the early pages of Dickinson’s Misery, this voracious idea of the 

lyric entailed not only the collapse of “various mimetic poetic subgenres” (ballads, 

hymns, elegies, lieder, etc.) into the category of the Romantic lyric, but the collapse of 

various socially or economically contingent methods of accessing poems (broadsides, 
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hornbooks, or, as we’ll encounter in reading Spiritualist poets, newspapers) into an 

increasingly idealized scene of reading “identified with an idealized moment of 

expression.” (7)2 By the beginning of the 19th century, she argues, the lyric had 

established itself in the imagination as thoroughly ahistorical, belonging to no time in 

particular-- emerging, as it were, out of the aether of the imagination, just the way poems 

happened to be. The “lyric” was, in a sense, the product of a self-conscious myth-making. 

John Stuart Mill’s 1833 conception of [lyric] poetry’s peculiar “unconsciousness of a 

listener,” (97) its self-reflexive and monologic disregard of its audience or its “social 

setting,” per Anne Janowitz “benignly severed from poetic intentions”, is a function of 

this myth of lyricism as timeless, universal-- and unmediated (19). 

What, then, can we make of the lyric output of mediums? If the process of 

lyricization or the cementing of what a lyric might be is based around certain conceptions 

of identity, selfhood, and textual authority-- that, as in Mill, the lyric poem is the product 

of an enclosed selfhood engaged in an act of expression with itself-- then the medium, 

multiple by definition, opens the site of production to types of contamination or 

pollination and dramatically throws open the shuttered windows of the lyric scene. 

 The teleology of the lyric as it arrived into the 20th century, in a certain sense, 

was the mobilization of the figure of the poet as the site for the self-contained, anomistic 

“I”’s propaganda division-- a romanticization and reification of particular and historical 

ways of understanding the perimeters and powers of the self, a literal “song of the self” 

that enacts, by bits and pieces, the labor of definition in singing itself into existence. The 

                                                
2 Roy Harvey Pearce’s 1961 The Continuity of American Poetry, Jackson argues, demonstrates how this 
process played out in the 20th century, as Pearce blithely lumps everything from Puritan epigrams to 
protest songs to anagrams as together as recognizable manifestations of lyric verse (11). 
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medium who deigns to engage in the lyric is implicitly in the position of rule-breaker and 

trouble-maker by positing the location from which lyric articulation comes as more 

complicated, more multiple, and more unpredictable. By its nature, a mediumistic lyric 

cannot be read in a Millsian way, since it’s no longer either the record of a stable self 

talking to itself, nor the working out of a solitary scene of contemplation-- “the actor 

knows that there is an audience present; but if he act as though he knew it, he acts ill 

(Mill, 97).” That is, the mediumistic lyric-- as all linguistic artifacts of mediumship-- 

depends on a bifurcation somewhere between the text’s pre-existence as the object of 

contemplation by one mind or another and its translation into public existence, in which 

the poet is both actor and audience. A mediumistic soliloquy is either not mediumistic or 

not a soliloquy, as the hand or mouth that introduces it into the material world is always 

alterior to it, is always encountering it first as something emerging from somewhere 

outside of itself. As such, it is-- despite the popular image of the claustrophobic seance 

room, or the lonesome withdrawal of the trance--almost always social in its 

mythologizing as well as its actual situation in print or speech (the Spiritualist poets, after 

all, almost exclusively published towards the ends of converting or convincing an 

audience of the truths of Spiritualism, or of addressing disputes within the Spiritualist 

community). If, as Allen Grossman writes in “Summa Lyrica,” the lyric is distinct for 

being “[that] which imitates man alone,” then the mediumistic lyric offers a challenge by 

positing a lyric written by a subject or subjects neither entirely human nor entirely alone. 

(212)3 Yet Grossman is not naive in this, teasing out a web of paradoxes and 

                                                
3
 At the same time, this form of lyricism could be read as a New Critics’ dream come true. For if we may, 

as above, read these poems as lyrics emerging out of an excitingly multiple and radically destabilized 
position, we might also read them as the fantasy of a much more conservative mindset, one in which the 
messily historical and contingent site of the mortal poet is willingly ceded to a poem which miraculously 
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complication in this apparent solipsism of the lyric. For example, later in the essay he 

appends the follow statements regarding “Self:” 

7. A poem has the same singularity as a self. 
7.1 The question arises: ‘Why are there many poems? Why are there more 
poems than one?’ 
7.2 Stationed within the horizon of the speaking person of the one poem, 
we cannot say for sure that there is more than one poem. 
7.3 The observation ‘There is more than one poem’ calls to mind the 
historicity of the observer. As no face has turned quite round toward itself, 
and no eye has looked into its own depth, so no speaker has seen his or her 
own poem, nor the marks upon it of his or her singular point of emergence 
in history. 
7.4 There is more than one poem only in the sense in which there is more 
than one self. 
7.5 There is a strong sense in which there is only one self. (235-236) 
 

The self is a more complicated thing than it appears to be at first blush, and while 

Grossman, presumably, did not write this essay with the example of spirit mediums in 

mind, his linguistic experiment here suggests a fruitful point of contact. The foiled 

capacity for poetic self-examination, the deadlock between the singularity of the self and 

the potential multiplicity of the poem-- these suggest problems which the intercession of 

the mediumistic Outside, if taken seriously, could complicate or outright circumvent. 

Taken literally-- that is, perhaps, taken speculatively-- the problems of lyric subjectivity 

posed by Grossman may be solved simply by splitting the labor of composition between 

facets of the self, of creatively turning the authorial fiat of selfhood over, provisionally, to 

a supernatural other. 

                                                

comes into being uncoached. While Tate or Brooks would likely have little patience with the premises or 

the politics of Spiritualist, the core gamble of these poems-- that the material conditions of the poet are 
accidental to the transcendent essence or spirit of the text-- suggests a much different angle of approach 
than the one I take. 
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 At the same time, Grossman stakes much on the transience of the poetic speaker-- 

the kernel of the knowledge of mortality and longing at the core of the lyric project. 

“Poetry is produced by the mortality of body and soul, the immiscibility of minds, and 

the postponement of the end of the world,” he writes; “Poetry [emphasis mine] functions 

as a machine for producing immortality in the form of the convergence of meaning and 

being in presence” (210). A literally staggering sentiment, which, as an aside, I have had 

written on a piece of paper pinned up over my workspace since first encountering 

Grossman’s essay. But again, the provisional and experimental taking-seriously of 

mediumship throws a wrench in the works, one which will be attended to over the course 

of this project: if poetry as such produces immortality through its generative bringing 

together of meaning and being in the “right here, right now” of the poem, what does it 

mean if poetry is generated by intelligences outside of time, distinct from mortality, and 

fundamentally apart from the mortal body of the poet? What if the lyric presupposes a 

form of supernatural collaboration in which minds are not immiscible? What if the poem 

itself is a vouchsafe against the end of the world, or a gentle foreclosing of the sense of 

an ending at all?  

 The mediumistic lyric, then, restages the aesthetic and philosophical questions 

that Grossman extrapolates from the project of lyric poetry as theological and in many 

cases esoteric. It charges them with an urgency and a literalism that can range from 

bracing to bewildering to silly-- but in each case, it does so by asking questions about the 

role of the subject and of the position of the self that, if not dismissed out of hand, 

demand unusual lines of inquiry and even more unusual answers. If the self can be 

multiple and the painful lyric present not actually bound by the linear progression of 
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history, then how much of the lyric project can be rethought, if only for a moment, and 

after that moment, how much of that experiment can be salvaged and brought back for 

recuperation and use? 

 

ii. Methods of Mediumship 

 Before setting out on a reading based on the idea of the mediumistic lyric, it’s 

worth pausing to clarify what I mean by the term. This is somewhat complicated by the 

absence of a definitive ur-text to point to. Insofar as Spiritualism itself was held together 

by a bundle of associated practices, discourses, and loose beliefs, practitioners differed 

wildly on the finer points (were you Swedenborgian? Harmonialist? A follower of Harris, 

or of Spear, or of Woodhull?), from how the afterlife was organized to how mediumship 

actually worked. Spiritualist poets were no different, so in digging back into their 

archives, contradictions from author to author are the norm.  

To begin with, what I’m calling the mediumistic lyric is a formally agnostic term-

- poems that I’ll describe as belonging to it range from Spicer’s baroque and experimental 

serial poetry to the meticulous formal imitations of Lizzie Doten, from Achsa Sprague’s 

regular meter to H.D.’s incantatory free verse line. In a sense it’s as permeable and 

flexible as the lyric itself is. Rather, it distinguishes itself precisely in the scrum where 

many conversations about defining the lyric itself start racking up bruises and bloody 

noses, that is, in pinning down the kinds of claims it makes about itself and the conditions 

of its composition. Furthermore, as a generic field which includes generous swathes of 

didactic poems, or at least poems which concern themselves thematically with their own 

production, the mediumistic lyric also pertains to the ways in which the narrative of such 
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compositional claims play out within the text of the poem.4 Finally, once a mediumistic 

lyric does establish the miraculous conditions of its coming into being, it finds itself 

capable of making equally miraculous knowledge claims, shading often into the realm of 

prophecy, or what William James’s colleague Fredric Meyers dubbed retrocognition. 

 Very broadly, it self-consciously sets out to do things that normal poems cannot 

(and that most other types of language can’t do either), by coming into being in a way 

that normal poems don’t. The price for all of this is extracted from the figure of the poet, 

who is simultaneously elevated and abjected, and figured as doing a quite different kind 

of labor than the lyric poet is usually thought of. In (very loose) order of importance and 

universal applicability, here are several of the most significant of these claims: 

1) The ambiguous authorship of the poet and the intercession of the Outside: The 

mediumistic lyric always posits a complex relationship between the poem as a textual 

object, the material body which sets it to the page or speaks it to an audience, and the 

actual authentic “source” of the poem. While the other general features of the 

mediumistic lyric may under certain circumstances be absent or irrelevant, the basic logic 

of the term depends, of course, on a mediumistic relationship: one in which the material 

body of the poet is complicated by an unseen and often supernatural subject. The physical 

presence of the poet is a mediation between the text and an exterior source, an “Outside” 

read as supernatural, mystical, or paranormal in design-- in any case beyond the capacity 

of the human subject to fully comprehend. In the case of Spiritualist poetry, for example, 

                                                
4
 As this is not always clear-cut-- a Spiritualist “channeling” of Burns rarely announces itself as such 

within the space of the poem itself, and as Sarah Helen Whitman demonstrates the line between secular 
imitation and mediumistic “inspiration” is often largely dependent on context-- this definitional work relies 
heavily on paratextual sources such as lectures, interviews, and notes from sympathetic readers.  
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this “Outside” was often presented as the presence or voice of a prominent dead poet, 

much like Spiritualist oratory often drew on the borrowed authenticity of well-known 

speakers just as Plato or the American Founding Fathers, although it also had room for 

composite or fictional characters as well as metaphysical figures such as angels or other 

ostensibly higher forms of life. The poem thus arrives in almost all cases compromised as 

it is filtered through the imperfecting transmitter of the medium. Spicer is most explicit 

and self-lacerating in laying out the mechanics of this arrangement in his conceit of 

Martians, furniture, and the poet as radio. In his first Vancouver lecture he writes that 

“you get some idea that there is a difference between you and the Outside of you which is 

writing poetry [...] you know damn well it belongs to somebody else, that your wife had 

the child by another father, and the wife being inside you, which makes the metaphor 

rather bad” (The House That Jack Built, 7). As Peter Gizzi glosses it in his commentary 

on Spicer’s lectures, “as a model for poetic composition, it suggests that composition 

begins with listening and not self-expression, with emptiness and not an overflow of 

autobiographical content” (187). Although his evocation of Martians is admittedly 

playful-- “it’s just to be funny”-- the idea of the poet as a mechanism which furnishes the 

limits of the poem’s capacity but merely passively receives the poem itself recurs 

throughout his poems as well as his lectures (24). The mortal poet is the vessel or the 

broadcaster of the poem, but not its author, and is to be held responsible only for its 

failures.5 

                                                
5 Spicer tentatively puts Blake in this tradition, but admits mostly frustration and disappointment in Blake 
as a visionary mystic. “[...] when Blake really was sure that the angels were speaking to him, they stopped 
speaking” (35) he complains. The true prophetic verse, Spicer argues, comes unsought and unexpected-- he 
locates Blake at his most authentically divine, as most truly at the mercy of angelic language, in his 
marginal notes and occasional verse. This stubborn insistence on an anti-programmatic poetics-- that the 
poet stops being a “receiver” when most dogmatically convinced of the message they anticipate receiving-- 
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Spicer’s method of “dictation” corresponds neatly with one of the more prominent 

Spiritualist theories of inspiration. In William Stainton Moses’ 1907 Spirit Teachings, a 

didactic text attempting to reconcile Spiritualism with Christianity, a spirit uses the figure 

of the Spiritualist medium to account for irregularities or contradictions in the Bible, 

linking the figure of the medium to that of the prophet: 

So much of truth is given as man can grasp; no more under any 
circumstances, but just so much as he can grasp, so much as suffices for 
his present craving. That truth is revealed through the instrumentality of a 
man, and is always more or less mixed with the thoughts and opinions of 
the medium. Nay, the communicating spirits are perforce obliged to use 
the material, which is found in the medium’s mind, moulding and 
fashioning it for their purpose: erasing fallacies, inspiring new views of 
truth, but working on the material which is already gathered (64). 
 

The spirit goes on to reinforce the notion, inherited perhaps from Mesmer but certainly 

relevant to how Spiritualists conceived of authorship and creativity, that mediumship is 

dependent on a special species of porous passivity: 

The purity of the spirit message depends much on the passivity of the 
medium, and on the conditions under which the message is communicated. 
Hence, in your records, there are traces here and there of the individuality 
of the medium; of errors caused by imperfect control; of the colour of his 
opinions [...] (ibid) 
 

One of the implications for this can best be framed in a somewhat accusatory way: who 

or what is responsible for the poem? Under the sign of the lyric as it was generally 

understood in the mid-19th century, the answer was deceptively simple-- the self, acting 

under its steam towards its own ends, purified by circling in the stripped down social 

relation of the introspective monologue. Hegel was not alone when he defined the lyric in 

his lectures on aesthetics as specially the domain of the subjective, “the inner world, the 

                                                

already puts him at odds with the didactic Spiritualist project, and, as he stops short, I think, of 
acknowledging outright in the lectures, with Duncan.  
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mind that considers and feels [...] alone with itself as inwardness” (1037-1038). It was 

therefore restricted to a kind of pinhole sensorium in which the poet or singer elaborates 

on the limited array of things provided by the sense, embroidering and embellishing as 

craft allows rather than folding outward to encompass more things and events as the epic 

or dramatic might. Its subject, even if mediated through other objects, was the self that 

sang it, and the singer’s self, being in possession of a singular archive on which to build 

this song, was the solitary genius of the lyric’s production.  

The mediumistic lyric, if it does absolutely nothing else, rejects this model. In its 

most blatant terms, Doten’s 1863 Poems From The Inner Life borrows Hegel’s language 

but posits an “inner life” thronging with outside intelligences sometimes difficult to 

distinguish from one’s own:  

For the very reason that I have natural poetic tendencies, I attract 
influences of a kindred nature; and when I desire it, or they will to do so, 
they cast their characteristic inspirations upon me, and I give them 
utterance according to my ability. It is often as difficult to decide what is 
the action of one’s own intellect and what is spirit-influence, as it is in our 
ordinary associations to determine what is original with ourselves and 
what we have received from circumstances or contact with the mind of 
others. Yet, nevertheless, there are cases where the distinction is so 
evident that it is not to be doubted. (xi) 
 

The poet is reframed as a sort of messenger or amanuensis on behalf of its outside 

interlocutor, and the poet’s utterance is allocated only in part to the poet, the rest of the 

“credit” split between the expression of the Outside itself and the remainder made up of 

the “noise” or, per Mackey, “rasp” that creeps in as a byproduct of the imperfect 

transmission from source to poet to page, that is, the sound of the edges of the human 

poet scraping against the uncapped, surplus “stuff” of the Outside. In an 1856 essay for 

The Spiritual Telegraph, Alonzo Newton describes Achsa Sprague’s process as follows: 
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According to her statement, she retains her consciousness complete, so as 
to be herself a listener to the words spoken through her lips, but her 
consciousness becomes partially merged into that of the controlling mind, 
by which she becomes elevated, as it were, and for the time feels herself to 
be a disembodied spirit addressing mortals. At the same time she is aware 
that she is not either originating the thoughts or furnishing the words for 
their expression—nor does she know beforehand the topics of discourse. 
While speaking she can not control her organs of speech, for they are 
moved by another will. Hence she is aware that sometimes ungrammatical 
sentences and words are employed, much to her mortification, but has no 
power to restrain or correct them. To repeat an argument we have often 
before stated: It is evident these discourses are the product of conscious 
mind, which is working with a purpose and to an end; the visible speaker 
is conscious that it is not her mind, and hence it must be another; it claims 
to be a distinct mind, a disembodied spirit, controlling the organism for the 
time being by permission of its rightful owner.  
 

 The lyric poem, then, is not limited to the lonely articulation of the monadic poet’s 

subjectivity, but is free to-- or compelled to--expand its purview to whatever the limits of 

the Outside’s consciousness is established as. The friction between the disembodied, 

extrahuman capacity of the Outside and the porous but indelibly human and humanly 

limited space of the writing, interpreting poet is the characteristic structural trait of the 

mediumistic lyric, with an ensuing push and pull waged within each poem over how 

much is the product of the human poet and how much is the product of the Outside. 

To summarize, the mediumistic lyric is one in which the monologic premise of 

the lyric is confronted with the introduction of one or more extra subjectivities which 

coexist with the poet/medium in the site of the poem. On one extreme, the medium is a 

completely passive instrument used as a kind of typewriter or letter-producing device by 

the Outside. On the other, the Outside is more like a supplement to the subjectivity of the 

medium, working in collaboration with the human to produce a hybrid text partially 
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authored by all parties involved.6 In 19th century mediums, this distinction was 

somewhat subordinate to a common focus on Spiritualism’s ends rather than its means, 

whereas with later poets the ethical and political difference is starker. For Spicer 

mediumship is glossed more frequently as a violent usurpation of the self, and is treated 

with a degree of cautiousness or outright fear. For H.D. the poet remains, to a greater or 

lesser degree, in the driver’s seat while they benefit from the intercession of the Outside, 

and so in turn they frame mediumship in more utopian or emancipatory terms.  

2) This ambiguity over the position of authorship translates into a porousness of 

identity. In the wake of mediumship-- that is, in the wake of having been transformed into 

or used as if a switching station or temporary vessel-- the poet is left in the position of 

being only partially capable of “identifying” with the articulation of their lyric “voice,” 

and under the logic of the lyric as pure expression of an “I,” left in a tricky position about 

what the “I” remains, what the “I” is doing, and what it can get away with. Anne Braude, 

in her immensely influential Radical Spirits, stages the argument that mediumship 

allowed a kind of discursive gender-bending, in which young women could, by 

performing or practicing the channeling of historically significant male spirits, carve out 

a public platform otherwise inaccessible to them. For her, the space of mediumship is in 

part strategic, and permits socially marginalized speakers to temporally don the mantle of 

                                                
6 In a lecture titled “Ancient Thought and Modern Spiritualism,” reprinted in the 1878 anthology Rifts in 

the Veil, C. Carter Blake argues that all modern Spiritualists are either Epicurean or Platonic-- the “control” 
is either, per Epicurus, a function of processes internal to the medium (kind of like a poltergeist) that, no 
matter how their supernatural or divine origins are understood ultimately are traced back to the medium’s 
innate capacities or faculties, or, per Plato and later Neoplatonists and Christian Fathers, a daemon or 
daemonium, a kind of external consciousness descending onto the medium from above or outside, an 
entirely separate agency. Blake’s essay, frankly, descends into a certain fussiness over the minutia of 
physics that makes some other Spiritualists, notably Robert Hare, opaque to the 21st century reader, rooted 
as they are in long-dated scientific debates about substance and matter. Nevertheless, his binary maps 
agreeably onto the schema I’m proposing, in which specific mediums or practices of mediumship can be 
arranged on a scale according to the distribution of agency, or, I guess, the distribution of agents. 
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privilege and social capital, as well as the attention-grabbing element of spectacle 

inherent in young, well-dressed women standing on stage acting like Benjamin Franklin.7 

Braude’s account offers a compelling account of what mediumship could accomplish, 

and why, from a practical standpoint, someone might choose to take to the stage as a 

medium rather than a different kind of speaker, but mediumship as a lyric practice also 

demands an explanation of what mediumship looks like and how its logic unfolds from 

inside the subjective site of mediumship. How did it feel to share a discursive space with 

the spirit of someone or something other than oneself, how do accounts of mediumship 

hold together when read in good faith, even if provisionally, as real moments of religious 

or mystical experience that challenge the experience of the rational world?8 If we take 

seriously the possibility of a phenomenology of mediumship, how can we start to 

understand the affective dimensions of how mediumistic speech or text was generated 

and what that meant for the medium being utilized? 

The site of production of the mediumistic lyric could be understood as a 

hybridized, liminal space, in which differing subject positions speak through the same 

organ, in which the material body embedded in the present writes with the authority of 

the past and the future. Walt Whitman’s “I am large, I contain multitudes” echoes the 

uncanny capaciousness of the mediumistic body, and his own unsuccessful attempts to 

achieve states of mediumistic trance hints at the pull that this model held on him.9 If 

                                                
7 She also acknowledges that this platform, particularly as a public spectacle, has its limits, and often 
intersected with the voyeuristic desire of male audience members to see young women acting unusually in 
public.  
8 Cottom’s aforementioned Abyss of Reason starts on a similar note, linking Spiritualism with Surrealism 
as, fundamentally, assaults on late-19th and early-20th reifications of empiricist rationality.  
9 The August 1st, 1857 volume of The Spiritual Age, quoted by Molly McGarry in her essay “The Quick, 
the Dead, and the Yet Unborn: Untimely Sexualities and Secular Hauntings,” describes a meeting of New 
York Spiritualists attended by Whitman:  
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Whitman’s famous line could be read as a condensation of Leaves of Grass’ larger 

endeavor to permit the lyric “I” to ecstatically encompass and lay ludic claim to 

everything it set its sights on-- a kind of mutual, communal I that invites the objects of its 

gaze to participate in itself-- the lyric as exercised by the medium is at once less 

ambitious in its scope and more exacting in its claims. After all, even if I, as a reader in 

2020, am caught up in the spell of Whitman’s project, feel myself interpellated lovingly 

as the reader he desires loving and comradely touch with, the poem stops short of 

claiming “you, Holly, writing in your windowless office in Philadelphia, yes, you with 

the sweater, come along with me.” The gambits of Leaves of Grass are, ultimately, 

rhetorical gambits. Even if, as Whitman’s experiments in mediumship suggested, they 

gestured towards a horizon of more literalized authorial porousness, what feels like a 

specificity and intimacy of address is a rhetorical effect, not a real claim to any mystical 

properties inherent in the poem or its capacity to do more or reach further than any other 

collection of ink marks on paper, no matter how beautiful or moving. 

                                                

“[...] he was unable to get a clear idea of what mediumship really was. He was unable to get a 
direct answer to the Doctor’s question, what constitutes a medium as contradistinctive to what is 
not?  He had observed that mediums were of every variety physically, intellectually and morally. 
One was delicate, frail and of a nervous constitution, another was robust, healthy and vigorous. 
One was ignorant and imbecile, while another was intelligent and learned. He wished to come at 
the knowledge of what peculiar constitution, temperament, quality or condition is requisite to 
constitute a medium. It is all important that we should possess this knowledge if possible. Mrs. 
Hatch explained it to him once, but not satisfactorily. She said that there was a medium-spirit on 
the other side of the line, as it were, associated with the physical medium. That it was through this 
spiritual medium that spirits, and circles, and societies of spirits first communicated, and it again 
communicated with and through the physical medium with whom it was en rapport. She declared 
that there was as much necessity for a medium there as here. He should like to know the truth 
about the matter and be a medium himself if possible. He tried for twelve months and failed. He 
hoped it would be explained.” (263-264) 

His desire for a little consistency is more than understandable.  
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As mediums, however, Spicer’s “I” can fluidly if tempestuously include himself, 

Lorca, Orpheus, and the underpinning conceit of Martian controllers, just as Lizzie Doten 

can compose from the mingled site of herself, Lizzie, and the active agential spirits of 

Poe, Burns, and Shakespeare. The poet and the poem become sacral spaces by which 

identity and address can be magically distorted or supplemented. What’s more, these 

multivalent performances could be easily tailored for specific audiences-- instead of 

Burns, a sitter could receive a personal message from a departed relative, or, in the 

improvisatrice performances designed to demonstrate the unearthly talent of the spirits, 

respond to audience prompts with complete and polished poems on the spot. In 

mediumistic practices of dictation, imitation, and inspiration, the poet’s ambiguous 

position in mediating, rather than “creating” the textual object that addresses its audience, 

acknowledges that the site of authorship is uncertain and the fixity of the poetic speaker 

built on wobbly ground-- but converts this potentially awful realization into uplift by 

filling this vacuum with the figure of the guiding spirit, shifting the body as vacant 

subject into a rhetoric of the body as willing and joyfully instrumentalized recipient. 

While later writers-- Spicer and Mackey especially-- are less hopeful, what’s held in 

common is that the subverting of the structures of the normative lyrical speaker is framed 

as an opportunity to grab onto, an event which facilitates the creation of poetry rather 

than shuts it down. 

Contra John Stuart Mill’s notorious definition of the lyric as the self overheard 

speaking to itself, a closed circuit, the mediumistic lyric minimizes the self in order to 

both enfold the addressee and, more importantly, elevate the status of the letter itself. 

There is not the sense as in Mill of poetry as a kind of mental and spiritual alchemy in 
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which “Every truth which a human being can enunciate, every thought, even every 

outward impression, which can enter into [...] consciousness, may become poetry”, 

because the poem is neither positioned as generated from external input and nor set out as 

the product of the poet’s absorption of wordly stimuli (96). The lyric gaze is turned 

inwards towards an alternate source of subjectivity instead of outwards towards a world 

which might reflect and inform a singular, private subjectivity. Mill’s “utter 

unconsciousness of a listener” does not hold within the logic of mediumship because the 

soliloquism of the lyric is always, at the bare minimum, a double-act, one in which 

speaker and audience are mingled and confused (97). If the authorial self speaks, it is on 

behalf and as envoy of a textual subject beyond itself, which addresses not, self-

reflexively, the bodily poet (who, depending on the brand of mediumship at work, might 

not even be aware of what their hands are doing), but a reader invited to leapfrog over the 

“author” towards supernatural communion with the word. In Mill’s formulation such a 

prophet, didactically determined to be heard and speaking as a divine proxy for 

something or some things other, is antithetical to the lyricist.  

But here we return to Braude and her demonstration of the social and political 

pressures that made the discursive channeling of long-dead men a viable strategy for 

young female Spiritualists. If the lyric as understood in the 19th century sank or swam on 

its ability to fluently transmit the experience of one discrete self, the writer, towards 

another discrete self, the reader, it did so by making assumptions about shared qualities of 

subjectivity and substance on behalf of both parties involved. If Spiritualism’s most 

frequently articulated explanation of mediumship is to be believed, the reason that a Cora 

Hatch could give voice to a Benjamin Franklin had little to do with any mental or 
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spiritual parity between them, but with a construction of the feminine or feminized 

subject as uniquely porous or passive, less willing to present resistance to mediumship’s 

grafting and splicing of different identities-- particularly the identities of “geniuses” 

possessing especially strong or powerful wills, as Lizzie Doten describes.10 In an 1887 

essay in her periodical Two Worlds, Spiritualist historian and spokesperson Emma 

Hardinge Britten goes a step further, advising that “No person of a strong positive [i.e., 

aggressive, active, forceful] temperament should be present [during a seance], as any 

such magnetic spheres emanating from the circle will overpower that of the spirits.” 

Despite the fervent activism of many mediums on behalf of proto-feminist causes, as a 

compositional stance Spiritualist mediumship rested, nominally, on effacing the 

subjectivity of the female-coded medium, positing a muteness or transparency which let 

the identity of the control come through all the more clearly. Let’s begrudgingly flip back 

to Hegel, who presumes a normative human subject ideally suited for both producing and 

consuming lyric poetry. In setting out to define the special characteristics of the lyric 

poet, he writes: 

The contents of lyric, as we saw, consist of (i) meditations comprising the 
universal element in existence and its situations, and (ii) the variety of its 
particular aspects. But, by being pure generalities and particular views and 
feelings, both these constituents are mere abstractions which need a link if 
they are to acquire a living lyrical individuality, and this link must be of an 
inner and therefore subjective kind. Thus as the centre and proper content 
of lyric poetry there must be placed the poetic concrete person, the poet, 

                                                
10

 Andrew Jackson Davis, one of the most prominent male Spiritualists, was painted by critics as 
excessively feminine, an androgynous, waifish figure.Spiritualists themselves uneasily combined social 
platforms geared towards gradual parity between men and women (Davis’ own The Great Harmonia 
describes in terms almost wholly divorced from metaphysics the comprehensive marginalization of women 
in the domestic and economic spheres) while insisting on stridently essentialist and mystical apportions of 
gendered labor when it came to mediumship itself-- a stance inherited, perhaps largely via Davis, from the 
rhetorics of somnambulism, mesmerism, and Swedenborganism. Rifts in the Veil, the 1878 pocket 
anthology of Spiritualist verse and essays, offers a long excerpt of Swedenborg’s gender politics, in which 
he goes on at length about women’s absence of any creative faculty-- a strange pick for a collection 
primarily made up of woman poets and essayists!  
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but he must not proceed to actual deeds and actions or become involved in 
the movement of dramatic conflicts. His sole expression and act is limited, 
on the contrary, to lending to his inner life words which, whatever their 
objective meaning may be, reveal the spiritual sense of the person using 
them and are meant to arouse and keep alive in the hearer the same sense 
and spirit, the same attitude of mind, and the like direction of thought. 
(1129) 
 

In his attempts to come to a definition of the pure lyric spirit in which Hafez can speak 

with as much clarity to a 19th century German academic as can Goethe or Schiller, Hegel 

reifies the necessity of a kind of subjective tether by which the reader and the writer of 

the lyric can greet one another as mirror images or benevolent doppelgangers of one 

another, in which one of the primary thrills of the lyric is the recognition in the thoughts 

and desires of another the thoughts and desires of one’s self. Hence Hegel’s ambivalence 

about the lyricality of folk-poetry, which, although it can express the same kinds of 

feelings as “true” lyric poetry, is not the immediate product of a singular lyric speaker but 

rather the metonymic expression of a nation’s entire network of speakers. That is, a 

nation does not think and meditate and reflect as a person does, and Hegel’s highly 

influential theory of the lyric supposes a system of thinking, meditating and reflecting 

that is universally practiced and recognized by people across a wide variety of times and 

places. Hence, Hegel argues, Pindar’s continued interest despite the relative obscurity and 

triviality of his ostensive subject matter-- where his athletes and games recede into 

irrelevance, the pure portrayal of Pindar as a subject remains compelling. In terms of 

formal elements, too, Hegel justifies the extreme range of ways in which what he calls 

the lyric manifests itself across time by relentlessly emphasizing that form, musicality, 

prosody, etc., are largely means of conveying this essential expression of subjective 
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experience, of the concentrated unity of the lyrical self, and taking external functions as a 

way of making that experience objective. 

 Thus the apex of lyrical expression-- which for Hegel manifests itself in Schiller-- 

is a kind of poet-as-hieroglyph in which the articulation of the self comes to encompass a 

comprehensive fullness that stretches towards universal knowledge. In this stage of lyric 

development the “great thoughts and serious interests, to which [the poet’s] whole life 

was devoted, appear therefore as the inmost property of his own spirit” (1146) making 

the world, ultimately, a manifestation of the poet rather than the poet a manifestation of 

the world, somewhat akin to Harold Bloom’s rhapsodic claims about Shakespeare’s 

“invention” of the Western subject. In all of this, Hegel presumes a transparency of 

recognition, a throughline of bedrock “identity” which is more or less crystalline in the 

lyric insofar as it reaches the reader, across time and space, intact. Difference is flattened 

out and, as in his reading of Pindar, different stages of historical or social development or 

conditions are taken as epiphenomenal. The lyric as it comes through in Hegel offers 

little wiggle room for a poetics of political agitation and change, as, by his definition, 

what will remain intact in the poem’s transmission is the placid, still core of a universal 

human subjectivity, glossed, not so coincidentally, as male throughout his Aesthetics. The 

history of the lyric is, then, shown as ultimately an imperial project, in which a 

universalized vessel for the subject struggles out of the historical quagmire of the Greeks 

towards Schiller’s transcendent fiat to take the entire world as lyric extensions of the self. 

 The legacy of this framework, not only as a method of understanding the lyric 

poem but as a blueprint for a lyric or Romantic exercise of the self in general, had a 

hearty reception in the United States. I see traces of it in Emerson’s “transparent eyeball,” 
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which treats crucial elements of Emerson’s position as a thinker and public intellectual-- 

his whiteness, his masculinity, his upbringing in New England’s intellectual upper strata-

- as incidental to the transcendental project of the abstract gaze.  

 Yet Achsa Sprague could not put aside the fact that she was a woman, nor the fact 

of her chronic illness, and even as she argued that she was not the sole author of her 

poems, they still arrive explicitly scaffolded and underwritten by the material conditions 

of their composition and the contingent biographical data of Sprague in the position of 

“author.”. Nor could Spicer suspend his position as a gay man to speak from a normative 

lyric position fixed on the axis of heterosexual love. While the performance of a 1:1 

displacement of the mediumistic body by its spiritual control, as Braude describes, 

enabled subjects inhabiting a subordinate position in public culture the chance to 

provisionally “swap” positions, mediums’ own accounts of what mediumship felt like 

often described a more complicated situation, in which subjects could write and speak 

from a position of difference even while laying claim to the rhetorical ground allotted to 

their controls, inhabiting at once the positions of marginalized and privileged, universal 

subject and contingent self, authority and amateur.  

Even as Spiritualism framed the conditions of mediumship as structured around 

qualities of quietude and receptivity, mediums pushed back in asserting the significance 

and skewed willfulness of the mediating body. If the material body-- and the brain which 

inhabits it-- must be effaced to fuel the mediumistic narrative, it can’t be erased, and 

resurfaces in the rough edges of remainders of each mediumistic act. Mediumship is, 

potentially, a space in which identity can be experimented with, the nominally stable 
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space of the lyric “I” rattled or displaced,11 a border zone in which marginalized writers 

can provisionally seize mastery’s soapbox, in spite of or in resistance to a master-

narrative which seems intent on maintaining existing social hierarchies, an imperial 

project waged at the site of mediumistic utterance. As Cathy Gutierrez writes in Plato’s 

Ghost, in contrast with pathologizing medical discourses amidst the emerging 19th study 

of schizophrenia as a model for “multiple personalities,” Spiritualism “shifted the referent 

of the alternative consciousness outside of the self,” and unlike such pathologizing 

models, “Spiritualists saw the alternative personalities generally as wiser, more 

benevolent, and more ethically advanced than the medium in her waking state” (166). 

Within the space of the poem, and of the mythology of a kind of lyric apotheosis 

as the end-goal of the poetic project (which we’ll see in Sprague’s chamber-play “The 

Poet” later), what this often looks like is a fragmentation of Hegel’s lyric subject, in 

which speaker, self, and subject assume hazy edges, and in which the end-goal of 

transcendent identification with the lyric unity is subverted by the assertion that the site 

of the lyric poem can’t even achieve identification with itself. Alterity is a precondition of 

the poem’s production, and the body of the poet is opened up as a mysterious position of 

performance and reinterpretation. 

3) This Outside has access to kinds of knowledge and expression that are 

unavailable to both the material poet and to other writers, particularly involving the 

navigation of temporality. The prior two points perhaps undersell the characteristic 

strangeness of the mediumistic lyric in laboring to establish certain structural qualities-- 

                                                
11

 This is not to impose a necessarily utopian interpretation-- Spiritualism was rife with acts of “race-
bending” by white mediums, in which the spirits of black or Native American spirits were conjured up to 
offer, in exaggerated, stereotyped mannerisms, tepid apologia usually tailored to stroke the consciences of 
middle class white seance sitters. 
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what we might call the special effect of the miraculous, marvelous, or uncanny. After all, 

Spiritualist poets didn’t raise eyebrows and fill lycaeum halls by claiming to push back 

on Hegel. They did so by promising brand new poems from long dead poets like 

Shakespeare and Burns, or by offering supernatural information and intelligence 

avowedly beyond the capabilities of the poet-- by blending, in short, the rhetorical allure 

of the poet and orator with the sensationalistic allure of the necromancer and occultist, by 

extending the offer that poetic virtuosity could facilitate the articulation of the literally 

miraculous. The mediumistic lyric makes extraordinary claims, and treats time and 

temporality in extraordinary ways, in which “the contemporary” is expanded to 

accommodate incursions from the past, the future, and the geographically distant present. 

In the moment of Spiritualist poets, this entailed, “straightforwardly,” claims 

characteristic of earlier occult and esoteric movements. The dead were made to speak, as 

were supernatural intelligences like angels and the occasional malign spirit. The future 

was predicted, and contemporary events in far-off nations or other planets were 

confidently reported by immaterial travelers, as well as confidential or private 

information, ostensibly, from deceased speakers. The Spiritualist motto that “there is no 

death,” taken by the poet Florence Marryat as the title of a popular 1891 text,12 implied 

                                                
12 In an even more pointed variation, which gestures back to Cathy Gutierrez’s classicist reading of 
Spiritualism, is the final line Anna Blackwell’s 1853 “De Prefundis”: “There is no Death, but only 

Change!” Blackwell, on top of being a correspondent of Poe’s, a temporary Brooke Farm resident, and a 
lifelong sampler of occult organizations, was the sister of the US’ first female doctor, Elizabeth Blackwell, 
and the poem pays a fascinating attention to the corporeality of this change in a way that many other 
Spiritualists elided, preferring the line between this life and the next to be demurely blurry. She describes 
Decay as “a vital, sentient tide, which courses/ Through every Atom,” “the ceaseless action of the living 
forces” impelling mortal matter upwards into its rarified spiritual phase. Decay, detached from the grief and 
melancholy of death, is reimaged as the instigator and organizer of the “service and [....] mutual aid” which 
the raw material of the universe, she argues, tends towards (32-34).  

As an aside, Blackwell’s poem, in detailing how the process we call decay is ultimately in service 
of universal order, and how it works towards the immanent second coming of Isis and the casting aside of 
the “mystic Brazen Veil,” describes its shape as a “widening gyre” (31) nearly 70 years before Yeats. 
According to the scholarship of Sally Davis and Roger Wright, Blackwell was actually inducted into the 
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that the normal understanding of time as something which human subjects began 

experiencing at birth and, following a linear bend across the horizon, stopped 

experiencing at death, was obsolete. As Maryatt acknowledges in her epigraph, the 

phrase is borrowed from Longfellow’s “Resignation,” which continues, “what seems so 

is/ transition./ This life of mortal breath/ Is but a suburb of the Life Elysian/ Whose portal 

we call-- Death” (129). While Longfellow’s stanza is bracketed on either sides by 

conciliatory sentiments familiar to mainstream Protestant mourning poetry of the period, 

the appeal of these particular lines to Spiritualist readers is not difficult to see. American 

elegy of the 19th century was adept at blunting the sting of death and smoothing over the 

jarring transition, from the mourner’s perspective, of being wrenched from the experience 

of presence to the experience of traumatic absence.13 The Spiritualist promise of 

continued, even two-way communication across death continued this process of 

                                                

Order of the Golden Dawn at the end of 1892 or the beginning of 1893, at the age of 76 (web), two years 
after the young Yeats. As a final note of potential synchronicity, the very last poem in her 1853 Poems is 
the long sequence “A Vision,” which describes angelic guides explaining the fabric and destiny of the 
cosmos to her. 
13

 Kathryn Gin Lum, in her study of American attitudes towards Hell, Damned Nation, movingly indicates 
the mass carnage and extreme precarity of life in the Civil War as a pivotal moment in the shift towards a 
conciliatory orientation towards heaven vs. a warning orientation towards Hell in 19th century theology. 
“The anxiety with which soldiers sought to communicate how they had died and families awaited the news-
- whether in the faith or without any clear indication of how they stood with Christ--,” she writes, “bespoke 
not only a longing for heavenly reunion but also a fear that eternal separation might loom instead” (214). 
This sense of theological and rhetorical norms about the afterlife being overloaded, or short-circuited, by 
the scale of violence encountered during the war, and the accelerating and alienating tempo of life in a 
burgeoning industrial nation, forced shifts in American conceptions of what kind and how much of a gulf 
stood between the lost and the mourning squares with studies focusing on the expansion and fragmentation 
of organized Spiritualism during and after the war. 

As Mark A. Lause writes in Free Spirits, Spiritualists saw in the war an opportunity for expansion, 
as the radical causes they espoused, abolition chief among them, were thrust into the center of national 
discourse. “[...]Spiritualists saw possibilities in the changes a national mobilization might engender,” 
viewing, as one spirit put it “the harbinger of a beautiful morning” beyond the immediate maelstrom of war 
(63). However, he argues, as Protestant religious leaders-- with their attendant apparatuses of social and 
cultural infrastructure unavailable to Spiritualists-- began to incorporate, during and after the war, some of 
the softer-edged and hopeful rhetoric of Spiritualism, the immediate appeal of a new and untested religion 
began to lose some of its mainstream luster, the “theological void” which drew many curious seekers 
suddenly filled. In effect, the changing shape of mainstream Protestantism forced, to a large degree, 
Spiritualism out of the market (148). 
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amelioration while taking it to bold heights of literalism with radical implications. Death 

was still a door, but it was not a locked one, and it was not, in some ways, even regarded 

as one-way. From the Spiritualist perspective, families were no longer split apart by war 

or disease, grief was a passing pang of readjustment, and history became framed not as a 

procession of figures displacing one another, but a rush to join the universal polis of the 

afterlife, in which one could study with Plato, chat with Virgil, and visit a regenerate and 

repentant Poe in the permanent lunch-hour of eternity. 

 A byproduct of this belief, and the conceit of dead poets engaging in collaborative 

productions with medium poets, was that Spiritualist poets in particular were given the 

opportunity to choose not only their influences but, performatively, their contemporaries. 

Byron, Poe, and Shakespeare, for instance, visit mediums and seance tables with much 

more regularity than Wordsworth or Dryden. While this was surely in part a function of 

the literary marketplace, in which popular writers were miraculously closer to the rift in 

the veil than unpopular ones, it also speaks to the process of self-conscious canon-

building at work in a literary community functionally cut adrift from mainstream literary 

regard. Poe and Byron, to put it simply, offered things as authors to be drawn upon, 

learned from, and redeployed that others did not, and as mouths to place fresh words into, 

they were found to be more apt vessels. Both Poe and Byron, for instance, are singled out 

for the positive influence death has worked on them. A letter writer to The Medium & 

Daybreak in 1880 offers a poem tentatively ascribed to Byron and described as 

“admittedly Byronic” even to non-Spiritualists. The poem, titled “Faith, Hope, and 

Charity: or, A Short Canto on Christianity,” is admittedly, a little out of the mortal 

Byron’s wheelhouse, but the letter writer notes that “this spirit did not seem to recognize 
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the assumed low spiritual condition of ‘Byron,’ but a soul-overflowing charity and 

sympathy spent in the cause of truth and liberty” (282). Accounts of Poe similarly tend to 

indicate that his turbulent emotional state has been pacified by his time spent in the 

afterlife, at once offering proof of the Summerlands’ salutary, Universalist ameliorating 

of sin and disorder, and accounting for the somewhat tepid piety of his postmortem 

verse.14  

 When Spiritualists sought to demonstrate that the voices of literary tradition 

persisted into the present (and the future) in a very literal way, as active participants in 

the continuing production of poetic texts, the later subjects of this project approached a 

similar premise in more indirect ways. As critic David Hadbawnik argues in “Time 

Mechanics: The Modern Geoffrey Chaucer and the Medieval Jack Spicer,” Spicer treats 

tradition as something which, if it is to remain vital, must be constantly dragged into the 

present, reanimated by each new succession of readers. It’s this impulse that animates, in 

part, his After Lorca, in which his sometimes conservative, sometimes daring, sometimes 

fraudulent translations of the dead poet are interspersed with the ghostly Lorca’s irritated 

feedback. H.D. and Duncan both draw poetic inspiration and form from the experience of 

imaginatively re-entering the experience of past lives, and, as Adalaide Morris 

demonstrates in her book on H.D.’s cultural poetics, How To Live/What To Do, explore 

alternative geometries of time based around treating the “line” of linear time as capable 

of being manipulated, folded, and stitched. Nathaniel Mackey’s usage of the tropes of 

                                                
14 Lizzie Doten, observing the shift in style from her earliest Poe poems to the last, hypothesizes that 
“opportunities for spiritual development” are far more abundant in the afterlife, and that the “Divine Idea 
which was endeavoring to find expression through his life” rapidly came to fruition after his death. The Poe 
of “Farewell to Earth,” she argues, what a 21st century reader might presume-- merely a profoundly 
unconvincing imitation of Poe-- but a Poe unrecognizable in his maturity, “full of majesty and strength, 
self-poised and calm” (xxiii) and already uncomfortably restricted by the limits of human language. 
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spirit possession and loa enable a traumatic resurgence of the diasporic into present-day 

bodies, at once enacting violent revenge on colonialism and on its already brutalized 

victims. 

 The mediumistic lyric finds in the past not a subject of meditation but an active 

interlocutor. The porousness and multiplicity of identities mediumship permits-- and the 

introduction of the modeling nonhuman ways of thinking and experiencing-- make it 

possible for the mediumistic poet to imagine a self that operates not exclusively in the 

here and now but at different moments simultaneously, crisscrossing back and forth to 

produce a transtemporal lyric moment, a strange resurgence of Hegel’s ahistorical lyric 

subject by which historically disparate selves can meet in not only recognition but 

conflation into one gestalt voice. 

4) The experience of mediumship-- either being instrumentalized by it or merely 

witnessing it-- is recognizable as being a sacred event (or “religious experience”) or as 

having strong formal sacral or religious characteristics. The experience of mediumship 

is accompanied by affects not dissimilar from the awe and scale associated with the 

sublime. Similarly, as might be surmised from the prior three elements, it goes hand-in-

hand with a new sense of proportion, of the relative smallness and transience of the self 

in the face of a vast universe. For some, like Doten and Sprague, this experience might be 

aptly described as, if not euphoric, then at least spiritually nourishing. For H.D., it arrived 

at times with fear and confusion, and at others as a balm, a way of mediating traumas that 

otherwise might have felt insurmountable. Spicer consistently described his encounters 

with the Outside as violent and demeaning-- an experience of the abject. In each case-- 

especially in the case of the Spiritualists, for whom mediumship did literally function as 
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an explicitly religious sacrament-- these experiences represented a break with the secular 

and empirical world. For the purposes of this project I will be regarding mediumship 

more or less a priori as a variety of religious experience, a genre of mysticism. In some 

ways, I feel that this is a straightforward assertion-- mediumship has much transparently 

in common with the kinds of acts associated with personal mysticism, from revelation to 

a sense of certainty in the persistence of the afterlife to an unswerving faith in the 

existence and influence of the immaterial and unseen. In other ways this assertion might 

be a little more opaque or tricky. In order to make sense of this claim, I also fall back on 

the typology introduced by Catherine Albanese in her book A Republic of Mind & Spirit: 

A Cultural History of American Metaphysical Religion. I want to pause here and 

explicate a bit the precise toolbox at hand-- both Albanese’s system and the specific 

earmarks of “American metaphysical religion,” as well as the fine perimeters of what 

“religious experience” will constitute for the occasion (drawing from the work of Ann 

Taves and to a lesser extent Leigh Eric Schmidt). 

 As an alternative to the less focused “new religions,” Albanese proposes 

“metaphysical religion” as a blanket term for the cluster of new faiths that emerged from 

the dust of 18th and 19th century revivals and the infusion of European esotericism by 

way of Swedenborg, Boehme, George Starkey, and others. If Jon Butler posits the history 

of 19th century US faith as the gradual supplanting of a host of local and folk doxa in 

favor of a roughly cohesive blanket of Protestant Christianity, Albanese offers instead a 

clustering of such “minor” spiritual practices into durable, mobile aggregates which, 

mutable as they were, persist into the 21st century. If Butler attributed the eventual social 

triumph of Christianity to the suasive social power of Anglo-Saxon state-church 
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traditions, Albanese offers the story of a more multiple and covert underside to American 

faith, one which owes its discursive “stickiness” not to hegemonic universality but to 

adaptability and appeals to mysticism and intimacy. If, as Albanese claims, the central 

myth of Evangelical Christianity rested on the story of the human subject’s tragic 

distance from God and powerlessness in traversing that distance (5) then these 

metaphysical “new” religions offered a tempting antidote-- a suite of beliefs and practices 

promising immediacy and contact, of personal proximity to either God, something like 

God, or, at the very least, to a human envoy of the divine. 

 Albanese traces her use of the term “metaphysical” to the work of Charles Braden 

and J. Stillson Judah. The term has its roots in scholarship surrounding later 19th-century 

movements-- New Thought, mind-cures, Christian Science-- but from Braden onward has 

expanded to encompass schools on either side of New Thought’s heyday, including 

Mormonism, Theosophy, American Transcendentalism, colonial occultism, Andrew 

Jackson Davis’ Harmonialism, the 19th century fad for appropriated Buddhism and yoga, 

and of course Spiritualism (10). Per Braden, this loose suite “is [...] described by the 

rather general term ‘metaphysical’ because its major reliance is not on the physical, but 

on that which is beyond the physical (Braden, 4).” As an alternative to the esoteric, the 

occult, or gnosticism-- labels which might otherwise be fruitfully be applied to some but 

not all of the movements lumped together above-- Albanese advocates for 

“metaphysical” both for its rhetorical cachet during the period in question, in which 

Francis Bacon’s Novum Organum was widely read, and for its relative cultural 

agnosticism. It offers a comparatively blank slate, upon which Albanese offers the 

following broad perimeters: 
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 The first is “a preoccupation with mind and its powers,” the mind as a rhetorical 

and theological construct “not confined to the brain, nor to pure and abstract 

thinking, nor to the rational faculty” but to a pseudo-Romantic conception that 

“encompasses poetry and intuition” as well as supernatural or paranormal 

faculties such as telepathy, past-life recollection, clairvoyance, New Thought and 

Christian Science-esque self-healing and of course mediumship. “Mind is about 

consciousness and all that derives from and returns to it,” as Albanese puts it-- a 

gestalt organ of sensing and, importantly, acting (13).  

 Second, “a predisposition toward the ancient cosmological theory of 

correspondence,” that is, a faith in the intimate bonds lashing above to below, 

micro- to mega-, within and without. The seeds for this mode of belief were 

planted in a broad array of North American traditions of folk magic such as 

dowsing and hexing, as well as the dissimulation of European texts such as 

Swedenborg’s writing and Boehme’s theory of signatures. Correspondence 

implies a causal relationship between the world of material phenomenon and 

those divine or supernatural worlds lying above and below it, as well as 

“(mystical) rules for interaction between the spheres.” Things could act upon one 

another, in other words, from a distance-- through the vehicle of desire, or ritual, 

of resemblance, of signature, or otherwise (13-14).  

 Third, metaphysical religion trades “in terms of movement and energy,” 

structuring doxa on a fluid foundation of dynamism and flow. This follows, 

Albanese, suggests, from a faith in correspondence-- if all things are in a network 

of push and pull, of action and reaction with one another, then all things by 



37 

  

 

extension must be in a constant state of transit, and, further, growth. Change is 

possible, and by extension, sin and redemption are negotiable tokens. “In this 

vision of ever-increasing energy, the practical imagination joins forces with will 

(15).” As Gutierrez notes, this was in fact one of Spiritualism’s primary debts to 

Swedenborg; the idea that not only the material world but “heaven [was] not static 

but alive with motion,” and indeed a functioning, evolving civil society (23). 

 Finally, and accordingly, these religions “formed in the midst of a yearning for 

salvation understood as solace, comfort, therapy, and healing.” These faiths 

offered a tangible emotional good to believers and seekers hungry for an 

alternative to the pain and anxiety of living under the shadow of sin and death. 

“Metaphysics might be about what lay beyond the physical, but it was never 

totally abstract or theoretical. It always had a point and purpose on earth, always 

spent its attentiveness on salving wounds and making wounded people whole 

(Albanese, 16).” This was consonant with trends in American progressive social 

thought of the 19th century as well, as traced by Philip F. Gura in his Man’s 

Better Angels, which follows the urge for moral reform and urgent action in the 

antebellum US as an expression of specifically Romantic anxieties and impulses, 

which, as John Quincy Adams wrote of Emerson’s self-made reformist furor, 

“declare[...] all the old revelations dead, superannuated and worn out, and 

announce[...] the approach of new revelations and prophecies” (Gura, 18). 

While Gura is confining himself largely to the period between the Panic of 1837 

and the advent of the Civil War, Albanese extrapolates the above fundamental traits of 

the metaphysical religion-- traits to a greater or lesser degree most legible and most 
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energized by the imaginative energies of the early and mid-nineteenth century-- outwards 

into the 20th century and beyond, locating continuities in metaphysical religion in 

contemporary practices like Scientology, New Age healing, the resurgence of astrology 

and “soft” cultural occultism, and both broad belief in UFOs as well as the “UFO 

religions” of the 1950s onwards (an important element, I’ll argue, of Spicer’s poetics). 

Under this lens, not only does Spiritualist poetry as it circulated in Spiritualist print 

outlets, seances, and lyceum trance lectures become legible as religious poetry, but so too 

does the later mediumistic lyric of modernism onwards begin to show traits of religious 

sentiment and mystical conviction at times occluded by wholly secular readings of them-- 

whether H.D.’s WWII-era verse as applications of her esoteric studies to the personal 

crises of the period, or Spicer’s attempts to reckon with his own Calvinist impulses via 

the ironized but no less urgent registers of UFOs, camp angels, and pulp.  

This leaves open the question how, if mediumistic lyric is to be understood as 

religious or religion-adjacent verse (or at least verse with a significant debt to sacral 

poetry), does this sacral element reveal itself? How does the articulation (or 

manifestation) of mediumship on the page meaningfully disclose religious experience, 

gnosis, revelation, etc? My guide here is Ann Taves, whose work centers on a 

phenomenology of sorts of religious experience, investigating what it feels like to be 

subject to profound irruptions of faith-based change-- the miraculous, the supernatural, or 

otherwise. An excerpt from her brief but rich discussion of Spiritualism in Fits, Trances, 

& Visions is an appropriate gateway into her phenomenology of faith: 

Spiritualists fell along a continuum ranging from credulity to skepticism 
depending on where they drew the line between psyche and spirit. 
Whereas believers and skeptics often looked at the same evidence and 
came to different conclusions, the Spiritualist understanding of the trance 
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state allowed considerable room for doubt in relation to any particular 
spirit manifestation. If the trance state, as a descendent of the magnetic 
state [the trance state ascribed to Mesmerism and related practices of 
“animal magnetism”], was a natural and universal entryway into the 
spiritual realm, it was also, at least for the majority of Spiritualists, only a 
potential entryway. Most Spiritualists had no trouble with this idea. [...] 
The difficult issue for Spiritualists, as for evangelicals, was distinguishing 
between psychological impressions and authentic spiritual manifestations 
(200). 
 

That is-- even for a movement as devoted, on one level, to the appearance or performance 

of empirical “scientific” inquiry into religious phenomenon, the fact remains that most 

participants in Spiritualism were never to personally experience the trance state or 

mediumship. The vouchsafe of the movement’s validity then, hinged on two elements: 

the faith of non-medium Spiritualists that a meaningful amount of ostensible mediums 

were undergoing authentic revelatory events and not either putting on an act or having a 

delusional episode, and the confidence of those who did experience or claim to 

experience trance states that those states themselves were religious in nature (or, in the 

case of the absolutely non-trivial amount of confidence artists and scammers in the 

movement, were able to persuasively convince audiences that their faith was real). 

 Leigh Eric Schmidt, in Hearing Things, makes a similar argument, describing the 

ambiguity in Spiritualist rhetoric between the inwardness and privateness of experiencing 

trance mediumship versus the social apparatus surrounding the ways in which mediums 

conveyed the messages brought back from trance, or in which they performed what 

trance was like (improvised speeches, uncanny but verifiable knowledge claims, and, 

later in the century, more outre and more easily disproven manifestations such as 

ectoplasm or full-body apparitions). All religion of course relies at least a little on signs 

and wonders as rhetorical scrip, but Spiritualism, Schmidt argues, was singularly bound 
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up with the emerging shape of the American public sphere and the rhetoric of 

showmanship and spectacle, a bond which was a significant source of derision of the 

movement as unserious and low: Schmidt cites a critic who bewails that “the lyceum is a 

place converted from a church into a place of vulgar amusements (161),” a snub that, the 

text argues, is entirely apt for Spiritualism’s heavy leveraging of spectacle and public 

performance, rendering external and exoteric the kinds of revelations, visions, and 

clairaudient messages that had long characterized American revelatory religion. The 

showy and dramatic proofs that make up the bulk of the textual sources furnished in the 

19th century portions of this project were thus not enough, as will be explored further on 

in the project. The rhetoric of revelation that accompanied mediumship’s special 

knowledge claims had to be scaffolded by a convincing rhetoric of religious experience.  

This is just as true for Spiritualism’s bastard descendants in the 20th and 21st 

centuries. For H.D. and Spicer, as well as for a host of other poets from Nathaniel 

Mackey to CAConrad to Ariana Reines, the value in mediumistic disclosure of language 

is not merely the production of language but the numinous and mystical elements of 

receiving said language. If the ends of mediumship involve knowledge claims and 

linguistic objects-- be they lectures, prophecies, or lyric poems-- then the means, as an 

unusual and supernatural genre of coming to knowledge-- are of equal interest and of 

equally acute intensity as a specifically religious or sacral experience. Here I again draw 

on Taves, from Religious Experience Reconsidered: 

Since there is no way to specify an inherently contested phenomenon 
precisely, I argue that scholars can situate what people characterize as 
religious, spiritual, mystical, magical, superstitious, and so forth in relation 
to larger processes of meaning making and valuation, in which people 
deem some things special and set them apart from others. We can then 
identify marks of specialness (that set some things apart in various ways), 
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things that are often considered special (ideal things and anomalous 
things, including anomalous beings), and the ways in which simple 
ascriptions of specialness can be taken up into more complex formulations 
(12). 
 

If the actual processes of hearing or seeing things, or being “possessed” by a control 

during mediumship are considered as the “special things” in this typology, then one of 

several complex byproducts would be the presence of the “proofs'' or traces of such 

revelations as rhetoric, again, whether spoken or written. Spiritualism is interesting in 

this regard since, as Taves notes towards the end of Fits, Trances, & Visions, Spiritualists 

followed the lead of German Romantics fascinated by the passivity and receptiveness of 

mesmerism by constructing a religion not merely predicated on a performance of 

empiricism but on the notion of a universal method of revelation unattached (in most 

cases-- Andrew Jackson Davis and John Murray Spear presenting notable exception) to a 

specific revelation (a la the Qu’ran or the Book of Mormon) (349). It was then, a 

“religion-in-general,” which emphasized types of ritual and social formation rather than a 

specific doctrine or set of uniform teachings-- proposing a “religious reality” that 

underwrote, as the laws of gravity underwrote the everyday, all other “true” faiths. The 

basic components of faith then are understood as natural laws or an underlying grammar-

- one which could be approached and supplicated to in order to produce and arrange new 

artifacts of language and new revelatory knowledge-claims. To be clear, this focus on 

language and knowledge-claims is based in existing scholarship but is also a by-product 

of the aims of this specific project and the nature of the supernatural beliefs of my 

modernist and postmodernist subjects. While some Spiritualists, especially those in the 

later 19th century, did make claims to other supernatural feats such as the curing of 

illnesses and the manifestation of physical objects, Spicer and H.D. et al did not-- their 
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contact with this world was almost entirely confined to acts of knowing and acts of 

speaking and writing. 

 

iii. Conclusion 

 These are, I believe, the four most fundamental features of the mediumistic lyric, 

the features most necessary to distinguish it from both the non-mediumistic lyric and 

non-lyric modes of poetry. That the embodied “I” of the poet shares authorial real estate 

with a non-human, often extrahuman intelligence which manifests itself in the poem; that 

this relationship impacts, usually in a destabilizing way, the poet’s own perimeters of 

identity; that the cognitive avenues opened up by contact with this Outside manifest in 

the possibility of making extraordinary knowledge claims and new ways of writing and 

theorizing temporality; and that these are all taken together as being a genre of experience 

outside of normal life, having significant features of what is legible as religious or sacral 

experience. Together, they propose a lyric without the limitations of the human subject, 

or rather, in which the human poet is tasked with negotiating with, sometime wrestling 

with, a textual intelligence beyond themself. In the 19th century this task rarely registers 

as horrific, but bristles, rather, with a utopian frisson with which its often studiously 

conventional verse fails to match, burdened as it is with at once modeling its 

respectability and evangelizing for its radical theological claims. Unmoored from the 

optimistically Swedenborgian metaphysics of the Spiritualists, this lyric re-emerges in the 

20th century in more ambivalent and anxiety-ridden guises-- again, Spicer presents the 

most stark cases of mediumship as an invasive, dangerous, and terrifying experience, 

although in H.D. it does involve as much painful delving into the sediment of identity as 

it does flashes of redemptive enlightenment.  
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The mediumistic lyric, finally, challenges notions of how influence works. Few 

academic understandings of influence throughout the 19th and 20th century, I feel 

confident asserting, would claim that writers derived their most direct osmosis with their 

precursors while asleep or in a trance, or were strongly influenced by texts produced after 

they were dead. Yet outside of these very literal examples, Spiritualist poets and 

mediumistic writers, in attempting to deal with the notion of tradition, of literary 

forerunners, employ a variety of techniques and build off of the foundations of non-

mystical literary communities that were long placed at the margins of American literary 

history as subordinate or incidental to the grand sweep of poetic history. These 

techniques, once systematically obscured, were once central, however, to fairly 

mainstream understandings of how certain strands of lyric poetry operated. Eliza 

Richards, in Gender and the Poetics of Reception in Poe’s Circle, demonstrates an entire 

network of technical qualities once attached to the idealized feminine lyric-- mimicry, 

intuition of stylistic contours, and the ability to cathect empathetically with the texts of 

others-- that came to be denigrated as distastefully feminine, and deployed to undermine 

the capacity of women poets for poetic “genius.” Yet these capacities for a writerly 

openness-- a porousness of identity that permitted poets to write fluently as or through an 

“other”-- weathered these criticisms, and remained, Richards argues, a site for rich 

experimentation and social flexibility. She takes the poet and medium Sarah Helen 

Whitman as one of her case studies-- a staple of the New England literati who could 

adroitly engage in games of pastiche and parody to accrue cultural capital, as well as, 

later in her life, a Spiritualist who was immersed in a discourse of composition that took 

as given the capacity of dead authors to re-emerge into the present with new work (these 
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two much different poetic roles drawing on the same set of mimetic, ludic, formal skills). 

The mediumistic lyric permits the poet to take the entirety of history as contemporaries-- 

a writer may expect just as much to “collaborate” with Plato or Shakespeare as with 

anyone else-- and this project, in a sense, takes up that thread. And just as the feminine-

coded poetics practiced by Richards and her peers, though occluded by the canon-making 

process of lyricization, provided a vital and dynamic setting for creative production, so 

too does the mediumistic lyric written by Spiritualist poets remain worthy of close 

analysis. 

 Rather than framing the admittedly rather obscure 19th century poets in question 

as having a direct causal influence on my 20th century subjects-- there’s no reason to 

believe that Spicer, say, ever encountered Lizzie Doten on the page, or that H.D. was 

avidly reading Sprague-- I propose to treat the relationship between these historically 

disparate writers, their methodologies, and their projects in the same way as the 

Spiritualists did, that is, as ghostly contemporaries. Just as mediums conceived of long-

dead authors as working in as close proximity as their living peers, the structure of this 

dissertation aims to put Spiritualists and modernists in direct conversation, across the 

temporal divide of history and the formal divide of normative models of influence. What 

do Achsa Sprague and Spicer have to say to each other about the porousness and 

transience of the mediumistic body? How do H.D. and Sarah Helen Whitman navigate 

the barrier between metaphysical and secular coterie politics? Rather than attempting to 

trace the direct line of succession from Spiritualist poets to the contemporary vanguard-- 

a prospect stymied by the dense and deliberately occluded tangle of syncretic borrowings, 

syntheses, and plagiarisms presented by the fin de siècle occultism that fed H.D., Yeats, 
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and others-- the “critical mediumship” I propose honors the premises of my subjects by 

evading the notion of influence and contact as hierarchical and linear in favor of a model 

more open to temporal and literary versions of Charles Fort’s “high strangeness.”  

My inspiration here is itself a lateral digression in time and place-- the medievalist 

Carolyn Dinshaw’s How Soon is Now? Medieval Texts, Amateur Readers, and the 

Queerness of Time. Dinshaw agitates for a ludic exploration of “nonmodern” time, time 

not measured a priori by the straight line of the marketplace and of reproductive futurity, 

an A to B flow that moves in uniform units at uniform speeds. Rather, she follows Jose 

Munoz’s lead in calling for an orientation towards temporality that makes space for queer 

valences of “waiting, anticipation, and belatedness” (33)-- privately or communally felt 

provisional nows that can be given space to ebb, flow, dilate, or twist according to local 

logics of desire or frustration. These styles of experiencing time are most evident and at 

their most potent when they manifest not only as variant styles of “now” but as surprising 

twists in what the “now” even constitutes, moments in which the present-so-called 

radically jumps the tracks, so to speak, landing for a time in part of that shuttered off 

expanse of history that makes up the now-now.  

Her term for these alternate, colliding, shifting points of affective time travel as 

they playout in her texts is asynchrony (4)-- a crisis in the felt “now” as what is 

understood to belong to the past or the future bursts in unexpectedly and in contradiction 

to deeply held logics of cause and effect, order and continuity, as in Rip Van Winkle-

esque stories of miraculous long sleeps, days or hours that stretch uncannily past their 

normal boundaries, prophecies, or slips into mythical or Edenic time. The temporal slips 

that Dinshaw describes offer some striking, but not perhaps surprising parallels to the 
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19th, 20th, and 21st century examples produced by mediumistic writing-- they occur in 

trances or raptures (43), lift the unassuming subject into contact or eye-witness proximity 

to divine history (42), as well as permitting interaction and communication with people 

“present” in either the distant past or the far future.  

Dinshaw reads these moments as they emerge in medieval texts (or later texts 

about the medieval) as rich expressions of push-back against the straightness of time-as-

arrow. Asynchrony, she argues, “demonstrates the presence of other times in the now” in 

a way that often “distances or removes the protagonist from the realm of usual, expected, 

or acceptable social or sexual reproduction” (43) by not only throwing a wrench into 

those models of reproduction (a sleeper wakes up and finds his wife long dead) or 

introduces the possibility of new ones. The temporally and historically distant can find 

themselves in immediate, strange, and thrilling contact in the space of asynchrony in a 

fashion that holds out the possibility of fresh ways of reading the entire constellation of 

social effects. Significantly, Dinshaw doesn’t limit this practice to supernatural or 

magical stories of slipping through time, but in the quotidian but no less marvelous 

practices of encountering texts out of time, of reading and thinking against the grain of 

timeliness in skewed, queered, or “amateur” fashions. While Dinshaw’s subjects here are 

primarily the body of non-professional enthusiasts at the heart of the development and 

proliferation of medievalism in the 19th and 20th century, I propose that asynchrony thus 

presents a useful model for reading not only the internal structure and the social programs 

on view in the corpus of Spiritualist texts, but that it also offers a way into thinking about 

the lyric, and about influence in general, mediumistically.  



47 

  

 

After all, if the ghost is normatively defined by its belatedness-- the long-dead 

Jacob Marley, to take one example, showing up “past his time,” Hamlet’s father returning 

with warnings too late to be useful -- then part of the premise of Spiritualism, and of the 

framing of time in Spicer and H.D. in particular, is that, on the contrary, the ghost never 

appears except in precisely the right time. The ghost and the event of its arrival 

transforms from the cause of alarm (as a threatening distortion of normal time) to a cause 

for celebration or resignation, as it opens the subject to new strategies of experiencing, 

seeing, and in this case, reading.15  

The arrangement of this project proceeds roughly chronologically, with the first 

part concerning 19th century Spiritualist poets, their readers, their critics, and their 

contemporaries, and the second part turning to the 20th century inheritors of the 

mediumistic lyric. The first chapter places the poet Achsa Sprague, one of the most 

accomplished and moving Spiritualist writers, in conversation with Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, a key articulator of American Romanticism and both a harsh critic and a core 

influence on Spiritualist thought, focusing on a reading of each writer’s respective text 

titled “The Poet.” Chapter two centers on Lizzie Doten, the Spiritualist poet whose 

Poems From the Inner Life provides, in my opinion, the crispest and most vivid account 

of the actual phenomenology of mediumship, and whose imitative poems “by” deceased 

                                                
15  For better or worse, this sums up one of the essential principles of Spiritualism (and in a movement as 
disparate and allergic to orthodoxy as Spiritualism, essential principles are kind of dear)-- that the ghostly 
can not just be normalized, but instrumentalized, can be incorporated into a human interface not only useful 
but empirically “there” in a consistent enough way that it could be reliably described and deployed without 
(in the best case) stripping it of its numinous sheen. At its most extreme this led to cumbersome measures 
like Robert Hare’s Wheel of Fortune-esque “spiritoscope” or John Murray Spears’ “New Motive Power,” 
which sought to plug Spiritualists directly into the interface of a literal spiritual machine in a body-
machine-spirit hybrid creepily reminiscent of David Cronenberg. More often, however, it merely erased the 
distinctions between the sacred and the profane as appropriate uses for supernatural “revelation,” positing 
that spirits could reveal profound moral truths just as easily as they could reveal recipes, melodies for new 
songs, patents, and political advice. 
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celebrity poets (including, centrally, Poe) introduce rich questions about influence and 

authority in the context of the mediumistic lyric. Chapter three follows up on this with a 

look at Sarah Helen Whitman, a poet and Spiritualist whose stylistic tributes to Poe offer 

a sideways parallel with Doten’s “dictated” Poe, providing a glimpse of the overlap 

between Spiritualist dictation and secular practices of imitation and social mimicry in the 

world of women’s writing. 

 From there, chapter four jumps forward in time to H.D., tracing the ways in 

which the ghostly, the ephemeral, and the mediumistic provide for her a way of both 

negotiating the toll of personal and historical trauma as well as a means of channeling her 

feelings of trajectory and ambition in the context of her lifelong esoteric studies, 

articulating occluded frustrations and tensions with modernism’s discourses of mastery 

and authorial pedagogy. Her writings introduce the figure of the modernist medium, for 

whom supplication and mastery are locked in contention, and these chapters hope to tease 

out her complex relationships to the opposed figures of the medium and the magi. 

Chapter five continues onwards to Jack Spicer, dealing first with the poetic figure of the 

Martian as a post-war supplement to the familiar Spiritualist ghost, and then addressing 

his poetry’s complicated relationship with influence and the poetic “real,” and the ways 

in which his treatment of the numinous, the supernatural, and the abject are subject to 

strategies of ironizing and distancing as he re-imagines the medium as a somewhat 

pitiable, compromised figure. Finally, the conclusion will turn a brief look to the 

contemporary poetry landscape and the continuing fingerprint of mediumship, parsed in 

part through the lens of Nathaniel Mackey’s decades-long serial poems about ancestry, 

agency, and possession, examining how in 21st century verse both the persistent strand of 
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occult and esoteric knowledge and the avant-garde displacement or subversion of the 

authorial and of expression evident in major movements like language poetry and 

conceptual poetry emerge from the grounds prepared over a century prior. 

The logic of this arrangement positions the Spiritualist poets as the center of this 

project-- bracketed on one side by the non-Spiritualist lyric poets and Romantic thinkers 

who stood suspended between influence and derision (Poe, Lowell, Emerson, and beyond 

them, Swedenborg) and on the other by my duo of 20th and 21st century modernist and 

postmodernist poets (H.D. and Spicer). I hope to demonstrate in this way the delicate and 

precarious fulcrum that the Spiritualist poets, writing in the middle of the tumultuous 

19th century, stood upon: transmuting and scavenging the presuppositions of the 19th 

century lyric in order to cobble together a poetics befitting their utopian political and 

religious ideology, one which could prove consonant with their unorthodox mysticism of 

selfhood and identity. This utopianism would, in turn, emerge from the crucible of 

modernism in the much-modified version evident in H.D. onward-- one which positions 

mediumship’s poetics of the multiple not as an instrument of uplift, necessarily, but as a 

coping mechanism for ferrying the lyric through the jolts and traumas of the 20th century.  

The core hermeneutic throughline of this project, then, is the hope that the 

eminently untimely conversations facilitated by placing the Spiritualists and their visitors 

from the Summerlands in the same space as H.D., Spicer, and their bevy of ghosts, 

Martians, past-lives, and angels, might produce something neither of one moment or 

another, but of a suspended space of reading which operates not only according to the 

logic of the lyric, but of the mediumistic as well.  
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CHAPTER 2  

VOICES FROM THE OTHER SPHERE:  

THE POET IN EMERSON AND SPRAGUE 

 

i. “Ghostlike we glide through nature, and should not know our place again.” 

 

The question that sits at the core of my argument is why the lyric, in particular, 

seemed to offer such a fruitful model to Spiritualist authors. While Spiritualist literature 

did produce texts in popularly legible verse genres (the spirit of Dickens, for example, 

rendered a posthumous ending to Edmund Drood that in many ways competently imitates 

the structure and style of the serial novel, and the Spiritualist testimonials and confessions 

are often quite difficult to sharply distinguish not only from contemporaneous pious 

fiction of a nominally Protestant theology such as Elizabeth Mary Phelps’ The Gates 

Ajar, but from 20th and 21st century New Age and Born Again accounts of near death 

experiences) as well as movement-specific forms like the tour of heaven or post-mortem 

dialogue, lyric verse held a special prominence and density, as is suggested by Mark 

Twain’s wry evocation of Byron in Schoolhouse Hill. The back-pages of Spiritualist 

books and periodicals are uniformly thick with notices for new collections of Spiritualist 

poetry as well as poetry deemed to be the work of “fellow travelers” or covertly 

practicing mediums and antecedents (like Poe and Marlowe), and The Banner of Light, 

the movement’s most prominent weekly paper, was able to fill its columns with a nonstop 

flood of verse by celebrity mediums, postmortem literary icons, and anonymous spirits 

for half a century, from 1857 until its last issue in 1907. While Spiritualist prose tended to 

perform a kind of staid, level-headed objectivity in the service of “empirically” 

describing the facts of the extra-human universe-- providing cosmologies, histories, and 
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geographies of the afterlife, other planets, and other fantastic vistas-- the poets, such as 

Achsa Sprague, Lizzie Doten, and Sarah Helen Whitman, tackled, if sometimes 

obliquely, the difficult philosophical questions of what it meant to undergo these 

supraphysical and suprasubjective processes experientially, linking them stylistically and 

discursively with Romanticism’s North American reception by way of, primarily 

sentimentalism and a hybridized version of transcendental idealism already aligned, as 

Cathy Gutierrez and Arthur Versluis argue, with occult and esoteric literature steeped in 

supernaturalism. This body of poetry holds crucial clues for historians of Spiritualism 

about how the phenomenology of mediumship was understood by those who practiced it, 

and for scholars of post-Romantic poetry, an intriguing and, I propose, sneakily durable 

alternative to modernism’s anomistic solutions to the broad dissolution of the sense of the 

speaking self.  

That is, Spiritualism’s special metaphysical, theological, and mystical properties-- 

1) the location of thought and speech in an outside source and the ensuing dynamic of 

splintering and reunification of the mediumistic subject, 2) the (to travesty Einstein) 

“spooky [temporal] action at a distance” implicit in collapsing past, present and future in 

a mingled discourse of haunting, revelation, and prophecy, 3) an omnivorous syncretism 

marching in close ranks with a resistance to codified orthodoxy-- were uniquely suited to 

the modes of poetry roughly read as lyrical during its moment of mid-century crisis, and 

the formal and social verse models available to Spiritualists were in turn uniquely 

suitable vessels for Spiritualist thought in their networks of address and subject-

formation.  
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As W.R. Johnson describes in The Idea of Lyric, the lyric poem in the mid-19th 

century underwent a series of traumatic ruptures, in which the nominally dependable 

radicals of address consistent since Antiquity (the I-you dialogue, the meditative 

soliloquy, and the dramatic monologue) dissolved, severing the addressed “you” from the 

increasingly alienated “I”: “What is terrifying here,” he writes, “is that the dynamism and 

the dialectic, the rhythms, of identity and of living have ceased utterly to function, and 

the effort to know one’s self and to live one’s life [...] and for communion with others, is 

totally rejected,” (11). Taking Mallarme and Baudelaire as the hierophants of this 

existentially overwhelming new poetics, which he tracks into the 1980s, Johnson 

describes a doubly alarming state of affairs in which the poem is tasked at once with 

diagnosing a swiftly declining and disintegrating world, and with writing a media res 

elegy of itself as an increasingly incoherent and irrelevant form: “Phantom imposed this 

place by his sheer gleam,/he lies immobile in scorn’s frigid dream/worn by the Swan 

dismissed to futile things” (Mallarme, 69). 

 By insisting on the continuity of this anxious mode as arcing more or less cleanly 

from the rubble of Romanticism into modernism and beyond (gesturing ambivalently, I 

think, at the Language poets of the late 70s and early 80s), Johnson posits this set of 

problematics as an urgent background radiation against which all worthwhile poets must 

either attempt to make uneasy peace with, or fashion a compelling counter-model. 

“Fragmented persons fashion fragmented worlds,” he reiterates at his book’s end, “and 

fragmented worlds produce fragmented persons,” (177) with the poet, or in his argument 

the poet of the choral in particular, responsible in part for reintegrating a civic and 

spiritual communitas of seemingly scattered parts. 
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 Spiritualism steps into this fraught space with a sequence of paired motions that 

by turns reify the contradictions described above, only to resolve them by supernatural 

means. In mediumistic practices of dictation, imitation, and inspiration, the Spiritualist 

acknowledges that the site of authorship is uncertain and the fixity of the poetic speaker 

built on wobbly ground. However, Spiritualism then converts this potentially awful 

realization into uplift by filling this vacuum with the figure of the guiding spirit, shifting 

the body as vacant subject into a rhetoric of the body as willing and joyfully 

instrumentalized recipient. Similarly, issues of historicity, teleology, and epistemic surety 

are addressed through a poetics that promises immediate and vouchsafed access to 

superior intelligences which exist outside and above human understandings of time, 

purpose, and destiny, turning the, again, potentially quite shocking notion of a radically 

non-human speaking subject into an existential balm. And it is poetry-- in its special 

status as the mode of intimate but open-ended address, in its fiat to leap like the 

inhabiting spirit affectively and associatively among images-- that is elevated in its 

capacity to straddle sermon and song and act as formal prophet for the spirit dispensation 

as revelation. A prose tour of heaven could be read, understood, and perhaps even 

believed by a curious person, but it was Spiritualist poetry, in its ambivalently public-

private, I-you-it constellation of transmission, that was felt, arguably even more so than 

the necessarily local and circumscribed space of the seance. Abjection becomes, in the 

rarified, specially exempted person of the medium-poet, apophatic, and this mystical 

elevation is passed on to the eager audience as at once reassurance, re-education, and 

revelation. If as Carl Schmitt notoriously proposes all political concepts find their origins 

in the theological-- a notion which will emerge again when I turn to Spicer and 
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Kantorowicz-- then the foundational compact of the Spiritualism poem suggests that the 

resolution of the linguistic, existential and political ruptures in the figures of the 

speaking/writing subject and the hearing/reading subject laid bare by poetry find in 

theological models (albeit novel and eccentric models, in the long-view of the century’s 

scope) their ends through more conventional, even formally conservative at times means.  

While I hope to demonstrate that this compact carries through as a tactical and 

discursive if not overtly sacral heuristic for imagining authorship up through the present 

day, a useful case study presents itself closer to the problem’s roots. Ralph Waldo 

Emerson’s essay “The Poet,” published in 1844’s Essays: Second Series and Vermont 

medium Achsa Sprague’s long verse-drama “The Poet,” published in 1864 as part of the 

posthumous collection The Poet & Other Poems each purports to outline the social and 

aesthetic obligations of the American poet in the mid-19th century, and each adopts 

towards that end a distinctive but not entirely dissimilar brand of lyric mysticism. While 

neither of these texts is a lyric poem-- the one a long essay, the other an unusual mix of 

pastoral monologue and domestic chamber drama-- both take as their starting point the 

presupposition that their respective historical moments demand a new kind of poetics, 

and take the aim of clearing the path for the emergence and recognition of new poets 

capable of embodying such a poetics. Tellingly, both writers take as written that the new 

shape of poetry will be, or will continue to be, essentially lyrical. Virginia Jackson, in 

Dickinson’s Misery takes this burgeoning sense of poetic teleology as the foundation of 

her project-- the sense that “from the mid-nineteenth through the beginning of the twenty-

first century, to be lyric is to be read as lyric-- and to be read as a lyric is to be printed 

and framed as a lyric,” a function of the “lyricization of poetry” that she traces back to 
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the 18th century, an “idealized scene of reading progressively identified with an idealized 

moment of expression” (6-7). 

ii. “Higher Work” 

Emerson’s relationship with Spiritualism might best be described as complicated 

distaste, but he remained an important if creatively interpreted influence on Spiritualism’s 

intellectual vanguard as the icon of a certain kind of learned Yankee mysticism, a 

corollary of sorts to the equally lionized Poe- an intellectually and aesthetically 

antecedent to whom Spiritualists could turn for encouraging points of commonality and 

intersection. As such, Emerson’s “Poet” tacitly underwrites much of Sprague’s, and 

insofar as her poem presents a blueprint for the temperament, teleology, and social 

position of the poet-to-come, it takes many of its cues directly from him. At the same 

time, Sprague adopts a tone of explicit religiosity that might have embarrassed the 

Emerson of the 1840s even if, at its most highly-pitched flights of spiritual ecstasy, it 

draws more from the imagery of Keats and Shelley than from Spiritualist orthodoxy. 

Couching its terms of aesthetic agreement in the language of pantheistic surrender, it 

suggests a debt owed once again to Emerson, in particular his own complicated mis- or 

re-reading of Boehme and Swedenborg. A comparative reading of the two texts, I hope, 

can help to elucidate what has been slightly blurry in studies of Spiritualism-- that is, 

what it saw as the horizon of its literary output, where that output stood in relation to the 

literary context of its moment, and how it sought to distinguish itself as a means of 

addressing and impacting social dysfunction in ways that “secular” counterparts could or 

would not. That is-- where does “The Poet” go that “The Poet” would not, and how do 
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the beliefs and, more pressingly, the strategies of writing and speaking, of Spiritualism 

enable that journey? 

I want to begin with the structure of Sprague’s poem, which is split into four 

scenes. One is an extended prologue in which the titular Poet, frustrated, beseeches the 

world for inspiration and enters into a compact with a variety of natural and supernatural 

forces, and three track the social and aesthetic awakening of the Seymour family and the 

romance between young Ida Seymour and Henry Bruce, “a man of intellect, travel, and 

liberal views” (76). This awakening-- although it’s implied that the Seymours are a 

relatively progressive family to begin with, in comparison with their vulgarly 

materialistic friends Kate and Clifton-- is facilitated through exposure to the poet Miss 

Raymond, an improvisatrice heavily implied to be the poet of the more mythical space of 

scene I. In keeping with Spiritualism’s insistence on locating the access to and experience 

of the divine in the realm of the empirical and quotidian, much of this is, after the first 

scene, pitched at a more or less measured and “realistic” level. Ida, having learned 

everything she needs to learn by the end of the play, does not hit the road to become a 

lecture medium, and her doting parents don’t become vocal advocates of the 

Summerlands-- rather, the biggest material shake-ups at the poem’s end are Ida’s 

betrothal to Bruce, and her arrival in the world as a successful poet, including an 

emotional “coming out” of the shy author to her parents. Yet this is less a measure of 

Sprague’s tepidness as an author, and more a demonstration of impressive control, as 

even in the more or less bounded sphere of the drama, the action of the narrative-- and the 

calculated effect of Spiritualist phenomena on both the reader of the poem and the fictive 

audiences within the piece-- is balanced on two linked fulcrums of tempo and familiarity. 
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The first is the leap from the mythical pastoral realm of the first scene, in which the 

abstract Poet converses easily with anthropomorphized spirits of Poetry, and sylphic 

embodiments of the natural world, to the Seymour’s drawing room. The second, which 

enfolds this first division, is the division between poetry readers (or, as it develops, “fit” 

or sensitive poetry readers) and poets, which see-saws back-and-forth throughout the first 

three scenes and reaches a happy synthesis in the finale.  

Sprague thus juggles two distinct and seemingly disparate mythologies about the 

mystical and political function of the poet, in two distinct ways-- one mystical and 

allegorical, one political and material-- and in bridging these methods in the final sections 

of the poem, Sprague renders a quintessentially Spiritualist argument that the numinous 

remains immanent in the execution of the daily, and that the rupture between Edenic re-

integration into the lived world and the 19th century drift towards segmentation and 

alienation can be repaired; in this case not merely by the practices of poetry, but by the 

cultivation of spiritually activated, almost shamanic poet-mystics who might serve as 

envois or switching stations between these two registers16. Before moving onto how she 

develops and complicates this thesis, I’d like to note that this is, so far, more or less in 

tune with the kind of poet and the kind of poetry that Emerson agitates for. Sprague, like 

many of Spiritualism’s most public figures, was an enthusiastic reader of Emerson, and if 

she did not go as far as some in claiming him as an unwitting or reticent fellow-traveler, 

she at least seemed to find in him a productive and not incongruous influence. What 

develops throughout this first chapter through a series of assertions, corrections, and 

                                                
16

 This privilege of the poet to name, call, and summon echoes the semi-mystical 
privilege of calling and bidding described in Eric Lindstrom’s Romantic Fiat. 
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revisions proceeds step by step towards a somewhat elaborated version of the end-goal of 

Emerson’s “The Poet.” 

In that essay, Emerson adapts the Boehmean doctrine of the signature-- a 

mystical-theological hermeneutic which, via Swedenborg, played a prominent if occulted 

role in colonial and early republic intellectual culture, as detailed by Arthur Versluis-- to 

advocate for a poetics which shirks the sophisticated but vacuous rhetoric of the 

cosmopolitan “umpires of taste” in favor of an unmediated and partially extra-lingual 

communication with and decryption of a densely and recursively embedded system of 

signs inherent in the natural world. “Nature offers all her creatures to [the poet] as a 

picture language,” Emerson writes (452), and in instrumentalizing the objects of the 

world as linguistic emblems, the poet not only honors them but elevates them and, 

through the process of finding the proper use for each object, intimately comes to an 

understanding of its inherent virtues and qualities: 

Things admit of being used as symbols, because nature is a symbol, in the 
whole, and in every part. Every line we can draw in the sand, has 
expression; and there is no body without its spirit or genius. All form is an 
effect of character; all condition, of the quality of the life; all harmony, of 
health; (and, for this reason, a perception of beauty should be sympathetic, 
or proper only to the good.) The beautiful rests on the foundations of the 
necessary. (ibid) 
 

Of course Emerson performs himself as a more hardheaded and practical person than the 

mystical Boehme, so the poetic “reading” of signatures becomes an exercise in nitty-

gritty sleuthing and the rational parsing of each thing’s proper semiotic usage. This is a 

science, but it’s a science of the soul, and Emerson is quick to acknowledge that the 

human subject as it sits reading or writing is a link in a chain, and if the blade of grass or 
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sparrow can be magnified for human usage, then it’s done only in the service of a gradual 

nudging towards the understanding of the universe itself as the human soul writ large.  

 The poet then, though they might seem outrageous in their sensitivities and 

nerviness, can be forgiven, for the burden of acting as this kind of cosmological 

translator-cum-telegraph operator is a heavy one. The world must speak through the poet, 

and the poet must then, in turn speak to the rest of the people of the world-- through a 

freshness of viewing and an indiscriminate savoring of both beautiful and base that at 

once enables a piercing to the core of phenomenon and an ability to pleasingly and 

honestly reformulate them for social use as symbols and “emblems.” The poet, as he 

sums it up, is the person who articulates the world-- here splitting from Boehme in 

extolling the virtues not only of interpreting the world, but of reinterpreting it, or learning 

its alphabet in order to make new combinations and new sentiments. The endpoint of this 

is an active grasping of the directive force of history-- which, Emerson notes earlier in a 

wildly optimistic vein, has a way of keeping its own pace, so that scientific and 

technological developments don’t outstrip the capacity of commerce and nation to use 

them responsibly-- aimed ultimately towards guiding via humanity’s and art’s 

instrumentalizing faculties all things towards a poem of mystical-linguistic aufhebung: 

For, through that better perception, he stands one step nearer to things, and 
sees the flowing or metamorphosis; perceives that thought is multiform; 
that within the form of every creature is a force impelling it to ascend into 
a higher form; and, following with his eyes the life, uses the forms which 
express that life, and so his speech flows with the flowing of nature. All 
the facts of the animal economy, sex, nutriment, gestation, birth, growth, 
are symbols of the passage of the world into the soul of man, to suffer 
there a change, and reappear a new and higher fact. He uses forms 
according to the life, and not according to the form. This is true science. 
(456) 
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The poets-- the true poets, not the “wits” that Emerson finds in contemporary salons and 

journals-- are “liberating gods,” and their promised liberation is one of language-- 

naming what is, revivifying and reactivating the “fossil poetry” embedded in the 

language we already have, and at all points awakening a numbed population into renewed 

and sharpened seeing (457). 

 What is argued in the first part of Sprague’s “Poet” is little different in the broad 

strokes, and, were a reader to be handed the first section without any additional context 

save maybe the date, they might very likely peg the poem as a good fit for The Dial 

rather than the Banner of Light. At this early point she keeps her theology light, but her 

referents to the mythic and Romantic topoi of the Transcendentalist imagination heavy. 

It’s only on a closer reading-- and with both Emerson’s text and the rest of the poem in 

mind-- that differences pointing to Spiritualist doxa begin to suggest themselves. A first 

clue is in the poem’s form. While the last three scenes are dramatic in the theatrical sense, 

featuring realistic characters pushing a narrative along with their various conversations 

and interactions, Scene One is dialogic after the fashion of Wordsworth or Shelley’s 

addresses to an empty but animistically “present” landscape. Indeed the titular Poet’s 

lonesomeness is central to her initial plight, strumming her lyre in an idyll apparently 

devoid of other human life-- she is “lonely in the crowd,” alienated amidst the bustle of 

urbanity and aware of an “aching void” in herself, “clouds of darkness and night” misting 

the phenomenal world (4). This yearning, which alienates her from the “crowd” and 

preconditions her sense of a broader existential alienation, is supplemented by a desire for 

something more, a burgeoning awareness that her life and her art both await a missing 

element which she seeks in solemn, sepulchral songs and solitary introspection. Yet the 
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fact of Sprague’s Spiritualism makes the radical of address in this section ambiguous. Are 

the other forces which speak to the poet mere abstractions, ways of structuring and 

shaping what is functionally a soliloquy, or should the reader take their presence as 

supernatural intelligences seriously, and interpret the transfer of knowledge and craft that 

takes place as a more mysterious and dramatic sort of gnosis than what Emerson 

describes? 

Just like Emerson, Sprague is skeptical of the navel-gazing impulse of poetry-- 

and as demonstrated by the “torn fragments of paper containing pencilled snatches of 

song” scattered about in the opening directions, she seems less than optimistic of its 

efficacy in actually producing fluent art (3)-- and finds renewed immersion into the world 

to be the first step in coaxing the poet towards “real” poetry. This entails a matching 

skepticism for conceptions of poetic practice as the private labor of fully autonomous 

artistic demiurges, as well as for the sentimental desire for poetry to be, as the Poet 

initially pines for, a largely therapeutic or palliative measure, a balm for anxious hearts. 

Thus, as the scene develops, the Poet is met with spirits who not only imbue but explain 

and even clarify the abilities and social obligations of the artist. This is not, even 

allegorically, about an Orphically privileged singer coming into full flower through 

concerted effort or will, but an initiation, with all of the missteps, revisions, and social 

frisson that that implies. The Poet’s progress then is not merely focused on reorienting 

her towards a program of social uplift, but a literal re-insertion into a social order, albeit a 

supernatural one. The melancholy Poet of the scene’s opening is no longer alone at the 

end of it, and no longer lonely-- having been ushered into a pantheon of superhuman 

language-creatures, and tasked with an aesthetic mission shot through with the imperative 
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to not only compose, but to be read and heard and understood. As a writer proselytizing 

for a belief system in which historical development must come to rely on the material 

intercession of extra-material intelligences, and especially as a writer whose own 

conversion story-- cured of a debilitating scrofulitic illness by spirits-- revolves around 

the ability of benign forces to lend beneficial aid to human beings, the scene’s alignment 

with rhetorical disputatio signals a clear difference from Emerson’s good-natured but 

insistent polemic: drawing perhaps on Sprague’s long experience as a Vermont school 

teacher, it is a pedagogical structure, inviting us to learn and unlearn alongside the Poet. 

So, to chart the section broadly, the Poet goes from selfish and vain glee in the 

liberation granted by the Spirit of Poesy, to an urging by Beauty to remain mindful of the 

position of God as arbiter of the poetic “matter” of the world, with a chorus of angels 

similarly dampening any potential conception of the artist as demiurgic in and of herself. 

“From thy lips strange words prophetic/ Half consciously shall flow,” she is cautioned, or 

reassured-- “Thou shalt be a link uniting/ Worlds that seemed [sic] so far away” (23). 

“Thou shalt be thyself a Poem,” she is instructed-- as at the end of her own education she 

will be transformed in turn into a cross of sybil, herald, and spiritual teacher.  

This is reiterated when her ecstatic desire to escape the bonds of the body and rise 

into the realm of natural divinity opened to her is rebuked. In a curious bit of stage 

direction, she is described at this point of her progress as improvising-- that is, modeling 

the style of allegedly off-the-cuff virtuosity which vouchsafed the public legitimacy of 

many Spiritualist speakers-- without a clear shift in diction or style. What does shift is the 

Poet’s attitude, as her ardent wish to attain to the heavenly home of Poesy and Beauty 

(“My soul leaps forth to try,/ Upon the wings of Song, to reach thy home,/ Or in its 
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efforts die!”) lapses into a morbid fixation on the material body as lumpen and abject. “I 

spurn my prison-house of earth,--,” she sings, “The body where I’ve lain/ Like captive in 

his cold, damp cell,/ Thrice-bound with heavy chain.” (27). Yet Genius, the unlikely 

voice of civic obligation, arrives to remind her of the poet’s role as cultural bard, tasked 

with disseminating morally and socially constructive messages by demonstrating the 

inherent linkage between the good and the beautiful. “The Poet is the prophet, if he’s 

true;,” argues Genius.  

He grasps the past, and points unto the new; 
He links the ages, like the angel’s hand, 
Who stands, “one foot on sea and one on land”; 
Sings of what is, and then of what must be, 
When man from all that’s gross arises free; (32) 
In short, the poet’s “higher work, its destiny on earth,--- 
To make still other souls of purer worth.” (33) 
 

 This is framed as a serious task, far from the frivolous lyre-strumming met at the scene’s 

outset. “I’ll be the Worker, not the dreamer here” announces the Poet (37), putting 

together the pieces presented to her thus far. If the ultimate source and goal of poetry 

flow from and to what looks like, in the mid-19th century, a form of idealism, “They,” 

that is, the “ideals” both ethically and the Platonic anthropomorphization speaking in the 

poem, “shall be reals yet” through the incarnated labor of the artist. Through the three 

blended poetic activities of dreaming, working, and thinking, (“all is in one,”) the Poet 

arrives at the same point as Emerson, if not a step or two beyond into the esoteric, setting 

out on the path of a poetics of synthesized Erlebnis in which the material world and the 

transcendental or platonic supratext encoded therein do not just correspond but thrum and 

pulse against each other. The “experience’ at play is not merely that of the Poet, nor of 

the forces speaking to and through her, but from the dynamic point of interaction. The 
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trope of the poet’s lyre is evoked repeatedly, seemingly as a means of bringing these two 

worlds into reconciliation or unity in a fashion well beyond Emerson’s comparatively 

“simple” desire for “mere” legibility. As will be seen again and again in mediumistic 

poetry, the image of the poet as, primarily, a superbly wrought instrument upon which the 

“real” degree zero of authorship plays implies a diminishing of the power and agency of 

the individual human writer, while at the same time, rhetorically and theologically 

gesturing to capacities for knowledge claims and expressive feats literally beyond the 

scope of the mortal, fleshly poet working only with the meagre resources of the living 

body.  

This strikes towards the crux of what makes specifically mediumistic poetry, in 

this case, historically grounded in what passes the vague muster of Spiritualist orthodoxy, 

distinct from other brands of mid-century post-Romanticism, even in its more mystically 

inclined or esoterically informed guises: this sense in which supernatural or mythological 

scenes in which human actors interact with spirits of personification of the material or 

immaterial world, or even in which the poet addresses such forces, are not only not 

treated as metaphorical or rhetorical constructions, but as the site of real discursive 

exchange, and that the circuit of inspiration and sublime transport does not end, ideally, 

in the affirmation of the poet’s knowing relationship with the world, but with the poet in 

a kind of collaboration relation with an intelligence outside and beyond the self, making 

the author-voice of the poem uncannily multiple while zeroing in on the empirical 

singleness of the author-body. While the dynamics of this relation vary and shift from one 

poet to another-- essentially, each author who sits down to write through the experience 

of mediumship winds up describing a phenomenology from scratch-- it emerges as one of 
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the closest things that the motley body of Spiritualist literature has to a commonplace, 

with author after author intimating a kind of system of push and pull between various 

intelligences within the space of the individual body. If Emerson’s poet liberated himself 

from modishness by autodidactic mastery of the universe’s language, the Spiritualist 

poet, to borrow Jack Spicer’s much later way of framing the issue, had the language 

dictated to them ready-made. 

This sense of instruction shading into active abiding with and alongside 

composition is hinted at in the masque-like first section of “The Poet” as the lecturing 

voices of Genius, Poesy, and Beauty are replaced upon the Poet’s comprehension of her 

mission with a long and somewhat overlong procession of nature spirits-- Fairies of the 

Greenwood, Naiads of the Fountain, Spirits of the Air, Genii of the Ocean-- who each 

versify in distinct meters, in different forms than the rest of the poem’s languid  rhyme 

scheme, supplementing the Poet’s instruction in the moral imperatives of her craft with a 

crash course in prosody and craft by osmosis (as well as giving Sprague the opportunity 

for demonstrating formal virtuosity along the lines of the feats performed by 

improvatrices at live lectures). It’s only when the theoretical and affective valences of 

becoming the poet-- the one easy to describe but difficult to feel, the other so deeply felt 

that it registers only barely to the reader-- are alloyed with the technical strategies 

through which feeling can be used to transmit thought that the true scene of poetry can 

begin. The Goddess of the Soul, finally, caps off the scene by reiterating that by 

accepting into herself the creative powers of the universe, the Poet is accepting the 

responsibility of parceling those powers back out in a just and catholic fashion-- that the 

proliferation of beauty prospers in its proliferation, with just such an emphasis on the 
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abundant surplus of justice constituting in large part the means by which good is 

accomplished, that is, in reorganizing around distributing what’s already there rather than 

shoring up a paucity. Sounding a note familiar in Spiritualist rhetoric, the Goddess 

compares the Poet’s place in this network of universal love and wisdom with the 

telegraph-- in fact, shifting from metaphor to explicitly claiming that the methods of 

divine connection are literally telegraphic: “I’ll bear to thee from human souls/ Through 

telegraphic wires/ So fine no mortal eye can see,/ Its wishes, its desires.” (53) As the 

scene winds down in preparation for the poem’s potentially jarring shift to the mid-19th 

century, the Goddess strikes a strange note here-- still dwelling in the pastoral, even 

pagan space of Scene I, both she and the Poet are presumed to be as familiar with the 

telegraph as with the lyre. Both objects co-exist in the temporally knotty cosmology of 

Spiritualism, two taut cords along which communication shuttles, two modes of 

representing or figuring the instrumentalized body of the medium. In fact, in the same 

passage the Goddess somewhat confusingly transitions from the familiar and Emersonian 

metaphor of Nature as a book which the poet is privileged to be able to read, to 

describing the human soul as a kind of stringed instrument, its various moods and 

temperaments chords which the Poet must learn to understand and play. The poet’s art is 

both philosophy and techne, and as the strung wire along which poetry travels, is both 

connective tissue and the vibrating source of music and dynamism. 

The Poet is thus intermediate and between in another sense as well, serving as a 

microcosm of the spiritual forces which animate her in order to minister to the populace 

of readers and listeners not acute enough to touch the source directly (yet!), while at the 

same time receiving and synthesizing the language and thought of the people in order to 
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transmute it into a purer and more sacred form, broadening the already hybridized 

Boehme as received by Swedenborg and Emerson into a doctrine of signatures which 

works in reverse. That is, the human subject can, on the one hand, be read and interpreted 

just as well as a spider web or lily, and at the same time, the anxieties inchoate in the 

human condition can be rendered into symbols which can travel back up the chain of 

being, undergo the metamorphosis of being read and processed, and finally, translated 

once more into poetry, be given back to itself in a constructive and edifying form. If this 

is a bit confusing spelled out in explicatory prose, it is no less dizzying and/or convoluted 

in verse-- what’s truly important, one senses (especially at the emotional climax of the 

scene, right before the crash from hyper-elevated discourse with goddesses to bourgeois 

parlour melodrama), is the communication of the general idea of the medium-poet as 

complexly suspended in and sustained by immersion into these reciprocal and 

interdependent networks between human readers and the supernatural authors of the 

world’s book, at once reading and composing, listening and dictating, writing and being 

written. As the Goddess explains: 

 
I’ll bear the strength of other minds 
To mingle with thine own, 
To swell thy song to wilder force, 
And give it deeper tone. 
I’ll snatch the fire in burning hearts, 
And scatter it o’er thine, 
I’ll catch the spirit from true souls, 
To make still more divine. 
 
I’ll link thy soul with mystic bands 
By strange and unseen law, 
Until a strength, a hidden power, 
From other thou shalt draw. 
And thou wilt give it back again 
In rich and thrilling song, 
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In words that still uphold the right, 
And trample down the wrong. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thou art to be the people’s voice, 
To speak their own best thought, 
For which they could not find the words, 
Though long in vain they sought. 
The People’s poet thou shalt be-- 
Interpreter of truth, 
Speaking all hopeful unto age, 
And strengthening unto youth. (54) 
 

This model is borne out in the latter three scenes of the poem, as young Ida draws 

inspiration from the poet Ms. Raymond’s works to find love and aesthetic fulfillment. It’s 

curious on a first reading that Sprague-- who, as Ann Braude painstakingly demonstrates, 

joined other proto-feminist Spiritualists in her opposition to compulsory matrimony and 

actively avoided entangling herself with male suitors-- would choose to structure so much 

of this drama around the build-up and consummation of a match between a young girl 

and a much older man (a peer and friend of her father’s, in fact). Yet Sprague, I argue, 

does not intend this drama to be taken as an exemplary depiction of Spiritualist 

conversion-- after all, it shies away from directly addressing spirit mediumship or the 

afterlife, and aside from Raymond’s feats of improvisation and the opposition she faces 

from stodgy skeptics and religious conservatives she herself is scarcely recognizable as a 

Spiritualist poet. 

 Rather, it is structured to demonstrate a lesson which while broader schematically 

holds truest in its specificities within the context of Sprague’s Spiritualism-- namely, the 

ways in which influence reverberates and duplicates itself in the relationship between 
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poet and reader, as liberal Ida is “converted” not only to ideological positions derived 

from the radical Raymond, but, in stepping out as a published and, we’re told, proficient 

poet, shifts from admiration to emulation as Raymond, Mary Poppins-like, fades from the 

drama, out of the domestic scene, and into the cool night. If the middle-class family 

remains unconverted, as it were, all the better-- as a test case they only need to be 

progressive enough to believably entertain Ms. Raymond’s project, and to serve as 

counterpoints to both Raymond and the crass figures of the bourgeois “secular” audience 

of poetry. 

The core of this latter chunk of “The Poet,” is not finally the content of the 

medium-Poet’s verse but the efficacy and power of verse itself as a vector for influencing 

hearts and minds and for condensing into normal “speech” the tightly packed and 

encrypted language of world-spirits, signatura, or Emersonian “fossil poetry.” The 

centerpiece of this more novelistic portion of the poem-- situated snugly in between the 

drawing-room venues of scenes II and IV-- is the lycaeum performance attended by Ida 

and Bruce, in which Ms. Raymond, in her role as improvisatrice, demonstrates the 

suasive power of mediumistic poetry as such to a largely hostile crowd. While an 

inherent irony attends the textual representation of such a scene-- the “improvised” verse 

delivered by the fictional Raymond is, of course, fixed timelessly on the page and is, one 

could well presume, the product of unknown degrees of revision, rumination, and 

meditation-- its dramatic function is to erase precisely the mediating vehicle of the page 

and place the impressionable Ida directly in the path of poetry in its most direct and 

immediate setting. The poem-- and even more specifically the performed poem, the song 

straight from the singer’s lips-- presents a sublime interruption to the claustrophobic 
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space of modernity. As argued by the Goddess in scene I, proximity to the poet is, for the 

reader/audience, proximity to the good, to the divine, because the poet is always more 

than herself, a paradoxically “whole” being who by opening herself up to being inhabited 

and instrumentalized by other forces, that is, by permitting a certain kind of apophatic 

abnegation of the self, embodies an aesthetic and spiritual surplus unattainable by the 

alienated and atomised individual. As Raymond frames it, this entails a certain tension, as 

the breaking of one set of bonds necessitates submitting to another: 

I only care that other hearts 
Should feel this thrill of mine,-- 
A chord electric that would draw 
Each soul more close to Thine. 
 
I only pray for power to break 
From every soul its chain, 
A gift to win the tears that wash 
Away each guilty stain. (114-115) 
 

But how successful is she at winning this power, and establishing the pull of this 

cord/chord? To be sure, a contingent of the audience leaves unconvinced-- an aged 

clergyman protests in a fury that her admittedly prodigious gifts come “from the Arch-

Fiend,” (144), while a woman dubbed “STRANGER LADY” complains of Raymond’s 

plain dress and ugly face-- “she must be low-- so very little style!” (145). Yet others-- 

including Ida and Bruce, our windows into the drama-- are profoundly moved, convinced 

of her claims, and even allude to comforts typical of the Spiritualist seance but left out of 

Raymond’s performance, as the two women who exit speaking of their shared experience 

of sensing, mysteriously, a departed third person named Minnie. 

In content Raymond’s performance largely reiterates the events of Scene I, 

describing “FROM WHENCE- WHAT POWER- HAS COME THIS SINGER’S ART” 
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(117), the specificities of her poetic power, and finally, in a strange test, she details in 

length the myth of Perseus, looping back around to deem the story an allegory for her 

own mediumship, as Perseus was a mortal given gifts by the heavens. Once again, the 

precise nature of her interlocutor and benefactors seems, at first, animistic, and a direct 

elaboration of Emerson’s book of nature. After years of frustrated creative progress, 

having “no power to tell” the “thought/ that burned within [her] soul”: 

My soul woke up with strange and sudden thrill; 
It seemed, the voice of every greenwood tree, 
And rill, and star, and wave, conversed with me.  
And Nature stood revealed before me then, 
In grandeur that I cannot lose again. 
I caught new inspiration from the sod, 
And in its voice I heard the voice of God. 
And all the loved and lost seemed round me there, 
More beautiful than Earth, like Angels fair; 
That all through nature, voices called my name, 
And these, my latent powers, obedient came 
[...] 
And through my mind there comes a power divine, 
As though superior minds were blent with mine” (122) 
 

As will be elaborated in the poet Lizzie Doten’s writing, Raymond continues that her 

voice, on its own, is “faint and weak,” and only ascends to song when “the soul of 

Music” comes to here, describing her role in this process of poetic augmentation and 

instrumentalization as “key[s] [being] tuned to harmony.” (123). Here she departs from 

the pastoral nature-imagery of the preceding verse, and of scene I, to respond directly to 

an audience question about whether or not she derives her power from “departed spirits.” 

Raymond’s answer is simple: “I do” (123). And despite considerable uproar and protest 

from the conservative members of the audience, she elaborates this claim, relating these 

spirits-- of loved ones, dead mothers, sweethearts, etc.-- with sainthood, suggesting, in a 

staggered refrain, that their linguistic irruption in the space of the mediumistic poem is a 
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foretaste of an apocalyptic unspooling of time: “And then God’s Right shall take the 

place of Might,/ And then God’s Day be ushered in from Night” (127). While this 

wrenches the poem back in line with Spiritualist doxa-- yes, there are dead spirits here 

after all, not just leaves and imps-- it complicates the thesis developed from the outset, 

suggesting that the Poet’s apparently unmediated access to the divine language of the 

universe is in fact brokered through ghosts, who, having already passed from this life to 

the next, can shuttle back aglow with the privilege of divine bilinguality, being both of 

the world and the world to come, with the mortal Poet acting as a second-order 

interpreter, translating for her public what is already, in a fashion, translated.17 As Daniel 

Cottom notes in Abyss of Reason, after all, mediumship cannot be divorced in the end 

from mediation.  

The relation between poet and poetry consumer mirrors and completes the 

relation between medium-poet and spiritual “Outside”-- by placing oneself, Sprague 

argues in this scene, in the field of a higher linguistic power, the reader, or, in turn, the 

medium, allows the limited and limiting membrane of selfhood to be interpenetrated, 

enriching the possibilities of seeing, thinking, and feeling even as selfhood in its 

normative understanding is “diluted” by the introduction of a foreign other. If Rimbaud’s 

famous “je est un autre” is to be read as a plaint of existential dismemberment, for 

Sprague, the Spiritualists, and later poets of mediumship it also harbors the possibility of 

                                                
17

 This is not an unusual tack in transcriptions and accounts of seances. Few mediums had the chutzpah to 
directly introduce God to the table, but had other worthies-- Plato, Washington, Franklin, etc.-- arrive to 
convey information from further up the chain. That such “chains” were often quite elaborately and strictly 
arranged into hierarchical spheres is not just a holdover from Swedenborg, but a way, I believe, of 
facilitating this exercise in received gnosis as data management. While Molly McGarry persuasively argues 
Spiritualism’s strengths as a force for blending, bending, or breaking generic categories (including, most 
obviously, the binary of living and dead) I believe the movement’s relish for systems and rules is just as 
important, especially when thinking of how it situated itself into existing literary genres and modes. 
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reconciliation and reincorporation into a transcendent supra-selfhood beyond the flimsy 

perimeter of the Romantic “I”. To try to sum up this convoluted system of embedding 

concisely, the medium-poet’s special compulsion inheres in her speaking as herself and 

as something beyond or anterior herself-- by framing this outside in as abstract and 

porous a way as possible, this allows her to rhetorically fold in the “outside” of the 

audience, promising an intimate contact with the site of composition, and to tentatively 

contain and vent the vaster “outside” of metaphysical forces. All together the reader is 

promised, as in the more closed space of the chamber seance, direct visual, auditory, and 

in some cases haptic access to the usually female body of the medium, and, through her, 

to the supernatural wisdom brought awesomely proximate through her gifts. It is a 

fantasy of immediacy that, to return to Mill, unveils a vein of voyeurism and longing 

implicit in his solipsistic/onanistic primal scene of the lyric.  

 To return to the argument posited at the outset of this section, Sprague proposes in 

Spiritualism an antidote to the fundamental lonesomeness of modernity, as well as to the 

vacuity of the kind of decadent art enjoyed by the vulgarly bourgeois Kate and Clifton, a 

pair of louchely care-free characters who enjoy traditional gender roles, and titillating, 

sensational literature, and who, Ida and co. predict, are doomed to lead shallow, alienated 

lives. With its opening of understandings of human agency and capacity to models of 

symbiotic but positive structures of co-being or co-acting, Sprague’s particular brand of 

Spiritualism promises to pave the way for richer, deeper connections between humans 

through the cultivation of connections with the Spiritualist “outside”. In making a case 

for Spiritualism’s practical value to a middle-class audience, “The Poet” then is carefully 

calibrated, positioning the liberal-minded Seymour family somewhere between the crass 
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but well-heeled young lovers and the rarified, otherworldly practice of the dyed-in-the-

wool medium Miss Raymond.18 Mediumship is thus distanced from the air of fanaticism 

or ghoulishness which pervades anti-Spiritualist fiction like James’ The Bostonians (note 

as well how Sprague minimizes the presence of the dead-- the poem mentions angels 26 

times, ghosts or the dead none, and while the spirit/spirits are mentioned often, it is 

usually in the context of a vague indwelling kernel of identity rather than the 

disembodied intelligences of Spiritualism proper), and aligned rather with a healthy, vital 

drawing of things towards each other in fruitful community. As Emerson intuited in his 

skeptical later writings on Spiritualism, it seems in this poem not intended to supplant or 

rival Transcendentalism’s iteration of Romanticism, but to build upon it, taking its 

Boehmean relationship to the natural world and to the relative merits of community and 

fellowship as a starting point upon which to erect theological elaborations rather than as 

the terminus of an Edwardsian phenomenology of scrupulously Protestant looking and 

being. 

                                                
18

 Raymond does wind up espousing some of Sprague’s more radical social and political positions later in 
Scene IV, while making it clear that, as questions of personal practice, she isn’t dogmatic-- for example, 
while making it clear that she eschews marriage, she happily gives Ida and Mr. Bruce her blessings. This 
could be taken as something of a dodge on Sprague’s part-- as detailed by Anne Braude in Radical Spirits, 

Sprague joined a number of other prominent Spiritualists in not only avoiding matrimonial entanglements, 
but in advocating for drastic and urgently felt reform in marriage (134). However, the poem also goes to 
great lengths to assert Ida’s agency and desire in pursuing marriage with Mr. Bruce and, notwithstanding a 
certain 21st leeriness of their age gap, Sprague seems to view them as a model example of what an ideal 
marriage-relationship within middle-class social structures might look like-- two intelligent, creative people 
who relate to one another as equals, engaging in mutual pursuit and exhibiting mutual attraction. This may 
be borne out by Mr. Seymour’s closing lines, in which his approval of the impending nuptials is built 
around the same metaphors of cords and cables as at once tethering and musically vibrating as Sprague’s 
earlier descriptions of mediumistic bondage:”And through affliction let each chord entwine/ Still closer, till 
thy love is all divine” (189). 
  
Further research into the depiction of romantic and matrimonial love in Spiritualist fiction in particular-- a 
common sight in weekly papers like The Banner of Light--  would probably yield interesting results. 
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 Poetry, as the drama makes clear, is an especially fit vehicle for communicating 

this message, and Sprague and other Spiritualist poets seemed to have a relatively sturdy 

faith in poetry’s potential to find a mass audience, and what’s more, an attentive one. 

Raymond’s reading is the miracle of the poem’s plot, the turning point in which the 

cynics are forced to either confess their ignorance or dig in their heels-- meither way, in a 

somewhat melodramatic fashion, it’s granted, in its little sphere, the religious gravity of a 

burning bush or arrested sun. Although literalized to an extent he would eventually find 

distasteful, this sense of poetry as a flashpoint or event horizon for language is not distant 

from Emerson’s notion, mentioned before, of poetry as a generative crisis in used-up 

language, the elixir which restores to life the “fossil” of vitality found in inert words-- in 

Spiritualism’s case, by literally taking as living or reborn the system of signification lying 

behind the production of mediumistic space, a mysterious class of language- and 

meaning-producing forces which steer the compositions of text from beyond. In both 

cases, part of what distinguishes poetic language from ordinary language is precisely this 

shared sense of something else being there, something aside from the pen-grasping poet 

and the common lexicon schlepped to the table with them, something before and behind 

the individual writer’s aims and grasp that, in a “true” poem, transcends the accumulated 

bits and pieces of the page. As mentioned previously, Allen Grossman, extolling the 

special virtues of the lyric, describes it as the kind of poetry “which imitates man alone,” 

(212) but the lyric practiced by the Spiritualist poets imitates neither the exceptionality of 

the human nor its loneliness. 

 In part what distinguishes them is that, for Emerson, access to this suprapersonal 

linguistic wellspring is predicated, perhaps paradoxically, on the individual writer’s 
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special acuity and insight, their ability to incisively strike past the flotsam of convention 

at the signature of the thing itself. For the medium, on the contrary, this is less a fiat to 

bid nature reveal itself-- to turn the natural world into, as Eric Lindstrom argues in 

Romantic Fiat, a subject which can be addressed and compelled-- than a willful yielding, 

a striving to become the instrument of a letter which operates trans-temporally and 

extrapersonally rather than vice versa. Contra Mills’ notorious definition of the lyric as 

the self overheard speaking to itself, a closed circuit, single player game, the mediumistic 

lyric minimizes the self in order to enfold the addressee and elevate the status of the letter 

itself. If the authorial self speaks, it is on behalf and as envoy of a textual subject beyond 

itself, which addresses not, self-reflexively, the bodily poet (who, depending on the brand 

of mediumship at work, might not even be aware of what their hands are doing), but a 

reader invited to leapfrog over the “author” towards supernatural communion with the 

word. The true author behind Raymond’s poetry, “The Poet'' argues is, well, everything, 

in a neat inversion of Emerson’s vision of poetic instrumentalization of Nature’s copy-

plates. In Mill’s formulation such a prophet, didactically determined to be heard and 

speaking as a divine proxy for something or some things other, is antithetical to the 

lyricist, a hardline but ahistorical generic gesture.   

It now becomes visible, I hope, that the theory of poetics adopted by Spiritualists 

and modelled here by Sprague emerges from the Transcendentalist Romantic vanguard of 

the mid-century (or, even more fundamentally, the same esoteric, theological, and 

philosophical touchstones of the Transcendentalists-- see Versluis and/or Gutierrez), as 

well from North American Protestantism’s similarly Romantic-adjacent emphasis on the 

capacity of the individual seeker to experience immediate contact with divinity. At the 



77 

  

 

same time, as Emerson himself recognized, these poets diverged on the question of who 

and what essentially constitutes the author function, embracing a model in which the 

speaking and writing self is multiple, and in its supernatural multiplicity given access to 

ways of writing through temporality and identity unavailable to authors who, however 

gamely, root their authorial position in a corporeal body that is born at a certain point, 

lives, works, dies, and is no more. Thus while poets like Sprague took part in what 

Virginia Jackson calls the lyricization of poetry throughout the 19th century by collapsing 

the special prerogatives of other genres into the scope of the lyric19, they also departed 

from the stream of developments that led from Emerson to Whitman and into the 20th 

century. Much of this poetry, as Sprague’s “The Poet” does, straddles the line between 

making appeals towards cultural respectability and legibility, and embracing a 

commitment to idiosyncratic theological, political, and even formal ideals as inseparable 

from the core of their projects-- at once participating in the historical process described 

by historians of the lyric, and resisting the homogenizing and aesthetic defanging of their 

mode. If the medium poets of the period sought to produce texts that conspicuously 

                                                
19 In this poem in particular the collapsing of different kinds of poetic tradition is presented as a healthy 
consolidation-- it’s dilettantes like Kate who cling to the sensationalism of Don Juan, and prudes who 
dismiss the salutary function of “secular” verse, while the Seymours benefit from holding the ability to both 
read poetry as wisdom literature and to engage with it as canny and culturally sophisticated consumers. 
That is, the emerge of mediumistic visionaries like Ms. Raymond represents a recentering of poetic 
practice, with the dross being pushed to the periphery. It’s not just that Sprague wrote at a time in which 
various disparate poetic forms were increasingly clumped into being broadly legible as “lyric” but that 
Spiritualist poets actively pursued the lyric in the apparent understanding that, like the medium herself, it, 
through its porousness and receptivity, was the most fitting vessel for Spiritualist expression. In other 
words, the absence of historical contingency that Dickinson ascribes to models of the lyric from the mid-
19th c. onward (7) becomes, in Spiritualism, a feature rather than a bug, making it possible to have Burns, 
Shakespeare, and Sappho writing through the medium of the 19th century as interchangeable textual 
interfacers-- a spin on Emerson’s reawoken “fossil poetry” as much as on Susan Stewart’s critical notion of 
the “new antique” in Crimes of Writing, “antihistorical” in its attempts to perform access to historical 
forms, unmediated, through new products of social production (67). If the lyric appeared, in these tellings, 
to be timeless, it was not because of an aesthetic sanding off of historical context, but because, Spiritualist 
poetry argues, something truly timeless in the sense of being beyond time was being reborn. Cathy 
Gutierrez makes a similar, if broader case by tracing the influence of Neoplatonism and its eternity of 
forms through Spiritualist thought. 
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passed for the genteel verse of their own time and of past periods, they did so towards 

ends and via means radically unfamiliar to literary gatekeepers and the theorists of the 

poem as private, abstract plea. While Jackson describes an emerging process of flattening 

the ideal of the lyric into a kind of expression “temporally self-present and unmediated,” 

Spiritualists understood their practice as demonstrating to the contrary (Dickinson’s 

Misery, 9). At the same time, of course, we might note somewhat cynically that Achsa 

Sprague’s The Poet & Other Poems was published as Achsa Sprague’s, not Some 

Angels’. Similarly, a book like Lizzie Doten’s Hours of Life is not ascribed to any of the 

numerous voices she channels throughout the book, Burns or Poe or whoever else. As 

R.W. Franklin noted back in 1967 “authors are our categories,” (The Editing of Emily 

Dickinson, 142) and these medium-poets reserved, as did their 20th century counterparts, 

the laurels of authorship for themselves even as they undercut and problematized that 

same function as a less than stable ingredient of the total text. 

In doing so, they pieced together a practice that from some angles seems 

surprisingly prescient, a communal and asynchronous brand of poetry committed to the 

elevation of coterie, marginalized and gendered mid-century genres, and the mystical but 

avowedly empirical tenets of what Catherine Albanese terms “metaphysical religion.” 

Ahead of their time, they experimented with the temporal effects of the lyric, the 

fragmented and sublime body of the author, and, to cite again Daniel Cottom, elements of 

the cluster of practices that would later be recognizable as bricolage. This body of work, 

which persisted stubbornly alongside the canonical throughways of the American 

Renaissance, offers a covert via negativa which, I propose, wends its way into the occult-

minded textual practices of H.D.’s modernism and her descendants. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE HARP-STRINGS OF MY BEING:  

LIZZIE DOTEN AND THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF SPIRITS 

 

i. “His Home is Heaven for a’ That” 

The following two chapters attempt to explain how in mid-19th century 

Spiritualist poetry particular forms that seemed uncanny or impossible-- the dead aren’t 

supposed to speak, and the living are supposed to speak and act according to their own 

wills and not a disembodied subject’s-- in fact can be made legible if not explicable 

within contemporaneous discourses of how poetry was written, who it was written by and 

for, and what “creating “or “authoring” meant. 

By placing mediumistic authors of the period such as Lizzie Doten and Sarah 

Helen Whitman within the context of broader debates about the lyric poem and the social 

and aesthetic role of the woman poet, I hope to demonstrate three things:  

 First, that rather than operating on the fringes of American literary culture, 

mediumistic poets and “mainstream” female poets were only ever a degree or two 

away from one another in terms of strategically performing reception and critical 

self-fashioning.  

 Second, that the topoi of Spiritualism and Spiritualist mediumship offered ways of 

modeling in heightened fashion critical arguments about authenticity, originality, 

and creativity, restaging on the level of myth theoretical problems that vexed 

critics-- and that, in turn, critiques directed their way often reproduced arguments 

leveled, on a less sensational note, at other female poets. 
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 Third, that despite their relative obscurity today and the sometimes half-hearted 

endorsement given by latter-day scholars, the poets I’m discussing were active 

participants in lively if sometimes hermetic verse culture, with fairly worked-out 

apparatuses of thinking through their own mediations of self, other, and material 

text. 

I begin with Lizzie Doten, a successful spirit medium and trance lecturer who managed to 

be financially independent from a young age as a result of her Spiritualist enterprises, and 

who published several books of Spiritualist verse in which she claimed to offer poems 

written, or co-written, by/with Poe, Burns, Shakespeare, Hemans, and others. The key to 

her body of work, I propose, is the preface to 1863’s Poems of the Inner Life, “A Word to 

the World,” which explains how her poems were composed and what it felt like to have 

spirits work through her, something like a phenomenology of mediumship and a 

startlingly frank investigation of mediumship’s truth-claims that has been largely 

overlooked. How these principles work out in the poems themselves is an open question, 

and contemporary critics pointed to her mediumistic work as points against and in favor 

of the validity of Spiritualism’s claims. These critiques point to a set of expectations of 

what normative verse culture looked like by way of indicating gaps where Spiritualists 

went astray-- and these gaps can be productively filled in by looking at the role of poetry 

in the Spiritualist popular press, i.e. papers such as The Banner of Light.  

Next I turn to Sarah Helen Whitman. While mostly remembered for her brief 

engagement to Edgar Allan Poe and her active role in promoting his literary legacy after 

his death, Whitman was also a widely published poet, a member of Providence’s literary 

scene, a public intellectual who corresponded with many of the leading lights of the mid-
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century, a major gatekeeper for young poets in the latter half of the 19th century, and, 

most importantly perhaps for this argument, a Spiritualist and a medium. Although she 

did not make mediumistic claims about her own poetic work, she did work within the 

genres of imitation, pastiche, and translation negatively linked with “channeled” verse, 

initially catching Poe’s attention with a valentine modelled after his own “The Raven,” 

and making numerous public claims in letters, editorials, and poems about her continued 

contact with Poe after death. I hope to draw attention to the ways in which the Spiritualist 

practice of echoing, quoting, and making a bricolage out of the source material of their 

mediating spirits was an extension of slightly earlier and contemporaneous practices of 

gendered poetic practice, through which the membrane between author and reader was 

made ambiguous in a fashion that mediums would pick up on.  

Through these cases I hope to demonstrate not only that Spiritualist poetics are a 

genre worth further studying, with a diffuse but definitely present aesthetic and political 

program that distinguishes it from other lyric practices of its time, but that individual 

poets within this genre merit our attention after a century and a half of neglect. While it 

would be difficult to prove that H.D., Spicer et al. were intimately familiar with, say, 

Poems From the Inner Life or the incidental poems that ran on the front pages of 

Spiritualist newspapers, I believe that they were influenced and beguiled by the broader 

verse culture in which that poetry was produced, as well as by the same cultural spectres 

that haunted their nineteenth century predecessors-- or, at least, by the lingering, haunting 

traces of those predecessors. In engaging in close readings with these poets instead of 

deferring to the work of their critics, I hope to suggest a blueprint for bridging this gap 
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and making the genealogy of American mediumistic poetry in modernism and beyond 

more explicable. 

In 1864 Robert Burns returned from the dead, again, to deliver a new poem. This 

time, his conduit to the living was Lizzie Doten, then 35 and already well known in 

Spiritualist circles for mediumistic poems such as “Farewell to Earth,” promoted by its 

publisher as Poe’s “final farewell” to his adorers among the living and originally 

delivered as an improvised piece at Clinton Hall, New York City at the close of a trance 

lecture in November, 1863 (Poems From the Inner Life, 162). Doten was a dedicated 

reformer and progressive as well as a poet and medium printing tracts with strident titles 

such as Free Love & Affinity. She was also notorious for an 1861 performance in which 

she delivered a lengthy pseudo-anarchist prayer to Lucifer entitled “Invocation” which 

was reprinted in the Banner of Light and swiftly became a popular target for anti-

Spiritualist finger-waggers and moralists.20 Doten’s politics ran towards the radical in 

other areas as well, joining several other prominent Spiritualists in using her public 

platform as an opportunity to advocate for women’s rights-- as Clara Contreras-Ameduri 

notes in her essay “‘Strange Women Teaching Stranger Things,’” Doten “engaged in 

ardent political activism in favor of female economic independence and the reform of 

marriage laws,” (Contreras-Ameduri, 128) in particular, as Braude notes, fighting for 

securing women chances to find livelihood outside of marriage (Braude 120-121). And, 

while Doten’s most famous poems sprung from the persona of well-known dead authors 

such as Poe and Shakespeare, she also frequently composed verse that spoke more 

                                                
20 W. McDonald’s 1866 Spiritualism Identical With Ancient Sorcery, New Testament Demonology, and 

Modern Witchcraft: With the Testimony of God and Man Against It cites the “Invocation” as Exhibit A in 
his argument that “Spiritualism is from beneath, and all who adhere to it are guilty of devil worship” (183). 



84 

  

 

immediately and materially to women’s social and spiritual concerns, fashioning 

identities out of semi-anonymous female speakers inhabiting recognizable and relatable 

positions of crisis, grief, and reconciliation, for example Poems From the Inner Life’s 

“Jennie,” (41,) “Marian,” (66), and “Birdie” (73), each of which, to cite once again 

Contreras-Ameduri, allowed the poet to “verbalize the narratives of [...] unknown 

women” (and which were, she adds, frequently delivered at funerals) (Contreras-

Ameduri, 132). Altogether, Doten’s poetics and her metaphysics both rested on the two 

poles of channeling the “dictated” words of other speakers, and using those words as a 

vehicle for progressive political and social platforms.  

As a poet, radical, and advocate for sexual reform, then, she seems a natural 

choice for Burns’ spirit to visit. The poem, entitled “For A’That” and published in 

Doten’s collection Poems From the Inner Life ran like this: 

Is there a luckless wight on earth, 

Oppressed wi’ care and a’ that, 

Who holds his life as little worth, 

His home is Heaven for a’ that-- 

For a’ that, and a’ that. 

There’s muckle joy for a’ that; 

He’s seen the worst o’ hell below, 

His home is Heaven for a’ that.  

 

The weary slave that drags his chain, 

In toil and grief, and a’ that, 

Shall find relief from a ‘his pain, 

And rest in Heaven from a’ that. 

From a’ that and a’ that, 

There’s freedom there from a’ that, 

For Justice throws into the scale 

A recompense for a’ that. 
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Puir souls, in right not unco strong, 

Through love and want and a’ that, 

There sure is power to right their wrong, 

And save their souls, for a’ that--  

For a’ that, and a’ that. 

The Lord is guid for a’ that; 

The de’il himsel’ can turn and mend, 

And come to Heaven for a’ that. 

 

On Scotia’s hills the gowans spring, 

The heather blooms, and a’ that; 

The mavis and the merle sing, 

But Heaven’s my home for a’ that-- 

For a’ that, and a’ that. 

I wadna’ change for a’ that. 

He who once finds the Heaven aboon 

Will not come back for a’ that. (97)  

 

Attentive Burns aficionados might notice a clear similarity to his earlier, pre-posthumous 

“A Man’s A Man For a’ That,” published anonymously in The Glasgow Magazine in 

1795, a reflection on the French Revolution set to a popular ballad tune (Burns, 515): 

 Is there, for honest poverty,  
         That hings his head, an' a' that?  
The coward slave, we pass him by,  
         We dare be poor for a' that!  
             For a' that, an' a' that,  
                        Our toils obscure, an' a' that;  
             The rank is but the guinea's stamp;  
                        The man's the gowd for a' that,  
 
What tho' on hamely fare we dine,  
         Wear hoddin-gray, an' a' that;  
Gie fools their silks, and knaves their wine,  
         A man's a man for a' that.  
             For a' that, an' a' that,  
                        Their tinsel show an' a' that;  
             The honest man, tho' e'er sae poor,  
                        Is king o' men for a' that.  
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Ye see yon birkie, ca'd a lord  
         Wha struts, an' stares, an' a' that;  
Tho' hundreds worship at his word,  
         He's but a coof for a' that:  
             For a' that, an' a' that,  
                        His riband, star, an' a' that,  
             The man o' independent mind,  
                        He looks and laughs at a' that.  
 
A prince can mak a belted knight,  
         A marquis, duke, an' a' that;  
But an honest man's aboon his might,  
         Guid faith he mauna fa' that!  
             For a' that, an' a' that,  
                        Their dignities, an' a' that,  
             The pith o' sense, an' pride o' worth,  
                        Are higher rank than a' that.  
 
Then let us pray that come it may,  
         As come it will for a' that,  
That sense and worth, o'er a' the earth,  
         May bear the gree, an' a' that.  
             For a' that, an' a' that,  
                        It's coming yet, for a' that,  
             That man to man, the warld o'er,  
                        Shall brothers be for a' that. (512) 

 
Several salient points jump out about the version of the poem performed by Doten and 

printed in her book. To begin with the obvious, it is a Spiritualist poem, written by a 

Spiritualist poet, under the Spiritualist conceit of a living medium channeling the voice or 

thoughts of the soul of a dead person (in this case, Burns). What’s more, this poem 

follows the popular and popularizing motif of that dead person being a celebrity rather 

than a deceased relative or loved one, or merely a broad archetypal figure-- a poem 

dictated by Burns elicits more authority than a minor poet or anonymous spirit. 

Additionally, we might note that the poem appearing in Poems of the Inner Life is 
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obviously and deliberately-- setting issues of artistic quality or taste aside-- derivative of 

the 1795 piece, in places a direct pastiche or modulation of Burns’ original lines.21 

This is in a sense the point of such mediumistic poems. If aesthetic beauty or 

clarity of thought is achieved in the eyes or ears of the audience, this is merely a welcome 

side effect of the piece’s true purpose, namely, to provide textual and linguistic proof of 

Spiritualism’s claims to authentic contact with the dead as well as to communicate a 

lesson consonant with Spiritualism’s tenants (as understood by the medium). Doten’s 

“For a’ That” is not meant to be evaluated as a lyric expression of her own interiority or a 

demonstration of her own style-- rather, it accomplishes its goals, from a pragmatic 

standpoint, if it simultaneously convinces the audience that it is sufficiently Burns-like to 

be taken for a “real” production of Burns, and conveys such semantic or didactic content 

as to help nudge readers towards the adoption of Spiritualist doxa, or, at least, give such 

doxa exposure in a sympathetic and ideally aesthetically pleasant and impressive venue. 

From the perspective of the Spiritualist press, this was all copacetic. In fact these 

two goals were seen to logically follow from each other. If the terms of composition were 

true-- that is, if the medium was conveying authentically conceived language from the 

controlling spirit-- then that language, purified through the crucible of death and the 

crystallizing moral atmosphere of the Summerlands, would by necessity be produced as a 

clearer, purer variation of the author’s “mortal” style, as well as of a clarified moral 

purpose identical with the moral program of Spiritualism (as it were). As we’ll encounter 

with Poe’s spirit, the idea went that confusion, hypocrisy, or murkiness in the aesthetic 

                                                
21 This is, crucially, only fair, as Burns borrowed the tune for his song from “Lady Macintosh’s Reel,” 
published in Robert Bremner’s 1759 A Collection of Scottish Reels or Country Dances. However, while 
Burns was working in the tradition of permutations of existing melodies, Doten is up to something very 
different, if arguably no less democratic in its exotericism. 
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and moral program of living writers would be smoothed out after death, suggesting that 

all dictated poetry could in theory effortlessly combine truth and beauty. What is left, 

when the moral impurities and flaws of the flesh are refined out, are the linguistic tics and 

markers recognizable as prosodic style, rendering out into a formally legible but morally 

and ideologically perhaps unrecognizable figures.  

As Shawn James Rosenheim states in The Cryptographic Imagination, writing of Doten’s 

Poe poems: 

“Doten values Poe as a writer despite his skill with words, as if language 
were so contaminated that Poe’s inability to express himself signified the 
sublimity of the message. [...] Doten flattens Poe’s work out to such a 
degree that we only recognize Doten’s spirit-poems as [those of Burns, 
Poe, or Shakespeare] by their careful prosodic imitation. Recognizing that 
Poe’s intricate rhythms and excessive musicality constitute an affective 
Morse code whose stresses and elisions repeatedly signal a sense of loss, 
Doten relies on those rhythms to stabilize the meaning of her work, 
independent of the poem’s denotative content. By thus nullifying the 
propositional content of Poe’s poetry, Doten reduces its meaning to a 
universal throb of desire. Doten converts Poe, the most self-conscious of 
writers, into a figure of tremblingly inexpressible sociality. Poe emerges as 
an antebellum E.T., his heart-light glowing with strong emotion.” 
(Rosenheim) 
 
This emphasis on maintaining aesthetic markers while tidying and elevating moral 

content is evident in an advertisement for Poems From the Inner Life published in an 

1866 London mail-order catalogue, Catalogue of Works in the Progressive Library, a 

“Cheap and Convenient means for the diffusion of Spiritualism” (1):“The volume before 

us contains the gems of the inspirational utterances, given chiefly before public 

audiences, under direct spirit influence. Several of them are attributed to the spirit of 

Edgar A. Poe. They have all the rhythmic beauty, grandeur, and imagery of his 

productions in earth life, but far surpass these in exaltedness of conception and purity of 

purpose.” The ad concludes by asserting that “the book is a valuable addition to the 



89 

  

 

evidences in favour of spirit intercourse, and of its ennobling tendencies” (10). Doten’s 

book is given pride of place in the catalogue’s “Poetry and Music” section, coming 

before collections by other major Spiritualist poets like Achsa Sprague, Belle Bush, 

Thomas Lake Harris, and Emma Tuttle, as well as a number of anthologies of verse 

appropriate for Spiritualist gatherings (such as The Spirit Minstrel and The Psalms) and 

an illustrated anthology of Poe’s mortal work. The copy-writer backs up the implicit 

hierarchy suggested by the arrangement of products for sale-- while Poe’s living work 

may have been influential and moving, it is Doten’s mediumistic rendering of his 

spiritual work, benefitting from the uplift of the afterlife, which deserve to be prioritized 

in the Spiritualist marketplace.  

Doten’s book is also set apart for the effusiveness of its praise and the specificity 

of the copywriter’s attention to issues of craft. While Sprague’s The Poet is praised for its 

“Lofty thought and valuable instruction,” and Blossoms of Our Spring is similarly 

marketed primarily for its didactic value (“the smaller poems have also a social tendency 

[...] in all cases followed by an instructive moral”), what distinguishes Doten’s book is 

precisely that it could only ambivalently be ascribed to Doten. By lending some of the 

luster of her distinguished interlocutors to their praise, the author of the ad tacitly 

reinforces the conceit of the entire project, grafting the aesthetic regard afforded to Poe, 

Burns, Shakespeare et al. to their earthly proxy. See the emphasis on underscoring the 

trifold sequence of similarities in its discussion of her Poe poems-- by lining her poetry 

up with the original Poe’s “rhythmic beauty, grandeur, and imagery,” (they “have” these 

traits with an overtone of absorptive possession) the writer asserts that Doten is not 

merely writing like Poe, but as Poe for all formal and aesthetic intents and purposes. 
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Even skeptical readers are challenged to distinguish hers from Poe’s-- after all, if she 

successfully imitates the metrical and prosodic effects of his poetry, the aesthetic cosmos 

it cultivates, and remains faithful to the thematic hobby-horses of the original, than issues 

of “how” and “why,” surely, for the invested Spiritualist reader, become academic. Thus 

the ad’s confidence that the poems are an “addition to the evidences in favour of spirit 

intercourse”-- an imitation can only be so good, it alleges, before the reasonable critic 

must acknowledge its probable isometry with its original. Further, the ad suggests that the 

press fulfills the role of a further link in the magnetically fluid chain between spirit to 

medium to language-- “the deep religious and spiritual tones of her discourses have 

extended her influence far beyond the limits of her voice, through the instrumentality of 

the Press” [emphasis mine]. The proof of mediumship lies in a compelling enough 

performance of reproduction, even if fidelity and immediacy is lost somewhat at each 

step in the process. 

 These dual criteria of quality and resemblance were also the criteria through 

which skeptical audiences read such poems, holding each mediumistic piece up with 

works of the original not only to ferret out instances of self-plagiarism but to judge how it 

held up in comparison as art. While their terms of evaluation in the latter case were often 

vague, they largely saw the Spiritualist pieces as coming up short-- where Spiritualists 

found uncanny points of resemblance, critics saw, as the previous chapter testified, 

shoddy imitations. These assessments were often marked with a streak of misogyny, 

comparing the inherent faculties of female poets with the ostensibly gendered genius of 

the male. In a skeptical lecture to the Eclectic Society of Melbourne in 1869, Henry G. 
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Turner holds up Poems From the Inner, specifically its Poe material, as representative of 

the weakness of Spiritualist poetry’s claims: 

“Another form [of revelation] is the supposed possession of the medium 
by the spirit of some deceased celebrity, in which the characteristics of the 
individual represented are developed. Literary men, and especially poets, 
are the favorites in this form of manifestation, Edgar Allan Poe being 
always ready to declare himself through any imaginative female 
medium;22 while enormous quantity of spirit poetry which he perpetrates 
in weak imitation of his earthly excellences in that line, show that his fate 
at least is deterioration in place of progress!” (12) 
 

He continues with some potshots at Doten in particular, demurely referring to her simply 

as “a celebrated lady-medium in the trance state,” complaining that the alleged 

certificates of proof contained in the book, and in eyewitness accounts of her trance 

lectures, amount to nothing more than the knowledge that “a young woman with her eyes 

closed, and the appearance of unconsciousness, delivered certain poetical effusions, after 

announcing the name of the spirit that possessed her.” [ibid] 

In opposition to the Spiritualists who pointed to the perfection of Doten’s 

reproduction of Poe’s voice as proof of her authenticity-- creating, that is, poetry beyond 

her inborn faculties-- Turner flips this on its head, using the poetry’s lack of quality and 

its imitative properties as evidence of Doten’s fraudulency, going so far as to make 

dictated poetry out to be a kind of plagiarism: 

“As imitations they are inferior to the “Rejected Addresses” of the 
brothers Smith,23 while their publication in this form is an insult to the 
memory of the authors named, because it presupposes in them a poverty of 
language and ideas that necessitates their falling back upon the very 
phrases and sentiments of their mundane work. This is carried to a 

                                                
22

 Note here his presumption that the medium is female-- as we’ll see, this is predicated not only on the 
popular imagination’s notion of the archetypal medium, but on the supposed contrast between male genius 
and female receptivity. While R. Laurence Moore argues in “The Spiritualist Medium” that the majority of 
itinerant Spiritualist mediums (or at least those who were able to claim mediumship as a profession)  were 
male, most literature, Spiritualist and non-Spiritualist, focused on the female medium.  
23

 Rejected Addresses was an 1812 collection of poetic parodies by the brothers Horace and James Smith. 
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ridiculous length in the Shakespearian utterances, which are garnished 
throughout with whole lines taken at random from his various plays, not 
always in harmony with the context24; while the general versification of 
the book is such as might be squeezed out of anyone, who, fairly read in 
poetry, had a musical ear and moderately retentive memory” (12). 
 

Both Doten’s detractors and supporters legitimize a reading of Spiritualist practice in 

which the medium is erased, or feigns erasure, in the process of channeling a superior 

intelligence. This is consonant with the rhetoric deployed by Spiritualists and the 

bystanders who flocked to trance lectures, who emphasized the negative capacity of 

female mediums, their passive receptivity, and the fragility and frailty of their physical 

bodies.25 26 Yet Doten’s book suggests something quite a bit more complicated, a push 

and pull of agency which amounts less to possession and more to a strange form of 

synthetic collaboration. This is evident to the reader who reads her and Burns’ poems 

                                                
24

 Skeptical physicians like William Hammond and Frederic Rowland Marvin, cited in Alex Owen’s The 

Darkened Room, linked the knack women seemed to have for performing mediumship with hysteria and 
derangement (Owen, 149), and numerous doctors even advocated for incarcerating female mystics as 
pathological (139). Marvin went so far as to coin the term “mediomania” in his 1874 polemic The 

Philosophy of Spiritualism and the Pathology and Treatment of Mediomania, attributing the “strange ultra 
isms” of the medium to aberrations in the womb (47). Spiritualism was thus, even by its critics, directly and 
causally aligned with other pathologized ways of interpreting and regulating feminine distress and pain-- 
aligned, too, with the pursuant symptoms of sexual and moral deviance. Spiritualists too adopted some 

elements of this rhetoric, juxtaposing physical fragility with mental and spiritual fortitude. Owens describes 
illness in this framing as “a cleaning of the temple in preparation for psychic gifts and thus [...] an 
acceptable route to powerful mediumship” (137). Even Doten herself seemed to buy into certain aspects of 
this intense gendering of the role of the medium, writing in an 1860 Banner of Light essay that “Woman 
does not need to cultivate her intellect in order to perceive spiritual truths,” pleading the reader to “Let her 
live, only, true to her Divine nature and her spiritual perceptions” (Conteras-Ameduri, 128).  
25 As is often the case, Andrew Jackson Davis comes to the rescue, with a brief account in Memoranda of 

Persons, Places, and Events that acknowledge and stresses the intellectual rigor and labor evident in 
Doten’s lectures. Amid encomiums to her beauty, he notes that “she accomplishes more spiritual labor, and 
endures annually more bodily fatigue, in journeying from city to city, than a phrenologist or a physiologist 
would consider possible” (82). More importantly, he observes an “earnestness and lucidity in thought,” and 
“the feeling that every word she speaks is the coin of a mind that has thought and struggles in earnest” as 
products of her mind, of her “serious, logical, metaphysical poetic mind” (83). Far from depicting the 
conditions of her mediumship as a weakness of character that permits the ready influx of a more 
domineering spirit, he suggests that the ease with which the likes of Poe communicate through her is a 
result of common affinity, one genius speaking to and through another.  
26

 This amounted in many cases to little more than ogling, or the prurient anxiety that ogling might 
theoretically be going on, with attendees at lyceum trance lectures frequently going home to note in their 
journals the physical beauty of the mediums, either in admiration or in disapproval.  
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side-by-side-- while Doten’s formally mirrors Burns’ in its song-like meter, its 

ABABBBCB verses, and the insistent use of “for ‘a ‘that” as both refrain and 

grammatical jack of all trades, the poems make drastically different arguments and do so 

in very different ways. Each poem asserts a strong ideological argument under the guise 

of song and of mediumistic imitation, respectively, and those arguments are each very 

much of their respective authors. While Burns’ poem sets out a radical devaluation of 

title and luxury in favor of praising the humble dignity that all workers share-- his “for ‘a 

‘that” working like a levelling clause variously as “because,” “despite of,” or “etc.”-- in 

the interest of stoking class resentments in the glow of the French Revolution, Doten 

offers a pious conciliatory encomium to heaven, contrasting it favorably with both hell, 

of course, as well as the Edenic scenery of Burns’ Scotland. Although perhaps 

progressively Universalist, it is far from the politically charged poem that Burns wrote. 

While only the last stanza of his comes close to agitating for a world truly turned upside 

down, his “‘ that’s” can serve as ironic mirrors which, by offering syntactical 

equivalences draw attention to the injustice intrinsic to the oppositions they depict:  

What tho' on hamely fare we dine, 
Wear hoddin-gray, an' a' that;  

Gie fools their silks, and knaves their wine,  
          A man's a man for a' that. (Doten, 97) 
 

That is, the two a’ that’s in this chunk of the second stanza are pulling a lot of weight-- 

the first encapsulating a humble lifestyle (“and so on”), while the second helps amplify “a 

man’s a man” (“in spite of [differences in material conditions that one may be 

conditioned to think of as indexes of relative worth of humanity]”). The first gestures to 

an unspoken, elliptic cosmos of slights and injustices, the second recalls that cosmos 
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while underscoring the notion of rejecting it, together drawing a circle around a 

problematic while stressing its contingency and, ideally, its provisionality.  

Doten’s “a’ thats” tend to diminish, ontologically as well as formally. If Burns 

uses the same slight clause to magnify the gulf between the lifestyles of the working and 

the ruling classes while minimizing the validity of the systems sustaining that gulf, 

Doten, through a much less political poem, seeks to collapse the world as both the site of 

injustice as well as the site of material beauty, as a pale shadow of the poem’s real 

subject, Heaven. The ills catalogued in this poem, while superficially resembling the ills 

represented in Burns’, are to be vindicated by dying and going to a better world rather 

than by taking any sort of political action in this one: 

The weary slave that drags his chain, 

In toil and grief, and a’ that, 

Shall find relief from a ‘his pain, 

And rest in Heaven from a’ that. 

From a’ that and a’ that, 

There’s freedom there from a’ that, 

For Justice throws into the scale 

A recompense for a’ that. (ibid) 

 

It’s difficult to imagine such a stanza, in which the slaves’ consolation is death, coming 

from the living Burns’ pen, the pen that excoriated the “cruel scourge” of Virginia slave-

owners in 1792’s mournful “The Slave’s Lament” (397).27 While acknowledging that the 

privations of poverty and oppression are equivalent to “the worst o’ hell below,” the 

poem still persists in its conciliatory, deeply passive thesis. What’s more, it continues, 

Heaven isn’t just an eventual restoration of justice for those who have it rough in life 

                                                
27 It is, in a sense, difficult to imagine it coming from prolific social agitator and activist Doten’s pen 
either, but they can’t all be “INVOCATION” I guess. 
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(who are, in a sense, denied enjoyment of or access to pleasure), nor a chance for those 

who make it rough to repent and reform (and who in turn stake out an unjust surplus of 

pleasure), it also offers enjoyment of aesthetic and social pleasure that dwarf the mortal 

world’s to the point of devaluing them (and implicitly devaluing the gulf between the rich 

and the poor’s recourse to such pleasures in any material sense) , as the ghostly Burns, 

put in the rare position of being able to comment first-hand on both scenes, decides in the 

poem’s close. In another distinctly non-Burnsian turn, it lacks the specifics that makes 

Burns’ compare/contrast structure biting-- heaven is given few positive traits aside from 

“better than bad things,” “nicer than nice things,” and that it offers universal salvation, 

somewhat weak sauce in one of the great ages of American sermons. In its politics, its 

theology, and its estimation of the relative merits of living it up, the spirit speaker of 

Doten’s poem doesn’t sound like the kind of party ghost who has “paid the buttock hire” 

in recent memory. If this is the reform heaven offers, it surely isn’t what the mortal Burns 

must have been expecting out of paradise. Burns was a poet of material change, of 

dynamic embeddedness in history and lush, sometimes almost pornographic relishing in 

earthly and physical ecstasy28-- Doten’s Burns is ahistorical, resigned, even quietist. A bit 

                                                
28 This element of lushness, decadence, licentiousness, and, to quote Steve Newman’s apt choice of words, 
”bibulousness” in the way Burns’ work was received in the 19th century should also be underlined. James 
Currie’s 1800 The Complete Poetical Works of Robert Burns: WIth Explanatory and Glossarial Notes: And 

a Life of the Author helped cement Burns’ literary legacy as a Dionysian lush and sexual gourmand. Much 
like Poe’s posthumous reception, his construction of a tension between moral fallibility and aesthetic 
refinement leads to a cautionary, scolding tone of reproval and a doubling down on the image of the artist 
as a whirlwind of shoddily controlled libidinal reflexes: 
“The fatal defect in his character lay in the comparative weakness fo his volition, that superior faculty of 
the mind [...] the occupations of a poet are not calculated to strengthen the governing power of the mind, or 
to weaken that sensibility which requires perpetual controul, since it gives birth to the vehemence of 
passion as well as to the higher powers of imagination.” (236-7) 
As Nigel Leask writes in ”Robert Burns and Romanticism in Britain and Ireland,” ”Currie drew upon his 
reputation as a ’mad doctor’ [that is, a doctor to the mad, not a Frankenstein-type] to diagnose the 
psychopathology of Burns’ genius” (133).  
Currie’s mythologizing was convincing enough to have a long sway over how succeeding generations of 
poets consumed Burns. Reading his biography, Wordsworth noted “here is a revolting account of a man of 
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of a prude even! To look at the two poems in terms of resemblances and echoings is 

inevitable-- but to use those resemblances as proofs of common authorship seems, upon 

closer exception, more complicated than merely honing in on their superficial shared 

formal elements. 

It’s obvious, I hope, that neither the above-quoted boosters nor the detractors of 

Doten’s project, and of mediumistic Spiritualist poetry in general, had quite the right 

idea. The poem from Songs of the Inner Life is, for whatever success it has in replicating 

formal and musical features of Burns’ original, neither plagiarism nor convincing enough 

to constitute compelling evidence in favor of Spiritualism’s claim. This is because upon a 

cursory reading, any illusion of it sounding like something Burns would actually say 

collapses-- it is evidently not the work of the living Burns, even if it wears, however 

skillfully, Burns’ clothes, because in its Spiritualist orthodoxy and circumspect 

orientation towards the specific it is very evidently also in part a Lizzie Doten poem. At 

the same time, we must accede to the Spiritualist press credit where credit’s due-- nobody 

was trying to pass these poems off as unknown or lost works of the living Burns (a la 

MacPherson or Chatterton or Ireland) but rather as the work of a Burns-plus, a new poet 

who had gone through the crucible of death and come back not only enlightened and 

rarified, but also working through/against the vehicle of a medium, Doten, aka a 

                                                

exquisite genius, and confessedly of many high moral qualities, sunk into the lowest depths of vice and 
misery!” (Selected Prose, 119)  
Ditto Jane Austen’s Charlotte Heywood, who in her posthumous Sanditon observes warily of Burns “I am 
not poetic enough to separate a Man’s Poetry entirely from his Character;--& poor Burns known 
Irregularities, greatly interrupt my enjoyment of his Lines.” (352) (Leask, 134) 
Newman contests this pathological view of Burns’ enjoyment and depiction of the sumptuous in his essay 
“Ballads and Chapbooks,” from the same volume as Leask’s: “Burns’ embrace of ‘Scots, fucking, and 
Song’ is not a besotted reflex but a conscious choice; the intertwining strands of his politics, his view of 
culture, and his notion of a literary career produce an alternative Scottish Romanticism,” (Newman, 20) 
although this nuanced reading of Burns’ construction of a particular lyric persona was likely lost on his 
Spiritualist readers and channelers.  
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hybridized and augmented Burns that might quite reasonably have been expected to be 

writing different kinds of things than the “known” Burns. So, neither Burns nor Doten, at 

the same time both, the poem raises questions that the partisan and representative 

evaluations quoted above cannot answer-- what is it, who wrote it, and how? 

To understand this, and the somatics of mediumship, we turn to the foreword to 

Poems from the Inner Life, which offers the fullest first-person account I know of what 

this form of renunciatory practice felt like. Doten uses this space to not only offer a 

testimony to her own experience of mediumship (one which is perhaps more akin than 

others to historical Christian mysticism) but to pre-empt several potential misreadings of 

her avowed intentions which we’ve already encountered-- to wit, with greater or lesser 

degrees of success, that mediumistic poetry is a hoax, that it can only be evaluated on the 

basis of stylistic and thematic proximity to the visiting author, and that it hinges on 

effacing or negating the creative agency of the medium. 

Doten’s description of this process of mediumistic composition begins with an 

element of innate capacity reminiscent of Hardinge-- however, rather than locating this 

inborn faculty as the site of a sublime passivity, Doten insists that it can be cultivated and 

trained. Noting a childhood full of peculiar habits and inwardness, she speculates that 

“my brain was fashioned, and my nervous system finely strung, so that I should 

inevitably catch the thrill of the innumerable voices resounding throughout the universe,” 

and that her potentially troubling or disconcerting tics-- spending entire evenings in 

silence, or attempting to muffle sensory stimuli by burying her head in an apron-- were 

warm-up exercises for her adult injunction to “translate [spiritual] voices into human 

language, as coherently and clearly as my imperfections would allow” (vii). While this 
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notion of predisposition, and in particular the emphasis on practices of withdrawal and 

sensory abnegation, would seem to underline the understanding of the medium as totally 

instrumentalized, Doten is careful to emphasize the ways in which this “calling” was to 

be understood as both active and vocational-- borne out of “an unutterable yearning for 

Beauty and Harmony” rather than an aesthetic vacuity, and demanding “the cultivation of 

[a] spiritual nature” (vii) as well as the “stern necessity” of life in order to be activated 

into anything other than a neurasthenic condition. That is, Doten frames mediumship 

from the outset as resembling Romantic understandings of artistic predisposition-- 

whatever underlying affinities were nascent within her could only be turned towards 

productivity and beauty through the crucible of experience and intentional coaxing. 

Nor was this period of “training” linked specifically with Spiritualism or proto-

Spiritualist practices-- she does not describe being “awoken,” as mediums sometimes 

did,29 via a singular experience of hypnosis or trance under the hands of a more 

experienced teacher. Rather, she describes a childhood regimen which would not seem 

out of place in a work of apophatic Christian mysticism, in which contact with a 

numinous and benevolent “outside” was made through a deliberate and agential turning 

away from the sensuous world. Her account is brief but evocative and beautiful in a 

spare, economic way: 

Often, in the retirement of a small closet, I spent hours in total darkness, 
lying prostrate on the floor, beating the waves of the mysterious Infinite 
that rolled in a stormy flood over me, and with prayers and tears 
beseeching deliverance from my blindness and seeming unbelief. Then, 
when by my earnestness the spirit had become stronger than the flesh, I 
would gradually fall into a deep trance, from which I would arise 
strengthened and consoled by the assurance-- from whence I could not 
tell-- that somewhere in the future I should find all the life, and light, and 

                                                
29 See Davis’ experiences as mesmerist test subject in The Magic Staff. 
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freedom that my soul desired. (xii) 
 

This space-- where this “Infinite” and the subjective experience of the body overlap-- is 

what Doten calls the “Inner Life,” the contact zone in which “all souls hold communion 

with those invisible beings, who are our companions both in Time and Eternity” (vi) and 

of which the phenomena of Modern Spiritualism are, she alludes, merely “froth and 

foam” gesturing to but not at all constituting a much more profound ontological 

revelation. She is again thorough in emphasizing that the process of drawing on the Inner 

Life is as physical as it is conceptual, that the childhood habits of covering the eyes and 

hiding in the dark were not just overly literal stagings of a more abstract process of 

renunciation. Rather, the “sacred retreat” is, whether entered “by the intense 

concentration of all my intellectual powers” or by “passive surrender to the inspirations 

that moved upon me” (xvii) something that is felt, intensely and physically-- she 

describes a progressive numbing of the external senses, followed by changes to breathing 

and circulation, a heightened sensitivity to light, and finally a strengthening of 

“clairvoyant powers” such that she could make out objects “from the frontal portion of 

my brain” even while blindfolded. Elsewhere she describes the somatic aftereffects of 

mediumship in vivid and specific terms, assigning different “symptoms” to different 

spirits-- Poe left her ill (xxii), Shakespeare “seemed to overwhelm and crush [her]” (xix) 

and Burns left her feeling cheerful and refreshed (xx). 

Doten’s thorough grounding of mediumship within the context of a discipline 

complicates the issues of agency and authorship discussed thus far. She herself 

acknowledges the complexity of discerning where the species of “inspiration” involved in 

mediumistic composition comes from, and even “who” it comes to. From the direct 
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admission that “I have been acted upon decidedly and directly by disembodied 

intelligences, and this, sometimes, by an inspiration characteristic of the individual, or by 

a psychological influences similar to that whereby mind acts upon mind in the body” (xii) 

she steps back to complicate this arrangement, claiming that “under such influences I 

have not necessarily lost my individuality, or become wholly unconscious” (xii) and even 

going so far as to confess some difficulty in disentangling “general” from “particular” 

inspiration (xi). The spirits of poets work through her, she argues, because of the 

attraction of her own “natural poetic tendencies”-- and while in some cases the strength 

of that visiting personality makes its stamp apparent (as in the “celebrity” poems of the 

book) in others the problem of where Doten-as-author ends and Doten-as-medium begins 

is more ambiguous. “It is often as difficult to decide what is the action of one’s own 

intellect and what is spirit-influence,” she writes, “as it is in our ordinary associations to 

determine what is original with ourselves and what we have received from circumstances 

or contact with the mind of others.” (xi)30 

That is, the poetic text-- which, one might surmise based on later, more elliptical 

comments, might cover the poetic text as such rather than mediumistic poetry or her own 

mediumistic poetry specifically-- is always ambiguously authored, with the writing body, 

the source of “inspiration” and, less clearly, the aetheric effluvium of embedded “culture 

                                                
30 In this very specific context I should clarify that my reading of this statement takes her as meaning, by 
“contact with the mind of others,” normal social intercourse (ie., conversation, reading letters or other texts, 
etc.) rather than any kind of telepathic or sympathetic transmission of information from one mind to 
another. This means that I take her statement as a whole to imply a social dimension to mediumistic 
immersion into the Inner Life, in which a refraction of thought and language throughout a dynamic network 
of intelligences produces new synthetic thought, rather than a more noetic understanding which would 
privilege instead the porousness of identity of the sort that we’ll see in H.D.. That is, I read Doten as, all 
things considered, advocating for the persistent relevance of the “I” in mediumship rather than apologizing 
for it.  
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each playing a role in constituting whatever it is that comes to be legible as the author 

function.  

 Her account of what this uncertain compositional space felt like is startling when 

compared to Jack Spicer’s much later metaphors of radios and furniture, as well as Achsa 

Sprague’s earlier musical imagery: “I was,” she writes, “for the time being, like a harp in 

the hands of superior powers, and just in proportion as my entire nature was attuned to 

thrill responsive to their touch, did I give voice and expression to their unwritten music.” 

While evocative, this is a bit misleading-- after all, a harp does not build itself, nor, 

maybe more pertinently, does it tune itself. As Doten continues, the metaphor appears to 

drift a bit. “They furnished the inspiration,” she writes, “but it was of necessity modified 

by the nature and character of the instrument upon which they played, for the most 

skillful musician cannot change the tone of a harp to the sound of a trumpet, though he 

may give a characteristic expression of himself through either” (xii-xiii). Yet maybe if 

anyone is entitled to a skewed metaphor in which an instrument is accountable for its 

own tuning, it is a Spiritualist-- and the ostensible gap of agency in which neither spirit 

nor medium seems to bear full responsibility for the production of language is analogous 

to the uncanny moment in the movement of furniture, elaborated on by Daniel Cottom, in 

which the animating force seems to be both spirit and commodity and neither.  

The question of how and to what extent Doten is co-author of the poems is 

resumed throughout the essay. Spirits are explicitly referred to as teachers and guides, 

and no matter how the details of the division of labor are hashed out the human is always 

reckoned to be subordinate. She offers an apology for any “weak, erroneous, [or] 

imperfect” elements to the poems, attributing them to “[her] own inability to understand 
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or clearly express what was communicated [...]” (xviii) and elsewhere the capacity to 

perfectly communicate spirit text is linked with a tenacity and hardiness of will, with the 

implication that a “stronger and more effectual instrument” (xix) is better equipped to 

weather the torrent of emotion that a spirit such as Shakespeare imparts. I refer once 

again to her description of the somatic side-effects of mediumship, and her accounts of 

feeling “mental intoxication” and prolonged physical illness after dealing with Poe.  

But the question of how exactly spirits intervene in the composition of text 

remains. Here again Doten gives a variety of answers, indicating a multiplicity of kinds of 

mediumistic poetry beyond the dictation model read as given in popular accounts. The 

poems in the collection itself give a hint of this, including not only poetry by famous 

figures such as the aforementioned Burns, Poe, Shakespeare, and the recently deceased 

Achsa Sprague,31 figures whose credibility could, again, theoretically be measured 

against a corpus of “authentic” work as an index, but by more abstract or anonymous 

spirits such as Jennie, who provides “The Spirit-Child,” as well as verse of all sorts 

attributed to nobody but herself. Surely if the experience of grappling with the 

overwhelming faculties of Shakespeare or Poe is enough to terrify and physically 

debilitate the medium, while writing through Jennie merits no comment at all, two 

different kinds of mediumship, and two different kinds of authorship are at play. 

                                                
31 It’s curious that Doten does not touch on the peculiarities of channeling Sprague in the way that she does 
the others. In light of considerations about the gendering of lyric production, discussed further on, it’s 
possible that Doten saw little suasive value in convincing her readership that one woman writer could 
sound like another, or that affective bonds of mutual influence were not worth dwelling on in this case. It 
could also be that Sprague’s death was simply too recent, although if that were the case whatever 
considerations of decorum which might have prevented this kind of explication obviously did not prevent 
publishing the poems in the first place. Finally, one could note that compared to Burns, Poe, and 
Shakespeare, Sprague is more difficult to pastiche, and, indeed, the Sprague poems in Poems From the 

Inner Life are not as easily pegged as “in the style of [...]” than the rest. It could be, then, that Doten simply 
had less to say about dealing with Sprague as a stylist and thinker, or simply took their affinity and 
proximity as given. 
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Similarly, Doten makes no comment in her preface about the conditions under which the 

comic poem “Love and Latin” (“But O, how man’s passions will vary!/ For scarcely a 

year had passed by,/ When he changed the “amo” to “amare,”/ But instead of an “e” was 

a “y”” (19)) was written, while lingering over poems of greater metaphysical import as 

well as those, such as “Song of the North”, with ostensibly prophetic claims (in that case 

regarding the fate of the Franklin expedition, a matter of heated speculation at the time).  

Before addressing the experience of the “dictated” poems as such, I want to note 

Doten’s way of incorporating the rhetoric of mediumship into poetry that could have 

been understood as conventionally lyric, that is, deriving from a supposed inner 

wellspring of creativity: “How far I have ever written, independent of these higher 

influences, I cannot say; I only know that all the poems under my own name have come 

from the deep places of my ‘Inner Life’” (xvi), that is, once again, it is impossible to 

determine with any certainty where Doten as genius ends and Doten as conduit begins. In 

other places this divide is clearer-- for example she avers that the early poem “The Prayer 

of the Sorrowing” was entirely her own, “the language of my own soul, intensified by an 

occasion of mental anguish,” (xiv), which was immediately responded to by outside 

sources with “The Song of Truth.” This second poem “was an illumination of my entire 

being,” she writes, and its reception is described as a kind of revelatory event: 

[...] I seemed to have wept away the scales from my eyes, and ‘by the deep 
conflict of my soul in prayer,’ to have broken the fetters of my mortality 
whereby I stood face to face with the ministering spirits, and heard that 
‘Song of Truth’ sounding through the universe. I have only known but few 
such visitations in my lifetime, but when they have come, I have felt that I 
have taken a free, deep breath of celestial air, and caught a glimpse of the 
Realities of Things. (xiv) 
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She attributes a similar manner of composition, a foretaste of her brand of Spiritualist 

mediumship, to Shakespeare, “of himself a mighty mind,” writing that “he spake wiser 

than he knew, being moved upon by those superior powers who choose men for their 

mouthpieces, and oblige them to speak startling words into the dull ears of the time.” 

(xx). In a seeming contradiction to the push-and-pull she describes above, she returns to 

her earlier model of a seamless continuity between self and spirit: “As all Nature is a 

manifestation of Deity, so all Humanity is a manifestation mind [...] and one body serves 

as an instrument to effect the purposes of many minds” (ibid). In this sense, she argues 

that rather than the one-to-one intercourse of mediumship being the bedrock of the 

Spiritualist process, it’s merely a surface manifestation of a universal metaphysical 

oneness-- an immanent rippling of this gestalt cosmology which accounts for 

mediumship while making room for its negation. 

 

ii. Transparent Poe and the Mysteries of Godliness 

The dictated poems are similarly dialectical in a surprising fashion. To begin with, 

she alludes to spirit originals of the poems included in her book, as well as an additional 

corpus of posthumous work “as complete and finished in spirit-life as they are in this,” 

which are only held back from earthly manifestation by “the difficulty of bringing a 

human organism [...] into the same state of exultation” in which “the least interference of 

[the medium’s] intellect” lingers to gum up the works (xviii-xix). The poems as they 

appear in print, then, are not photocopies but revisions, or, even, translations-- the result 

of an imperfect and insufficiently capacious vessel struggling to contain a copious and 

often overwhelming linguistic flood. This winds up looking like a benevolent version of 
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Spicer’s theory of the radically inhuman Outside, where instead of indifference and 

hostility, an agonistic relationship with the alien presence of language, the medium is 

engaged in a labor of loving collaboration, a mutually beneficial pact with the end-goal of 

incrementally elevating the human race to the transcendent level of the spirit-world.  

Her conclusion seems to be that while mediumistic poetry of the kind represented 

by the twelve “celebrity guest” 32 poems in the book represents a highly specialized kind 

of authorial knowledge claim, rendering in highly spectacular fashion the potentialities of 

writing under the auspices of the Inner Life, all writing, or at least, all writing of 

significant moral or aesthetic value proceeds in one form or another from similar 

interpenetrations between this world and the next. This is made most clear when she 

describes the experience of making contact with Shakespeare and Poe, figures she feels a 

special affinity with, as suggested by her attention to how they have progressed since 

dying. 

She intimates that both poets engaged in a kind of precursor to Spiritualist 

mediumship of the type she describes, and struggled to find adequate mortal expression 

for the poetic forces working through them. With Poe in particular she distinguishes the 

causes of his tempestuous and tortured mortal persona and the happy resolution of his 

traumatic composition process (as it was understood in the late 19th century), drawing a 

sharp line between the two Poes, as it were. She does so in an extended account that 

stretches over the course of four pages and segues smoothly into her conclusion, an 

urgent plea to the reader to open themselves to the spiritual methodology she outlines 

                                                
32

 For those keeping count-- two each by Sprague, Shakespeare, and Burns, and six by Poe. All told, the 
Poe material takes up 60 pages (including Doten’s lecture on him, “The Mysteries of Godliness”), more 
than a third of the book.  
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throughout in a rhetoric of blockage and breakthrough that echoes the diagnostic 

language of mesmerism. Poe functions as a kind of role model, and his apotheosis is 

dangled before the reader as a nearly evangelical example of conversion, the kind of 

conversion which, she hints, will automatically be granted to every human after death as 

a natural part of the process of dying.  

She receives this information about Poe’s individual transformation or translation 

in a vividly described vision in which he is “full of majesty and strength, self-poised and 

calm [...] radiant with victory” over the knowledge that “the reward promised to ‘him that 

overcometh’” is finally his. The sense of impurity being burned off in the passage from 

one life to another is clear here-- Poe’s laurel of olive leaves “glow[s] like fire,” and he 

appears on the side of a white mounting “glittering like crystal”(xxiii). Finally, and most 

suggestively for the purposes of sussing out Doten’s theory of mediumistic poetics, his 

faculties of communication have themselves transcended human understanding. If the 

harp strums and intimations that informed her poetry were fore-echoes of spiritual 

language-- ones that, even in this bastardized form could emotionally and physically 

overwhelm or deplete her with their force--she receives, in this vision, the pure product. 

“In order [for ‘that most musical and majestic lyric’] to be fully realized and understood, 

the soul must be transported to that sphere of spiritual perceptions, where there is no 

audible ‘speech nor language,’ and where the ‘voice is not heard.” (xxiv)33  

                                                
33

 Although Spiritualists differed in the degrees to which they drew specifics from Swedenborg, the above 
is pretty orthodox, and hews to Swedenborg’s general understanding of spiritual sense and perception 
(which is pieced together admirably by Signe Toksvig in his 1948 Emmanuel Swedenborg: Scientist and 

Mystic). Essentially, Swedenborg concludes, from his characteristically literal-minded cosmology, that 
since angels have no vocal chords and don’t exist in the medium of air, it follows that they can’t speak as 
we understand it. In another foretaste of Spicer’s “furniture,” Swedenborg allowed that while we might 
experience the speech of angels as in Greek or Latin or German, that’s merely the perceptual effect of them 
rummaging around the listener’s brain for tools to make themselves understood (265). Angelic language 
itself was pictorial and instantaneous, like the universal ur-language which he believes all humans 
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Thus when the spirit-Poe bids goodbye in “Farewell to Earth,” the poem first 

delivered as an oral performance in November 1863, he is insistent on the sense of death 

as a trading in of petty and trivial things for an atmosphere of permanent and ubiquitous 

value: “I will sunder, and forever,/ Every tie of human passion that can bind my soul to 

Earth--/ Every slavish tie that binds me to the things of little worth.” (168), in fact 

alluding to life on earth as “the first degree” and death as an “initiati[ion] to the second 

mystery,” inaccessible to the living but which “not one soul shall/ fail to see!” in the 

afterlife (164). This is not merely an initiation into perfect contentment, perfect morality, 

etc., but into perfect language, and the privileged medium, as she defines it, is given a 

foretaste of this language in a fashion that can prove corrosive. Doten is clear, in “The 

Mysteries of Godliness,” that the poem does not describe an end to the Poe-spirit’s 

intervention in human life, but an end to that spirit’s attachment to the person or 

embedded author-function called Poe, to the entire material apparatus of name and 

identity. “His personality, as far as recognition is concerned, can end here,” she writes. 

The spirit-Poe continues “[...] this poor paltry me should be spun out into Infinity [...] Let 

my soul speak, which is the Divine Power. I have realized in myself the mysteries of 

Godliness, and know now that I too am divine. I have merged and lost my will in the 

Great Will of the universe.” (158). 

“The Mysteries of Godliness” tracks this process of sublimation, from the 

outspreading of the “wild and fitful fire” of his mortal writing into “a majestic flow of 

inspiration, solemn and grand” (158). Mediumship-- and she is very clear that she reads 

                                                

possessed and which, properly attuned to, could accomplish a trans-human thought network sort of like the 
later notion of ESP (266).  
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Poe as a medium34-- both instigated the mental torment which, in the popular narrative, 

dominated his life, and facilitated his smooth passage into the more profound genius of 

death. She writes that Poe’s “peculiarly sensitive and impressible nature” made him both 

susceptible to the domineering wills of those around him as well as the more benign 

influence of the Inner Life-- but this porousness also made him “finely strung” such that 

“every harsh word, every unkindly discord, grated and thrilled throughout his entire 

being” (146) leading to a kind of spiritual neurosis in which the soul works to “beat down 

the wall of clay” constituting the body and flee from the world. “Such natures cannot live 

long in the flesh,” (150) she writes-- with an implicit “so be it.” While Poe as a material 

body in history is in this way held up as a cautionary tale as much as a role model, Doten 

suggests that the tendencies which led to him produce worthwhile poetry while alive 

reach a refined state in Modern Spiritualism and can be cultivated and tamed by careful 

practice and contemplation (along with or in place of innate talent or sympathetic 

capacity). While as noted above she pushes back against models that marginalize the role 

of the medium as co-author and collaborator in the authoring process, thus chipping out a 

space for the woman as authentic creator in a discourse that often hedged its bets in that 

regard, she also promotes a drastically apophatic understanding of what mediumistic 

composition leads to and is, in a sense, a mere echo of-- one in which the individual 

author is an impediment which the poem, existing perfectly outside of time, space, and 

speech, must struggle to dissolve. 

                                                
34 “Edgar A. Poe was a medium [...] But of what was he a medium? We do not confine ourselves to that 
definition of the term given by modern Spritualists. He was a medium for the general inspiration which sets 
like a current of living fire through the universe. No special, no individual spirit wrought directly upon him, 
but he felt the might and majesty of occult forces from the world of causes, and trembled beneath their 
influence.” (145) Doten here demonstrates her characteristic blend of broadening the purview of what 
“mediumship” entails to encompass wider and older occult traditions, as well as her view of Spiritualism as 
a crucial step in a teleological project of human instrumentality.  
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Taken all together, then, Doten seems to be smuggling some pretty heavy 

implications under the guise of justifying her own methods and getting the jump on 

skeptical critics. What begins as an overview of Spiritualist techne comes to resemble a 

general theory of the lyric, one which while heavily indebted to Anglo-American 

Romanticism is strongly attuned to the specific concerns and core beliefs of Spiritualism. 

One of the effects of this mingling is a partial repudiation of the epiphanic model, trading 

the sudden comprehension of the poem (in some cases-- as elsewhere she’s somewhat 

inconsistent) for a system of burgeoning awareness of the poem’s coming (“[the poems] 

were not like lightning flashes, coming unheralded and vanishing without leaving a trace 

behind,”) trickled in through premonitions, disturbed sleep, and fragments of language, 

even as the authentic spirit object of the text exists complete and whole, squeezing slowly 

into materiality (xviii). The poem then is not the Romantic outburst of authentic feeling, 

but a slow mediation, which at once confirms and reinscribes the authorial dog-ears of 

given writers while espousing a metaphysics in which identity and ego is gradually 

dissolved into blissful unity.  

That a Spiritualist poet would formulate a model of poetics that at once embraced 

a mystical understanding of language’s function and purpose and attempted to frame that 

model as technical, mediated by historical conditions, and in a sense professional, is not 

surprising. In demystifying the position of the poet, Doten sought to augment the 

mystical valences of the poem itself, of the sea of language of which each poem operates 

as a discreet sliver. While Doten was, as mentioned, a vigorous social activist in her 

oratory and essays, these poetics are as committedly apolitical as the poems they 

produce-- as seen in “For a’That” and “Farewell to Earth” the erasure of earthly 
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attachment necessitates a blithe detachment from emotional investment in earthly woes. 

Her poetry then must be understood as purely mystical, and purely epiphenomenal to the 

great work she envisioned under way in the next world-- of use primarily in conveying, in 

dim hints, the edifying lessons of the Inner Life.  

Yet not all writers who kept one foot in Spiritualist practice and another in poetry 

combined the two in such a literal fashion-- others, like Sarah Helen Whitman, found 

ways to thrive in the formal structures of 19th century literary society and achieve a 

measure of success in “respectable” verse culture while maintaining belief in Spiritualist 

tenets and even incorporating elements of the medium and of the more baroque late 19th 

century Spiritualist “style” in their public self-fashioning. If Doten, in Poems from the 

Inner Life, sought to efface many of the material facts of the paratext-- who is reading, 

how they’re reading, and why-- in order to pursue a partially didactic fiction of abstracted 

transmission and reception, Whitman performed many of the same formal and discursive 

moves, but did them in the context of making the social business of producing poetry 

tangible and visible. By examining her own personal and textual orientation towards Poe, 

I hope to provide a fruitful contrast to Doten, positioning Whitman as the medium-poet 

inverted, stripping the supernatural narrative topoi from the mediumistic form, and 

considering the skeleton that remains beneath the seance table.  
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CHAPTER 4 

WHITMAN’S POE: PERFORMING SPIRITUALISM 

 

i. “Be a Raven True As Ever” 

As Emerson notes in “Demonology,” Spiritualism as it developed was never 

rhetorically or practically disentangled from other technological innovations35. As a new 

techne of belief and practice which was keen on maintaining an emphasis on its empirical 

pretenses of techne it made no motions to refute comparisons to other apparently 

occulted (to a lay person) means of collapsing distance and space such as the telegraph, 

the electric current, etc.36 In his recent history The Apparitionists, for example, Peter 

Manseau gets a good deal of mileage out of constructing parallels between the life and 

works of Matthew Brady and the disgraced spirit photographer William Mumler, arguing 

that while only one of the pair explicitly promised literal access to the dead, both 

leveraged their shared technological expertise using similar rhetorics of promise, 

memory, and distance. Both also banked on the professional gamble that while their lay 

audience might buy into the premise that their arts were scientific and reproducible, few 

would bother to actually investigate especially deeply into their trade secrets. This is not 

to say that non-Spiritualist actors consciously aimed to co-opt the language of 

Spiritualists-- although this argument has some suggestive appeal-- but that, as everyone 

from Arthur Versluis to Molly McGarry has noted, Spiritualists condensed and 

                                                
35

 Writing that “the history of man is a series of conspiracies to win from Nature some advantage without 
paying for it,” he lists alongside such dangerous “talismans” as air travel, blood transfusion and the steam 
engine “the alleged second-sight of the pseudo-spiritualists [sic],” a frightful thing which fills the “prudent 
and moral with a certain terror” (Early Lectures, 451). 
36 John Buescher, in his biography of John Murray Spear, details the ways in which these channels 
converged in Spear’s unusual theology, in which adherents endeavored to “give birth” to a “New Motive 
Power” or mechanical messiah by assembling a strange bricolage of machine parts and metal upon the 
orders of technology-minded spirits called “electrizers” (96).  
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transmuted ubiquitous cultural anxieties and desires as the raw stuff of their cosmology, 

and used a broader cultural surge of interest in new technologies of communication and 

transportation as one such vein of material. 

In the sphere of poetic production and broader participation in verse culture or 

cultures, Sarah Helen Whitman provides a parallel to this interweaving and cross-

borrowing pattern. Both a prominent and highly visible member of New England’s salon 

and journal set and an active participant in the cultivation of a Spiritualist literary culture, 

Whitman’s poetry straddled the borders of the respectable and the outre, demonstrating 

that, minus the supernatural and metaphysical context that gave Spiritualist texts their 

shape, the practical and formal demarcations between Spiritualist and non-Spiritualist 

strategies could look, contra Doten, surprisingly similar. 

Whitman (1803-1878) was a member of the Providence literati from her mid-

twenties, beginning her career with poems published in her then-husband John 

Whitman’s journal The Boston Spectator and Ladies’ Album, which led her to friendships 

with major Transcendentalists, essays on Goethe, Shelley and Emerson, and an array of 

poems appearing in other regional journals. (Rutherford, 14)37 She is mostly remembered, 

however unjustly, for her brief and tumultuous 1848 engagement with Edgar Allan Poe, 

the result of a flurry of flirtatious poetic exchanges public and private. While the 

engagement dissolved as a result of Poe’s unreliability and unpredictability as well as a 

potential conspiracy of gossip and misinformation, Whitman remained a devoted 

advocate for her erstwhile partner’s literary output. In 1860 she published one of the first 

                                                
37

 My two major sources on the much under-studied Whitman are Brett Rutherford’s somewhat biased 
1987 Last Flowers: The Romance and Poetry of Edgar Allan Poe & Sarah Helen Whitman and Eliza 
Richards’ excellent 2004 Gender and the Poetics of Reception in Poe’s Circle.  
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significant studies of Poe’s work, Edgar Poe and His Critics, which was in large part a 

rebuttal to Rufus Griswold’s scurrilous and dubiously researched “Memoir of the 

Author,” and which frames Poe in terms reminiscent of how Spiritualists described their 

own sources of inspiration and in-spiriting-- describing his as “readily in rapport with 

psychal and spiritual influences” (69) and “echoing to the footfalls of angels and 

demons” (71) due to an innate capacity for rhapsody and reverie akin to Lizzie Doten’s 

autobiographical writing.  

Like Doten, she was an activist for the progressive causes of the era, and more 

germanely, was a Spiritualist who led seances, affected an affinity with the dead, and 

advised young writers and mediums through extensive correspondence38. Her letters to 

                                                
38 In a testament to Spiritualism’s dubious academic position in literary and cultural history throughout 
large chunks of the twentieth century, the facts of Whitman’s involvement in Spiritualist circles, despite 
wide-ranging documentation in correspondence, editorials in Spiritualist papers, and even a well-known 
photograph of herself dressed in bohemian seance-garb and draped in the sheets of the test medium is 
largely passed over in the small amount of scholarship on her. Rutherford, whose book provides an 
otherwise excellent overview of her life, is typically elliptical concerning her Spiritualism. He essentially 
credits her with a “disbelief in death” (68) owing to a progressive, pagan tinged theology, with her 
involvement in Spiritualism being primarily local and social. In fact some of his critiques are quite 
legitimate and a welcome damper to critics (myself included) overeager to systematize a movement that 
often resists systematization-- for example, he notes that Richard P. Benton’s placement of Whitman at 
seances during her courtship with Poe predates the first Providence seances by a wide margin, and he is 
also, as far as I’ve discovered, correct that Whitman’s name does not show up anywhere as a leader or 
organizer of Spiritualist groups or conventions-- although, as I’ve noted, her contributions to Spiritualist 
newspapers is considerable. 

However, his assertions that Whitman’s Spiritualism was dillitantish or cursory because she  
“makes no claims of mediumship in her poetry,” and “never imitates Poe in style [outside of her parody 
“Raven” poem]” strike me as either simply incorrect or missing a broader point about who, in the latter half 
of the century, was turning to imitation and mimicry as a useful tool of poesis, and why. First, as 
Rutherford himself concedes, Whitman is circumspect in most of her correspondence about the specifics of 
her Spiritualist beliefs-- however, I see no need to jump to the conclusion that vagueness necessarily infers 
disavowal. Secondly, I do not believe that imitation, while an important feature of many Spiritualist poets’ 
work, is by any means required of a Spiritualist poet. Achsa Sprague rarely dabbled in imitative work and, 
as mentioned, several of Doten’s “dictated” poems are in the voice of characters who would seem to 
foreclose, in their relative anonymity or fictiveness, the possibility of pastiche having any kind of weight to 
their imagined audience as indicators or proofs of their spiritual legitimacy. Third (and fourth), Rutherford 
both neglects to note elements of prosodic and metrical echoing of Poe in Whitman’s poetry picked up on 
by Richards, and cuts a line between Spiritualist and non-Spiritualist poetry that I believe is too crisp for an 
often messy and ragged informal constellation of affiliated poets and practices. As Richards, once again, 
takes pains to demonstrate, the continuity between spiritually dictated poems and poems written in the style 
of another as a playful form of address or coded statement of allegiance could be difficult to untangle, 
especially when the demographics of Spiritualist literary circles aligned so closely with the salon circles in 
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Julia Dean Freeman, for example, touch on Spiritualism and mediumship as often as on 

contemporary authors and theater review, and they evince a playfulness and irony 

towards the subject which, while in earnest support of the movement, is often missing in 

public testimonies of a more evangelical and pious tenor, while publications as early as 

E.W. Capron’s 1855 Modern Spiritualism lists her as a major and frequent member of 

Providence circles, present at the earliest recorded seance in the city in 1850 (226). Other 

documents-- including lengthy editorials in the Spirit Telegraph and mention in books 

like 1859’s A Record of Modern Miracles by the anonymous but extremely scary 

sounding “Dweller in the Temple”-- attest to a vigorous but clear-headed engagement in 

various experimental forms of Spiritualism, such as psychometrical portraiture (Dweller, 

7). Further, these Spiritualist activities were very frequently interlaced with her secular 

business-- the Dean letters in particular leap nimbly back and forth from Spiritualism to 

literary criticism to political speculation, but her correspondence with English biographer 

John Henry Ingram, collected in Poe’s Helen Remembers, similarly weaves discussion 

about Poe with discussion about the spiritual. Other literary figures major and minor-- 

including editor and Spiritualist, Epes Sargent, future botanist and aspiring poet William 

Whitman Bailey, professional weirdo George Eveleth, and Horace Greeley-- call on her 

expertise and cultivate friendships in such a way that it becomes apparent that 

Spiritualism and the cultivation of literary community were not separate spheres in her 

mind but part of a common goal, and that her Spiritualist activities by no means kept 

“respectable” or ambitious writers from calling on her. As John Grier Varner notes 

offhandedly in his “Sarah Helen Whitman,” both her reputation as Poe’s ex-fiancée and 

                                                

which imitative poetry attained to its most subtle and highly-tuned form as a form of occluded 
communication. 
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her status as a “veiled and mysterious” Spiritualist “added zest to her literary reputation” 

(3)-- which is not to say that this interweaving of private and public was not a 

performance undertaken in good faith. 

So then, why has scholarship shown an occasional neglect of this side of her 

intellectual life-- or rather, why can’t Whitman scholars find a happy way to 

accommodate the entire syncretic sweep of her career? Rutherford, otherwise meticulous 

in his reconstruction of the knotty social web of Providence intelligentsia in the 1840s 

and 50s, is outright dismissive of the extent to which Whitman was a seriously committed 

Spiritualist. Catherine Kunce notes, on the other hand, scholarship’s tendency since 

Varner to privilege the biographical details of Whitman’s life or the evocation of her 

carefully cultivated air of mysterious exoticism rather than the substance of her textual 

output (Correspondence, 12-13), suggesting that scholars willing to acknowledge her 

investment in the occult rarely make space for her as a serious thinker and writer. One 

explanation is that there is an apparent gap between Whitman as writer and Whitman as 

medium and public celebrity-- one that, depending on where one stands, makes either the 

writing or the Spiritualism look fairly incidental to the image she carefully cultivated. 

Throughout her published poetry she made no claims to mediumship as such, never 

hinted that, outside of general and exceedingly vague intimations about the general 

cosmic source of poetic inspiration, her poetry came from anywhere other than her own 

faculties of invention. But it is precisely this cultivation of an image that I’m interested 

in, how it bolstered her reputation, how it helped her move through the codified social 

grammar of 19th century women’s writing, and how, by allying these apparently 

conventional formal attitudes with the paratextual embodiment of Spiritualist tropes and 
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her romantic, aesthetic, and critical affiliation with Poe (or more specifically, with the 

posthumous reception and mythologizing of Poe), she perhaps pushed back against these 

narratives of the limits of female creativity.  

I’d like to begin by foregrounding two linked elements central to Poe’s own work, 

the “humbug” and the imitation. Poe, as central as he was to Spiritualist literature in 

general, as totem and as stylistic inspiration, is even more central to Whitman’s project in 

part because it was through him that she embraced both of these, creating an aesthetic in 

which even without the supernatural scaffolding of Spiritualism as an explicit thematic 

throughline, performance, legerdemain, and the careful juggling of truth and fiction 

organized her thought. Even in his lifetime Poe was called upon to clarify the veracity of 

numerous short stories initially taken as non-fiction, as with “The Facts in the Case of M. 

Valdemar,” and his delight in producing hoaxes, dupes, and imitations was matched only 

by his vituperative fury in pointing out such duplicity in other writers. In a recent study of 

Poe’s poetry, Jerome McGann follows critics of Jack Spicer in linking this love-hate 

relationship with literary trickery to the nascent grumblings of impulses that would 

eventually flower into post-structuralism’s more fully articulated upsetting of semiotics. 

In Poe’s view, argues McGann, “poetry [...] should not be approached as a repository for 

ideas or expressions of feelings but as an event of language” (2). In between the 

perceived dishonesties of Romantic self-expression and the well-measured fib of the 

poetry of ideas rests Poe’s artificial woodland of pure craft shorn of anything but 

language-- a “crisped and sere” space ghoul-haunted by “the idea of poetry itself” 

(McGann, 34). Truth, clarity, and what we might call “authenticity” does not enter into 

the equation-- and equation is apt, as Poe demanded that the product of the imagination 
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have “the precision and rigid consequence of a mathematical problem” (Poe, 1599). The 

outbursts and lamentations of “Ligeia” or “Ulalume,” McGann argues, are less the raw 

outcries of a tortured soul, as his readers in the late 19th and early 20th century might 

have it, and more notes plucked according to a rigorously engineered system of 

generating maximal outputs of Poe’s capital B “Beauty,” fine-tuned sentiment-machines 

chugging along to the dictates of an invisible calculus. 

If Poe knew that, formally, his meticulously composed poetry was part and parcel 

with the ongoing project as his critical work, his gothic fiction, the hacky proto-pulp hoax 

articles, and so on, then it’s likely that poets like Doten and Whitman, highly 

sophisticated in their theorizing of their own poetic projects, were aware of the highly 

stylized dance with truth they were engaged in when they channeled dead poets. For even 

as these second-hand Poe-tasters put uneasily sentimental words in his ventriloquized 

mouth, they-- and surely some considerable portion of their audience-- were cognizant of 

their own lips mumbling along. Indeed, some of the ambiguity that emerges in trying to 

pin down precisely how many people in the US called themselves Spiritualists-- 

especially grappling with wildly optimistic numbers like Emma Hardinge Britten’s count 

in 1870’s Modern American Spiritualism of 11 million practitioners in the US alone, or 

over one third of the population of the country at the time-- stems from an ambiguity 

about what constituted a “Spiritualist,” that is, how many were true believers and how 

many were, in the days before stage magic provided a wholly secular outlet for wonders 

and miracles, merely satisfying a passing curiosity, experimenting without committing, or 

just in it for the thrill of seeing something odd and entertaining happen (Hardinge Britten, 

13). 
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Window shopping and rubbernecking could coexist just as easily as the 

committed and even fanatical practice of dedicated Spiritualists, such as the Godbeites of 

Utah whose radicalism and zeal for reform, including vocal support for the Paris 

Communes, startled even the progressive consensus of East Coast Spiritualists (Walker). 

For boosters such as Hardinge Britten, a “Spiritualist” may have been anyone who 

attended a lecture, sat for a seance, or forked over the $3.00 per year subscription to the 

Banner of Light out of morbid curiosity. Anne Braude, attentive to the extent to which 

much of Spiritualism took place in public, for the public, stresses the element of spectacle 

that carried off any successful performance of mediumship (with an emphasis on 

performance). Unlike the ideal mystic envisioned in the Transcendentalist reparative 

reading of mysticism itself, Spiritualist mediums didn’t come closest to the noumenal in 

austere solitude but depended on an audience not only for livelihood, in some cases, but 

as a literal precondition of their practice. Even more so than the similarly public-minded 

revival preacher, the medium had to be both prophet and performer if they wanted to be 

able to continue to earn a basic income, let alone finance the extensive lecture tours the 

most successful routinely embarked on, as detailed in R. Laurence Moore’s “The 

Spiritualist Medium,” which takes an unusually granular approach to the economics of 

the mediumistic “trade.” 

Hardinge Britten, herself a one-time Broadway performer, notes in Modern 

American Spiritualism that actors made particularly “warm [...] Spiritualist[s]” and were 

unusually adept at trance and writing mediums (135), and John Buescher details in his 

biography of John Conklin a scandal which unfolded in late 1865 involving a group of 

mediums known as the Miracle Circle being unveiled as professional actors pretending at 
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the supernatural as a kind of improvisational exercise (President’s Medium, 52). 

Buescher notes too that “personating” was used, in the mid-19th century, to refer 

interchangeably to the act of giving voice to a spirit during public mediumship, as well as 

to the actor’s task of performing a fictive self (49). Spiritualism’s technical and social 

overlap with acting is evident too in the way that audiences responded to public 

performances of mediumship, especially “lecture” mediumship, which necessarily lacked 

the intimate proximity of parlor seances, and made viewers more audience than co-

participant. Anne Braude remarks on the extent to which these venues were a double-

edged sword to young women mediums-- at once offering a large public platform to 

discourse on social and religious issues, and exposing themselves to the naked, often 

salacious gaze of male audience members. In a perverse consummation of 18th century 

anxieties surrounding sex and the spiritualized feminine, as exemplified by 

Enlightenment writer Henry Coventry’s panicky dismissal of “mysticism” as a wanton 

and frustrated misdirection of sexual energy (“disappointed love [...] sublimated into 

devotion”) best cured by heterosexual male attention (47), correspondence to attractive 

young mediums often straddled a line between religious devotion and romantic 

obsession.39 

What is hopefully clear is that the proselytization of Spiritualism and the 

production of Spiritualist art-- oratory, poetry, fiction, photography-- was in part a self-

                                                
39

 Anne Braude describes the affinities between mediums and sex workers as predicated on, in part, parallel 
lives of vulnerability and disclosure, and cites the ways in which anti-Spiritualist texts tended to gloss 
young mediums as preyed upon by predatory men, an index to their perceived passiveness (Radical Spirits, 

123). Elsewhere she describes the peculiar erotic fascination trance lecturers held for male audience 
members, from the deluge of marriage proposals addressed to Achsa Sprague (110) to the voyeuristic ways 
in which the bodies of mediums were described. “Unlike reform women,” Braude writes, “the public 
appearance of mediums did not conflict with the passivity believed to characterize female sexuality because 
they were understood to be unconscious (108). 
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conscious exercise in self-promotion as well as of self-fashioning. The output of a 

Spiritualist medium claiming outside inspiration was not up for appraisal merely as the 

product of an artist avowing a particular philosophy. Its claims to divine or supernatural 

collaboration opened the doorway to aesthetic evaluation as a metric for the truth of those 

philosophical claims. In this, the schematic of Spiritualist literary production is similar to 

that of a seance or trance in the structuring of its hierarchy of proofs and persuasions-- 

before the fundamental work of consolation or catharsis for the audience, and before the 

chance to educate on Spiritualist principles (whether pushing a particular political or 

social cause or outlining various features of heavenly topography) comes the burden of 

confirmation. While refinements in technique allowed the canny performer to pull off 

“full-body apparations” by the end of the century, and Mumler and Hudson leveraged the 

burgeoning availability and sophistication of photo technology to produce compelling 

pieces of “spirit photography,” most mediums-- and medium-writers in particular-- 

largely had to fall back on rhetoric to lend heft to their claims. 

Imitation remained a key instrument of much Spiritualist poetry-- as adroitness of 

mimicked style vouchsafed, ironically, for an authenticity that remained otherwise 

intangible. This pursuit of a meticulously styled imitation alloyed with the subtle 

persistence of the “personal” touch-- the method favored by Doten and borne out in her 

philosophy of composition-- was by no means unique to Spiritualists but in fact a 

trademark of much poetic writing, and in particular much of the sometimes rigidly 

prescribed field of women’s’ poetic writing, of the mid-19th-century. While the thorny 

issues of historicizing originality and authenticity in 19th century women’s’ writing has 

been the subject of much excellent work, the most immediately relevant work here has 
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been done by Eliza Richards pertaining to the women in Poe’s sphere of influence and 

their methods of either honoring his legacy or helping to formulate and lend cohesion to 

an informal writerly community. Writing like Poe was one especially powerful means of 

acknowledging both a debt to Poe and a shared sense of aesthetic identity rooted in an 

admiration of Poe-- offering a “Poe with a difference” at the master’s feet. Richards 

describes the canonical image of Poe as a solitary, Orphic genius writing against the 

currents of his time as a fabrication that effaces the mesh of reciprocal borrowings and 

flatterings that connected him and a coterie of women writers, for whom such acts of 

poetic homage and riffing were established methods of consolidating and strengthening 

bonds of literary affinity. What she calls the “politics of [lyric] reception” were an 

intensely gendered and flexibly stylized dance of gestures and counter-gestures that lend 

a backdrop of densely coded back-and-forth dialogue to what may appear to the modern 

reader to simply be a whole mess of fake ravens. 

Rather than striving to use their poetic output as a project of constructing and 

affirming a triumphant “self” as an autonomous genius, these poets were tasked with 

blending reading, responding, and writing into a gestalt task-- an eminently social task 

that literary criticism in the wake of Poe, and especially, in Richards’ argument, since the 

modernist sea-change, has labored to minimize and bury. As Richards puts it, “writing as 

one’s ‘self’ under these conditions meant writing as the other” (3). That is, these poets 

exemplified the functioning poet in a subculture which privileged mimicry, anonymity, 

and interchangeability within a salon system which functioned as a mutable space 

between private and public, in which knowledge could be exchanged with the hostess 

serving as a sort of “commodities trader” (9). Stressing the importance of Sarah Helen 
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Whitman’s role in the Spiritualist community, she asserts a direct line between the 

literary protocols of the 1830s, in which the female poet became professionalized, and the 

Spiritualist medium of the latter half of the century-- Whitman in both circles cultivating 

a “telegraphic mode of poetic communication” in which the living could make use of the 

dead as a node through which to generate and foster professional and personal links (26). 

In this reading the imitative practices of medium poets appear to not only be a 

“trick of the trade” and/or a byproduct of rhetorical practices adjacent to Spiritualism as a 

profession, but a holdover or persistence of lyric practices becoming outmoded in the 

literary mainstream by the 1860s and 70s. We might then begin to think of more explicit 

medium-poets like Doten as less the hackneyed con-artists that Turner would have them 

be but the caretakers of a tradition that would come into resurgence in the 20th century. 

 Rutherford’s blanket statements about what Spiritualist poetry was and what 

Whitman’s was not seems, then, to be a defensive distancing of a poet he admires from 

what he deems an outre or disreputable school of writing (referring to other Spiritualist 

poets who wrote as Poe as “possessed women'' and “awful” (69)) that both imposed too 

procrustean a set of formal limitations on Spiritualist literary output and presupposed too 

reductive and blithe a reading of Whitman’s intentions where the evidence for such a 

conclusion seems lacking. Regardless of Whitman’s proactively identifying her own 

poetic production as the result of “mental telegraphy” Richards is quick to note that 

Whitman both defended the validity of such narratives in the work of other writers and 

“actively valued poetic ‘echoes’ as a sign of spirit visitation” (107). In point of fact, 

Richards observes, Whitman was ahead of the critical game in denying the importance of 

vivid originality in Poe’s work, instead seeing him, as other Spiritualist poets did, as a 
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precursor whose uncannily porous mind, his “Haunted Palace,” was filled with the 

“footfalls of angels and demons” (Edgar Poe & His Critics, 83). While latter day critics 

like McGann link this to Poe’s own theoretical writing and his studied detachment from 

sentimental attachment of author and letter, Whitman and her coterie read it as a lesson in 

metaphysical evacuation, a lesson which might be practiced, ironically, in precisely the 

kind of formalist games of echoing and shadowing that the living Poe might have 

preferred over fiddling around with table tipping. Whitman likely saw little contradiction 

in her practices of the lyric and her embrace of both Poe’s legacy and Spiritualism-- in 

fact melding the last two together seamlessly, playing the role of Poe’s literary caretaker 

and shrine-keeper to spiritual seekers and upstart literati alike. 

Richards as well as Rutherford both make clear that at the very least Whitman 

could conceive of similar practices of imitation and pastiche-- even of mimicry-- as 

belonging to two culturally overlapping but conceptually separate spheres; the stylish and 

cliquish literary culture of the 1840s, in which this kind of performance was part of an 

intricate and tenuous dance of writers, editors and hangers on eager to establish or 

concoct tethers of trust and intimacy, a token of fidelity and resemblance that was 

potentially no less efficacious in its naked artifice, and the Spiritualist milieu emerging at 

the same time, in which mimicry and imitation were, if anything, post-authenticity, 

bearing the news that the “real” voice of the poet could come around again unmoored 

from the “mere” body, and that the authoritative lyric “I” of the author could emerge 

from any number of mouths and pens. 

In other words, Whitman wrote like Poe in her flirtatious, assertive “valentine” 

poem of 1848, but admitted and advocated for the validity of later poets who wrote as 
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Poe in ostensibly spirit-dictated pieces. While those two kinds of evaluative claims 

obviously make much different demands on the critic, the techne of each-- the bare 

know-how involved in persuasively sounding like someone else in verse-- was similar. 

Compare Whitman’s abovementioned 1848 valentine to a piece attributed to Poe by 

Doten. The valentine is fluid, provisional, and seeks to work in different ways for 

different sorts of reader. It makes no claim to special revelation or even particular 

importance in and of itself-- it was only after substantial hectoring that Whitman 

convinced Ann Lynch to pass it along for publication, shifting it from private 

correspondence to public object of attention (Rutherford, 26). What’s more, Whitman’s 

aims, in addition to whatever other motives she might have had, were in part eminently 

practical and self-oriented. The poem was composed in a (successful) effort to at once 

function for the private Poe, who read the piece in manuscript, as a display of herself as 

an erotic mirror and an intellectual peer, and for the public readership of the Home 

Journal as a display of cunning and virtuosity-- a gauntlet thrown and a glove held out at 

once. In contrast to the explicitly Spiritualist poetry she would later champion and draw 

from, this imitation kept a kernel of egoistic lyric “I” flickering in the subsumption of the 

author into another author’s voice, their rhythms, lexicons, and archives-- even if the 

stylistic expression of the author is veiled behind the expertly mimicked diction and form 

of another writer, the poem still ultimately seeks to tip its hand in revealing the virtuosity 

of Whitman in so skillfully vanishing into the performance of her subject. The valentine-- 

which was revised repeatedly through her life and, after Poe’s death, assumes both a 

stronger resemblance to a broader sweep of his work, and, appropriately, a more 

sepulchral and haunting mood-- announces and offers homage to Poe, to Whitman as 
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skillful and acrobatic writer, and to Whitman as “fit” reader of Poe’s work, a reader 

uniquely fit to slip into his language like the eccentric costumes she was infamous for 

designing, a bravura performance of gracefully filling what seems fundamentally ill-

fitting. Note that it begins with an epigraph from Edward Young’s “Revenge,” suggesting 

that if she writes in the shadow of Poe, Poe himself walks behind other, older poets from 

whom the poetic figure of the raven or black-bird alights. 

Oh! Thou grim and ancient Raven, 
From the Night’s Plutonic shore, 
Oft in dreams, thy ghastly pinions 
Wave and flutter round my door-- 
Oft thy shadow dims the moonlight 
Sleeping on my chamber floor. 

 
Romeo talks of “White dove trooping, 
Amid crows athwart the night:” 
But to see thy dark wing swooping 
Down the silvery path of light, 
Amid swans and dovelets stooping, 
Were to me, a nobler sight. 

 
Oft amid the twilight glooming 
Round some grim ancestral tower 
In the lurid distance looming, 
I can see thy pinions lower,-- 
Hear thy sullen storm-cry booming 
Thro’ the lonely midnight hour. 

 
Oft this work-day world forgetting, 
From its toil curtain’d snug, 
By the sparkling embers sitting 
On the richly broidered rug, 
Something round about me flitting 
Glimmers like a “Golden Bug.” 

 
Dreamily its path I follow, 
In a “bee line” to the moon 
Till, into some dreamy hollow 
Oft the midnight sinking soon, 
Lo! he glides away before me 
And I lose the golden boon. 
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Oft like Proserpine I wander 
On the night’s Plutonic shore, 
Hoping, fearing, while I ponder 
On thy loved and lost Lenore, 
Till thy voice like distant thunder 
Sounds across the distant moor. 

 
From thy wing, one purple feather 
wafted o’er my chamber floor 
Like a shadow o’er the heather, 
Charms my vagrant fancy more 
Than all the flowers I used to gather 
On “Idalia’s velvet shore.” 

 
Then, Oh! Grim and Ghastly Raven! 
Wilt thou to my heart and ear 
Be a Raven true as ever 
Flapped his wings and croaked “Despair”? 
Not a bird that roams the forest 
Shall our lofty eyrie share. (83-85) 

 
David Haven Blake, writing of the way that 19th century American readers of poetry, 

especially middle-class readers, often performed as “fans'' and treated favorite poets as 

celebrity “intimate strangers” (101) might recognize this dynamic in the readers that 

imagined unconsummated but intense friendships or sexual relationships with charismatic 

writers like Longfellow, Walt Whitman, and, indeed, Poe. Richards’ own thesis is 

contingent on the fact that not just Sarah Helen Whitman but numerous female poets-- 

including poets of considerable popular renown, like Fanny Osgood-- sought to leverage 

their literary talents to gain Poe’s attention, both as admirers and as prospective 

colleagues and peers. In the above poem, Whitman depicts herself as an author 

comfortably and even intimately enmeshed in the language of Poe’s corpus, filling her 

poems with ravens and Plutonic shores, of course, but also sly reworkings of key phrases 

from other Poe pieces, the gold bug, for instance, and her invocation of Proserpine recalls 

the play co-written by famous (and then fashionable) literary lovers Mary and Percy 
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Shelley, hinting at both a domestic closeness (see too the shared “lofty aery” of her final 

line) and a common literary archive. Whitman thus at once insinuated herself in the 

cosmos of Poe’s work, folds his language and his imagery in her own performance of 

lyric expression, and ropes him in as a co-conspirator, drawing him closer together in the 

public-private sharing of older poetic touchstones (touchstones which, of course, had to 

be legible by the broader audience as well-- this was a love note which only mattered if it 

also moved all theoretical third parties). This poetic call-and-response again subverts 

Mills’ model of the self confessing to itself in the thoughtful solitude of art-- while 

Whitman did not, hopefully, make any pretense to literally channeling the (still very 

alive) Poe, she is still offering a text which only makes sense outside of the hermetic cell 

of the conventionally understood lyric. Whatever sense of lyric or sentimental disclosure 

between two lovers exists in the poem is underlined and undermined by the only very 

coyly concealed fact that it’s a public dance. Neither the soliloquy conceived of by Mill 

nor the dialogic exchange which private networks of correspondence imply, Whitman’s 

model is more akin, if less performatively supernatural or mystical, to Doten’s “Universal 

thought, speaking through Poe, speaking through me, for you”-- a “me speaking to Poe, 

for the benefit of you, for the benefit of Poe,” rendering the categories of addressor, 

addressee, audience, and co-conspirator into an ambiguous blur in which it’s difficult to 

determine where power sits. 

While this dance, insofar as it, like mediumship as read by feminist critics like 

Ann Braude, was potentially subversive insofar as it permitted women a way of 

incorporating and reformulating male arteries of literary power, and to harness the 

mythology of the male genius in organizing the hierarchies and power dynamics of the 
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highly feminized space of the salon, it also mirrored to a significant degree images 

provided (primarily by male critics) of how women’s poetry worked, or, at least, was 

supposed to work. 

Virginia Jackson, in Dickinson’s Misery, cites critic (and Whitman nemesis) 

Rufus Griswold’s preface to the 1848 anthology The Female Poets of America as typical 

of authoritative male assessment of feminine creative capability in the period. Griswold 

cautions against readings that might conflate the various creative attributes he cedes to 

women with “the qualities of genius”: 

We are in danger [...] of mistaking for the effervescent energy of creative 
intelligence, that which is only the exuberance of personal ‘feelings 
unemployed.’ We may confound the vivid dreamings of an unsatisfied 
heart, with the aspirations of a mind impatient of the fetters of time, and 
matter, and mortality. That may seem to us the abstract imaginings of a 
soul rapt into sympathy with a purer beauty and higher truth than earth and 
space exhibit, which in fact shall be only the natural craving of affections, 
undefined and wandering. The most exquisite susceptibility of the spirit, 
and the capacity to mirror in dazzling variety the effects which 
circumstances or surrounding minds work upon it, may be accompanied 
by no power to originate, nor even, in any proper sense, to reproduce” 
(212) 
 

The woman poet is described, in this at the time ultra-mainstream and eminently 

respectable anthology, as sort of a tarnished corollary to the medium-- marked by a 

capacity for feeling, for imitation, and for “vivid dreaming” and an absolute lack of 

whatever originary spark was imagined as the degree zero of creative fecundity. Jackson 

points out the essential strangeness of this approach-- Griswold evinces a supreme 

skepticism of the subject of the anthology, and urges his readers to adopt that same 

caution, a “hermeneutics of suspicion” that seems to treat feminine creativity as 

something coiled which might at any moment spring into dangerous action (Jackson, 

212). Aside from devaluing the facts of writing as time and material-intensive labor, 



129 

  

 

Griswold’s framing turns the mediumistic gamble of collaboration into a trap-- if a 

woman appears to have written a poem of merit, this is a failure on the part of the reader, 

mistaking unchanneled emoting for art. In another essay, “The Poet as Poetess,” Jackson 

addresses this same excerpt as an uncomfortable admission of category crisis for 

Griswold—a marker indicating a kind of text that he could not quite pin down, an object 

he could not quite identity, locking him in the anxiety of “not knowing what one is 

reading” (“Poetess,” 55). There is an uncomfortable erotics of curation at work here-- if 

the female poet is wild, passionate, and receptive, it is up to the male reader (or editor) to 

tame them, reposition them in their proper context, and restore generative order. The 

woman is at once an icon of lyric authenticity, incapable of artifice, but this is checked 

from becoming legitimization of her as an artist with agency by paradoxically restricting 

the perimeters of her artistic form to repetition and reiteration. 

Griswold was not alone in subscribing to such models. As Eliza Richards notes, 

19th century notions of “genius” hinged on competing questions of possession (18)-- 

what does the author have, or, relatedly, who or what has the author? Is authentic 

expression accomplished by the willed control of linguistic resources, or by permitting 

the authorial self to become a vessel for literal or metaphorical outside powers? By 

positing the woman poet as “merely” incapable of anything other than imitation, one 

arrives at one answer, while positing that the woman poet is capable of mimicry as an 

exhibition of readerly and writerly agility is to arrive at another. Critics, poets, and 

Spiritualists thus framed mimicry and mimesis in a variety of ways-- for Doten, it was the 

partial or incomplete ability to translate extra-linguistic messages into text, for Griswold 

it might have been a nearly mechanistic “trick” of parroting the gestures of a greater 
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intelligence, and for Whitman it may have approached Judith Butler’s conception of 

parodic repetition, at once subverting and flaunting dominant and gendered structures 

ostensibly set aside as the special domain of a given class or type (see her teasing 

rearranging of Poe’s language to create that most un-Poe kind of address, the valentine). 

Richards further introduces into the equation Irigaray’s “Plato’s Hysteria,” which 

suggests that the very foundation of genius as a matter of ownership of a vaster power is 

itself a kind of grandly extrapolated puppet show, “which allows phantoms and fantasies 

to speak and thus authenticate their reality” (19). As we’ve seen, Whitman’s revision of 

Poe was not a gesture of surrender but one of confidently asserted affinity-- it was 

through reinventing a Poe-For-Use, a Poe that returns from the “Plutonian Shore” recast 

in his reader’s image, that Whitman could establish herself as an equal and as a tacit 

comrade. 

It is the readings that valorize imitation and mimicry as a practical and strategic 

aesthetic choice that fell the most from critical favor during the 20th century, dragging, 

not coincidentally, the women that practiced them along. As Richards explains, the 

mimic functions of 19th c. lyric, “echo, quotation, paraphrase, repetition” (25) became 

associated with derivative, formulaic, and decidedly “minor” work, while poets that could 

be read as iconoclastic exceptions to such practices-- read, as proto-modernist for better 

or for worse-- were elevated to the canon. Yet as Richards continues, and as Whitman’s 

body of work demonstrates, these mimic functions underpinned not only her ability to 

move fluidly throughout literary culture and to initiate public-intimate affinities with 

other authors, but structured her understanding of what it meant to be imbricated in a 

literary “tradition” as well as her maneuvering within and between overlapping but non-
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isometric cultural spheres (the literary and the Spiritualistic). The poet who fully 

embraced and committed to plumbing the possibilities of these marginalized 

compositional strategies could, as Whitman did, chart a trajectory of self-fashioning that 

permitted the poet and the medium to blur and blend into one another-- Whitman 

claiming to not only be Poe’s posthumous literary curator, but also his posthumous wife 

in Spiritualist matrimony. 

This symbolic/spiritual union is played out repeatedly in 1853’s Hours of Life, a 

poetry collection which combines the long autobiographical title poem with a suite of 

sonnets to Elizabeth Barrett Browning, translations from Uhland, Goethe, Bürger, and 

Gleim, and a second set of dedicated poems, “To Edgar Allan Poe,” with the latter’s 

name inserted as a reproduced autograph next to the typeset “to” like a lock of hair in a 

locket or some other mourning memento. While, again, these poems make no special 

claim to being dictated by Poe, Whitman plays heavily amidst liminal tropes drawn from 

his fiction and poems, representing the membrane between death and life and between 

author and reader as traversable through mystical acts of supreme readerly identification.  

In the third of these sonnets, she writes 

Oft since thine earthly eyes have closed on mine, 
Our souls, dim-wandering in the hall of dreams, 
Hold mystic converse on the life divine, 
By the still music of immortal streams; 
And oft thy spirit tells how souls, affied [sic] 
By sovrain destinies, no more can part-- 
How death and hell are powerless to divide 
Souls whose deep lives lie folded heart in heart (195) 
 

Just as her courtship with Poe was initiated on the basis of her acuity as a reader of his 

work, the labor of posthumous reader is folded in with the duty of grieving lover and of 
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medium, tied together by “sovrain destin[y]” which keeps the channels of communication 

pried open after death. 

The fourth notes that even before the two met in Providence, “Long in my ‘house 

of life’ thy star had reigned;--/ Its mournful splendor trembled through my dreams,/ Not 

with the night’s phantasmal glories waned” (96), and in the sixth and final sonnet Poe’s 

spirit is found wandering in a kind of Spiritualist purgatory, betrayed by everyone but 

Whitman and awaiting reunion with her before moving on: 

Oh, yet believe, that, in that ‘hollow vale,’ 
Where thy soul lingers, waiting to attain 
So much of Heaven’s sweet grace as shall avail 
To lift its burden of remorseful pain-- 
My soul shall meet thee and its Heaven forego 
Til God’s great love, on both, one hope, one Heaven bestow. (198) 
 
As in Sarah Gould’s similarly Poe-influenced poem, “The Serpent Horror,” 

Whitman acknowledges the risk of terror and alienation that comes hand-in-hand with the 

kind of visceral identification with a beloved that Spiritualistic writing literalized 

(Richards, 133). While she eagerly jumps to renounce Heaven if that’s what immersion 

into Poe’s subjectivity requires, this in-between realm is, throughout the sonnets, a place 

of dreariness, fear, and other very dismal Poe-esque qualities. As Richards notes, even 

during his life Whitman’s odes to Poe often began by summoning him from the 

imaginative Night-Land of death (134), and in her later years she maintained through the 

conjured figure of Poe the sense of reaching from safety to uncharted, shifty, and 

dangerous territory in her pursuit of literary wholeness. 

Thus the paradox that in a literary economy of sentiment in which affective 

proximity was a token of authentic ownership, Whitman’s claims of intimate, even 

terrifyingly intimate after-death contact with Poe was a vouchsafe for her claims of 
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having inherited his poetic mantle and earned the right to act as gatekeeper to younger 

Poe acolytes wishing to get, through Whitman, proxy validation from their dead master. 

At the same time the necessity of enacting literary communities and, to borrow from 

Richards yet again, “telegraphic” lyric networks of shared affinities and influences 

stemmed from the conceit that such a burden was too vast to shoulder alone. That is, on 

the one hand, mediumistic affinity demanded that, in the erotic valence explored by 

Whitman, the poet and the source must not merely resemble or generatively influence 

each other, but must gradually become identical with one another, collapsing into a kind 

of lyric twinship. On the other, the horror of such a dissolution of identity pushed such 

poetics of extreme identification in the direction of communal activity, in which an entire 

web of devotees and fans could distribute the apophatic labor demanded by the poem.  

This is just as true when Whitman addresses a living poet, as in her sonnets to 

Browning, who is consistently figured as occupying an unearthly position removed from 

and in judgement of the earth while Whitman admires from below, stealing into contact 

with the other poet in the kinds of dream-like spaces she invokes with Poe as well. “Ay, 

most I love thee when thy starry song/ Stoops to the plague-spot that we dare not name,” 

she writes in Sonnet III, referring to Browning’s abolitionism. “A woman, loyal to God’s 

living truth--/ Hath uttered calm, clear words whose rays shall dart/ Like sunbeams 

through our realm’s tartarean gloom,/ Till love’s own holy light its stygian depths 

illume.” (187). Again the passage to union with the text is framed as a spatial journey, 

with the reader (Whitman) moving through ground prepared by a sublime writer 

(Browning) who sits apart from the landscape she’s created. In all three sonnets to 

Browning this narrative is enacted, in which Browning-as-writer is the passive mistress 
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who the reader must either adore from afar or risk danger in approaching. “Fair Sybil, 

sitting in thy ‘House of Clouds,’' begins the first sonnet, “Shrined, like some solitary star, 

above/ The dull, cold shadow that our earth enshrouds,/ How oft my spirit looks to thee in 

love!” (185). Whitman continues by describing how in dreams she returns to the poet’s 

“Lost Bower,” where she’s granted tantalizing glimpses of domestic closeness to 

Browning amidst her garden, before switching scale and locating Browning’s voice in 

“the breeze/ O’er lone savannas sighing, or the surges/ That wash the sands of solitary 

seas.” The second sonnet goes even further, setting up a mystical optics in which 

Browning watches omnisciently over the entire world, with Whitman, in turn, watching 

Browning. 

Sometimes I see thee, pale with scorn and sorrow, 
At a great palace window, looking forth, 
To-day on plumed Florentines-- to-morrow 
Upon the stern battalions of the North: 
Sometimes o’er little children bending lowly, 
To hear their cry, in the dark factories drowned; 
Ah, then, thy pitying brow grows sweet and holy, 
With a saint’s aureole of sorrow crowned! (186) 
 
In each of these cases the union sought seems to be one of gaze-- the admired poet 

possessing an almost animistic eye suffusing all landscapes and setting all scenes, with 

the admiring poet trapped in a voyeuristic relationship in which her gaze is locked on the 

higher-order, sovereign gaze of the authentic genius. The fantasy is, as with Poe, dual-- to 

attain to aesthetic equivalence with the desired poet, and to meld with that poet into a 

single sight and by extension a single describing and encompassing voice. Otherwise, left 

to its own devices, the imagination wallows in decadent uselessness, as described in the 

“Noon” segment of “Hours of Life”’s allegorical narrative : 
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 Dream followed dream; and still the day 
 Floated on golden wings away; 
 But in the hush of the high noon, 
 Touched by a sorrow without name, 
 Consumed by a slow, fever-flame, 
 I loathed my life’s mysterious boon, 
 Unconscious of its end or aim; 
 Lost in a languor of repose-- 
 A luxury of gloom-- 
 As when the curved, voluptuous rose 
 Droops with its wealth of bloom. (12) 
As the section proceeds, the speaker passes from this doomed luxury into living death, 

rescued from her coffin by initiation into a pantheon of prophets, muses and poets, and 

finally, an eroticized union with personified Nature: 

 I left my fruitless lore apart, 
 And leaned my ear on Nature’s heart, 
 To hear, far from life’s busy throng, 
 The chime of her sweet undersong. 
 She pressed her balmy lip to mine, 
 She bathed me in her sylvan springs; 
 And still, by many a rural shrine, 
 She taught me sweet and holy things. 
 I learned her temperate laws to scan, 
 My soul, of hers, became a conscious part; 
 Her beauty melted through my inmost heart. (28) 
 
Again transcendence out of whatever trap or quagmire the poet might find herself in is 

aligned with an interlaced process of loving, studying, imitating, and becoming, always 

beginning with a painful crucible-experience like the half-death the speaker undergoes. 

It’s this trial, and her subsequent (but incomplete) melding with the figure of Nature that 

she can continue on to the gnosis described in the poem’s final part and which enables 

her to see through the guise of what appears to be a gloomy landscape and perceive the 

paradise underneath. 

 Imitation is thus not only a method of tribute, ironic teasing, or, as Griswold 

might claim, uninspired striving, but a quasi-mystical strategy for modeling absolute 
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union with another speaker, a kind of textual erotics that at once mirrors and explains 

Whitman’s performing of spiritual marriage with Poe.40 Addressing to and addressing as 

were reframed as two parts of the same process of becoming other through a hybrid act of 

reading, writing, and critiquing, permitting Whitman to incorporate the compositional 

tactics which let her thrive in secular literary society into her Spiritualist metaphysics, 

blending, again, the social and the mystical dimensions of poetic production into one 

practice. 

 

ii. Poets v. the Period 

Beyond the two poets focused on here, Doten and Whitman, poets and poetry 

played a prominent role in Spiritualist textual productions, and poets major and minor 

approached the aesthetic question of mediumship and exterior knowledge in different 

ways. The Banner of Light, the longest running and most broadly circulated Spiritualist 

paper, ran several columns of poetry per week. The inaugural April 11, 1857 issue 

features an anonymous poem, “Plato’s Prayer” inserted obtrusively in the middle of an 

unrelated chunk of serial fiction, while another fiction piece in the same edition, “The 

Artist’s Ideal” by Mary Lowell, ends with a piece of verse that could be mistaken, in a 

different context, for thoroughly conventional Christian worship poetry. Other pieces in 

that issue, by Cora Wilburn, an anonymous sonnet to “Miss Davenport,” “Lines” by a 

young Sarah Lowell, and several more anonymous and short bits in the “Pearls” section, 

are likewise largely in line with sentimental, moral, or elegiac verse of the period, not 

                                                
40 As Richards notes, Poe set the stage for this in his living poems to Whitman, in which the grammar of 
their courtship-- which always existed more on the page than in the flesh-- was articulated.  
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marked by any particular association with Spiritualism besides being printed in a 

Spiritualist venue and provided by avowedly Spiritualist authors.41 

By 1900 poetry has a more centralized space in the paper, albeit without a 

significant boost in terms of how much space it actually takes up, and the mediumistic 

claims are often more explicit. The front page of the December 29, 1900 issue42 is 

devoted to a spirit opera penned by dead English poet John Critchley Prince (1808-1866) 

and/or a spirit child named Nannie Gibson for the dedication of a school for child spirits. 

Interspersed with critical asides (mostly trying to identify the informing spirit of each of 

the spirit Nannie’s recitations-- because Nannie is, complicating things again, at once a 

ghost, a poet, and a medium through whom other ghosts impart inspiration or stylistic 

dog-ears), Aubrey Beardsley-like drawings, and a loose narrative of the Temple of 

Vesta’s ground-breaking, the collection of songs and poems takes up a considerable 

chunk of the issue. In addition, another piece by Nannie Gibson-- a pretty common 

recurring spirit in the paper around this time-- entitled “Immortality” runs on page two. 

While this is, in one sense, less poetry, and less variety of poetry (although Nannie, for 

what it’s worth, appears to be speaking through two different mediums on two different 

occasions in this case), it’s a look at a more solidified and confident conception of what 

Spiritualist poetry looks like and how it functions. Nannie is foregrounded as an auteur 

                                                
41

 Poetry played a similarly consistent but subordinate role in many other Spiritualist papers and 
newsletters. Ann Braude’s catalogue of Spiritualist periodicals, News From the Spirit World, lists 214 
distinct bodies (many of them short-lived) and suggests that many more might have slipped under the radar. 
Of these, she only points out two as having a special line on poetry: The Herald of Light, which ran from 
1857-1861 and ran “a good deal of verse,” including a batch of mediumistic Poe, and 1851’s one-issue 
wonder Disclosures from the Interior and Superior Care for Mortals, which offered messages from John 
the Baptist and poetry from Shelley, Colerdige, and others (416). Both of the above were edited by the 
poet, utopian, mystic and vintner Thomas Lake Harris.  
42 This issue, dishearteningly, also offers advertisements for a handful of anti-vaccination tracts and books, 
marking it as unhappily contemporary.  
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and a mentor, yet her childlike and waifish elements are emphasized, offering a portrait 

of the spirit-poet as the ultimate version of the Spiritualist poet, representing the 

receptivity and suppleness of the female imagination (remember that in a strange 

doubling, Nannie herself channels other dead voices) and the originary, spontaneous 

creative abilities of the male. The front-page illustrations support this reading, showing a 

lithe, androgynous fairy or elf-like figure floating easily and happily through the air.  

What’s more, the theology of these Nannie poems could never be mistaken for 

pious Puritan verse or usefully generic mourning poems, filled as they are with spiritual 

schools named after pagan gods, and positing an entire complex heavenly civilization 

utterly detached from the circuit of attachment and relinquishment between living and 

dead that the elegy depended on.  

The rest of the paper’s back pages suggest the same, a crystallized genre much 

more esoteric than its predecessor some 50 years prior, crossbred with the emergent 

strains of occult and proto-New Age traditions for which it had cracked open the door. 

The reader is urged to buy books in which a prehistoric priest of the Ai-Aryan tribe 

explains the origins of humanity, a Spiritualist-inflected book on Confucius, and P.B. 

Randolph’s sublimely bizarre book on “the homes of the dead,” a dazzlingly syncretic 

display that suggests a social belief-system in which the entire world is incorporated into 

the Spiritualist archive. Rather than hoping to win converts, as Doten did in both her 

poems and her lectures, the 1900 Banner of Light is preaching to the choir, quite literally, 

selling Spiritualist hymnals, Spiritualist wedding rituals, and anthologies of world 

literature selected to gesture at a long tradition of Spiritualist seekers throughout history. 

At the same time, there are fewer mediumistic poets ostensibly writing through famous 
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and stylistically recognizable writers and more writing as fantastic characters like the 

above mentioned prehistoric priest, or simply recounting their own personal experiences 

in the afterlife or outer space or in other paranormal spaces. 

What this might suggest is that as Whitman found strategies to wed her 

metaphysical beliefs with the prevailing aesthetic and formal mores of her time, 

Spiritualist poetry on the whole evolved with the 19th century’s end to incorporate a 

poetics more amenable of expansiveness, high strangeness, and associative leaps across 

different tonal registers (and which placed less importance on metric regularity and easily 

mimicable forms). Rather than offering similarity as tokens of the validity of their 

beliefs-- the purportedly close formal resemblance, say, between the living Poe and 

Doten’s Poe-- Spiritualist writing’s pitch was increasingly rooted in leaning into 

difference, just as parlor mediumship shifted towards an ever-escalating and eventually 

fatal series of spectacular stunts and optical illusions.43 While this led to an ironic 

coaxing back in of the syncretic omnivorousness of archive that The Dial had fostered, it 

also implied a severing of the (granted always distorted) contract of neutrality with the 

reader (if you don’t believe this poem is truly by Poe, test it out against “The Raven”) in 

favor of an implicit demand for faith (if you don’t believe I astrally projected myself to 

Mars, screw you). Yet this demand was, in practice, no more of an imposition on the 

reader than the demand of any other speculative or poetic text, and only seems legible as 

a moral decline if the reader supposes that a) the latter kind of mediumistic text is more 

                                                
43

 This trend in Spiritualist writing occurred in tandem with a decline in advertisements and editorials in 
The Banner of Light about material political causes such as reproductive rights, temperance, and 
educational reform-- a token of their continuing divergence from and natural temporal distance from 
Transcendentalist reformism, but also perhaps a sign of an increasing privileging of the ethereal and 
otherworldly.  
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or less true than the former or that b) Spiritualists were still as invested in outreach and 

proselytization as they were mid-century. Neither of these seems defensible for the 

purposes of this dissertation, so I propose that, wittingly or not, Spiritualist and 

mediumistic textual production by the turn of the century had become rather more 

aesthetic (or commercial44) as opposed to didactic or evangelistic, and that the signifiers 

of ghostliness, uncanny presence, and special knowledge claims set out by little Nannie 

or by, to look sideways, Helena Blavatsky, had more to do with generating conscious 

types of literary affect or evoking other texts than even the pretense of accurately 

conveying a difficult metaphysical truth. If mediumistic poetics as practiced by Doten 

had a style (one which could be adopted, tweaked, and redeployed by Whitman in a 

secular setting), this late incarnation was a style.  

This is the presupposition underlying the argument of 1870’s The Poetry of the 

Period, a strange and snide polemic against the generation of Tennyson, Arnold, and 

Browning by then-maligned and now-forgotten poet laureate Alfred Austin, the “banjo 

Byron” (Cromwell, 24). Austin’s agenda in the book is to level the accusation that 

Tennyson et al. are false powers, and that the apparent vulgarity and roughness of (Walt) 

Whitman (the “poetry of the future” 201) is a revolt against the lack of “masculine and 

lofty” qualities of the former (222). For a conservative of the particular kind that Austin 

was, this is a cold, cold comfort, and he only concedes the seemingly inexorable triumph 

of the democratic and populist in poetry with the consolation that “the grand old masters 

of the past” will resist the attempts of “insipid or insane” poets to wage war on the 

                                                
44

 The symptoms that lead me to calling this a “commercial” turn-- an uptick in knickknacks and 
instruction manuals, correspondence courses, and souvenirs-- could also be called, following Ann Braude’s 
reading of mid-century Spiritualism as solidly anti-hierarchical and both blessed and troubled by its lack of 
institutional organization, an unhappy calcification of dogma and doxa. 
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“healthy opinions of mankind” (223). That is, due to the offensive lack of vigor in the 

current poetic mainstream, the healthy-minded reader is left with the two unsavory 

alternatives of continuing to wallow in the great poets of the past or to cast in their lot 

with the barbarous Americanisms of the poetry of the future. The meat of his argument is 

that Tennyson and co. are the mediocre products of a mediocre era, and that while, for 

example, shunting Tennyson into Elizabethan times would only underscore his 

weaknesses as a poet, the mid-19th century offered an atmosphere just dissipated and 

luxurious enough for him to “daintily clamber” to a position of acclaim rather than crawl 

(262), as Austin would prefer, into an anonymous ditch.  

The accelerated production of poetry as a sheer commodity, inflamed by the 

demand of a swelling middle class for tasteful things to funnel their profits into, swells 

past the point of all reasonable demand, Austin argues, and descends into the gloopy and 

rote rearranging of tropes and commonplaces. The poet is given no incentive to shoot for 

sublimity, and, trained on a corpus of mediocre but marketable work, lacks the ability to 

do so. It’s a grim portrait alleviated a bit by the knowledge that Austin’s own poetry, 

which he proposes as ameliorative, is much, much worse than any of what he’s taking 

aim at here. The poet then is the “tenent of the garden” (270), unable to make much more 

than what their immediate cultural atmosphere furnishes and, in what’s actually kind of 

an affecting image, he frames the “poet of the period” as happily indexing this garden 

while the untamed and terrifying peaks of the Romantics loom unexplored in the 

distance. Great poetry, he insists, is action, while the current mood is “feminine, 

timorous, narrow, domesticated” (273).  
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Yet Austin turns to the “Supernatural Poets”-- primarily Doten and Thomas Lake 

Harris-- with something approaching closer to respect than whatever it is he harbors for 

Tennyson, despite Spiritualist poetics being for the most part unabashedly feminine, 

sentimental, and emerging from cultural and textual practices rooted firmly in the 

domestic. While acknowledging their relative obscurity, his approach here is a 

complicated blending of baffled admiration and quiet contempt-- waffling on whether or 

not Spiritualist poets are fraudulent but admitting that “verse of an undeniably excellent 

sort” (226) has been produced by the poets he describes as latter-day incarnations of the 

Roman sibyls. Austin’s cautious skepticism-- and his barely concealed disbelief that he 

ends up liking Harris as much as he does-- is key to his critical approach, which, in effect, 

teaches us how a non-Spiritualist reader might, without proceeding as a debunker or 

prospective convert, make their way through a Spiritualist text. Austin cites an 

anonymous American reviewer who, through an editorial mix-up leading him to a chunk 

of Harris’ “A Lyric of Morning Land” as falsely credited to a Mr. Leavitt, rapturously 

speculated that “the mantle of Shelley hath truly fallen on Mr. Leavitt’s shoulders” (231), 

quickly retracting this, however, when he became aware of the poem’s true author and its 

claims to supernatural dictation. From there Austin ruminates on this dilemma of 

distinguishing a poem’s literary merits from whatever extraordinary claims about the 

facts of its production that it or its author might make: 

[...] one feels that one labours, in this matter, under the likelihood of a 
twofold difficulty. One’s first tendency, on hearing that a poem claims to 
proceed from such a source, is to expect that it will be great rubbish; and 
the result may be that when, to our surprise, we find it not to be rubbish, 
we then imagine it to be better than it really is. It is equally possible, 
however, that warned by this well-known tendency, we may be unwilling 
to acknowledge its real merits, and so finally detract from them.” (232) 
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Yet despite scoffing at Harris’ narrative of how the poem was composed, which is not 

significantly different from what Doten described, we find that Austin-- a pretty 

conventional critic in a lot of ways-- falls back on the same kind of rhetoric as the 

mediums themselves, validating his reading of the poem by pointing out echoes and 

traces of older and more critically ensconced poets (“[...] in many places we are reminded 

of Dr. Newman’s ‘Dream of Gerontius.’ Do not the ensuing verses read like the wail of 

the disembodied spirit in that poem--?” (234)). So too does the Spiritualist notion of the 

poet as a harp or instrument operated on by an alien intelligence, borrowed and modified 

out of the Romantic tradition, dovetail back to Austin’s post-pre-Raphaelite epoch, as he 

holds up the work of Harris and Swinburne as different chords struck from the same lyre 

(238).  

Yet Austin undertakes his reading of Harris in a chapter called “Supernatural 

Poets” for a reason, and this reason is one, ultimately, oriented around his ongoing 

concern over the conditions which produce “great” poetry versus those which produce 

“merely” beautiful or good poetry. Overall he finds the trappings of the Spiritualist poet, 

especially the narratives of composition and transmission that inform the idea of the 

mediumistic, to be a double-edged sword emblematic of the period. In a long passage he 

attempts a comparative accounting of the poetry that Harris claims to be “his” versus the 

lines received from others, and finds that nobody really benefits from the pretense: 

Considerable portions of ‘A Lyric of the Golden Age,’ though none that I 
have quoted, purport to come from Byron, Shelley, Keats, and Pollok; and 
Mr. Harris, on other occasions, has been inspired also by Poe. But mark 
the result! His professed messages from Poe are just as excellent, and as 
strikingly resemble the known and indisputable compositions of that 
writer, as those transmitted by him through Miss Doten. What proceeds 
from Pollok is very superior to anything that ever proceeded from that 
very blank rhymester in his natural condition; what professes to come 
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from Shelley and Keats strongly recalls the compositions in the flesh of 
those two glorious bards, but recalls them only to suggest a painful 
absence of their real afflatus; whilst the “Prophecy,” attributed to the spirit 
of Byron, has absolutely nothing in common with the earthly utterances of 
that supreme singer but the Spenserian metre of ‘Childe Harold.’ Are not 
the facts obvious, and is not the inferences inevitable? I have no wish to 
depreciate Poe’s poetical faculties; but his poems are peculiarly imitable, 
and Mr. Harris and Miss Doten imitate them equally well. Pollok’s poetry 
is not poetry at all, but mere rubbish-- sometimes tame, sometimes 
pompous; and Mr. Harris, who is a poet, could not possibly write down to 
it. Of Shelley and Keats, the manner, and even the sentiments, are to be 
simulated, but the real soul and aroma are beyond imitation; and this is 
precisely what happened to Mr. Harris, when inspired by them. But 
Shakespeare and Byron, the Dioscuri of English song, utterly baffle 
imitation; and whilst Mr. Harris’ communications from the one bear no 
resemblance to his known productions, the communications from the 
other, on Miss Doten’s own confession, ‘scarcely come up to that master-
mind.’ (253-254) 
 

Despite all of that, Austin stops short of making the cynical connection here and accusing 

Harris and Doten of being frauds-- rather this confusion (as he determines it) on their part 

is a symptom of their poetic excellence, a misapprehension of the generalized and 

abstractly “mystical” transparency of inspiration for something else, citing instances in 

both poets in which they seem to struggle to fit the narrative of the Outside descending 

within what sounds more like a writer gradually coming to an idea of language.45 In the 

end Austin is definitely not a convert to Spiritualism (in fact evidently giving up on 

making sense of Harris’ theology partway through, conceding that after an honest effort it 

wasn’t worth doing much more than noting its close parallels to Swedenborgianism) and 

harbors no expectations that his readers will be. He also admits, at the end of the chapter, 

that the Spiritualist poets he studied are, as a result of their eagerness to leap into 

imitation, deficient in any “very decided originality” (258) such as he begrudgingly finds 

                                                
45 Austin fails to account for the improvised address here, despite noting that much of Harris’ poetry was 
dictated spontaneously, and even listing at weird length the witnesses at one such performance-- this was a 
major form of both composition and public performance and seems like a strange thing to pass over. 
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to be necessary and useful in Walt Whitman. His championing of Spiritualist poets as not 

only not awful but as superior to the most acclaimed British poets of the period is 

predicated entirely on the aesthetic pleasure of their poetry, with a special emphasis on 

sound over sense (260) that he ambiguously attributes to the rapid speed at which those 

poets, thinking themselves under the immediate influence of spirits, wrote.  

The ostensive truth claims or metaphysical positions adopted by Harris and 

Doten, then, are not only epiphenomenal to what Austin values in them, but actively 

detrimental, although he does seem to relish the lurid strangeness of Harris’ evocations of 

heaven, and the feverishness of his convictions in contrast to what he perceives as the 

lukewarm complacency of other poets. Rather, it is the formal and compositional 

elements that are brought to the forefront as part of that supernatural narrative that strike 

him as worth cultivating-- the sense of drawing from a well-spring of language, a rapidity 

and pseudo-improvisationality of drafting, a stylistic receptivity to other texts and other 

authors, and an emphasis on the rapturous stacking up of sonic qualities that, if it comes 

at the expense of transparent sense, creates the compelling illusion of mystical 

transportation. One imagines then that, aside from Austin’s insistence on safeguarding 

the ethical sanctity of Harris and of Doten in particular, the wave of Spiritualist exposes 

of the 1880s and 90s would not have particularly budged his reading of the poetry-- the 

mythology of the movement being an extra dash of flavor or point of curiosity rather than 

the purpose of the work.  

This is indicative of a shift in how the ghostly, the immaterial, and the otherwise 

supernatural or paranormal was received culturally as the century drew to a close. If 

Spiritualism in the early 1850s had close organizational and rhetorical kinship with 
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revival movements in evangelical Christianity, by the early 20th century one of its closest 

cultural cousins was the stage magic performance, a process of overlap traced in Fred 

Nadis’ Wonder Shows. The way that tropes of death, contact, and the thinness between 

mortal and extramortal realms were treated and employed had veered from the domain of 

religious thought and moral consolation to, in the broader cultural sphere, venues 

designed to evoke pleasurable fear or dread, such as the “weird fiction” of William Hope 

Hodgson, Arthur Machen, or Algernon Blackwood. So too does the story of Nannie and 

the Temple of Vesta bear less resemblance to, say, Doten’s early prose novel The 

Haunted Church, with its very earnest association of the ghostly with Christian piety, 

than to contemporaneous ads for absinthe or Arthur Rackham’s whimsical fairy 

illustrations. At the same time, the populist and exoteric elements of American 

Spiritualism, which insisted upon an empirical and universally accessible revelation 

available to anyone who cared to come and see, took a back seat to the twinned moves 

towards specialization and occultization, both of which conspired, in different ways, to 

erect gates and appoint gatekeepers between the curious seeker and entree into post-

spiritualist discourse. 

 It would be reductive of course to claim that Spiritualism during the mid-19th-

century did not make extensive use out of tropes of disclosure, concealment, and 

revelation, or to claim that esoteric and occult groups in the later 19th and early 20th 

centuries did not match their evocation of hidden mysteries with promises of having 

those mysteries unveiled. But to be sure a rhetoric based on universal illumination 

descending on humanity as a whole had been decidedly swapped for one in which truth 

was accessible, through trials and effort, to a selected few-- and that this truth, far from 
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representing the sometimes-awesome, sometimes-quaint but almost always 

overwhelmingly reassuring and joyful, anthropocentric of Modern Spiritualism, could be 

frightening or destructive to ill-prepared minds, if it offered a net-positive at all. If earlier 

Spiritualists attempted to mimic historical poets like Poe or Shakespeare in order to 

convey a smooth continuity between worlds and a soothing proximity between their 

inhabitants, 20th century pulp poets like Clark Ashton Smith borrowed the cosmic scale 

and imagistic abstractions of Harris and Blavatsky to signal precisely the opposite, the 

unassailable gulf between the known and the unknown, doing so in a way that was not 

tied to any particular theology and was, depending on who you ask, philosophical only in 

an aesthetic and stylized way. Much like Austin, the evocation of past lives here does not 

signal an intimate collapsing of temporal awareness, but a sign of mastery over distance-- 

in Austin’s case, the ability to mimic “superior” poets like Shelley indicates elevation 

over the trivial present, while for latter-day Spiritualists, Theosophists and other turn-of-

the-century occultists contact with very ancient spirits like the above-mentioned “Ai-

Aryan” caveman priest promised initiation into a perennial if fragmented tradition of 

privileged knowledge. For Smith as well as his near-peers HP Lovecraft and Robert 

Howard such touch across temporal distance was an opportunity to dig into the terror of 

that distance and hint at unknowable epistemological states. That is, what all three of the 

latter have in common-- at least in contrast with earlier mediums-- is that such contact is 

indicative of difference and distance, underscoring the alienating experience of time and 

space, rather than, as in Doten, Sprague, or the soothing back-page Missed Connections 

of the Banner of Light, ameliorative, offering solace that such distance is temporary and 

subjective.  
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If readers seeking the supernatural found in the 1860s heaven’s gates warmly ajar, 

promising a peaceful transition after death, the tone between the turn of the century and 

World War I presented such ruptures as either aberrant and abhorrent, in the case of 

supernatural mystery stories such as Hodgson’s Carnaki, or the concern of the 

enlightened few, as in the proliferation of Hermetic and Rosicrucian cliques that gathered 

to debate, debauch, and churn out, like their Spiritualist antecedents, endless small-run 

magazines and journals. This resurgence of early-modern and Renaissance magical 

practice into the discourse of supernatural praxis (heralded, as Cathy Guitierrez might 

argue, by Neo-Platonic strains present in Spiritualism from the start) brought with it the 

return of the figure of the magic circle which, when closed, replaced the porous, 

receptive, and variably shaped circuit of the seance, with a comparatively impermeable 

and rigidly structured geometric exercise that was, nevertheless, more varied and 

syncretic within the confines of that border, creating a much different, even inverted, 

relationship between public and private, insider and outsider, initiate and rube. 

As Helen Sword explores in Ghostwriting Modernism, mediumship and 

Spiritualism (as well as its descendants and offshoots) permeated much of high 

modernism and its relationship to authorship and identity-- with Yeats, Mann, Rilke, and 

others turning to planchettes and rapping tables for metaphysical and aesthetic 

inspiration. As Sword’s excellent book covers much of the role of these discourses in this 

milieu, I’ll gloss over most of it, except to note once again the reversion of the inverted 

model of authority and speaking power set up by the woman mediums of the 1850s. 

Institutionally powerful male poets such as the above-mentioned seized the methods of 

revelation and assertion offered by mediumship and folded them into the already murky 
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political waters of the modernist vanguard-- pushing further the narrative and formal 

experimentalism of later 19th century Spiritualist writers like Harris while pulling back 

on the more fluid and porous functions of the author as such as well as on the potentially 

and subtly radical exploration of authorship and identity deployed by authors like Doten, 

Whitman and Sprague who were, in other senses, perhaps more “conventional authors.” 

This is especially clear in terms of how gender and authorial power interacted 

within the space of publication, and how the figure of the medium receded once again 

into textual as well as spiritual passivity. While women remained emblems of 

supernatural receptivity and held privileged symbolic place as mediums, organizational 

and public power were increasingly centralized around men. Even Helena Blavatsky’s 

inner circle, beginning with Henry Steel Olcott and William Quan Judge in the 1870s, 

was largely composed of charismatic men.46 From the parapsychological empiricism of 

Frederic Meyers and the SPR (bolstered by William James’ investigations in telepathy 

and other parapsychological phenomenon) to the public apologia of Arthur Doyle, the 

public face of mediumship was increasingly male and increasingly withdrawn from 

partnership with mass movements like the mid-century’s abolitionism, temperance, and 

marriage reform, even as the actual practice of mediumship retreated from the open stage 

of the lyceum into the parlor and its suite of optical and aural illusions. In the mid-1850s, 

Molly McGarry recounts, Walt Whitman trained for a year to achieve mediumship, and 

when he failed, took his problems to the New York Conference of Spiritualists. Cora 

Hatch reassured him that there wasn’t any intrinsic failure in him, morally, 

constitutionally, or phrenologically, but merely the absence of a fitting partner and 

                                                
46

 The two post-Blavatsky women who wielded the most significant power in the group, Annie Besant and 
Katherine Tingley, were controversial within the movement and unsuccessful in consolidating a loyal base. 
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collaborator on the other side to speak through him (168-169). Roughly 75 years later, 

Yeats’ A Vision attempts to lay out a model of the universe as revealed to him through the 

vessel of his wife, who remains, throughout, instrumentalized and subordinate to both 

Yeats and the spirits. Literary or theological merits notwithstanding, the mechanization 

and fetishization of the mediumistic body as pushed to its first peak by John Murray 

Spear seems to be complete here in the 1920s, the medium entirely relegated to a 

technology of mediation between the two superior forces of the Outside and the 

hegemony of literary opinion. It is in such a position that the poetics of mediumship 

found itself as modernism flourished. This position served as the point of departure for 

HD as she sought to reclaim an esoteric practice sufficient to her remapping of memory, 

identity, and the desire for temporal continuity.  
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CHAPTER 5 

“WHY SHOULD WE NOT, AT A CERTAIN STAGE ‘REMEMBER’?”  

H.D. AND THE ECHOING OTHER  

 

We are a little dizzy 

and quite mad, 

but we have had 

strange visitations 

from the stratosphere, 

of angels drawn to earth 

and nearer angels; 

-“Christmas 1944” (Collected, 504) 
 
“[...] there IS a connection, though the problem is one of bridge-building” 

-Letter to Hugh Dowding, June 2, 1945  
 

 i. “An Experience of a Beyond” 

For H.D., ghostliness and historicity are strange but insoluble comrades. In H.D’s 

writing, to engage with history is to practice a species of haunting, and to engage with the 

ghostly, the mystical, or the transcendent is to engage with history intimately and 

asynchronously, as a living presence which can re-emerge into the present. The strand of 

esoteric practice that increasingly saturated her writing after her Imagist youth, and which 

would assume increasingly literal expression, is repeatedly framed as simultaneously an 

encounter with the divine, an encounter with the dead, and an encounter with one’s past, 

or, with the tradition in which one is immiserated as woman, as poet, as Moravian, etc..  

 This chapter proposes that in H.D., mediumship as it emerges and mutates in her 

writing and esoteric practice differs significantly from the apophatic models detailed in 

previous chapters in several important ways. Most fundamentally, H.D. utilizes the figure 

of the medium as a method of textually displacing or refracting the lyric self, the 

performance of mediumship serving not in the pursuit of dissolving that self, but rather of 
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gradually building up and augmenting it, of discovering and reclaiming occluded or 

sedimented aspects of lyric personhood. In accordance perhaps with her readings in the 

alchemical tradition, in which the arduous and sometimes grotesque transit from the base 

material to the aetherial is a teleology aimed at attaining the divine, she treats contact 

with the potentially corrosive and essentially alterior “outside” (to irresponsibly hijack 

Spicer’s term) as, ultimately, beneficial to the poet/mystic47. The poet who approaches 

lyric composition and mediumship as twinned is not facing a catastrophe or sacrifice of 

the self, but is instead undergoing an arduous but ultimately generative series of trials of 

initiation-- somewhat akin to and complexly entwined with her mythically inflected 

understanding of psychoanalysis and history. The poet is not a victim or a passive 

instrument but a magus of sorts, thereby placed in proximity to a transcendent, “mastery” 

that is foreign to Spicer and inarticulable and discursively walled off from Doten and 

Whitman (a mastery they are privy to and instrumental in relation to, but which, as a 

cultural construct, they cannot claim ownership of). The lyric self is not dissolved into the 

experience of mediumship but is treated as absorbent-- the endeavor traces an arc aimed 

somewhere other than, as in Spicer, the erasure of the self behind the lyric. H.D.’s 

agential mediumship-- or her efforts, as in her grappling with Freud, to assert an agency 

in the face of the seemingly deterministic-- reveals in the friction between an anomistic 

modernism and the transhistorical communion of ghostly contact a strand of self-

fashioning and empowering that finds parallels and echoes in both the brand of 

                                                
47 The clam sequence in The Walls Do Not Fall-- one of several sequences in a row of identification with 
the animal that intersect intriguingly with the more asynchronous feats of identification throughout Trilogy-
- is suggestive of the mechanics of this process: 
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Spiritualism practiced by Achsa Sprague as well as, later, in the syncretic and diasporic 

system expressed in later mediumistic poets. 

In pursuing this line of inquiry, and in attempting to find a tether between H.D.’s 

fluctuating relationship with mediumship proper and the role of the “medium” and 

psychopomp in her theory of poetry, I will rely primarily on three cardinal clusters of 

works: 1919’s Notes on Thought and Vision, the Trilogy (The Walls Do Not Fall, Tribute 

to the Angels, and The Flowering of the Rood) composed during World War II and her 

immersion in Spiritualism proper, and Tribute to Freud, her account of self-fashioning 

through and against her analysis with Freud. While H.D’s period of direct engagement 

with what is recognizably a 20th century version of Spiritualism was as brief as it was 

intense, I find traces and antecedents of mediumistic practice on both sides of this 

window, leading in and out of her relationship to the seance as such. 

 To read H.D. as a lifelong Spiritualist, or even to trace the particular cultural 

grammar of Spiritualism throughout her entire body of work, would be naive. All things 

considered, as a portion of a very long career of writing and thinking that spanned, in its 

published manifestations, from her adolescent poems in The Comrade as Edith Grey as 

early as 1909, to the three fully realized occult statements contained in Hermetic 

Definition, released posthumously in 1972, H.D.’s engagement with Spiritualism might 

reasonably be called a “dalliance,” albeit an important one. The H.D. scholar Matte 

Robinson, in his excellent 2016 study of her intertextual occult theories, The Astral H.D., 

follows in the footsteps of his mentor, the scholar of occultism Demetres Tryphonopoulos 

in taking a hardline approach in minimizing the importance of Spiritualism to H.D.’s 

overall trajectory. He frames it, in a sense, as a naive and sensationalist popular 
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counterpoint to the more sophisticated and rhetorically “esoteric” sources she gravitated 

towards after the 1940s. H.D., he writes “was skeptical and dismissive of the spiritualist 

[sic] project as she encountered it,” due largely to the typically vague and banal nature of 

its revelations48, what she described as the “commonplace nature of [Spiritualist 

mediums’] messages, of no real interest to a philosopher or initiate, but only to a middle-

class, suburban crowd”-- an attitude not at all out of step with H.D.’s enduring streak of 

elitism (7). 

 Passages from her Spiritualist-adjacent texts bear this reading out, to some degree. 

In Majic Ring she refers to the movement in general as “being illiterate and a little low in 

tone” (62), and in the Hirslanden Notebooks, which deal in part with her schism with 

popular British medium Lord Hugh Dowding, she refers dismissively to the “suburban 

audience” of his and others’ circles (9). In these places H.D.’s rhetoric resembles those of 

earlier anti-Spiritualist satirical writing, by Mark Twain, Melville, James Russel Lowell, 

or William Dean Howells, in which the grandiose claims of Spiritualist mediums fail to 

rise above the quotidian water-mark of the vacuous bourgeoisie seekers who patronize 

them. In The Sword Went Out To Sea, in some ways quite movingly affirmational of the 

communicative and creative powers of the seance table, the actual social milieu of such 

groups, or circles, reads like a droll pastiche of the shabby, gossipy middle-class salon: 

“‘Lord Howell [an analogue for Dowding], what are you doing about getting the 

movement out of the lower astral?,’” one politely detached seeker inquires, prompting 

another to excuse herself for “tea at the office” (20)-- appropriate, given the extent to 

                                                
48 From The Sword Went Out To Sea, in some ways a fictionalized revising of the events of Majic Ring, she 
refers disdainfully to “the vague and commonplace no-man’s-land” from which too many Spiritualist 
“messages and voices” seem to emanate (127). 
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which the dramatic falling out between H.D., Dowding, and the contested spirit Z often 

comes across as spectrally-charged farce a la Blithe Spirit49, a comedy of manners in 

which gnosis is bandied about as casually as P.G. Wodehouse’s cow creamer..  

 Yet the more doctrinally open-- even, perhaps, free-form-- syncretism of her early 

visionary experiences provided an on-ramp of sorts into the seance mediumship of the 

1940s, just as the intensely inward-facing esotericism of Hermetic Definition and 

Asphodel emerges out of it. As with any other chunk of H.D.’s work, each text is difficult 

to pry out of its surroundings. Each new phase of her project is at once a working through 

of the problems posed by the previous step, and a prologue to the step to come. For better 

or worse, the trance mediumship offered up by models like Dowding and her other major 

Spiritualist guide, the medium Arthur Bhaduri, often suffices as a broadly cohesive bit of 

synecdoche for the wide-ranging, eclectic, and contradictory scope of her entire esoteric 

opus50. As scholars like Robinson and Susan Stanford Friedman have taken pains to 

underscore, H.D., in metaphysical spheres as much as in poetic ones, was a daring, 

restless, and iconoclastic thinker, who rapidly shunted between cathecting on to one 

movement or school before outgrowing its borders, taking what remained useful with her, 

and moving, like an occult nomad, onto the next thing. She was, as Robinson puts it, a 

                                                
49

 Both Robinson and Tryphonopoulos, whose research largely pertains to the at once very baroque and 
very personal esotericism of H.D.’s post-war writing, explicitly tag H.D.’s stint with Spiritualism as 
doomed from the outset in part because of its open exotericism. Its willingness to trade-- beneath the veneer 
of mystical obfuscation which so disappointed and annoyed H.D.-- in the very popularly legible language 
of ghosts and spirits seemed to go hand in hand for her with the drab sociality of the seance environment. 
Although earlier epiphanic visions of hers-- most notably the “jelly-fish experience” of 1919, discussed 
further on in this chapter-- do propose models of mediumistic revelation that facilitate radically reimagined 
versions of empathy and interpersonal communication, they still rely heavily on the spoken or unspoken 
exceptionality of its practitioners, a spiritual elite unsuited for the parlor-room ambience of mid-40s 
Spiritualism. 
50 Helen Sword, for example, who writes persuasively about H.D. in Ghostwriting Modernism, settles for 
referring to her system as “spiritualist beliefs” (103), presumably out of expedience. 
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“maverick” seeker “interested [only] in those who are able to help her particular quest” 

(59). As such, categorical labels about her belief are less useful than an evolving index of 

the social and critical tags she migrated through, and which provisionally clung onto her 

for however long a time. Spiritualism, then, and the specific constellation of mediumistic 

practices that clung to it, may not be an especially apt term for H.D.’s belief system and 

compositional practice on the whole-- but then, what is it, what function does it occupy in 

parsing out the intersection between magical theory and poetic practice at various points 

in her writing career?  

 For the purposes of this project I want to position it somewhat after the fashion of 

Friedman, or Sword-- as a useful and functional pivot from which to regard, in a limited 

way, the broader scope of her thought. We may view her Spiritualism as a cultural form 

in which figurations pervasive throughout her career (embodied history as a vehicle for 

revelation and the disclosure of deep time, the mesmeric suasive gravity of provisionally 

important male interlocutors, and the capacity of the abstracted female subject for 

channeling and articulating extrinsic mystical speech) also happened to form fundamental 

rhetorical and figural tentpoles. 

 Bruce Boone’s short 1987 meditation on H.D., “HD’s Writing: Herself a Ghost” 

hones in on one of the key tensions of her poetics-- a wary, transfixed circling around the 

perimeters of that which, in whatever guise, offers both gnosis and obfuscation in the 

same gesture. Enlightenment arrives at all points in the dark. For Boone, H.D.’s dealings 

with the dead, with the “spiritual” broadly, and with the network of practices I’ve been 

calling mediumship, are about desire: 
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The ghost lines initiating [her] oeuvre only let out their spiritual quality or 
ghostliness in parentheses as a taunt in the guise of an uncalled-for 
confidence we’re surely not taken in by when they sweetly urge-- 
 Do not despair, the hosts 
 surging beneath the Walls 
 (not more than I) are ghosts 
--as if that hollow emptiness the parentheses enclose and entomb might-- 
given the right conditions and for us?-- rise again? (353) 
 

This “emptiness” he alludes to is, in his essay, the prophetic openness characteristic of 

H.D.’s obliquely expansive verse, what Boone calls the “tea leaves at the bottom of [her] 

cup [ibid].” H.D. only does half the work for us-- she provides the signs, in other words, 

and we read the wonders. It’s for this reason that in the above quote he refers to Helen in 

Egypt as “the most I Ching-type-book of them all” precisely because it goes furthest in 

offering an avenue “for those looking into it to make their own forecasts.” As a narrative, 

it chronicles Helen’s own ascent from confusion and inchoateness into a reflexive self-

literacy-- she, famously interpreted by others, figures out how to read herself and joins, 

belatedly, H.D.’s pantheon of gnostic and asynchronous woman sages. But as a text the 

reader is invited to tag along less for clarity, more for the intensity of an open-ended and 

porous field of discovery-- blanks and aporias into which, as in the Spiritualists and 

eventually Spicer, other things or other modes of knowledge might rush. “The brightness 

of it,” Boone writes of the “giddy,” “frilly” exuberance of experience in her poetry 

“proportionately excludes any clarity-- the intensity and imprecision going together.” 

(354)  

 I don’t entirely agree with Boone’s reading of H.D.’s tone and of the general 

disposition of either Helen in Egypt or the books making up Trilogy-- giddy and frilly are 

not the terms I’d have landed on, and I lack Boone’s wry ghoulishness in appending those 

words to the “necromancers and vampires” of H.D.’s characters’ prophetic futurity. 
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However, I believe that he was both correct and remarkably prescient in noting that the 

obscurity of reference, the dazzling obfuscation of H.D.’s language is not only crucial to 

her esoteric and erotic mythologies, but to the formal ways in which those mythologies 

disclose themselves in her lyric projects. Describing H.D.’s “mystical wish that meaning 

exist where none is or can be [...]” Boone notes “an experience of a beyond shining like 

cold hard light that glances off the text-body” (352). In his formulation-- openly informed 

by and played off of Bataille-- this “beyond” looks a bit like a sanctified, aestheticized 

version of the Outside that plagued Spicer’s writing. Yet like a beam of light bouncing 

off a mirror, the interplay between the beyond and the “text-body,” in distinction from 

Spicer, ultimately illuminates, discloses, literally en-lightens. In the aporia of meaning, in 

Boone’s formulation, in the wreckage and ruins of history in general and the London 

Blitz in particular H.D.’s wish inevitably comes true, meaning finally trooping in borne 

by magi and ghosts.  

 This image-- of the beyond or the ineffable acting as a beam of light bouncing off 

of the fixed surfaces of the material-- can be extrapolated from other persuasive readings 

of H.D. More broadly, this recurs as the mystical or transcendent as in motion or flux as it 

passes through and transfigures the “daily” and its illusionary notion of linear temporal 

and spatial permanence. Like Renaissance alchemical writing, what’s incessantly 

foregrounded is the dynamism of forces in motion, of the patterns, cycles, and fractal 

passages of abstract bodies against “real” space. Adalaide Morris’ How to Live/What To 

Do, charting formal connections between H.D. and later experimental poets like Spicer 

and Leslie Scalapino, frames H.D.’s poetics as styles of movement, or techniques of 

traversing historical space as topological space. Late in the book, the intersection between 



159 

  

 

H.D.’s “mythopoetic mind” and the then-cutting-edge science she was conversant with is 

described as staging, in Trilogy, a “cycle of disturbance, disintegration, and reintegration 

(174).  

Treating the numinous in her late work as itself a species of “strange attractor,” 

Morris describes Trilogy as “a poem about forms in motion” (172), a poem of spirals, 

loops, and gyres, almost a physics of her writing rather than a poetics. Scalapino herself, 

in her essay “Interior Scrutiny,” describes H.D.’s writing as being primarily concerned 

with “the syntax or language-shape that is [its own] action” (205), not about action so 

much as an active documentation of its own movements within the field of its subjects. 

Amy E. Elkins, in her essay “A Stitch in Time: H.D.’s Craft Modernism as Transhistoric 

Repair,” even reads H.D.’s deep relationship with needlework and other “domestic” 

textile arts with her poetry’s fascination with suturing, stitching, and folding, as well as 

“craft”’s relationship with inherited genealogies of technique, of the craftsperson’s place 

in a long line of artisans. Again, each of these readings touches, I think, on important, 

even vitally important, elements of H.D.’s art and thought. From Sea Garden onwards 

what is her oeuvre but an ongoing investigation of the points of impact where the abstract 

or mystical brushes up against or punctures the material?  

I read these tendencies-- H.D.’s poetry (and prose) as being an exhumation and 

choreography of a lyric self or selves, and H.D.’s poetry as an experimental/esoteric 

attempt to illuminate dark textual spaces through the interaction and intersection of extra-

lyric elements-- as mutually informative. In her 1935 roman a clef, Nights, the 

protagonist is described as “a sort of scientific lyricist” (24). Fair enough-- the influence 

of her astronomer father and half-brother, and renowned microbiologist grandfather 
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Francis Wolle has been thoroughly documented, by critics as well by H.D. herself in her 

memoiristic prose. In “Advent,” she describes herself as laboring “on the fringes or in the 

penumbra of the light of my father’s science and my mother’s art,” at an intersection 

shared by psychoanalysis and mediumship in which the acute turning outwards of 

introspection implicit in the lyric is subjected to the kind of rigorous analysis she 

associates with her family’s scientific pedigree, turning lyric subjectivity into a kind of 

exhibition or laboratory in which that subjectivity may be not only displayed or indulged 

but better understood. As she describes just prior in “Advent,” 

Here in the semicircle on the table in the other room,” she writes in the 
previous sentence, “is the same or somewhat the same array of images, 
Osiris, Isis. Perhaps I am afraid of ghosts. But when the Professor said 
‘Perhaps you are not happy,’ I had no words with which to explain. It is 
difficult to explain it to myself or to find words to scribble in my note-
book. It is not a question of happiness, in the usual sense of the word. It is 
the happiness of the quest. (Tribute to Freud, 145) 
 

In other words, the processes of transformation and catalyzation at play in H.D. are, as 

part of her mysticism, part and parcel with her attempts to develop a model of lyric 

writing that incorporates the modern revelations of the Freudian psyche and the more 

ancient revelations of her esoteric learning in a teleologically directed way. She envisions 

a “questing” trajectory culminating in a self-knowledge always running in tight parallel 

with her evolving ideas of gnosis. What one critic may call refraction or reconfiguration 

could just as well be framed as a poetics of reincarnation and metempsychosis. The agent 

of transformation is the divine or the supernatural, but its felt manifestation-- its vector 

into the lyric-- is the asynchronous experience of communication or connection with the 

dead or with other extra- or non-human agencies. Mediumship and the lyric dovetail for 

H.D. into a familiar function-- channeling the timeless and the lost-to-time as leverage for 
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purer, clearer, privileged insight into the present. And both, as suggested above, are 

understood consistently if with significant variation across her career as methods of 

unveiling and enacting transformations, both of the poet/medium and of the world in 

which she finds herself. Both the medium and the poet traverse time as a function of their 

specialized orientation towards the articulation of the self-- the mediumistic lyric, that is, 

goes hand in hand with lyric mediumship. 

 

ii. Jelly-Fish Poetics 

Like Spiritualists such as Doten, one part of attaining the state needed for this sort 

of practice was the cultivation of a dramatic and sometimes alarming fineness of 

receptivity. In Notes on Thought and Vision, her compilation of visionary notes from 

1919, H.D. attempts to unpack the import and agenda of the mysterious “jelly-fish 

experience” that struck her during her stay off the coasts of Cornwall with Bryher. H.D. 

was, by then, no stranger to occupying the role of mystified, obfuscated muse to male 

poets-- among them William Carlos Williams, former husband Richard Aldington, and 

Ezra Pound, who in Hilda’s Book, a handbound bit of juvenalia, cloyingly describes her 

as a “maiden of the sun” (10) a “Saint Hilda” (16) whose loving touch “dreams [him] 

unto the soul of things” (17) and incites, goliard-like, the writing of his verse51. This 

jelly-fish experience unlocked another way forward, another paradigm of lyric inspiration 

beyond the erotic invocation of a singular figure of beauty-- one in which a feminized 

                                                
51 Cassandra Laity’s book H.D. and the Victorian fin de Siecle charts H.D.’s complicated relationship to 
this interpellation, her career-long reckoning with the twinned fin de siecle archetypes of idealized feminine 
beauty and the Pater-inspired, monstrous but potentially liberating figure of unruly female excess, as well 
as her own pull at various times to playing both roles for herself and for others. 

 



162 

  

 

form of intuition and receptivity, rather than the avaricious consumption of the 

aestheticized female body, was the locus of artistic judgement, sense, and sentiment. It 

was both “spiritual epiphany and [...] bodily sensation,” as Connors writes in H.D. and 

the Image, powerfully linking H.D.’s epiphanic experience with Emerson’s 

aforementioned fantasy of the transparent eyeball (45). This lightning-bolt moment, 

emerging out of a period of trauma, initiated a sea-change in H.D.’s thinking-- a turn 

towards an epistemology in which sensing, rather than knowing, reveals the connective 

threads that bind the occluded inner life of the universe together. 

In its broadest sense, the jelly-fish experience resembled an act of mediumship 

but in other ways differs both from the visions and portents which would recur later in 

H.D.’s life, as well as from her more immediate forays into mediumship. As a felt 

experience-- a creative and spiritual epiphany which largely expressed itself in its somatic 

dimensions-- it constituted both, as stated above, a profound experience of 

connectedness, of sloughing off the cloistered shell of the individual, and the sensation of 

being sequestered, ensconced, or even en-wombed (both Laity and Susan  Stanford 

Friedman in Psyche Reborn associate the jelly-dome in which H.D. finds herself 

mystically immersed with her 1919 pregnancy (Laity, 81)), with being removed by one 

layer from the newly livened world. The natal imagery-- and the position of the poet or 

medium as both incubating and incubated-- is deliberate, and H.D. takes pains to 

emphasize that the jelly-fish experience “[came] definitively into the field or realm of the 

intellect or brain” in the midst of her pregnancy, and that such consciousness came more 

easily to (cis) women, precisely because of this particular new field of consciousness’ 

conceptual proximity to the generative symbolic site of the womb: “The brain and the 
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womb are both centres of consciousness,” she writes, “both equally important” (21). The 

two centers are imagined as reciprocal, distant but linked in equivalence as places where 

something is removed from the world, nurtured, and returned to it. Consider too her 

realization, much later in Notes, of how the poet is framed in this metaphor: 

These jelly-fish, I think, are the ‘seeds cast into the ground.’ But as it takes 
a man and a woman to create another life, so it takes these two forms of 
seeds, one in the head and one in the body, to make a new spiritual birth. I 
think this is why I saw them as jelly-fish. They are really two flecks of 
protoplasm and when we are ‘born again’ we begin not as a child but as 
the very first germs that grow into a child. (50) 
 
That is, as with the trances, sleeps, and rhapsodies which accompanied the 

Spiritualist medium’s communications with the beyond, H.D.’s initiation is announced by 

a mediating, mitigating layer. It is only by being cocooned inside the fish caul that a 

transcendent, extra-human perception of connection and communion can be achieved52, 

this positioning of a membrane between the stranded subject and the vital world 

functioning both as a lens for interfacing with that world and a living thing, an extension 

of and an alien supplement to the experiencer. As Adalaide Morris concisely writes in 

“The Concept of Projection,” “The cure for crackle is contact,” that is, the deadened and 

listless language which the early Imagists opposed is countered by a language of 

immediate proximity to the thing spoken of, “the acid bath that dissolves the sticky 

sludge of rhetoric” (413)53. Touch and semiotic osmosis carry past Imagism into H.D.’s 

                                                
52 See the recurrent image of the cocoon or the crystalline incubating enclosure in, for example, Bid Me to 

Live or Asphodel. 
53 The proto-Imagist, sinologist and major Pound-influence Ernest Fenollosa writes (cited here from 
Lawrence Chisolm’s The Far East and American Culture) of the ideogram in Chinese script as a form 
“thinking in thinging,” a notion sometimes occluded in H.D.’s writing but visible, I believe, in the 
mediumistic desire to “thing” intangible or imponderable substance into existence through language’s 
functions. “Thought grows like a living tissue,” he writes, developing this linguistic/conceptual “thinging” 
as “to follow the buds of fact as they open, and see thought folded away within thought like so many 
petals” (3).  
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later projects, becoming richer, more literal, and more strange. “Becoming-part-of” is 

paired with “being-set-aside.” As with Doten or Sprague, per The Poet, communion with 

or total comprehension of the universe as an organic whole is reserved for those who are, 

by sentiment or constitution or whatever else, positioned to peer in from without, who 

function at a remove or even in a marginalized role. The consciousness that fails to be 

shaped normatively in the passage into adulthood is specially qualified, these poets 

suggest, to be adopted by and reforged by higher forces with higher agendas. Initiation of 

this sort is a kind of literal rebirth. This rebirth, in turn, hinges not on the focused 

narrowing of perception into the bounded field of the egoistic self, but on a new kind of 

self-hood-- a mediumistic subjectivity-- that is uncannily sensitive and receptive and 

permeable, supernaturally capable of receiving sense, affect, thought, so on. It is being 

born into a fresh porousness of perception and identity. As H.D. asserts above, this is not 

even a reversion to the much-troped innocent and fresh view of the child, but a casting 

back into a proto-human phase, the “very first germs” of personhood (Notes on Thought 

& Vision, 50). It is, after a fashion, an abjection-- but one which is only legible as the first 

fumbling step towards an eventual apotheosis of the creative and perceptive faculties. 

 The Wordsworthian “overflow” of lyric affect is thereby curiously inverted-- 

rather than the powerful and powerfully articulated subjective emotions of the lyric poet 

spilling acephelously from the poet into the world, tinging the canvas of the world with 

the poet (and the poem’s) trace, the hyper-sensate poet-medium of H.D.’s imagining is 

swaddled and quarantined, the better to receive and instrumentalize the pre-existing, 

ambient or acute sensations of the rest of the world. For Wordsworth one metric for 

determining the relative success or failure of a lyric poem is essentially in how fluently 
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the poet translates affect into language: in a note to “The Thorn,” he opines that “an 

attempt is rarely made to communicate impassioned feelings without something of an 

accompanying consciousness of the inadequateness of our own powers, or the 

deficiencies of language” (Major Works, 594). For Wordsworth and his peers one of the 

several (often competing) functions of lyric speech, through the vehicle of poetry, was 

that it could help mediate and tame passions, otherwise unpredictable and fickle even in 

their most benign modes.  

The Romantic lyric then was in part an attempt to regulate the outgoing and 

expressive affect of the poet through language-- a way of giving concrete linguistic life to 

passions without lapsing into the horrific tangles of “savage torpor” decried in the 

Preface to Lyrical Ballads as endemic to such undisciplined and unruly forms as the 

novel, the German tragedy, or the lurid verse narrative (599). Affect and expression for 

the English Romantics then-- and for those working in their footsteps-- presented a tricky 

balancing act, one in which the progressive benefits of spontaneous feeling was ever-

balanced by the clear and present danger of unrestricted surplus passion. Joel Faflak and 

Richard Sha, in the introduction to Romanticism and Emotions, sum this dilemma (and its 

attendant, covert slipperiness in pinning down where the speaker begins and ends) up 

cogently: 

Romantic surfeits of feeling could be happily spontaneous and potently 
transformational, but also seem recklessly progressive, demanding 
Burkean restraint (or worse) to curb their dangerous enthusiasm. For the 
Romantics, memory’s contemplative authority rallies a restricted economy 
that processes- ‘qualifies’ or ‘dampens’-- the general economy of affect’s 
powerfully inchoate surplus. Yet memory also collapses an aesthetic or 
scientific distance haunted by a virtual affect that elides and confuses 
epistemological, ontological, and ethical categories, making it hard to tell 
where subjects and their meanings reside. (9) 
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This passage is steeped in the particularly modern vocabulary of Bataille, with its 

economies of in-and-out-flows of desire and emotion pushing back on the quixotic 

specter of equilibrium, the fantasy of a stable self-hood situated at the root of lyric 

expression, yet this tension and agonism was, Sha and Faflak might argue, there in the 

Romantic project all along. 

 H.D.’s description of the jelly-fish experience in her Scilly room then is both an 

indicator of a strategy of writing lyric subjectivity quite different from, but not entirely at 

odds with in its rapturous pursuit of communion with the material and extra-material 

outside, the Romantic mode. This is unsurprising given her desire, described in Laity, to 

reclaim or recuperate elements of the poetic tradition cast off by her fellow modernists as 

outmoded. Consider, in the way that the worlds of her room were recast and rendered 

magical and mysterious by the experience, theorist Jane Bennett’s succinct definition of 

the wonder-moment of poetic enchantment, the myriad affects of delighted rupture in the 

act of enchanted surprise in The Enchantment of Modern Life: 

Contained within this surprise [are] (1) a pleasurable feeling of being 
charmed by the novel and as yet unprocessed encounter and (2) a more 
unheimlich [...] feeling of being disrupted or torn out of one’s default 
sensory-psychic-intellectual disposition. The overall effect of enchantment 
is a mood of fullness, plenitude, or liveliness, a sense of having one’s 
nerves or circulation or concentration powers tuned up or recharged [...] 
(5) 

 
H.D.’s rich, vividly tactile description of the change that falls over her (semi) senses is 

telling: 

I should say—to continue this jelly-fish metaphor—that long feelers 
reached down and through the body, that these stood in the same relation 
to the nervous system as the over-mind to the brain or intellect. 
There is, then, a set of super-feelings. These feelings extend out and about 
us; as the long, floating tentacles of the jelly-fish reach out and about him. 
They are not different material, extraneous, as the physical arms and legs 
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are extraneous to the gray matter of the directing brain. The super-feelers 
are part of the super-mind, as the jelly-fish feelers are the jelly-fish itself, 
elongated in fine threads. (19) 
 

Unlike Emerson’s transparent eyeball-- which lovingly magnifies the world by dilating 

the looking body to a pinprick, gauzy point in space-- the “nervous system” of the jelly-

fish “extend out and about” permitting her “super-mind” to stitch itself into an intricate 

bind with the world outside of itself. Antoine Caze, in his excellent essay, “Clarid Vision: 

H.D. on the Threshold of Theory,” sharply excavates the silent hyphen in H.D.’s “jelly-

fish”-- a hyphen which I, admittedly, failed to catch in transcribing sections of Notes-- as 

indicative of this super-mind’s relational, liminal, and hyper-porous character: 

It should be emphasized that, from a textual point of view, this nexus of 
relations is variously identified by H.D. in compound formulations, which 
seem to echo Woolf’s idea of life as a “semi-transparent envelope” not 
only in their meaning but even more clearly in their visual aspect: “over-
mind,” “sea-plant,” “super-feelings,” “super-feelers,” and obviously 
“jelly-fish” itself. Thus, a jelly-fish, with its constitutive hyphen, is a 
composite being, made mostly of relations whose limits are unclear, 
blurring in the very word the separation between the “jelly” component 
and the “fish” component, in an echo of the loose demarcation between 
the mind and the body, joined by elongated, “fine threads.” (Caze) 
 

H.D. extrapolates the “super-feelings” of the aesthetically awakened subject, the 

beneficiary of the jelly-fish or bell-jar experience or an equivalent trial of perception, into 

a kind of aristocracy of the senses. Those who are privy to the elevated mode of 

consciousness described in Notes, she proposes, would be best served by socializing 

together in a sort of experimental priesthood, leveraging their heightened faculties of 

perception to push past the hidebound mores of a numbed, anodyne society: “Two or 

three people,” she writes, “with healthy bodies and the right sort of receiving brains, 

could turn the whole tide of human thought, could direct lightning flashes of electric 

power to slash across and destroy the world of dead, murky thought.” (27). “Overmind 
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consciousness could bring the whole force of [truth and beauty],” she argues, albeit only 

through the guidance of such an elite [ibid] and the receptive priming of a populace to 

receive and obey it, framing, briefly and startlingly, human history as a chain of 

succession and upheaval in the stewardship of this consciousness, “the Galilean” 

“conquering” the “Hellenistic mind” because he was a “great artist” while the Grecian 

imagination had “entirely lost the secret of dots and dashes”-- this beauty and truth-

consciousness pent up in the virtuously beautiful bodies of the charioteer still “[giving] 

out the message” even without a polis to receive or understand it-- mediumship as 

political theology. 

 This barely-concealed and troublingly essentialist elitism is not especially 

shocking coming out of this stage of H.D.’s career. Note the disturbing image, in Sea 

Garden’s “Cities,” of the polis as comprised of souls “disfigured, defaced,/ with no trace 

of the beauty/ men once held so light.” (41) The lumpen, listless, revolting masses of the 

city contrast sharply with the statuesque and powerfully demonstrative Grecian maid, 

warriors, and priests populating the rest of the book’s sea-cliffs and meadows, and H.D.’s 

reflexive horror at the thought of them seems to conflate spiritual enervation and 

overpopulation into a single distasteful problem, the architectural beauty of the city as it 

was overgrown by the ugly and utilitarian city as it is. In this poem H.D. portrays the 

masses as both sub-human and hostile, hell-bent on displacing the old, sparse populations 

of sublimely pure and sensitive elites: 

 Is our task the less sweet 
 that the larvae still sleep in their cells? 
 Or crawl out to attack our frail strength: 
 You are useless. We live. 
 We await great events.  
 We are spread through this earth. 
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 We protect our strong race. 
 Your cell takes the place 
 of our young future strength. (41) 
 
It’s a profoundly ugly sentiment54, one which, fortunately, becomes less pronounced in 

her later work, although it stands as an important, and stark, forecast of a strain that 

doesn’t fade, namely the significance of a spiritual and aesthetic nobility, an elect who 

are in part selected by dint of effort and cultivation, but also in part by a sort of genetic or 

metempsychotic destiny. That is-- not everyone is capable of the gifts of perceiving under 

the aegis of super-consciousness, of thinking with the super-mind. As H.D.’s thoughts on 

mediumship, channeling, and vision evolve in the decades following her Scilly 

experience, this principle remained constant, although the vectors of “worthiness” varied-

- from the genetic/ancestral chain of secret knowledge described in The Gift to the 

Spiritualist coterie and chains of affinity surrounding Trilogy and its adjacent prose 

works. The kind of metaphysical and perceptual opening permitted by these events is 

marked out as a sort of Pentecostal event-- it is reserved for the elect. 

 As a foundational, somewhat inchoate first step in the development of H.D.’s 

esoteric practice, however, the “jelly-fish experience” is an incomplete model55. In 

                                                
54

 The evocation of the anonymous lower classes as both non-human and relentlessly bent on conquest by 
demographic displacement is obviously redolent of contemporary racist ideologies. While H.D. would, by 
the 1930s-40s, publicly and privately express and demonstrate a firm opposition to nazi anti-semitism, and 
soundly denounces the anti-semitism of Pound in several letters to Viola Jordan in 1941 and 1945, hints of 
a naive or tonedeaf approach to race, and to Jewishness in particular, occasionally creeps through. Rachel 
Blau Duplessis and Susan Friedman’s landmark “‘Woman is Perfect’: H.D.’s Debate With Freud” notes 
several moments in Tribute to Freud, an often bracingly anti-fascist text, in which H.D.’s treatment of 
Judaism lapses into the ignorant, the facile, or the offensive, as in her clatteringly stupid allusion to Shylock 
in discussing Freud’s appreciation of fine art (“Woman is Perfect,” 422). I don’t believe that the difficult 
issues of H.D. and race have been quite adequately researched to this point, particularly as it intersects with 
her fluid and mobile but never less than privileged relationship to class throughout her life-- see the 
numerous letters to Bryher and other members of her circle documented in Analyzing Freud, which at once 
register disgust at the rise of fascism in Austria and Germany, while naively underestimating its suasive 
potential, or the racist powderkeg right beneath her feet. 
55The “jelly-fish experience” may then function as a hinge-- an early attempt to systematize the products of 
intuition, which would be bolstered with the help of her later occult pursuits. See how her other most 
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keeping with its more stark parallels with mystery cult and ecstatic revelation, it is, 

largely, something which just happens to her. Like the biblical apocalypse, it arrives “like 

a thief in the night,” unprepared for and unbidden, even if, as Notes speculates, H.D. 

found herself unusually receptive to such experience due to her refined and uninhibited 

aesthetic and sensual capacities-- a natural derivation, perhaps, from the mystical 

“intuition” central to the Moravian theology of her childhood. Even in Notes, this 

intuition-based model is not entirely satisfying. The abovementioned speculations about 

how a society of individuals united in their experience of “over-mind” is not shy about 

evoking visions of classical esoteric sects, anointed and aestheticized priests and 

priestesses like those that throng the pages of Sea Garden and which find fuller life in her 

inter-war writing and, finally, Helen in Egypt. The spark of consciousness that the “over-

mind” brings with it, and which is inaugurated in revelatory events such as her vision at 

Scilly, is epiphanic, is life-changing, but even in 1919 there is the strong sense that it 

demands an initiatory crucible to be honed into a practical instrument of poetic practice. 

It demands the apparatuses of an occult education. 

Although H.D.’s mediumistic practices are founded in the understanding of 

gnosis, mediumistic or otherwise, as locally, intimately, and sometimes nigh-

messianically positioned in the specific and discrete body of a material individual, it is 

always at the same time socially mediated, on the most fundamental level as dialogic-- 

either two or more intelligences in communication or the self communicating with some 

immanent internal other. Even if the ostensible trajectory of H.D.’s esotericism ends 

                                                

intimate exploration of the Scilly experiences, the roman a clef HERmione of 1927, already softens and 
hedges some of the bolder claims from Notes, an indication of a careful rethinking of the meaning of 
revelation proper. 
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provisionally in her mastery and knowledge of the order of the universe, her career is 

marked by a clear continuity of teachers, gurus, and senior fellow-travelers in occult and 

metaphysical circles. 

 To return to Boone’s strikingly optical image of illumination and light-- an image 

which shades richly off of H.D.’s hand in the infant field of film criticism and 

experimental cinematography-- the interplay between metaphors in this section may at 

first seem discordant, even somewhat bathetically at odds with one another. Boone’s 

“cold hard light” marking its cool trajectory off of the fixed contours of text’s out-of-

reach body seems incommensurate with the willfully, joyously amorphous tactility of the 

jelly-fish bell. Yet H.D.’s work abounds in the generative juxtaposition of the hard and 

the soft, the rigid and the flexible, the unyielding and the porous, a contrast based for her 

on Moravian symbolic principles explicated most thoroughly in The Gift. The sinuous 

and adaptive depends on a structure upon which to twist, curve, and improvise, and the 

linear, the fixed, depends on the element of mutability to surpass its normative 

limitations. H.D.’s poetry moves dialectically between these two poles, between the 

sorcerer and the apprentice, moving ever towards and away from fixed mastery, in and 

out of the position of eager pupil, teasing out the contradictions in the linear trajectory of 

occult and esoteric pedagogy, moving towards the provisional apex offered by each 

teacher, while shooting past them, towards a new model of adept-hood. While her stormy 

relationships with several prominent Spiritualists and mediums in the inter-war period 

have been read as marking her successive attraction to and falling out with Spiritualism 

proper-- in particularly her embarrassing and painful interactions with Hugh Dowding 

and her disillusionment with the yogi Arthur Bhaduri-- I propose that, instead, H.D.’s 
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own accounts of her Spiritualist education, and its playing out within Trilogy, signals not 

a rejection per se of Spiritualist doxa so much as an attempt to surpass the prescriptive 

boundaries of its scene as she found it, an attempt to absorb and incorporate its lessons 

into her emerging syncretic system.  

Although H.D.’s accounts of important teacher-figures are often, while ongoing, 

admiring if sharply unsentimental, by her late career-- in Hermetic Definition or her 

letters around the same time with Robert Duncan-- there’s a sense of her former mentors, 

and their respective paths, as useful but not prescriptive, a shifting series of models which 

her own developing practice continuously confounded and overflowed. If we may think 

of H.D.’s mediumship as a continuous practice rather than a sequence of variably linked 

mediumships-- from the Moravian “gift” to the jelly-fish consciousness to the mystical 

Spiritualism of Trilogy and beyond-- then this dialectic of mastery, of voice-- of 

discursive authority, and who in the relationship between channeler and channeled, 

master and disciple, gets to speak-- is central. The former teacher is not overthrown or 

discarded but incorporated, assimilated into the roster of intellectual spirits upon whom 

the poet-mystic can call. Mediumship and influence blend into shades of a shared 

practice-- a methodology of bolstering and reinforcing the integrity of the self through the 

instrumentalization of the other. Matte Robinson, a critic somewhat skeptical of the 

importance of Spiritualism as a social movement as such for H.D., writes of her eventual 

severing from Bhaduri: “H.D. effectively reverses the normal hierarchical order, 

educating a dumbfounded Bhaduri about an esoteric layer to [his] work of which is he is 

unaware (59).” Her elaboration in a 1945 letter to Dowding on the issue is even more 

illustrative: 
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The work of experiment with Bhaduri did open a window-- though here 
again is the catch. Bhaduri can not follow the intricate psychological 
build-up; he can see a picture, project it-- then he ‘forgets’ it. He can not 
weave the thread into the background-- but his gift is unique and I have 
been happy to work with him, though now he is not part of this very 
particular ‘inner work’ [ibid] 
 

Reading beyond the somewhat condescending tone, this letter suggests that part of what 

drew her to Dowding-- and which drew her to the periphery of Dowden’s circle-- is the 

sense of a kindred spirit, a parallel precociousness of spirit that could leapfrog over 

erstwhile mentors, circumvent hierarchy, and leverage the “gift” of mediumship for a 

kind of system of knowing and perceiving that could structure itself around conventional 

pedagogical and social structures (even idiosyncratic ones such as the seance circle) 

while not being beholden to them for growth. By seeing them, perhaps, as metaphysical 

training wheels of a sort. That is, teachers like Bhaduri could “open a window” into the 

world of mediumship and the metaphysical, but the true initiate was to pursue their true 

education only by stepping through that window and taking the unseen world itself as a 

teacher, much as the Spiritualist autodidacts of the 19th century stressed the contrast 

between their cultivated airs of untutored innocence and the erudition and fluency granted 

by the mediumistic scene.  

Until recently, scholarship around H.D. has suffered from a tendency to minimize 

her occult education and teachers, favoring the more canon-friendly and immediately 

legible relationships she forged with Pound, Freud, and to a lesser extent McPherson. 

Freud in particular has claimed a hefty portion of the spot-light-- understandable, given 

the extent to which H.D. herself thoroughly and repeatedly thought through her analysis 

under his guidance, giving it a position of primary significance in much of her own 

autobiographical writing. Susan Stanford Friedman’s 1981 Psyche Reborn: the 
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Emergence of H.D. was a milestone in H.D. studies, as much for its dramatic portrayal of 

H.D. and Freud as, in many ways, sparring partners on equal footing, as for its early 

attentiveness to the granular details of her occult engagement. Robert Duncan, too, had 

already embarked on this course, although less in the spirit of criticism and more in the 

spirit of pursuing his own remote apprenticeship, and his monumental, unfinished H.D. 

Book (begun in 1959, published in sporadic excerpts during his lifetime, and finally 

compiled in 2012) is best read as a post-Black Mountain exercise in open field exegesis, 

an attempt to trace (and fill) H.D.’s spiritual footsteps rather than an attempt to rigorously 

contextualize her poetics. In more recent years, excellent work has been done around the 

revival of H.D.’s numerous autobiographical texts, and the light they shed on her 

attitudes towards the occult milieu of inter-war Europe. Each of these later inquiries takes 

Stanford Friedman’s essential thesis as a jumping-off point56: that H.D.’s occultism, or 

her broader metaphysical engagements working both forward and backwards from 

analysis and the Blitz, were responses to and to some extent reactions against Freud, a 

way of belatedly locking horns with the overthrown magus. Friedman asserts that H.D.’s 

“initiation into mystical traditions depended fundamentally upon [Freud’s] 

psychoanalytical seance” (158) suggesting both a linearity that I want to question and a 

link to mediumship-as-such that I want to pursue. 

That is, if the Scilly experiences detailed in Notes on Thought and Vision can be 

understood as a private, auteur-like revelatory event-- one unexpected, unprepared for, 

                                                
56 Barbara Guest and Rachel Blau DuPlessis also take this argument as read, owing perhaps to a stronger 
interest in psychoanalysis than in alchemy and Kabbalah-- I can’t excuse myself from similar biases 
running in the other direction. Similarly Susan Gubar’s “The Echoing Spell of H.D.’s Trilogy,” a widely 
cited essay in H.D. studies, anchors its fairly extensive and thorough reading of mythical iconography in 
Trilogy as ultimately a push-back on Freud and the patriarchal order he comes to stand in for. 
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and absorbed in the silent autonomy of the self-- her later engagement with the 

metaphysical must be understood as being situated within real or fantastic networks of 

sociality and study. Furthermore, her later poetry can be best read if these networks are 

taken as central to her aesthetic development rather than as a quirk, a hobby, or merely a 

symptom. I’d like to read Trilogy in particular as a set of works in part about pedagogical 

conversation, in which communion with the dead, with history, and with the numinous 

world beyond the visible is also a social practice and a ritual of positive self-fashioning. I 

want to situate the mediumship-- both lyric and literal-- that underpins these works as not 

a rebuttal to Freud, but a continued engagement with him, a sign of H.D.’s persistent 

interest in touching the past as a way of augmenting the present. 

Unlike in her roman a clef writing of the period, the vehicle for these pedagogical 

transfers is the lyric sensibility sketched in Notes on Thought and Vision, backed by 

H.D.’s contemporary immersion in mediumistic discourses. Instruction, enlightenment, 

came through the vessels of disembodied consciousness first glancingly experienced 

within the jelly-fish experience, through the intensive subjective feeling of projected, 

supernatural or quasi-supernatural affect-- a language alterior to words, a lyric only 

begrudgingly tailored to the page.  

Trilogy’s three books were written between 1942-1944 and individually published 

between 1944-1946-- The Walls Do Not Fall (1944), Tribute to Angels (1945), and The 

Flowering of the Rod (1946)-- but not compiled as a trilogy and as Trilogy until 1973. At 

the same time, H.D. was also occupied with the writing of three key autobiographical 

texts which central to understanding her metaphysical and mediumistic philosophy: The 

Gift, which details how her mediumistic aptitude found its roots in her Moravian heritage, 
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Tribute to Freud, and Majic Ring, a dense and somewhat oblique text which can be read 

(per, again, Matte Robinson) as a sort of adapted occult day-book and as a direct 

companion piece to the poems in Trilogy. During this period, H.D. suffered the double 

upsets of the London Blitz and a somewhat catastrophic roiling of drama within the 

close-knit and socially volatile world of London mediums and parapsychological 

students. The key event in this falling out, as has been described above, involved the 

former air marshal and prominent Spiritualist author Lord Hugh Dowding’s apparent co-

option of “Z.,” a drama that plays out through a series of textual silences and snubs and 

which permanently tarnished H.D.’s feelings towards organized Spiritualism. Trilogy, as 

well as its parallel trilogy of memoiristic prose texts, is in a sense a charting of a personal 

and spiritual crucible, an attempt to practice and describe the methodologies of learning 

and seeing that sprang from Notes on Thought and Vision and her early experiments with 

Pound, while wrestling with the rejection and surpassing of previously central 

pedagogical figures. I’d like to consider it as a large-scale and multidisciplinary literary 

conjuring circle, a prolonged mass-mediumship or textual seance in which the seemingly 

cataclysmic and unassailable evidence of material evil and historical fragility playing out 

around her is pitted up against the willed and agential channeling of the creative and 

purifying forces of the past made present. The vestiges of a more virtuous or enlightened 

past, quickened even further through death, act as an irruption against the brute facticity 

of the Blitz’ unbearable now-- “a city of ruin, a world ruined, it might seem, beyond 

redemption,” a world that demands its thinkers “forgo the flight from reality” into 

“discussion of the Absolute, Absolute Beauty, Absolute Truth, Absolute Goodness” 

(Tribute to Freud, 85).  
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Visionary mediumship provides a way to slip around the perimeters of this ruined 

world, and a way to smuggle these traces of an intact world forward into the lyric of the 

present. H.D. takes it upon herself to act as the vessel for this deluge of asynchronous 

historical presence. Palimpsest and palingenesis are in these texts two sides of the same 

coin, or two minute exercises of the same totalizing practice. Morris writes in her 1990 

essay, “Signaling: Feminism, Politics, and Mysticism in H.D.’s War Trilogy” that each of 

the three Trilogy texts “is doubly marked; by a date that places the poem inside the 

chronology of World War II and by a vision that lifts it up out of that chronology. Like 

her patrons, the messenger-gods Thoth, Hermes, Mercury, and St. Michael, the poet plies 

between the realms H.D. called ‘in time’ and ‘out-of-time,’ inscribing in this oscillation 

the poem’s many intuitions and ironies” (121-33).  

This “out-of-time” appears in a sublime passage in The Flowering of the Rod in 

which the magus Kaspar is lifted out of his sensory body and flies over a fantastic, 

cartographic vista of an unfamiliar world, triggered by the “half-second” “fleck of light,” 

“a grain, a flaw or a speck of light” glimpsed as he stoops to pick up Mary Magdalene’s 

fallen scarf. “In that point or shadow,” H.D. writes, “was the whole secret of the mystery” 

(600-601). His rhapsodic transportation follows the pattern set down in Scilly, as the 

granular reveals a vast inner world, which then dilates to permit a staggering sense of 

supernatural, mystical breadth, the macro- disclosed in the revelation of the micro: 

 And the flower, thus contained 
 in the infinitely tiny grain or seed, 
 
 opened petal by petal, a circle, 
 and each petal was separate 
 
 yet still held, as it were, 
 by some force of attraction 
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 to its dynamic centre; 
 and the circle went on widening 
 
 and would go on opening 
 he knew, to infinity; 
 
 but before he was lost,  
 out-of-time completely, 
 
 he saw the Islands of the Blest, 
 he saw the Hesperides, 
 
 he saw the circles and circles of islands 
 about the lost centre-island, Atlantis; 
 
 he saw what the sacrosanct legend 
 said still existed, 
 
 he saw the lands of the blest, 
 the promised lands, lost;  
 
 he, in that half-second, saw 
 the whole scope and plan 
  
 of our and his civilization on this, 
 his and our earth, before Adam (601-602) 

  
This revelatory knowing is, again like Scilly or the mysterious transmission experienced 

by Achsa Sprague and Lizzie Doten, in a sense alterior to language, and only shakily fits 

into the ordinary language of sense and perception. In a somewhat less anthropomorphic 

and sinister sense than in Spicer, and in a perhaps less dogmatic fashion than the 

Spiritualist poets, the gnosis Kaspar experiences fits uncomfortably into his speech 

because it is an alien presence, the intelligence of an Other or an Outside even as it 

touches in its content the membrane of an esoteric universal knowledge or first principle. 

The entirety of section 33 of the poem is given over to a description of how precisely 

Kaspar experiences this knowing, with an emphasis on the tactile materiality of how this 

proximate kind of mystical language is felt: 
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 And he heard, as it were, the echo 
 of an echo in a shell, 
 
 words neither sung nor chanted  
 but stressed rhythmically; 
  
 the echoed syllables of this spell 
 conformed to the sound 
 
 of no word he had ever spoken, 
 [...] 
 but he understood the words 
 
 though the sound was other 
 than our ears are attuned to, 
 
 the tone was different 
 yet he understood it; 
 
 it translated itself 
 as it transmuted its message 
 
 through spiral upon spiral of the shell 
 of memory that yet connects us 
 
 
 with the drowned cities of pre-history; 
 Kaspar understood and his brain translated (603) 
 
 Several elements here should be familiar-- among them, the link between a 

primordial, inchoate deep time and the sea, and in particular to the hard-shelled, fossil-

like carapaces of shelled ocean creatures. Relatedly, the emphasis on the spiral, and on 

understanding transmitting linearly along the spiral’s difference-in-repetition, its tracing 

of identical forms in expanding (or contracting) transits; the notion of these circular, 

oceanic forms being associated with kinds of instantaneous knowing that go beyond 

speech. Finally, throughout this section, we also see echoes of esoteric and occult 

concepts that would have underpinned H.D.’s reading and practice at the time. In 

particular, the myth, familiarized as a Neoplatonic motif by Blavatskyite Theosophy of 
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Atlantis as a real but fantastic place sitting abreast of conventional, material history57, as 

well as the modified Boehmean “signature,” in which the “rarum natura” dictated by the 

divine is disclosed or communicated through the recurrence and repetitions of truths on 

ascending observable scales (an idea adapted as well, notably, by Emerson). This 

develops in tandem with her characteristic tracing of spiral patterns, of extrapolating 

outwards from a monadic point towards totality, as well as the past lying dormant or 

immanent within the germinal matter of the present. As she writes in the opening chapter 

of The Gift, the lyric subject is “an actual psychic entity [...] which contains cells or seeds 

which can be affiliated to the selves of people, living or long dead. A bit of me can really 

‘live’ something of a word of phrase, cut on a wall at Karnak [...] a little cell of my brain 

                                                
57 Philadelphia-born politician Ignatius Donnelly’s 1882 Atlantis: The Antedeluvian World was a milestone 
text in shifting the discourse around Atlantis from archaeological curiosity and Orientalist hobby-horse to 
esoteric keystone. Donnelly described Atlantis as at once a technologically advanced and utopian 
civilization, as well as one embedded deeply in Old Testament geography. Prior to Donnelly, 19th century 
attempts to delve into the “real” history of the island were largely driven by scholars confounded by the 
sophistication of Mayan culture and desperate to locate a  “missing link” tying Meso-American civilization 
with Western antiquity (see R. Evans’ 2004 Romancing the Maya: Mexican Antiquity in the American 

Imagination, 1820-1915), a project that can itself by read, perhaps, as a forerunner of the contemporary and 
similarly white supremacist “ancient aliens” theory prevalent in New Age and conspiracy circles (as well as 
80% of basic cable based on anecdotal evidence).  
Blavatsky melded both approaches, with her usual laissez faire approach to attribution, in 1888’s The 

Secret Doctrine, which followed Donnelly in asserting Atlantis as a lost, million-year-old,  paradise of 
enlightened, scientifically and technologically advanced super-humans, while borrowing the racial animus 
of Augustus Le Plongeon and Brasseur de Bourbourg by way of describing the Atlantean “Root Race” as 
the precursor to modern Aryans (distinct from the “Aryans” of fascist race theory). Blavatsky’s Doctrine 

remained in robust circulation amongst esoteric communities through the 20th century, and found a further 
ambassador to poetic modernism through novelist, occultist, and creator of the occult detective John 
Richard Taverner,  Dion Fortune, particularly her Esoteric Orders and their Works.    
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, Blavatsky elsewhere in her writing drew on the extremely pervasive 
trend in late 19th century Western esotericism of appealing to fabricated authors and mentors from India 
for an Orientalist veneer of antiquity and exoticism-- in both that case and in her full-throated investment in 
a lost racial ur-type of Atlantis, “lost” wisdom is bound up with both genetic destiny and 
geographical/temporal distance, physical proximity to the source of knowledge (a source either far away or 
long ago) swapped out for genetic or inherited proximity-- an elitist logic of inherited enlightenment and 
mastery that imported a prevailing racial element to the “natural” and unschooled techne of earlier 
mediumistic and seer-adjacent Western traditions, which inversely tied the “untaught” glamour of mystical 

knowledge to humble and undistinguished birth. 
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responds to a cell of someone else’s brain, who died thousands of years ago. A word 

opens a door.” (The Gift, 194) 

Kaspar, overwhelmed both by the shock of knowledge and by its unexpected 

arrival via the seemingly abject Mary (“it is unseemly that a woman/ appear disordered, 

dishevelled” he thinks even in the throes of his vision (604)), also participates in this 

seed-like, sprout-like parthenogenesis. The speck-like kernel of gesture “open as like a 

flower,” repeating in section 39 “I am Kaspar,” in the lingering torsion of identity “for 

he had to hold onto something,” as the sharp presentness of his vision recedes into 

memory and anecdote (606). This is underscored in section 39, as “the flat door/ at which 

he stared and stared,” opened and shut by Mary, unfolds into fractal components, “as if 

the line of the wood, the rough edge// or the polished surface or plain,/ were each 

significant, as if each scratch and mark// were hieroglyph, a parchment of incredible 

worth or a/ mariner’s map” (607). 

Kaspar’s flight, its visionary mapping, its atemporal unspooling of identity, and, 

behind it all, the silent teacher Mary Magdalene, is only one of many moments in H.D.’s 

oeuvre in which the “in-time” and the “out-of-time” collapse euphorically and 

disorientingly into each other and in which the generic borders of time travel and 

mediumship seem tenuous. Yet it is the most inextricably linked with the spatial, and 

with the esoteric theme of hidden deep time. In its specific evocation of the pre-Adamic 

world, of the disclosure of submerged utopias, it recalls Carolyn Dinshaw’s writing on 

the medieval speculative map as a vehicle for historical speculation as well, the ways in 

which, to the medieval imagination, distant passages in space functioned literally and 

imaginatively as passages in time-- that a traveler striking East might discover not only 
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contemporary foreign nations, but also “lost” worlds hewing to or recovering states of 

being, even states of prelapsarian grace, foreclosed to the rest of the world. If space could 

run, perhaps, East as well as West, North as well as South, this cultural imaginary 

speculated, perhaps time could be traversed in more than a unidirectional fashion as well. 

H.D. is like Dinshaw’s medieval travel writers-- and, more directly, like the 

aficionados of esoteric speculative archaeology and history in the wake of Blavatsky 

(ranging from mediums channeling Atlantean spirits to agitators of varying species of 

Hollow Earth theories) in treating history and revelation as intensely spatial and spatially 

relative. However, this spatiality is also fundamentally mystical, even Boehmean, in its 

irreality. H.D.’s speakers, like the Spiritualist mediums who traveled to the afterlife, to 

outer space, and clairvoyantly peaked in on Arctic explorers from their sitting rooms, 

journey indefinite distances from a stationary vantage point, utilizing a probing, 

penetrating gaze which mines their immediate surroundings for submerged, unfoldable 

expansion, peeling back and unspooling what appears at first implacably packed. To nod 

back towards Bruce Boone’s essay and his insistent attention to H.D.’s poetics of kinetic 

perceiving, look at how the denouement of Kaspar’s flight, section 40 of the sequence re-

orients us around the initial catalyst of the vision, around Mary’s “unseemly” body, 

emphasizing both the mysteriousness of the event and its synesthetic blending of the 

ocular and the tactile, how the gaze is treated as a touch, a traversal in sighted space: 

[...]no one will ever know how it happened 
 
 that in a second or a second and half a second, 
 he saw further, saw deeper, apprehended more 
 
 than anyone before or after him; 
 no one will ever know 
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 whether it was a sort of spiritual optical-illusion, 
 or whether he looked down the deep deep-well 
 
 of the so-far unknown 
 depth of pre-history; 
 
 no one would ever know 
 if it could be proved mathematically 
 
 by demonstrated lines, 
 as an angle of light 
 
 reflected from a strand of a woman’s hair, 
 reflected again or refracted 
 
 a certain other angle-- 
 or perhaps it was a matter of vibration 
 
 that matched or caught an allied 
 or exactly opposite vibration 
 
 and created a sort of vacuum, 
 or rather a point in time-- 
 
 he called it a fleck or a flaw in a gem 
 of the crown that he saw (608) 
 

For a poet whose basic calculus of sense perception is so sharply rooted in the 

specular (her early nom de plume H.D., Imagiste, after all resonated beyond her transient 

coterie allegiance) and in the exquisite precision (or increasingly, as Morris intimates, the 

exquisitely precise imprecision) of mathematical description, these metaphors of 

reflection, refraction, and vibration aptly describe the shuddering, fragmenting, and 

collapsing experience of selfhood undergone in the euphoric-- or apophatic-- knowing of 

mediumship. Kaspar is an exemplary stand-in, one of H.D.’s many historically dispersed 

lyric analogues glimpsing disparate angles, from their various positions in time and 

space, of the same transcendent pattern. Mediumistic seeing is not only the radar-like 

pinging of form’s contours in the dark, as suggested in Boone’s essay, but also the 
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sounding of depth beneath or beyond the thin membrane of the visible and present, and 

the gestalt patching together of a sort of holographic totality out of discretely experienced 

selves grasping, like the allegory of the blind men and the elephant, at individual slivers 

of a temporal and spatial body that only collectively (both through the collective knowing 

of mediumship and the sharing/facilitating of that knowledge within the collective unit of 

the “circle”) becomes legible and useful. The pedagogical or hierarchical ordering tacit in 

conventional mediumship-- and in the elitist schemas of H.D.’s early thinking-- unfold 

into something that at once more intensely centers individual knowing on the level of 

immediate felt experience and decenters individual hermeneutic mastery. The creation of 

knowledge is the result, as Boone understood, of points of contact, of forces interacting, 

and this generative contact, in a universe enlivened almost animistically with occluded 

vitality and submerged intelligences, is never a solo procedure. 

If this kind of privileged, esoteric knowing/seeing is insistently framed within 

metaphors of contact and touch, it is in keeping with a persistent motif in H.D. of the 

urgency and omnipresence of haptic awareness. Cynthia Hogue, in “On Being ‘Ill’-

Informed: H.D.’s Late Modernist Poetics (of) d’Espere,” proposes that the non-linear 

mapping of H.D.’s time-folding, mediumistic chronologies is informed by her more 

intimate experience of the chronic, of the embodied and local recurrences of illness and 

disability embedded amidst the external traumas of historic disaster. H.D., Hogue writes, 

adds a wrinkle to late modernism’s critiques of nationalism and imperialism in and 

between the wars “by layering her late novels and poems with empathic insight drawn 

from the lived experience of impairment, the perpetual chronicity-- in essence, the 

timelessness-- of chronic conditions that have a beginning but no end” (Hogue). While 
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Hogue’s exploration of “the epistemological and ontological aspects of disability”-- 

namely, of lingering effects of H.D.’s mental breakdowns and her long recovery from a 

broken hip in the mid-50s-- largely treats the secular elements of H.D.’s writing, touching 

on the motifs of Spiritualist mediumship and metempsychosis as means towards material 

ends, I agree with her essential reading of H.D.’s poetics of embodiment and touch as a 

practice aimed towards opening or spiraling outwards, away from the enclosed unit of the 

self and into history. 

 Writing of H.D.’s fictive alter-ego Delia Alton, Hogue writes that “her ailment 

does not narrow but expands her perspective, not only turning her toward self, but also to 

the au-dela, the world beyond both self and the vagaries of the material plane. Her 

responses to a warring world are thereby enlarged, encompassing moral, cosmic, and 

psychological concerns,” (Hogue) to say nothing of spiritual and metaphysical concerns. 

In this enlarged sensory and empathic capacity, Hogue adds, H.D. enters into a 

heightened network of responsiveness that touches on the philosopher Kelly Oliver’s 

links between the ethics of responsibility and the affective realm of response-ability. 

The special mode of sensing and knowing inaugurated by the jelly-fish experience 

on Scilly, which provides a framework upon which to hang H.D.’s career-long and quite 

variable ideas about mediumship, channeling, and other supernatural or mystical 

practices, is also a mode of relating. It is both a method of response and an instrument of 

responsibility that only holds any water-- especially as H.D. shifts from the aristocratic 

fantasies of her early career-- in the context of living and relating with other human 

beings as both a historical and an intimately personal contingency. Like everyone in the 

genealogy of this project from Mesmer to the Fox Sisters to Spicer it aspires 
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fundamentally to a magical fiat of influence over others, or a privileged way of 

interfacing with them, in any case a dramatic expansion of the ways in which one 

person’s will and desire can yield real effects on other human intelligences, be they 

living, dead, past, present, future, near, distant, etc.. It extends metaphors of interpersonal 

relations as matters of “touch” or “contact” to matters of touch or contact at a distance, 

and further opens the language of understanding, interpreting, or perceiving the inner 

workings of other people into actionable proximity-- “within reach” of the enlightened 

hand of the medium.  

As Hogue argues-- and as Duncan, positioning H.D.’s poetics as an “open form” 

in juxtaposition with Olson’s “open field” might second-- her narrative experiments in 

complicating the position of the body as embedded in time and history level the playing 

field of subjectivity to an extent. These texts attempt to make visible the tethers and 

overlapping membranes suggested by the formative image of the cauled but amorphous 

bell of the jelly-fish. The self that is touched unfolds and blooms at this contact, revealing 

a transhistorical palimpsest without necessarily rupturing or harming the subject. Rather, 

this is treated, especially in her Delia Alton texts, as a potentially radically transformative 

moment. 

 A Stanfordian angle might suggest here an empathetic turning inside-out of the 

probing, exposing disclosure of the other and the self enacted in Freudian 

psychoanalysis-- note H.D.’s description, in a 1934 letter to Bryher, of “papa”’s 

seemingly superhuman “trick of the trade” for eking obscured meaning out of thin air, 

around rather than out of provided matter, “important details”: 
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I have no ps-a to-day, rather a relief. I told Freud a long tale yesterday, full 
of important details. When I had used up the hour he said, `I can tell from 
the way you speak, that you are hiding things. So I did not have to listen. 
You ran your articles together. You did not speak clearly.' What a sell! 
Was I mad????????????????? 
I am telling you some of the tricks of the trade. Evidently papa simply 
listens to the wave-lengths. (Analyzing Freud, 492) 

 
H.D.’s frustration at Freud’s “sell”-- a strikingly candid moment of incredulity towards a 

figure whose intercession and influence she generally regarded fondly-- comes from a 

sense of stymied disbelief at the mechanics of his professed hermeneutics. In accordance 

with the inversions of master and apprentice throughout H.D.’s development, here she 

appears to be irritated with Freud for reading/listening in a way that seems well-suited for 

her own later asynchronous writing. Whereas from H.D.’s position, her account permitted 

or even obligated a style of interpretation akin to close reading; she mentions both its 

length (“a long tale”) and its relative density (“full of important details”) to suggest the 

expectation that Freud, well-versed in interpretation, should have approached it 

novelistically, parsing it for narrative content and relating the specific detail to the 

general trajectory. When Freud rejects this notion-- replying that he did not “have to 

listen” to the manifest content of her speech in light of what he saw as her unconscious 

signs of dissimulation-- H.D.’s reaction is to feel that the labor of her storytelling has 

been invalidated. The “sell,” not to mention the “trade” evoked to Bryher suggest not 

only a degree of sophistry and hucksterism on Freud’s part, but, tacitly, a hurt devaluing 

of the value of her own proffered language. But what was Freud “evidently” doing? His 

interpretation in this instance was, to H.D.’s chagrin, a kind of intuiting the gaps and 

elisions in her sentences-- through her smudged articles, her elided points, her 

obfuscations. In other words, the text is ignored in favor of the secret pulses and currents 
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running underneath. In a more generous mood, as in Tribute to Freud, Freud’s manner of 

“reading” here might resemble a cousin or influence on H.D.’s mediumship, its own 

species of mediumship as the clever listener/interpreter/analyst is able to eke out the 

meaning of an “Other” behind the surface language of the ostensive self.  

 Of course, this method is apparent in Freud, although not glossed in such terms, 

and his conception of the conscious and unconscious mind, and of the work of analysis is 

absolutely predicated on the working of unrecognized and difficult to articulate desires 

and drives churning away beneath the conscious attention of a given person, and on the 

analyst’s ability to read between the lines, to seize on hidden snags, and thus enter into a 

more sophisticated and subtle interpersonal hermeneutic. H.D.’s snippy observation 

reads, in fact, like one of countless pastiches and parodies of “psychobabble” prevalent 

throughout the 20th century and into the 21st. And it is also far from novel to observe 

both tenuous and explicit links between Freud and the 20th century manifestations of 

psychic research. Particularly germane to the overlap in thinking about contact, 

transmission and memory between him and H.D. is his 1925 essay “A Note Upon the 

‘Mystic Writing Pad,’” a sketching out of a theory of memory and identity Freud later 

moved on from. In it, Freud’s metaphors for memory and the substance of identity are 

surprisingly tactile, rooted as they are in the feel of writing, and the direct interplay of 

writing instrument and “page.” He describes memory as akin to the faddish toy/novelty 

“mystic pad,” a thin sheet of plastic affixed to a wax tablet. Writing on this surface 

appears as dark marks on the plastic, which, when lifted away from the wax, fades, 

“mystically,” leaving a “clean slate.” If Freud relates the everyday writing of pen and 

paper as a “permanent memory-trace,” that is, as a concrete marker of the provisional 
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action of memory, then the “mystic” writing of the pad, which so easily betrays its 

apparent “writtenness” when pulled away from its backing, which is nominally like the 

chalkboard in the medium’s “unlimited receptive capacity” (227)58. The permanence of 

ink and the capacity of wax (or, as he notes, the chalkboard) “seem to be mutually 

exclusive properties in the apparatus which we use as substitutes for our memory; either 

the receptive surface must be renewed or the note must be destroyed.” Yet Freud finds a 

tricky technical loophole in the cheap, soft wax of the mystic pad: the pad’s “magic trick” 

is imperfect. 

[I]t is easy to discover that the permanent trace of what was written is 
retained upon the wax slab itself and is legible in suitable lights. Thus the 
Pad provides not only a receptive surface that can be used over and over 
again, like a slate, but also permanent traces of what has been written, like 
an ordinary paper pad: it solves the problem of combining the two 
functions by dividing them between two separate but interrelated 

component parts or systems. (230) 
 

For the Freud of the mid-1920s, this arrangement and its mesh of textual traces is 

analogous to the “system Pcpt.-Cs.”’ workings, a stimuli receiving “layer” which 

perception filters through, with the “appearance and disappearance of writing” on the 

wax slab analogous to “the flickering-up and passing-away of consciousness in the 

process of perception” (231).  

 Of course, in “A Note Upon the ‘Mystic Writing Pad’” that the phantom remains 

of writing on the wax are illegible is part of the point-- they are at once faint to the point 

                                                
58 The seemingly miraculous appearance of text on a slate without obvious human interference was, it 
should be noted, one of the signature feats of Victorian and Edwardian mystical spectacle, popularized by 
the likes of Henry Slade, the US-born “medium” and convicted fraudster whose test studies with Johann 
Karl Friedrich Zollner (and their refutal at the pens of Wilhelm Wundt and, in 1897’s Moderne Wunder, 

Carl Willman) marked a turning point in empirical skepticism surrounding ostensive spirit phenomenon 
(Tompkins, 131). By the 1920s, then, this related form of the “mystic writing pad” would have been 
broadly legible as both an icon of psychical prowess, as well as one bound up in competing discourses of 
debunking and unveiling.  
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of being invisible in most cases, and a palimpsestic jumble: “no use is made of the 

permanent traces of the notes that have been received; it is enough that they are present” 

[ibid]. H.D., thinking in terms of a less closely bounded consciousness than Freud, as 

well as one less leashed to linear chronology, locates tremendous pedagogical value in 

deciphering and interfacing with the words beneath the surfaces of other words, with the 

scratches in the pad. Yet Freud and H.D. would be in agreement that, as mystical as the 

writing pad may be, it does not write itself. It depends on the intervention of something 

outside of itself, it desires the mediation of the scrawl or the sensation, which in H.D.’s 

palimpsestic jelly-fish consciousness is achieved through an orientation of lived 

experience to sensual and esoteric impressions, and which in Freud is, as noted above, 

achieved through the routine intake of sense perceptions. Even in this though, the essay 

on the Mystic Pad is peculiar, and his strikingly agential gloss of perceptual input (one 

which grates oddly against his writing metaphor) reads as an uncanny parallel to H.D.’s 

halo of jelly-fish tendrils: “It is as though the unconscious stretches out feelers, through 

the medium of the system Pcpt.-Cs., towards the external world and hastily withdraws the 

as soon as they have sampled the excitations coming from it.” (231) Where Freud reads 

this extending and “feeling out” of the sense into the external world as a passive process-- 

the tablet functioning in practice if not in reality as a literal “blank slate” for outside 

operators to act upon-- H.D. reads it as the beginning of a practice to be cultivated and 

exercised not only in the pursuit of mediumship but of poetry. 

This is a theory of reading as much as it is of writing. It’s a theory of transmission 

and absorption-- one in which the lyric writer’s dramatized fantasy of “authentic” contact 

with the reader (and vice versa) is made literal through the textual leveraging of the kinds 
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of uncanny and parapsychological contacts described in Spiritualism, occultism, and even 

the 19th and 20th century studies of the SPR. H.D.’s irritation towards Freud in her 

quoted letter may stem, in part, from a feeling of his mode of this probing, disclosing 

reading as being a one-sided operation, in which her motives are unknown to her until 

retrieved from the cracks between words by an outside interpreter and put back together 

for her elucidation. What’s more, Freud’s remarks about ignoring her words in favor of 

interpreting the silences and errors in their midst suggests a drastically different 

conception of what this method of reading has as its ultimate end. H.D.’s hermeneutics of 

mediumship, rather than discarding the material content of the scratches in the wax tablet, 

reads the word as such palingentically, finding in the etymological salvage of language 

the possibility of not only retracing but of resurrecting long neglected “dead” valances. 

It’s not the aporias in between words that correspond, or the “mere” trace of once-legible 

writing that signifies, but the deep histories of words themselves, which lie dormant but 

still thrum with incipient vitality. This extensive touch, then, does not merely disclose or 

reveal, but also resuscitates, healing in the same interpretive gesture as it brings to light, 

and even exerts a more lateral transformative or transmutative force. Consider section 

eight of Tribute to the Angels, the transfiguration-fixated middle volume of her war 

trilogy, in which “marah,” “a word most bitter,” is refined and rendered backwards into 

not only its etymological antecedents but a gauzy mesh of associations and connections 

leading back to the conditions of its own genesis: 

Now polish the crucible 
and in the bowl distill 
 
a word most bitter, marah, 
a word bitterer still, mar, 
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sea, brine, breaker, seducer, 
giver of life, giver of tears, 
 
now polish the crucible 
and set the jet of flame 
 
under, till marah-mar 

are melted, fuse and join 
 
and change and alter, 

mer, mere, mère, mater, Maia, Mary, 
 
Star of the Sea, 
Mother (552) 
 

H.D.’s most direct metaphorical reference in this passage is of course the nitty-gritty 

material language of alchemy59-- the crucible, the jet of flame, the bowl, and the images 

of change as a process of distillation each suggest the controlled metaphorical “cooking” 

of practical alchemy, in which a master, educated in the secret language not only of the 

craft but of the principles of reality underlying that craft, may effect otherwise 

inconceivable or impossible changes in and to the natural world. In a sense, H.D. is not 

passively showing us the unspooling of dimensions out from marah, but agentially doing 

something to the word, performing, in an active sense, the processes of distillation and 

sublimation that an alchemist might leverage in order to eke from a base material like 

lead something more precious. “Marah” is significant here, as a word of literal bitterness, 

as well as of waste-- the Hebrew ָמָרה of Exodus referring to a desert fountain encountered 

by the Israelites shortly after crossing the Red Sea. In Exodus 15:22, we’re told that 

“when they came to Marah, they could not drink of the waters of Marah, for they were 

bitter: therefore the name of it was called Marah.” A “bitter” juxtaposition-- the 

                                                
59 Nancy McGuire Roche’s Jacket essay “H.D.’s Crucible of Fire” further examines the significance of 
alchemical language and alchemical principles in the composition of Trilogy.  
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semblance of what would normally be an extremely welcome sight in the midst of a 

desert journey, a source of abundant water, belies the water’s bitterness, its inability to 

fill what is, in the context of the desert oasis, water’s fundamental characteristic, that is, 

it’s capacity to quench thirst; water that is not water. Within the Exodus narrative, this 

dilemma is resolved through direct divine intercession and a bit of ritual magic; Moses is 

directed to a certain tree, which, thrown in the water, renders it “sweet” and drinkable and 

thereby at once saves the day and reinforces the sovereign power of God-- “for I am the 

Lord that healeth thee,” as they are reminded before departing Marah. H.D.’s verse, too, 

tracks and enacts the magical transformation of bitter Marah to sweetness and succor 

through to salvation, although in her case this alteration is linguistic and, just as 

significantly, gradual and incremental rather than, as in its Biblical parallel, sovereign in 

its miraculous suddenness.  

Just as the alchemical ideal tracks the upward progress of the magnus opus from 

the base and inchoate massa confusa of the nigredo, through the purifying and clarifying 

ablution of the albedo, through citrinitas and finally to the hard-earned “wholeness” of 

rubido, H.D. pursues the tainted Marah through a chain of associations, puns, and 

etymological tethers, distilling and mutating it past utility and into the transcendent and 

originary domain of the mother. Acknowledging the violence and disruption-- the 

“marring”-- involved in this process, the Marah is reduced and rebuilt in the leap from 

the Hebraic ָמָרה to the etymologically distinct but phonetically similar Proto-Germanic 

and Old English mere and the modern prefix mer-, semantically linked to “bodies of 

water” as geographical descriptor and “bodies of water” as the source and site of 

biological or zoological hybridity. The potable or generative water in turn engenders the 
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mater, as well as the Hermetic mother-figure Maia, and the biblical Mary, who is central 

to The Flowering of the Rod. This final triad of mother figures provides the Marah-

sequence a sudden and stark point of pivot or embeddedness. At the end of the chain 

which births from poisoned springs a water not only “purified” but generative comes a 

series of mythical figures signifying motherhood and generation as itself a transcendent 

and sublime function. The chemical production mirrored and poetically leveraged in 

arriving at that point is superseded by figures of more traditional but more mythically 

dense modes of feminized and matriarchal birthing. 

While H.D.’s engagement with mediumship also extended beyond the 

experiential and consciousness-altering experiences detailed here-- including in her 

memoirs The Sword Went Out to Sea and the Trilogy-adjacent suite What Do I Love?-- I 

hope here to have touched on the perceptual basis underlying her mediumistic approach 

to the lyric. For her, mediumship and other supernatural, parapsychological, or mystical 

practices are not just methods of composition, but guidelines for new ways of knowing, 

new ways of perceiving, and, ultimately, new ways of organizing and experiencing social 

being. Lyric verse is the tip of the spear, demonstrating methods of living which, she 

suggests, may be attainable to the dedicated and the blessed. This is a distinct modulation 

from the exoteric and proselytizing verse of the Spiritualists-- a public, civic network of 

textual obligations-- and, as we will see, a far cry from the “unverted” and claustrophobic 

mediumistic lyric of Jack Spicer. 
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CHAPTER 6  

THE GHOST IS A JOKE: JACK SPICER AND THE BATHOS OF OUTSIDE 

 

Anti-Spiritualist publications in the 19th century tended to take one of two 

approaches. The one deployed by the likes of Henry James, William Dean Howells, and 

Mark Twain, was that the movement and its practices were based on false premises, that 

there were no ghosts, and that the mediums at its core were either tricksters acting in bad 

faith, or, even more ominously, dupes themselves, manipulated and encouraged in their 

delusions by Svengali-like operators posing as gurus or benign messengers. This 

approach often owed much to similar discourses surrounding Mesmerism, and played on 

earlier anxieties of the pliant female body hovered over by the male hypnotist-- Henry 

James’1886 The Bostonians borrows many of its tropes from James’ earlier 1874 story 

variously titled “Professor Fargo” or “Spiritual Magnetism,” and conflates a number of 

practices in its sinister titular figure. I include under this rubric too comic narratives in 

which prospective mediums work themselves into an innocent lather out of no malice but, 

rather, a provincial ignorance which mistakes the garbled language generated at the 

seance table for the enlightened words of the dead-- as in, for example, Lowell’s “The 

Unhappy Lot of Mr. Knott,” Herman Melville’s “The Apple-Tree Table,” or the seance-

scene in Twain’s “The Mysterious Stranger.”  

Within this first category, already, two distinct angles of approach are evident. 

The first frames Spiritualism as a subject of moral worry, a practice which ostensibly 

claims to offer young women liberation and autonomy instead puts them under the even 

more oppressive thumb of occultists and tricksters. Often implicitly conservative, these 

narratives, taking after Hawthorne’s 1852 The Blithedale Romance, imagine a skeptical, 
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clear-headed male protagonist who liberates the deceived or mesmerized medium from 

the predatory, dangerous margins of her community by inscribing her back into the 

language of heteronormativity. The second, which typically proceeds with less of a sense 

of panic and more of a detached smirk, views Spiritualism from the position of a 

bemused secularized elite. This was the more common stance adopted by mainstream 

periodicals, as detailed by John K. Kucich in his 2004 study Ghostly Communion; even as 

newspapers and magazines laid the discursive groundwork for Spiritualism’s penetration 

into the national imagination by filling their pages with sentimental and gothic stories and 

poems abounding with angels, ghosts, and premonitions, they tended towards ironized 

and skeptical attitudes towards the movement and its phenomenon itself (58). When 

mediumship could not be dismissed with a condescending handwave, as in Lowell’s 1850 

assessment of table-rapping as the domain of “foolish little men [...] fond of mysteries 

and fusses” in a letter to Sydney H. Gay (Letters, 175), or presented with agnostic 

equivocation veiled as scientific objectivity, as in Harper’s famous 1852 editorial or 

Horace Greeley’s “Modern ‘Spiritualism’” in Putnam’s the following year, it offered an 

easy target for cosmopolitan digs at the lowbrow pretensions to cultural validity read into 

the attempts of mediums to muster the spiritual authority of the heroic dead from their 

shabby parlor rooms.60 Fictionalized mediums were shown channeling authors who spoke 

in broad, anachronistic dialects, gave erroneous information about their own lives, or 

offered doggerel as the product of famous dead poets. 

                                                
60 This trope persisted into the 20th century and beyond-- even now the archetype of the unconvincing 
medium or fortune-teller selling unconvincing assurances to the gullible (often coded as lower-class) is 
familiar through the skewering of real-life figures such as TV psychic Sylvia Browne. In the mid-century, 
Bryan Forbes’ 1964 noir film Seance on a Wet Afternoon and Gian Carlo Menotti’s 1946 opera The 

Medium traded on the figure of the medium as instantly legible as tawdry and crass-- heightening the sense 
of the uncanny produced when their unconvincing acts assume one or another form of ambiguous 
authenticity. 
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 As much as the moralistic tenor struck by James et al., this was, tacitly, a 

mechanism for passing judgement on Spiritualism’s social and political programs, an 

argument that the diffusion of power among those who did not yet possess it was doomed 

to collapse into bathos and nonsense, as the lower-classes, given the opportunity to 

ventriloquize the manners of the great in mediumship, proved unable to generate even a 

convincing facsimile of greatness (this element of class critique is particularly pointed in 

“Mr. Knott,” which is implicitly grounded in Knott’s unworthiness as an owner of land). 

The other, less prevalent approach was to represent mediumship as 

epistemologically problematic not in its methods but in its origins-- not that its premises 

of contact with supernatural forces was erroneous, but that those forces themselves, by 

acting duplicitously, led believers into error. The spirits speaking through mediums, this 

line of thought went, were real enough, but were not the benevolent and information-rich 

spirits they claimed to be, but, rather, were demonic beings seeking to actively foment 

corruption and degeneracy in the easily-bended audiences of seances. A short, illustrated 

pro-slavery tract from 1865 titled Pictorial History of the Cause of the Great Rebellion is 

typical. The first page is dominated by two vertically stacked images-- in the first, a 

leering hag, labelled the Witch of Endor, looms over Saul, his finger raised in 

admonishment, as a grinning devil, “Satan representing Samuel” emerges from a cloud of 

smoke. The second image duplicates the composition of the first, but substitutes for the 

biblical scene a lurid depiction of a Spiritualist seance. The figures labelled medium and 

Spiritualist, two long-haired, somewhat foppish and emaciated looking men, appear by 

turns alarmed and half-dead, and even Satan, “representing deceased friend,” looks a bit 

worried. A terse paragraph wedged between the two images unpacks what the juxtaposed 
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pictures suggests-- that the Spiritualism of 1865 is functionally the same as the witchcraft 

condemned in the Bible (with attendant citation of verses), and that the Bible, too, states 

unambiguously that “the dead know not anything” (1). 

In addition to pointing out scriptural deviations like the above, the writer of this 

tract had an axe to grind, and a nasty one at that: the third page of the tract shows a man, 

frowning as if in unhappy sleep, getting struck in the head by two sadistic looking 

“angels” wielding pick-axes, as a caricature of a nude black man rises from the hole in 

his skull, grinning and waving his arms: the caption above reads “SPIRITS DIVINING 

NEGRO EQUALITY!!!” (3). The tract’s polemic is rudimentary but clearly spelled out-- 

that the spirit visitations coming to God fearing Christians since the 1840s were part of a 

diabolical plot to divide the churches and the nation by covertly planting the seeds of 

abolitionism in gullible, seance-seeking heads. The argument, such as it is, thus not only 

attacked Spiritualism for engaging in practices condemned in the Bible, but for adopting 

ideological and political positions dictated by infernal sources. Thus the techniques of 

mediumship are conflated with the progressive causes mediums often espoused, pitching 

to the reader a conspiracy in which abolitionism itself was as devil-tainted as 

necromancy.  

This structure was adopted by other publications on both sides of the Atlantic 

alleging a link between Spiritualist mediumship and the forces of the devil-- John Bunyan 

McCure’s Spiritualism Tried by the Word of God, the Reverend A.R. Morrison’s 1873 

Spiritualism & Necromancy, and John Jones’ 1871 Spiritualism the Work of Demons, 

among many more, each propose that, taking as read the phenomenological validity of 

Spiritualism’s claims (Jones in particular is warily impressed by the various feats of 
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clairvoyance and remote viewing he catalogues as evidence of his assertion that 

mediumship is neither stagecraft nor delusion), these claims must derive from diabolical 

forces not only because, they argue, the Bible forestalls communication with the mortal 

dead, but because the social positions promoted and practiced by Spiritualists run counter 

to biblically sanctioned models of stability and continuity.  

In both of these models, that of mediumship as the product of feverish or 

manipulative imaginations, and that of mediumship as the public vehicle of cosmic evil, 

critics imagined that beneath the utopian veneer of Spiritualist rhetoric lay a program in 

which meaning and institutions were dissolved, in which disorder knit itself into an 

obscene parody of form. The revealed messages of spirits are either, in the one case, a 

mere pastiche of meaning, produced by and for gullible minds unable to discern sense 

from nonsense, or, on the other, part of an active, century-spanning campaign against 

Christian order, a simulacrum of order designed to erode truer systems of law and ethos. 

While Spiritualists in the 19th century rhapsodized about a divinely organized cosmos 

made newly legible, just as advances in geology and biology threw the organization of 

natural history into generative tumult, critics saw in both metaphysical and scientific 

movements a potential destabilization of the shape of known things. 

This chapter proposes to read Jack Spicer as working in full sight of this imagined 

chasm, making use of mediumistic practices and tropes not in order to find answers to an 

uncertain universe, but to further disrupt and subvert certainty, whether by means of 

hoax, parody, or by pursuing a sort of mediumistic via negativa-- pursuing an 

interrogation of the logic of mediumship from a position at once invested in the allure of 

its claims, and skeptical of its promises.  
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These inquiries will revisit ground derived from the codified practices of 

fabrication, fraud, and ludic “puffing” in 19th century American print culture to poets 

circling the similarly murky world of mid-20th century pulps. Throughout, the figure of 

the ghost will not, as in other portions of this dissertation, stand in as a symbol of 

revelation, but as a marker of epistemological deformation, the presence of a shifting 

rubric of certainty even, or especially, when it arrives offering its audience access to 

transcendent truths--a site of both sly humor and cosmic horror, often at the same time 

more akin to the unsettling ghosts of Henry or M.R. James than the quasi-angelic 

messengers encountered previously.  

I will propose Spicer’s work as heralding a shift towards writing evincing a 

skeptical orientation to the mediumistic project, in which, without refuting the techne of 

mediumship, its methods and aims become reframed as loci of compromise rather than 

supplement, danger rather than enlightenment, a post-modern re-configuration of the 

ghostly and mediumistic suitable for dwelling in and diagnosing the great void with 

which H.D. parried and grappled. 

 In each of these readings such critical and skeptical interventions into 

mediumship are also potential interventions into the lyric construction of the self, or, 

rather, make use of the topoi of mediumship and its imagery of diffuse or hybridized 

selves as jerry-rigged devices for interrogating the lyric as the site of “authentic” self-

expression. In other words, in mediating, as it were, the relationship between self, lyric, 

and the performance of authenticity-- a triangle which vexed both Poe and Spicer as both 

a formal and a philosophical problem-- mediumship became a rich, sensational vehicle 

for poetic thought experiments. As each poet’s work takes as its subject matter the 
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ambiguous veracity of the mediumistic wager, so too did their respective literary 

moments find themselves grappling with broader anxieties about the true, the false, and 

the in between in the realm of lyric expression.  

As Poe engaged with literary societies in which, as Lara Langer Cohen details in 

The Fabrication of American Literature, the relationship between truth, fiction, and lie 

were understood to be fluid in understood if recognizably frustrating ways, he parlayed 

his knack for popular hoaxes, riddles, and fantasy into an examination of the stakes of 

language as a vessel for the communication of the self, one in which the Mesmeric body-- 

severed from but ventriloquizing its own spirit-- became an apt and troubling metaphor 

for writing itself. Jack Spicer’s ludic and shifty metaphors of dictation and possession-- 

what I’ll follow Robin Blaser in folding under the umbrella-term of “the practice of 

Outside”-- similarly tease the bleak possibility that beneath the surface play of language 

lies nothing, using the Outside, at times, to gesture less at the possibility of a transcendent 

space beyond the material world, than to underscore the emptiness and permanence of an 

imagined Inside.  

While Blaser posits this unstable textual cosmology as a byproduct of Spicer’s 

training in linguistics, presaging the shockwaves felt by poets of the generation following 

Spicer upon the American arrival of French theory, I argue that Spicer’s prankish, 

sensational metaphysics of vampiric poem-generating entities draws on and comments on 

the incongruous meeting of two other discourses contemporary to him and salient to his 

career-long anxieties. One is the mid-century discourse of ufology and the weird fact, 

pioneered by editor Raymond Palmer’s “Shavery Mystery” in the sci-fi magazine 

Amazing Stories and its successor launched in 1948, Fate.  
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Drawing generously from the project of Charles Fort, partaking in the ongoing 

aestheticization, monetization, and, arguably, exploitation of madness, and blurring the 

generic boundary-markers of the fantastic, the flying saucers and deros that populated 

Palmer’s publications and bedeviled the protagonists of their true-confession style stories 

posited, like the Spiritualists, a universe in which the membrane between this world and 

another were thin. These margins were provisional, hazy, and easily traversed by beings 

heralding an oncoming epochal shift both technologically and metaphysically, with the 

expertise and wherewithal to do so. Like the spirit-messages articulated by Spiritualists, 

they signaled a crisis, a moment in which a break between what went before and what 

was to come would become crisply apparent. However, where Spiritualists and other 19th 

century practitioners of mediumship saw contact with the Outside as a kind of ecstatic 

union with wiser, better, kinder forces, the relative “mainstream” of ufology posited the 

alien Outside as not only unknowable and estranged but hostile, invasive, perverse, and 

often apparently stupid or pointless. As Michael Barkun observes in A Culture of 

Conspiracy, many of the ideological and cosmological positions inherited by later 20th 

century conspiracy, fringe, and New Age movements stem from the same converging 

streams as described above-- “occultism and esotericism, and pulp fantasy fiction,” with 

studies reducing the composition of such movements to one or the other stream at risk of 

losing sight of the synthesis at work (109).61 I propose that Spicer’s poetry demonstrates 

                                                
61 The formal persistence of tropes integral to Spiritualism and other 19th century “New Religious” 
movements (especially as laundered through Theosophy) is not uncommon in 20th century fringe 
movements. Mediumship itself as a practice of knowledge-generation is no exception-- Brenda Denzler, in 
The Lure of the Edge, writes that the telepathic messages and ethereal-cum-extraterrestrial heralds of the 
contactee movement were “a conduit through which established spiritualist and Theosophical ideas and 
practices moved into the UFO community” (46). The father of the contactee movement, George Adamski, 
had a history of dabbling in Theosophical groups (and, more circumstantially attested, in occult-adjacent 
anti-semitic circles via fellow contactee George Hunt Williamson), even founding his own Royal Order of 
Tibet in the mid-1930s, before his 1952 introduction to Venusians in the California desert (Barkun, 150). 
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a similar discursive alloying which functions somewhat similarly with the conspiratorial 

sub-cultural ideas described by Barkun. 

Ufology’s perverse mediumship, in which the self is peeled back to reveal a site 

of dictated or imposed vacuity, finds a parallel for Spicer in his vitriolic judgement on 

mid-century understandings of how the lyric works, how it comes about, and what it 

offers to the writer by way of therapeutic or material benefit. For Spicer, the lyric is 

primarily worth preserving as a means towards the construction of community-- it is 

communicative, produces social affinities and can, at its best, lay the imaginative 

groundwork for new models of ordering social relations. As an instrument for articulating 

or reifying the shape of the individual-- of lending dignity and beauty to the figure of the 

individual poetic subjectivity-- he is much more skeptical. The UFO, as a sign, stands for 

the erasure of the generative possibilities of that sort once offered by the ghost, the angel, 

or the epiphany, heralding only confusion, paranoia, and illegibility. The UFO poem-- the 

Martian poem, beamed to the radio-poet-- may attain to certain heights of technical 

virtuosity, may, as Spicer concedes in his Vancouver lectures, produce a higher caliber of 

poem than the poet acting alone, but always gestures back to an aporia at the back of 

language, a “low ghost,” in his memorable term, underwriting and undercutting the 

principle of the logos. Spicer is adamant that the poet’s attempts to impose any agential 

imperative of selfhood on the poem-- striving to express a certain political point, 

articulate a specific instance of desire, or otherwise “make something happen”-- 

generates nonproductive friction, or interference, with the Outside. The poet is thus left in 

a bind. The “good” poem seems to demand not only the sacrifice of the poet’s wellbeing 
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and safety, but also forecloses the possibility of the poet using the site of the poem to 

engage in, to put it bluntly, that arch-lyrical act, expression. 

Spicer’s harsh vision of the lyric and the question of its function in relation to the 

public transmission or performance of a discrete self makes up the second prong of my 

argument. Throughout his career, one of the few constants in Spicer’s poetics is a deep 

frustration with the way poetry is read, written, and circulated. By examining a selection 

of such critiques from his letters, lectures, poems, and published fiction-- ranging from 

biting academic satires of New Critical hermeneutics to San Francisco gossip and shop 

talk-- I want to explore how Spicer’s pathology-tinged, skeptical reframing of 

mediumship might work as a kind of long-term, serialized language game, detourning 

and casting into negative relief what he saw as the unsatisfactory and solipsistic methods 

of conceptualizing the authorial self in mid-century poetry circles both academic and 

countercultural.  

Together these poets, in seeking to veer off from their mediumistic 

contemporaries to pursue a darker, more suspect, or parodically exaggerated mode of 

mediumship, ultimately merely draw forth or amplify disconcerting elements already 

implicit in those modes. Treating these critical interventions into popular mediumship as 

a half-serious, half-playful method of embracing those subcurrents of negation implicit in 

mediumship proper, we may find hints towards deeper, more full-throated reframings of 

mediumistic practice as authentically religious, but apophatic in a sense not anticipated 

by the19th century Spiritualists and their idealistic fellow-travelers.  
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i. Little Men From Outer Space and Creatures Who Eat Frogs  

 Before addressing Jack Spicer’s usage of the ghost, I want to introduce a story of 

Spicer as a ghost. During the post-war craze for science fiction, ufology, and the Fortean 

“weird fact,” the ultra-prolific editor and publisher Raymond Palmer put out a slew of 

cheap, digest-sized magazines hoping to recapture the lightning-in-a-bottle success of his 

1948 Fate, one of the earliest mass market publications to address the eager audience for 

“non-fiction” stories of flying saucers and aliens (Nadis, 117). Having gradually sold off 

his interest in Fate, Palmer started a rival magazine, Mystic, in 1953, exchanging the 

increasingly hard-edged paranoia of Fate’s government conspiracies for the New Age-

tinged optimism of the contactee movement, centering its debut issue around the oddly 

Swedenborgian revelations of Orfeo Angelucci, an Italian-American mystic whose 

mediumship invoked extraterrestrials as well as Christ, an “infinite entity of the Sun” 

(Nadis, 162).62 By the end of 1956 Mystic had rebranded itself as Search, with a 

somewhat wider remit and a reliance on unpaid blind items submitted by readers (Nadis, 

165). Still, Search boasted a healthy readership (19,000 subscribers in the first several 

years of the 1960s according to Fred Nadis) that included bohemians and hipsters 

alongside its core audience of UFO cranks and wayward religious seekers (Nadis, 169).63  

                                                
62 Angelucci’s account-- expanded into a 1955 book entitled The Secret of the Saucers and published, of 
course, through one of Palmer’s own publishing companies, Amherst Press-- is cited admiringly in Jung’s 
1959 Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Skies as having the ring of true visionary 
experience about it-- a “mystic union analogous to the coniunctio oppositorum in alchemy,” “so naive and 
clear,” he argues, that it is self-explanatory as a demonstration of the mystical content of the ufo experience 
(117). While Jung’s criteria here are vague, his praise of Angelucci, it should be noted, is balanced with a 
stern dismissal of Adamski.  
63

 Palmer’s interest in New Age and Eastern religion would intensify throughout his life, supplemented 
through his relationship with Richard Sharpe Shaver-- in 1960 Palmer published a new edition of trance-
writer John Newbrough’s Spiritualism-tinged Oahspe Bible, which had been out of print in its original form 
since 1882. 
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It’s in the August 1959 issue of Search that we find Spicer’s untimely spectre, in 

an “It Happened To Me” submission by fellow Bay Area poet George Stanley. As 

recounted in Kevin Killian and Lew Ellingham’s Poet Be Like God, the story-- ostensibly 

a true brush with the supernatural, shared with Search’s readership in the interest of 

adding one more scrap of data to the pile of evidence in favor of the unseen world-- went 

something like this: Stanley begins by describing his childhood visits to North Beach, 

where he listened to seashells and struck up a halting friendship with an “old gentleman,” 

Jack Spicer, who could speak thirteen languages and “wrote letters to dead men.” 

Stanley’s idyllic relationship with this beach is shattered when he finds Spicer’s dead 

body on the shore, and he avoids the spot for the rest of his adolescence.  

The story skips ahead to Stanley’s young adulthood, circulating amongst the poets 

and artists of San Francisco. He begins to encounter strange reminders of his traumatic 

scene on North Beach, and finally, holding a seashell from his childhood haunt up to his 

ear, hears a mysterious voice directing him to Luke XVI:26-- provided by Stanley in its 

King James form, “Between us and you there is a great gulf fixed; so that they which 

would pass from hence to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that would come from 

hence.” Stanley ends on a mild note, gesturing blandly towards affirmation of 

supernatural belief without offering explanation, in accordance with the genre: “I never 

used to believe in ghosts, but now I have seen one.” (PBLG, 170) 

Killian and Ellingham read this strange prank in terms of Stanley’s vexed 

relationship with the much older poet Spicer, finding in it an allegory of their first 

meetings at The Place and Aquatic Park, where Spicer clumsily attempted to cruise the 

oblivious Stanley before later taking him under his poetic wing. Killian and Ellingham 
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read into this story a latent anger they deem Oedipal-- a condensation of Stanley’s 

disenchantment with Spicer’s magical theory of writing and eventual banishment from 

his good graces: “[Stanley]’s aim was deeper than parody,” Killian and Ellingham write; 

he sought to diminish and critique Spicer’s magic practice “by placing it in another, 

tawdrier context. If ghosts are as banal as these, what sense in talking to them, writing 

them in letters?” (170). In this reading, Stanley’s tale of a ghost communicating nothing 

more than its own inability to communicate, language spilling unrecognized into the great 

gulf between speaker and addressee, is a thinly veiled rejection of a poetic practice 

Stanley understood as hinging on a literal mode of supernatural dictation, a process with 

“a magical character” in which Spicer adopted the mediumistic spin on the Romantic 

trope of “the poet [as] an instrument played upon by something else” (173). 

I argue however that far from serving as a tacit refutation of Spicer’s practices, 

Stanley’s story can be understood as a key to understanding them. Spicer’s particular 

arrangement of the poet, the text, and the source-- broadly mediumistic in the terms I’ve 

established-- is structured around an idiosyncratic scaffolding of genres and modes that, 

like the mental “furniture” he claims that the poet furnishes for its dictating sources, 

makes creative and sometimes subversive use of the cultural material found ready at 

hand, evaluating them for their utility in cobbling together propositions rather than for 

anything as trifling as the validity of their claims to truth. The falsehood, the hoax, the 

prank, and the joke are each vitally useful in opening space for provisional language acts 

which may or may not be interestingly evaluated according to the rubric of facticity. 

Mediumship-- as it filters through the intensely mediated genre forms of the ghost story, 

the contactee event, or the performative religious event-- becomes at least in part a 
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method of decoupling the speaker from the obligation to “know” or own the veracity of 

their statements. The poet as medium (or radio, or unwitting host) is, in Spicer, the poet 

freed from his obligation to understand the poem. The meaning-projecting essence 

underlying the surface play of puns, riddles, and generative nonsense, after all, belongs to 

someone or something else and the poet is, in Spicer’s account, not only not responsible 

for the poem’s meaning, but culpable precisely insofar as his own desires, unruly and 

bossily human, get in the way and scramble the signal. The poem and whatever it intends 

to convey-- “communicate” being an iffy term within the labyrinth of Spicer’s semiotics-- 

is anterior to and independent of the poet’s will. That being so, for Spicer, in hashing out 

the claims of a given poem, whether or not the poet “means it,” as it were, is not 

interesting. As he writes in “Blood,” from 1962’s The Heads of the Town Up to the 

Aether,  

The jokes 
Are ghosts 
The joke 
Is a ghost 
How can you love that mortal creature 
Everytime he speaks 
He makes 
Mistakes (MV, 280) 

 
No wonder, then, that his archive and lexicon are so dense with references to popular 

ufology and those margins where it met the fringe of literary science fiction-- like the 

twilight days of 19th century Spiritualism, when most of its mainstream press consisted 

of high profile frauds like Katie King and Eusapia Palladino, the narratives upon which 

Raymond Palmer built his pulp empire courted the narrow line between incredulous 

mockery and tentative “well, but what if….,” for example Palmer’s long-running and 

ambivalent endorsement of Richard Sharp Shaver and the “Shaver Mystery.” Like 
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Palmer’s early 20th century predecessor, Charles Fort, the claims of mid-century ufology 

proliferated not in spite of their apparent absurdity but, partially, because of it. Thus for 

Spicer, language’s fundamental inability to achieve perfect communication-- the “great 

gulf” relayed to the fictive Stanley-- is not only a cause for anxiety and grief (although it 

often is that) but a potential site for suspending existing hermeneutic rule-sets and 

imagining the creation of provisional, “fantastic” linguistic demos.  

 A thorough understanding of what Spicer is setting as the stakes when he 

discusses and practices his poetics of dictation, then, depends on an understanding of 

both his broader and narrower points of reference, and how to navigate the ever-present 

question which, here, is even more acute than it is elsewhere in Spicer’s body of work-- 

how much, exactly, is he bullshitting us? 

 The elementary principles of Spicer’s process of composition are laid out in the 

first of his Vancouver lectures, delivered on June 13th, 1965 (barely two months before 

his death) in the living room of Warren and Ellen Tallman to a small but engaged 

audience of professors, artists, and young poets. This first Tallman lecture, like the two 

that followed it and, to a lesser, extent, his address at the 1965 Berkeley Poetry 

Conference, is free-wheeling and wide-ranging, characterized by jokes, asides, and 

frequent interjections-- supporting, challenging, or simply confused-- from the audience. 

The reader gets the impression, at times, of Spicer leading himself into a trap, refusing to 

back down from a provocative point until he finds himself bumping into an unexpected 

ditch. For all that, these lectures, taken together, are the clearest articulation of Spicer’s 

poetics, and if this articulation is sometimes, still, characterized by the obfuscation and 

mystification typical of many of his earlier statements on poetics, then that obfuscation 
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and mystification must be taken, I believe, as an integral element of how he believes 

poetry enters into and interfaces with the world outside. That is to say that contradictions, 

doublings back, and misdirection are a fundamental element of the system being 

expounded in the lectures, not (or not merely) an obscuring element. Like the static and 

grain marring the transmission of his Martian signals, the resistance to his message’s 

clarity goes hand in hand with the message itself. If he gets it wrong, his rhetorical 

performance implies, so be it. And if the audience, unable to follow his thread, gets it 

wrong, even better. Communication as such, inside the poem and out of it, is not quite the 

point. That being said, a stripped down summary of the first lecture, in which he focuses 

on “dictation” as the core compositional principle of his poetry, might go as follows: 

 Spicerian dictation is in a sense an attempt to arrive at a poetics against self-

expression. In stressing the extent to which the particular metaphors he lands on are 

contingent or even in a sense arbitrary, Spicer makes the argument that much of the 

“good” poetry (his criteria here are a little wobbly) since Yeats is of the party of anti-

expression whether or not it knows, going so far as to claim that “I don’t think that 

anyone who’s a practicing poet [...] would disagree with the fact that there is something 

from the Outside” (House, 10), that is, some authorial presence functioning 

autonomously from the subjective self of the poet. So, he isn’t merely describing an 

idiosyncratic practice that exists amongst a panoply of other perfectly valid ways of 

making a poem: he’s making the remarkably bold claim that competing narratives of 

poetry making are a sham, even as, even more boldly, he abstains from settling on how, 

precisely, his narrative operates on the ground. “I mean, when I say Martians it’s just to 

be funny,” he admits, and elsewhere-- even within the space of this lecture--he abandons 
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the Martian for the poetic car-radio of Cocteau’s Orphee, parasite and host, and even 

nods towards the conventional seance-medium (24). 

 So the poet does not write the poet’s poems-- “it’s my firm conviction that all 

poetry, good poetry, is written this way, in spite of the poet” (27)-- but merely cultivates 

a practice of self-renunciation, becoming a better receptor or receiver through which the 

poetic Outside might operate. Spicer points to Georgie Hyde-Lees, the wife of Yeats and 

the medium through whom A Vision was directed and a key figure in Yeats’ own model 

of inspired or received texts, as the first “modern” practitioner of dictated poetry, 

particularly the idea that spirits descended upon her specifically to provide her poet-

husband with metaphors (5).64 The poet’s task then is not to manufacture or direct 

language, but to act as a middle-manager, making the transit from Outside to, if not 

“inside,” then at least the material world in which texts circulate, as seamless as possible.  

 Georgie Yeats is exemplary here, in part because the vivid scene of her 

composition-- frantically engaged in automatic writing, sitting across from her enraptured 

husband on a fast-moving train-- is so far apart from the vision of the “expressive” poet 

that Spicer remains so contemptuous of. On the one side, the hand produces text literally 

without knowledge of its meaning, and the dictatee makes no claims of poetic finesse-- 

after all, it’s W.B. Yeats’ name that graces most editions of A Vision, and Spicer 

somewhat rudely restages 19th century Spiritualism’s appeals to the ingenuous naiveté of 

its mediums by touting Georgie as “a dumb woman” implicitly unable to fake a good 

                                                
64 Spicer, for what it’s worth, seems either ignorant of or uninterested in the Spiritualist poets discussed in 
this project, sketching a genealogy of supernaturally dictated poetry that leaps straight from Blake to Yeats 
before branching off in the directions of Creeley, Olson, Duncan, and himself. Elsewhere he vacillates 
between turning his nose up at the bourgeoisie pomp of the 20th century spirit medium and tentatively 
hinting at the credence of this or that case.  
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poem (40). On the other, Spicer positions the self-consciously “engaged” poet, who 

labors over form, enters into the act of composition with a clear notion of a poetic telos 

(“a way of selling a used car,” as Spicer puts it, lumping together anti-war political poetry 

and the desire to impress a potential lover as equally venial (6)) believing, in general, that 

the finished poem is the product of their imagination and labor, a textual object that can 

trace the conditions of its existence, back, in an uncomplicated way, to its writer. He 

reserves special contempt for poets who, having once had a knack for getting out of the 

way of their own ego, fell into an inflated confidence in their ability to produce of their 

own volition this volitionless mode of lyric generation-- Blake in particular is singled out 

for his late prophetic work, which, in their complex private mythology, signal to Spicer 

the unhappy difference between prophetic writing and trying to write in the style of a 

prophet. Ginsberg too, is denounced for, essentially, trying too hard to capture the 

numinous quality of his earlier verse. 

 What’s to be done, then, if the royal road to producing good poetry lies in not 

setting out to write good poetry? Spicer is, if not necessarily helpful on this question, at 

least voluble, and quintessentially of the existential post-war moment in, essentially, 

advocating for apophatic practice as a matter of tradecraft rather than as a route to 

ecstatic revelation, one which-- shadowing his mingled fascination with and impatience 

with “dumb Zen Buddhism” (108) evinced in his partially completed detective novel, The 

Tower of Babel-- is to be pursued without hope of attainment, with a certain righteous 

crankiness at that horizon of failure. As he states in the third Vancouver lecture: 

[...] trying to be a blank is utterly different from being a blank. [...] The 
point is that you can’t really make your mind a blank. You can’t really get 
to receiving God, which Saint Ignatius wanted, or receiving poems, or 
doing anything. You can’t. It’s impossible. There’s this utter animal spirit 
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which is coming out and saying, gee, can I lay this person if I write this 
line, and all sorts of things like that. It’s just impossible to make your 
mind a blank. (116) 
 

That is, no amount of tricks and tips will guide the poet to overcoming that immanent 

“animal spirit” which pushes back venally and crudely against the Outside. Craft, habit 

and ritual make up part of the “furniture” which is at once the material presented to the 

Outside, and material impediment to the Outside-- “part of the stuff that you’re wanting 

to get out of the house so that enough ghosts can sit in the house-- so that they’re all 

comfortable” (108). This “furniture” is the mental archive provided by the poet-- the 

aggregate of materials that the poet knows (including languages-- the Outside, for 

instance, is unlikely to provide Spicer with a poem in Japanese or Lithuanian, although he 

leaves open the door for purely “Martian” glossolalia), the aforementioned lessons and 

habits of craft, historical and cultural points of reference, feelings of erotic or coterie 

attachment, and so on. Like the bird nest made up of filched bits of foil and glass, this 

furniture serves as the mortar of the poem, but plays no deterministic role in the shape of 

the poem and is certainly bound to be recontextualized or detourned in the process. The 

lyric self, or rather, the self as it endeavors to clarify itself and maneuver itself towards its 

desires through the medium of lyric writing, is the detritus, or the animal, which hinders 

the poem in its becoming. Dictation then is a sort of anti-writing, or anti-lyricism, no 

matter how lyrical its end-results might look.  
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ii. The Martian’s Two Bodies 

So then, language is either a nightmarish abyss of sense, an emancipatory 

semiotic playground, or both. Spicer at once withholds resolution on either while 

practicing in the space of his poems both. Like his haunting double, Duncan, Spicer 

wobbles here because the question is not just one of literary craft, but a political and, 

even, a theological one as well-- a messy knot of anxieties about what language can get 

up to that converges in the ultra-condensed arena of the poem but which can be followed 

outwards in any number of different directions. Complicating this of course is the key 

ambiguity of explaining dictation and of didactic mediumship in general-- if the medium 

speaks as themself, they don’t speak with the full authority of their given outside, and 

thus can only go so far in establishing any position or expertise or ownership over the 

mediumistically generated texts. Especially in the realm of the lyric, the material poet is 

left in a position somewhat similar to Beckett’s Krapp and his lonesome archive of tapes: 

recursively curating a second-order body of text which, per its core conceit, is 

inaccessible to any outside arbiter or interpreter, orbiting a circumscribed body of 

language which can be intervened upon, commented on, speculated about, but not, in 

good faith, challenged or denied.65 Within the context of Spiritualism this rarely 

presented issues in practice-- whether feigned or earnestly believed, mediums tended 

strongly towards confidence in the spirit-world’s ability to come through when needed, 

                                                
65 As in the case of Lizzie Doten, of course, the mediumistic poet has a limited fiat to do something other 
than merely transcribing the words of a spiritual other-- is sometimes unable to adequately translate into 
text the received message. That being said, in Doten’s case as in other Spiritualist poets, the recognition of 
the poet’s intervention in the transition of the lyric from source to page is more a tactic for reclaiming the 
poet’s ground as an artist and/or for accounting for idiosyncracies of style in the world of a well-known 
spirit, and less a justification for overruling or correcting the spirit-world’s decrees. In these cases, even if 
the poet’s human fingerprint remains somewhere on the text, the question of which party knows best is 
never in doubt.  
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and within their own print organs worried little about being given bad or misleading 

information. That the spirits lying behind the movement were benevolent, wise, and adept 

at saying no more or no less than what was most prudent for them to say, was taken as 

absolutely given-- what they demanded, after all, was faith. Esoteric movements that 

sprung out of Spiritualism might have offered murkier moral narratives but they still 

upheld the impenetrability of the mediumistic message as vouchsafe of its privileged 

claims to special forms of knowledge. H.D. and Robert Duncan, for all the complexity of 

their relationships with mediumistic language and knowledge, didn’t stray too far from 

this model-- like a bitter medicine, mediumship that was difficult, harrowing, or painful 

was to be tolerated as a means to ultimately salutary or revolutionary ends.  

This is not an option for Spicer, for whom the outside, the Martian, the spirit of 

text, never arrives as anything less than a potential threat, or the lesser of two evils. The 

poet John Paetsch describes the outside’s position vis a vis the poet’s agency as 

“xenocorrosive” in a 2012 lecture, attributing Spicer’s construction of an alien co-author 

which is both unknowably alien and inexorably harmful to the well-being of the poet as a 

performative Faustian pact, a gesture that throwing oneself to such a malign power is 

preferable to dwelling within the Romantic lyric position which Spicer found so beholden 

to regressive, homophobic, and debased cultural and aesthetic practices. Peter Gizzi, too, 

finds in Spicer’s Martians a tacit rejection of the Romantic lyric-- citing Spicer’s 

comment in “Homage to Creeley” that words “turn mysteriously against those who use 

them,” versus his [Spicer’s] peculiar reading of Shelley as “a perpetual motion machine 

of emotion” which dutifully instrumentalizes the word and its affect until it wears itself 
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out, “until the poet’s heart broke or it was burned out on the beach” (House, 5).66 Yet 

whatever it is that Spicer is doing-- whatever threat it poses to his physical and mental 

well-being-- he persists in doing it, persists in the project of making or facilitating the 

making of poetic text despite the skepticism towards poetry’s material and historical 

efficacy expressed in the later lectures. Why does he insist on pushing onwards in a 

species of mediumship that appears, at first, to demand such a disproportionate tax from 

its practitioner, and how does this pyrrhic or Faustian brand of mediumistic lyric position 

itself amidst and against those mediumistic practices examined earlier? 

Ernst Kantorowicz, the German historian and one of Spicer’s key mentors at 

Berkeley, exerted a persistent influence on the thought of the Berkeley Renaissance inner 

circle-- they drew significant notions about the sociality of the poetic coterie from his 

youthful stint among the Georgekreis, and as Robin Blaser details in his Astonishment 

Tapes, the Dante they knew was in many ways the Dante Kantorowicz bequeathed to 

them (79). In particular, he refers to the triangulation of Dante that he, Duncan, and 

Spicer derived from Kantorowicz and Friedrich Gundolf’s The Mantle of Caesar, a sense 

of Dante as “the great poet of the public world” and the struggles attendant in leashing 

the work of the poet to such an obligation to publicness: “Anyway, the public world, the 

                                                
66 The apparent paradox here-- a perpetual motion machine which is doomed to overwork itself to 
destruction-- is another of Spicer’s sallies into contradiction and even nonsense, in the poetic meaning. 
Here is perhaps a trace of Carroll and Lear, two poets who remained important to him from childhood 
through the rest of his career (My Vocabulary, xiv) (Katz, 96). In fact both poets are invoked repeatedly 
throughout Spicer’s lectures-- in the second lecture he asserts that “The Hunting of the Snark” is “the best 
narrative poem in the language” and cites it as an important precursor to the serial poem form being 
pioneered by himself, Duncan, and Robin Blaser (House, 56). Gizzi goes one further, identifying the aporia 
of meaning that underlies Spicer’s puns, riddles, and inconsistencies as enacting a hybrid of Carroll’s 
tumble into Wonderland and the Orphic descent into the underworld, “an imaginary fall through the world 
into a ‘savage’ realm that is actually more complex and sophisticated than the ground of Western 
civilization.” (House, 202). As will be seen momentarily, this image of the cthonic realm as being aligned 
with both revelation and with the disarray of normative linguistic “sense” will take on additional valences 
for Spicer as well.  
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struggle for it, was one of the big issues and it was only available if one had a sense of 

the way history worked and where one was in it,” he writes. “As a consequence then, you 

could then have memory that was alive rather than something which was dead” (86). 

Spicer’s decision to not sign a loyalty oath at the height of McCarthyism, cutting short his 

graduate career and spelling an end to his time at Berkeley, was an imitation in act if not 

in motive of Kantorowicz’s similar refusal (PBLG, 33) and, Blaser seems to propose, his 

persistent obsession with the poet’s complex indebtedness to public life and history was 

in turn an attempt to follow in Kantorowicz’s footsteps, themselves marching off in the 

direction of Dante. Certainly the conception of the “certain men” cited by Blaser in the 

trio’s medieval studies as mouthpieces for “modes of the soul,” “the actual binding 

principle of the world,” can be intuited in the background of Spicer’s later thought, a 

conclusion that Blaser himself comes to in the Tapes (86). While Kantorowicz’s most 

influential project, 1957’s The King’s Two Bodies, post-dates his proximity with Spicer 

and crew by more than half a decade, the thoughts on kingliness, sovereignty, and the 

sacred body that eventually coalesced into that text were evident in his pedagogy well 

prior. As Killian and Ellingham write, “Kantorowicz’s theories of kingship, accession, 

and succession to the throne, and the medieval beliefs in the divine right of kings were 

both provocative and queerly apropos to a young band of poets who saw themselves as 

inheritors of the kingship of poetry” (PBLG, 20). Although the notion of a “kingship of 

poetry” is most salient in Duncan’s body of work, especially his thinking around Dante 

and La Vita Nuova, Spicer’s understanding of the poet and the process of dictation can be 

read through Kantorowicz’s bifurcated sovereign body which simultaneously exists on 

the grossly organic and material level and on the symbolic level of concentrated iconic 
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political representation. His archive, as ever, mediated via popular culture and pulp, it’s 

through a Kantorwiczean lens that Spicer comes up against ambiguities in how the labor 

of the mediumistic lyric takes place, but through the competing symbolic registers of pulp 

ufology, I propose, that he begins to resolve them.  

To frame it differently, we must acknowledge that, given the centrality of the 

“Martian” in Spicer’s ludic construction of the poetic process, the Martian as such does 

not arrive fully formed, but should be read through the array of differing semiotic roles 

that the Martian and the alien played in the mid-century imagination. It can’t be as simple 

as saying that Spicer borrows the image of the extraterrestrial intelligence communicating 

through a human subject, because that image was never monolithic-- rather, it mutated 

and fragmented through a number of discourses, some of them uneasily inhabiting the 

same discursive spaces. In some of these discourses-- as in the mediumistic discourses 

comprising spiritualism-- the medium/contactee is constructed as a sort of sovereign 

figure, given specialized fiat to certain kinds of pronunciations or truth claims. In others 

(for example, the strand of abduction narratives that were subsumed into conspiracy 

theory subcultures and re-entered the mainstream imagination via media like The X-Files) 

the human assumed an abject position in relation to the alien, in which the body was 

treated as so much cattle in its disposable corporeality, or the subject who found themself 

in proximity to extraterrestrial secrets became enmeshed as a helpless plaything of 

sinister and omnipresent agencies. While these two strands of myth-building differed in 

plenty of respects, the key tension is the role of the human subject, and how the 

instrumentalization of that subject at the hand of outside intelligences plays out. In both 

stories, the human is exposed to vast powers, and walks away changed-- a fundamental 
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bit of any sacred literature-- but whether this experience affirms or subverts the sense of 

human integrity and agency has been the subject of much cheaply printed ink and furious 

message board typing. It’s in this register more than any explicitly religious one-- 

humanity in a distinctly mid-century suspension between earth and the sky-- that Spicer 

finds his most apt metaphor for the experience of lyric writing, and his most effective 

counterpoint to the mythical Orpheus in working through the idea of poetry as a kind of 

symbolic aristocracy. If, compared to Kantorowicz’s solemn and often ponderous 

treatises on kings and nations, this all seems a bit trivial, we might share a furtive smile 

with Spicer’s ghost-- having lived in dread of eventually ending up the subject of turgid 

PhD dissertations, tarrying in the most culturally marginal but among the more persistent 

corners of his extensive archive might mitigate the sting.67 

Put very broadly, the argument of The King’s Two Bodies involves the peculiar 

figure of “the king”-- in each case, ostensibly, a flesh and blood historically contingent 

human burdened with mortality, bad luck or good, beholden to the unkingly and 

unglamorous imperatives to eat, shit, sleep, sneeze, come down with ulcers, etc., but at 

the same time tasked with embodying the symbolically loaded and super-human physical 

metonymy of the state and the kingdom as such. In the capacity of ruler, the king spoke 

with the heft of the entire state, acted as the entire state, and so on-- with the 

understanding that, when his material body eventually died, the symbolic body he had 

temporarily served as host to, as it were, would persist through the body of the next king. 

By the same token, circumstances befalling the state as a whole could be imagined 

                                                
67 A catalogue of books in Spicer’s possession at the time of his death (provided helpfully by Kevin 
Killian) is heavy on pulp, ranging from gay erotic novels to sword-and-sorcery fantasy with a generous 
array of science fiction, impressively current, in between. 
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corporeally-- in Milton’s 1641 Of Reformation, for example, in which the bishopric is 

figured as a “huge and monstrous wen” affixed ickily to the national body’s neck (822). 

Kantorowicz’s guide here is the Elizabethan legalist Edmund Plowden, who in 1571 

established legal precedent for the notion of the king’s actually existing body as at once 

the contingent body of a mortal and the timeless body, “utterly void of infancy and old 

age,” of the body politic (Kantorowicz, 7).  

What, exactly, this second body-- the political, corporate, and sacral one, that is-- 

is founded on, what makes it up, is the question which concerns Kantorowicz for much of 

his book’s bulk, and which similarly vexed Plowden, who floats several not quite 

compatible models. Without intending to sidestep or hand-wave Kantorowicz’s 

scholarship, which is quite clear that the historical shift towards imagining kingship in 

such a way is a shift towards theology, the metaphysics and the mechanics involved are 

essentially mysterious in the classical sense. Is it a condensation of a national population, 

of which the king can be said to perform as embodied representative-- an ominous 

forerumbling of the fascist Volk--? or is this second body instead a sort of politico-

theological pentecost, a transcendent substance descending as the vouchsafe of the king’s 

fiat as divine? In other words, does the authority which underwrites the king’s claims to 

this second sovereign sort of body-- the claims which in essence render the king 

superhuman, metaphysically-- proceed from below or from above?  

Spicer, following in a sense in Emerson’s suggestion that the Poet functions as a 

kind of sovereign of naming and describing, if not a “king” in Emerson’s political 

universe than at least a rugged and wayward aristocrat, superimposes Kantorowicz’s 

questions about the theology of kinghood onto the Romantic and/or Transcendentalist 



221 

  

 

myth of the lyric poet that he’d inherited. In a particularly pointed formulation in his final 

1965 lecture, given his own long grappling with self-image and unresolved anxiety over 

his sexuality, Spicer sought to distinguish as sharply as possible the poet’s two bodies. 

That first body which grasps the pen but which is given to writing out of selfish concern 

for self-regard, petty jealousies and grudges, alcoholic binges, and so on, versus the 

poet’s second body, framed in some cases as quasi-divine, which, like the king’s body 

politic, constitutes and binds any number of communal arrangements and which can 

meaningfully treat the “political” in a way that the vain and venial poet can (or should) 

not, a model of the poet consonant with that described by Lizzie Doten and Achsa 

Sprague.68 In the lecture, somewhat flustered by an uncooperative audience, he explicitly 

severs the poet from the Poet: “Let’s get [this] straight. I divided three classes of things. 

One was the poet, one was the individual who was writing the poems, and the third was 

society” (House, 157). As we’ve seen above, Spicer’s entire poetics is predicated on 

imagining the production of the poetic text as a joint operation involving the poet as a 

participant but, in the case of “good” poetry in his estimation, not a “boss.” In this lecture 

he’s even more straightforward beneath the ambiguity of his diction: the poem (“the 

                                                
68 Spicer was extraordinarily dismissive of the “political poem” as it came to be understood in the 50s and 
60s as a real intervention into praxis. The last poem in his last published collection, 1965’s Book of 

Magazine Verse is characteristic in its blend of bitterness and despair, targeting Allen Ginsberg for his 
strident activism, glossed in the poem as self-aggrandizing and naive, while empasizing with political 
poetry’s frustration and anger: 
 They’ve (the leaders of our country) have become involved in a  
  network of lies. 
 We (the poets) have also become in network of lies by opposing  
  them [sic] (My Vocabulary, 425) 
In his Berkeley lecture of July 1965 he similarly takes a shot at Ginsberg for mixing up love with politics, 
advocating that instead of writing political poetry, poets should “write a letter to his congressman or 
something like that” (House, 158). In the same lecture, he also shrugs off the audience’s objections in the 
name of Shelley’s unacknowledged legislators, asking “of all the poets in all the world, what poet has 
pulled the strings?” (House, 156) and suggesting that Plato was right in advising that all poets be booted 
from society.  
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poet”) can say things, the poet (“the individual [...] writing the poems”) cannot. This 

distinction between the poet as the abstract body which generates poetic motive and the 

“individual [...] writing the poems,” who merely sets them on paper, is a sharp and 

somewhat tragic mediumistic distinction, the marker of a gulf which makes personal 

satisfaction or clarity through the composition of lyric poetry appear impossible. 

Even if, as he often insists, the guiding intelligence directing the poem’s 

formation is itself misguided, stupid, or malign, it may lay claim, through its utilization of 

the individual, to an executive authority, a chance to kindle that strange phenomenon of 

the authentic poet, that the merely human hand, blustering to squeeze a political diatribe 

or romantic mope into verse, must by necessity fall short of. If the human body is 

required to shuttle the substance of the poem into material existence (and the ensuing 

networks of publication, circulation, and coterie that Spicer never fails to ground in 

historical and material specificity) human subjectivity is denied any claims to agency in 

this process of production. Thus where Emerson’s authentically investitured Poet is given 

to instrumentalizing nature, the material things of the world, in pursuit of a hermeneutic 

art of naming and describing, Spicer’s Poet is instead used as an object of the Outside, 

through which the material world-- the “furniture” with which the poet interacts and 

apprehends-- is mediated. While the Outside is quite often associated with the stygian 

imagery of the Orphic myth (following Cocteau), just as crucial is Dante’s Purgatorio, in 

which Spicer finds a mechanism of inspiration which does not arrange itself vertically, 

but horizontally or amorally. Purgatory is not about the evil being dragged downwards or 

the good being uplifted, but about, Spicer claims, “history”-- arbitrary, material, and 

intractably part of the black-box of the individual poet without necessarily being of their 
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creation (House, 30). Here the metaphor of the host and parasite-- which Spicer deploys 

in his first lecture as an “invading” figure (9)-- becomes salient once more, as, like the 

Martian (theoretically), the relationship between host and parasite, while tacitly 

undesirable, is difficult to read as a matter of moral order. When an organism falls prey to 

a parasite, this is neither a moral failure of the organism nor a condemnation of the 

parasite, but merely a demonstration of a ruthless state of natural affairs. Spicer’s Hell is, 

after all, nominally closer to the Grecian Hades than the Christian Hell, and the elements 

of torment and ordeal he assigns to the poetic labor have more in common with gravity’s 

influence on a person falling out a window-- an image he evokes in the lectures to 

describe the rhetorical power of wordplay and punning-- than the hangman’s influence on 

the condemned criminal. The mediumistic visitations of dictation-- the alien and 

corrosive impact of the Spicerian lyric-- may be sinister or harmful, but, in re-arranging 

the spatial geometry of influence, Spicer obviates the hierarchical presumptions common 

to previous models from Swedenborg to Yeats to Duncan and offers a lyric condition 

totally distinct from the moral and ethical condition of the poet. 

It is because of this need for metaphors divorced from the moral, I believe, that 

Spicer is so drawn to the figure of the extraterrestrial, extracting from the generally 

morally oriented rhetoric of historical mediumistic discourses the increasingly prevalent 

subcurrent of an unknowable and radically alien variety of source far from the pious 

Summerlanders of the Spiritualist imagination and broadly assigned to other planets or 

elsewhere in outer space. Once again, this figure unsettles the hierarchy conjured by 

morally-centered models of inspiration-- both heaven and hell (and the Spiritualist 

spheres which in many cases hew closely to the form if not the nomenclature of 
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conventional Protestant metaphysics) resolve themselves into a sliding scale of human 

resemblance: the inhabitants of heaven are aspirational, and are popularly depicted as 

purer, better versions of the human form. Similarly, the inhabitants of hell are shown as 

wretched and debased, and if there is a stronger throughline of truly monstrous and 

inhuman representations of hell (Hieronymus Bosch, for example) Dante and a 

millennium of defanged clichés have cemented the image of fiery pits stocked with 

slump-shouldered, screaming, but recognizably human sinners. This is not necessarily to 

fault heaven and hell for their anthropomorphism-- if Mark Twain had a point in ribbing 

the heaven of Elizabeth Stuarts Phelps’ The Gates Ajar as “a mean little ten cent heaven 

about the size of Rhode Island” (Autobiography vol. 2, 194), numerous others had equally 

valid feelings of consolation in imagining or staging contact with recognizable heavenly 

counterparts to deceased loved ones, and as Max Cavitch argues in American Elegy a 

sense of continuity between life and afterlife was a crucial component of the process of 

lyric mourning in 19th century America. But the extraterrestrial is doing something 

different, even if, in the sweep of its historical development, it emerges from similar 

locations and addresses similar cultural needs, veering into the direction of discontinuities 

only after having traveled along more conventional currents. 

I want to briefly leave Spicer stranded on earth in order to take a quick detour into 

what kind of rhetorical position the figure of the otherworldly alien played within post-

Renaissance Western esotericism and mysticism. The history of the extraterrestrial in 

mediumistic and visionary literature stretches surprisingly far back-- Swedenborg himself 

wrote of his communications with the human, angelic, and spiritual inhabitants of other 

“earths” within the solar system in 1758’s The Earths in the Universe, and Helene Smith, 
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a major French medium of the late 19th century and a sort of cult role-model to the 

Surrealists, wrote in a constructed Martian language and had her interplanetary journeys 

chronicled in psychologist Theodore Flournoy’s 1900 From India to the Planet Mars. 

The 19th century French writer of popular science, Louis Figuier, wrote a sizeable tome, 

The To-Morrow of Death, which combines his characteristically precise astronomical and 

geological observations with esoteric syllogisms arguing that the intelligent beings of all 

planets, upon death, ascend to the same aetheric sea and mingle there before 

reincarnating, tending, at the end of numerous cycles of gradual perfection, towards 

eternal bliss at the heart of the sun (148). The Lancashire medium G. Vale Owens’ 1921 

Life Beyond the Veil similarly describes Mars as a sort of twin to Earth, spiritually linked 

and progressing in a slightly more advanced and rosy direction towards material and 

spiritual enlightenment, noting the “kinship between the people of Earth and Mars” 

facilitated by “thought-waves” reflexively bounced back and forth by way of innate 

affinity (135). Perhaps most influentially, the English novelist Maria Correli’s 1886 A 

Journey of Two Worlds, which found a robust and persistent New Age audience 

throughout the 20th century, describes a series of trance journeys that include journeys to 

other planets, in which Earth is singled-out as a spiritual backwater, “the only spot in the 

universe in which His existence is actually questioned and doubted” (244). Similar ideas 

were acknowledged, if not quite endorsed, by Arthur Conan Doyle in his 1919 

Spiritualist manifesto, The New Revelation (25). 

Among American Spiritualists, too, there was a sub-genre of narratives involving 

journeys to other planets.69 An account anonymously published in San Francisco in 1888 

                                                
69 Concentrated simultaneously with a craze for Martian fiction at the turn of the 20th century (incited 
perhaps by Percival Lowell’s trilogy of books claiming that regular markings on the surface of the planet 
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describes a spirit journey to a Utopian pastoral Mars (Mars Revealed, or, Seven Days in 

the Spirit World), and the feminist, esotericist New Thought-adjacent publisher Eleanor 

Kirk wrote an enigmatic quasi-allegory, The Christ of the Red Planet, in 1901 that 

describes her religious awakening under the tutelage of a melancholy Martian Red God 

who charges her with evangelizing his message to Earthlings (84). In some instances the 

reliance on either mediumistic communications from extraterrestrial spirits or spiritual 

travel to other planets seems like a narrative shorthand, an easy means to get the narrator 

out into space in lieu of the absent figure of the space-ship-- such is it in Rev. W.S. 

Harris’ marvelously weird 1905 Life in a Thousand Worlds, in which his “journey of the 

soul” is apologetically offered as “surely flesh and bone could not have traveled such 

amazing distances,” (25) from Earth, throughout the solar systems, onto invented planets 

and culminating in Heaven (“if it is a mystery to you, it is also a mystery to me,” he 

concedes a bit later on his method of travel (28)). In the 1901 autobiography of the 

prolific Detroit spirit Clytina, Two Thousand Years in Celestial Life, the titular spirit, 

after her death in the first century CE, graduates from a fairly standard tour of the 

afterlife guided by Plato and other earthly personages to a set of mentors from Mars and 

Jupiter, spirits more advanced than their earthly counterparts (96). Thomas Lake Harris, 

who evolved from Spiritualism to his own idiosyncratic and syncretic system of religious 

thought, describes in a number of books (primarily in his long poem of 1867, The Great 

Republic: A Poem of the Sun) a theory in which a more rarified spiritual life, “undegraded 

                                                

indicated clear signs of intelligent civilization), the relationship between tropes of interstellar, especially 
Martian travel and mediumistic practice was reciprocal. The 20th century is dense with depictions of 
Martians partaking in recognizably psychic or mediumistic modes of communication, many of them noted 
in Robert Crossley’s 2011 study Imagining Mars, including C.S. Lewis’ Martian telepaths, Robert 
Heinlein’s trance mediums, and the buff green DC superhero Martian Manhunter, who, aside from 
telepathy, boasts the ability to astrally project, dowse, and even communicate through other mediums.  
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and unperverted” in the words of W.P. Swainson’s early 20th century digest of his 

thought, is enjoyed on planets which did not fall to sin (including the uh, sun) (Swainson, 

19). 

As mentioned above, the first spate of texts to come out of the mid-century 

“saucer flap” alleging direct physical, mental, or Spiritual contact with extraterrestrial life 

drew heavily from the muddied tide pool of American occultism and esotericism as it 

stood. In sociologist Brenda Denzler’s The Lure of the Edge, contactees explicitly 

embraced practices inherited from earlier movements, with the “channeling” of remote 

alien intelligences experienced by the likes of George King and George van Tassell 

functioning almost identically to Spiritualist and occult states of altered consciousness 

(45). Adamski and Angelucci each wrote, respectively, much like Theosophic and 

Christian mystics of the preceding decades, with the aliens’ tether to the ostensibly 

empirical phenomenon of flying saucers acting largely as window dressing. Their aliens 

speak, act, and educate extraordinarily similarly to the angels and spirits of previous 

movements. The texts described earlier in this section (excluding W.S. Harris’ at least 

partially satirical and physically outlandish aliens) largely follow the same pattern, 

treating the symbolic register of the alien planet as an extension or transformation of the 

conventional figure of heaven-- a space marked doubly by its seemingly intractable 

distance and its population of beings like ourselves but better, a space imagined off of the 

margins of the geographic map to function as a present but unattainable locus of 

aspiration. The “contactee” movement, as Adamski and his like were dubbed, drifted out 

of vogue and exerted a gradually less powerful force on the popular conception of the 
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UFO.70 As Denzler notes, contactees, with their florid and dreamy claims, were an 

embarrassment to the faction of ufologists more interested in treating the phenomenon as 

a serious, concrete matter meriting empirical study (44). 

But where contactees like Adamski described benign contact with loving “space 

brothers,” ufology’s enduring cultural footprint was shaped by a competing strand of 

thought predicated on paranoia, aporia, and deception. As Denzler notes, the fundamental 

fissure in the mid-century world of UFO aficionados was affective-- contactees reported 

feelings of peace and enlightenment emanating from their Venusian comrades, while the 

prevailing mood of abductees drifted inexorably towards an overwhelming dread, 

replacing the sense of recognition and validation implicit in the human-like space 

brothers with the anxiety of being confronted with a truly alien prone to coercing, 

capturing, and tormenting humans without offering any sort of rationale for their 

actions.71 When these narratives touched on mind-to-mind exchange between the human 

                                                
70

 One of the critical failures of the contactee movement in making inroads into the mainstream cultural 
consciousness recalled almost exactly one of the classic critiques of Spiritualism, namely, that for a 
movement seeking to establish itself as more empirically plausible than previous metaphysical movements, 
with claims to specific, material knowledge, they were short on specific, material knowledge and even 
shorter on specific, material, and accurate knowledge. Carl Sagan famously shrugged away the contactees 
by observing, in a somewhat snidely positivist but basically accurate fashion, that Venusian intelligences 
offering to answer any questions presented were quite willing to expound on moral or cosmological 
questions tended to be much more tight lipped when pressed about the scientific and engineering principles 
behind their miraculous spacecrafts (“The Burden of Skepticism”). 
71 One of the hallmarks of this “paranoid style” of ufology-- the sinister men in black-- are in fact 
distinguished by performing the semblance of humanity poorly. While tell-all UFO “exposes” of the 1950s 
such as Donald Keyhoe’s The Flying Saucers Are Real or Gray Barker’s 1956 They Knew Too Much About 

Flying Saucers featured vaguely sinister, opaque bureaucracies hell-bent on obstructing or obfuscating 
heroic UFO researchers, their ambiguities were still recognizably of human origin, rooted in misdirection 
or sowing confusion. It was in the 60s and 70s through the work of ufologists more attuned to psychedelic 
or, via Jacques Vallee, mythopoetic understandings of their field that an element of the uncanny-- the “Oz 
effect”-- crept in. The tonesetter here is John Keel, who took the latent paranoia in Barker and Albert 
Bender and tore it into febrile bloom in books such as 1975’s The Mothman Prophecies, capitalizing rather 
than flattening the anomalous and bizarre elements of ufo encounters without imposing the hermeneutics of 
consolation used by the earlier contactees. Under Keel’s pen, the “men in black” were not just men with 
bizarre and inscrutable agendas, but bizarre, inscrutable beings with the agenda of roughly approximating 
men, moving awkwardly at the eye of a hurricane of inexplicable and often surreal events, a performance of 
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and the Outside, it was similarly in a coercive frame, the extraterrestrials or human 

cronies not dictating inspired messages but mind-controlling, memory erasing, or 

nightmare inducing.  

Beginning with the case that kick started Raymond Palmer’s foray into the 

Fortean “weird fact”-- the “Shaver Mystery” which flitted so nimbly and 

opportunistically between fiction and memoir-- accounts of remote contact between 

humans and alien forces read less like the Spiritualist-inflected pieties of Adamski and 

more like the writings of Daniel Paul Schreber, James Tilly Matthews, and other first-

hand accounts of psychosis. Viktor Tausk, a one-time disciple of Freud, sought to 

categorize a particular network of motifs that he found repeated in schizophrenic patients, 

in which subjects’ minds and bodies were controlled or tormented by distant machines, 

with or without human operators. His 1919 essay, “On the Origin of the ‘Influencing 

Machine’ in Schizophrenia” links the increasing complexity and malignity of these 

imagined machines with the expanding capabilities and the growing visual vocabulary of 

industrial technology. That is, he frames the impersonality and sadism of these machines 

as an anxiety with a deep debt to modernity, and, though it goes unspoken, to capital’s re-

imagining of the body and the machine. Though it may go without saying, then, the 

mechanical devices imagined in these cases bear less of a relationship to really existing 

machines-- you’d be hard-pressed to recreate Matthews’ Air Loom-- than to the machine 

as an object in the cultural imaginary. “The schizophrenic influencing machine is a 

machine of mystical nature,” writes Tausk, and reflects the increasingly ominous and 

paranoid profile of the machine as such as an agent of control, surveillance, and 

                                                

the uncanny marked by appearing just adjacent to human verisimilitude, in a sort of torsion of the notion of 
the uncanny valley.  
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administration (186). Tausk draws attention to a broader symptom of schizophrenia, the 

loss of ego boundary, as a hallmark of these fantasies-- a kind of universal diffusion of 

thought, in which the subject believes their thoughts to be accessible by everyone, usually 

as a kind of violation. Under the influencing machine, this works in reverse as well, with 

operators demonstrating the ability to convey or transmit thoughts as well, in some cases 

hijacking the subject’s bodily autonomy, operating them like a puppet via what Tausk 

terms a “suggestion-apparatus” (ibid), rending the porousness of the subject’s agency 

open with a violence mirrored in the machines’ alleged ability to inflict physical wounds 

as well. 

Removed from the burden of shouldering an entire half century of paranoid 

narrative-- nested at the mutual core of half a dozen science fiction and horror subgenres-

- upon itself, the Shaver Mystery strikingly lines up with Tausk’s model. In 1932 Richard 

Sharpe Shaver, a Pittsburgh factory worker and artist, began to believe that a strange 

vibration in his workplace’s welding guns allowed him to pick up on the thoughts of his 

coworkers. In short order this telepathy reached beyond and beneath the factory, to 

horrific subterranean empires ruled by derroes, or “detrimental robots,” who transmitted 

their grisly, S&M-tinged torture sessions of imprisoned humans to the helpless Shaver. 

From there, Shaver’s mythology sprawls and winds in various directions, from a secret 

ur-language underlying all existing speech, to vast underground empires ruled by the 

exiles of an irradiated alien planet. In 1943 he struck up a correspondence with Palmer, 

who, with a significant degree of editorial embellishing and expanding, ran a 31,000 

word digest of Shaver’s story in the March, 1945 issue of Amazing Stories. Shaver, or the 

character of Shaver, boasted of being “what science chooses to very vaguely describe as 
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the racial memory receptacle of man (or should I say a being”), and used this mediumistic 

persona to both describe his harrowing experiences in the presence and the action-packed 

fantasy adventures of his past-self, the Lemurian Mutan Mion, whose struggles against 

the derroes sounded a note similar to Robert E. Howard’s Conan stories of the 1930s (“I 

Remember Lemuria!,” 12).  

While both Palmer and, to a lesser degree, Shaver spent decades vacillating and 

back-pedaling on the generic origins of the phenomenon that would become known as the 

Shaver Mystery-- who thought it was true, who thought it was fiction, who was lying to 

whom, who was acting in good faith, etc.--it’s fairly unambiguous that Shaver reached 

out to Palmer under the pretense of having a true and terrifying story to relate, but that 

the initial novella-length account that ran under the title “I Remember Lemuria!” was 

marketed and scaffolded as a work of fiction, jazzing up Shaver’s first-person accounts 

with tighter plotting, recognizable stock characters, and a suitably pulpy final act, 

including a sequel, “The Return of Sathanas,” that features a battle against a Satan nearly 

indistinguishable from the pulp villain Fu Manchu. Yet the next several years of Amazing 

Stories were overtaken by a peculiar dance between fact and fiction, between coy 

editorial evasions and feverish letters from readers claiming to affirm or elaborate upon 

Shaver’s tale. Palmer, for his part, encouraged the muddying of genre around the Shaver 

Mystery, teasing at awful truths lurking beneath the surface of the tale and curating a 

space for readers to speculate and share their beliefs and suspicions, while at the same 

time cultivating a carnival-barker distance to the entire affair. Yet the afterlife of the 

affair bears out a commitment to encouraging or entertaining the belief that Shaver’s 

story was based on at least a kernel of truth. A full-page advertisement for the 1948 
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paperback compilation of both stories is telling, offering promises geared more towards 

an audience of esotericists than of science-fiction buffs-- “Particularly recommended for 

students of the occult!”. “Are you interested in the almost forgotten history of the Earth?” 

the ad asks. “If you are, here is the wonder book of all time, concerning the great 

catastrophe which destroyed the civilization of 24,000 years ago!” Further on, the copy 

makes explicit the wager more coyly proffered by Palmer in the pages of Amazing 

Stories: “Whether [Shaver’s] ‘memories’ are true or not is up to you to judge,” a 

concession undermined several sentences later with the conclusion “The evidence of [the 

book’s] truth is self-contained for those who will read, and think!” 

Shaver’s legacy to the following decades of ufology was not merely its darker, 

delirious tone of paranoia and dread, but its leveraging of generic instability to bolster 

and amplify that paranoia. This is perhaps its key distinction from the earlier Charles 

Fort, who also saw in the unknown and unexplainable a trace of cosmic horror, writing of 

the earth as grazing ground for unfathomable appetites. Fort treated all of this with a 

certain puckish gallows humor, finding in the aporia between certainty and speculation a 

fertile ground for ludic experimentation, relishing the indeterminability that attended a 

rich surplus of data, too much of it juicy, rather than the yawning abyss of facts being 

eroded, undermined, or snatched away from comprehension. The archetypal aliens of the 

60s onward-- the sexually invasive, blank-faced, and eerily sterile figures of the Betsy 

and Barney Hill transcription and the Antonio Villas Boas abduction-- acted with the 

clear suggestion of an agenda, but without the Shaverian odor of moral determination. 

The aliens of these accounts and of the pop-culture pattern they helped fashion acted 

cruelly, even sadistically, but clinically-- as if the logic of their actions was simply lost on 
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their human prisoners. At the same time, believers in this phase of ufological culture 

increasingly elaborated on Barker, Bender, and Keyhoe’s distrust of official discourses 

downplaying or dismissing the flying saucer narrative. While these writers of the 50s 

almost universally believed that government research apparatuses like Project Blue Book 

were dishonest in their programs of broad debunking, and tended, especially on the 

Bender/Barker axis of a more committed UFO subculture, towards theories damning of 

government involvement with UFOs, the following generation was marked by an 

explosion of conspiracy theorizing and a dovetailing with broader burgeoning discourses 

of conspiracy. More sinister aliens demanded more sinister human actors, and, as Barkun 

describes, ufologists didn’t hesitate in drawing from anti-government sources from across 

the ideological spectrum, weaving the insidious descendants of anti-Semitic propaganda, 

often veiled as anti-Illuminati material, into stories about teleporting navy ships, air force 

hangars stuffed with alien carcasses, and grisly programs of human-alien hybridization, 

wending in and out of broader discourses of conspiracy flourishing in the 60s onwards. 

Yet these aliens go without name-- are marked by their mysteriousness, their 

allegiance to the uncanny unidentified of the UFO, and if Spicer’s extraterrestrial 

Outsiders eschew the gauzy pseudo-mysticism of contactee-era Venus, they also fall 

short of the straight-faced paranoia of the conspiracy theories that, in the decades 

following his death, would proliferate in the wake of Shaver and Palmer’s creation myth. 

The Martian, rather, signified in two directions-- the war-like terror of its Greek 

namesake (one of Christopher Logue’s versions of Homer, All Day Permanent Red, slyly 

combines an advertising slogan for makeup with the martial god’s violent aspect and the 

red soil of the planet) and, tellingly, the knowing wink of camp and artifice. For a media-
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savvy writer of the mid-century, Mars would have borne not only the baggage of decades 

of sincere speculation, but the baggage of becoming a short-hand for far-fetched, even 

silly speculation by the credulous. While perhaps the most infamous example of this 

conflation would be the at least partially apocryphal “hysteria” surrounding Orson 

Welles’ 1938 War of the Worlds broadcast, by mid-century Mars was largely the sign of 

the fictive and performative alien-- the television sitcom “My Favorite Martian,” which 

Spicer mentions offhandedly in the lectures (House, 34), depicts a zany but friendly alien, 

human-looking except for a pair of antennae, who exhibits harmless but obnoxious 

paranormal powers a la “Bewitched” or “I Dream of Genie.” Even media that depicted 

sinister Martian invaders struck a tongue-in-cheek tone amidst Cold War drum-beating-- 

the camp classic 1962 line of ultra-violent Wally Wood “Mars Attacks” trading cards 

depicted skull-like aliens with enormous exposed brain vaporizing, mangling, and 

otherwise subjugating the human race in a grisly but playfully Grand Guignol fashion. 

The science fiction and horror novelist Fredric Brown, four of whose books were found 

in Spicer’s modest library after his death (Killian), wrote in his 1955 Martians, Go Home 

of a Martian colonization of Earth spearheaded by foul-mouthed, pushy green 

houseguests with a penchant for disruptive pranks and ESP. Even Marvin the Martian, 

animator Chuck Jones’ blank-faced Merrie Melodies antagonist, first appearing in 1948, 

blends an innocuous, doe-eyed appearance with the fearsome martial angles of the 

hoplite’s helmet, and wields what would, in a different sort of narrative, be terrifyingly 

potent planet-destroying technology in the guise of cartoon sticks of dynamite.  

The Martian as such, distinct from the extraterrestrial abstractly, or other 

specified forms of the alien, always arrived, by the mid-60s, with a somewhat ironized 
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aura, a whiff of the B-movie, inviting the human subject to be frightened and alarmed but 

in a knowing, worldly way. Formally, in most of these instances, the Martian is an 

invasive species, a predatory and often imperialist force, that nevertheless veils itself, in 

these pop instances, in the topoi of the familiar, even the domestic, and it is from this 

space of incongruous familiarity that they stage their campaigns. Brown is the most 

provocative in this, depicting a guerilla war in which Earth is undone by the Martians’ 

ability to unveil earthlings’ existing pretensions and insecurities with their mental 

powers, dissolving the authority of the nuclear household one-by-one by showing up the 

post-war dream of a cleaner, nobler future as predicated on mortal vanity and the 

indignities of the flesh, by, for example, bursting in on couples mid-coitus to heckle and 

laugh. If the Martian was a way of defanging and lending a homey distance to the figure 

of the alien in one sense, it was also a subtly disturbing way of allowing the alien into the 

home, permitting, by acts of ludic juxtaposition, the alien to announce itself as immanent 

within the human subject it mediated. This intimacy would be unthinkable-- or the object 

of more visceral terror-- in the Fortean mode of the “alien,” and would be treated as full-

throatedly and unironically messianic in the case of the New Age Venusians. Only the 

Martian, as a culturally ubiquitous archetype, could unsettle in precisely such a way, at 

once affirming and destabilizing the affective sites of post-war desire and worry 

metonymically centered around the home, the state, and the home-planet. Mars was 

“safe” because it was known-- defanged by a half century of pulp villainy grown familiar, 

even cozy, but this very safeness only partially concealed an occasional flash of repressed 

unease. 
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Peter Gizzi argues along similar lines in his comprehensive afterword to Spicer’s 

lectures, in which he attempts to provide an overview of most of Spicer’s progressive 

master metaphors-- the Martian, he explains, was a trope singularly well-suited to the 

evolving network of anxieties attending the Cold War, and the particular valences of the 

Martian and the alien more broadly, as they played out in the popular imagination. In a 

mid-century milieu preoccupied with fifth columnists, collapsing the distance between 

Sputnik and beatniks, aliens (and here Gizzi cites, prominently, It Came From Mars and 

Invaders From Mars) were at their most threatening when they resembled not the 

physiognomic alien with its bulging head and blank eyes, but when they could shapeshift 

and infiltrate the very heart of American domestic life in its most familiar vestiges 

(House, 190). Even more insidiously, Gizzi suggests, these aliens could arrive (in a neat 

inversion of Wells and Welles) as a “parasitical plague,” invisible to the eye and making 

their beachhead the site of the host’s own body. In these readings, the Martian and other 

aliens could be defeated not merely with physical force, but by being “smoke[d] out,” or 

rebuffed with the technocratic intervention of literal or figurative antibiotics (190). These 

narratives, as Gizzi reads them, offered a restaging of the logic of McCarthyism, in which 

perceived threats to the fabric of society were forcibly thrust into exposure. At the same 

time, they co-existed, in uneasy proximity, with media in which the alien was benign, 

saintly, the Martian a peculiar but harmless mirror of humanity’s gentle foibles, or a 

tragic cautionary tale demonstrating the disastrous bellicosity of Cold War military 

brinkmanship. “Hence,” writes Gizzi, “the audience was left with a complex combination 

of moral messages: paranoia is justified but often misdirected; the equation of beauty and 

goodness is naive, but we pursue it; America is wrong-headed and trigger happy but does 
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after all have a manifest destiny to control the planet [...]; and we are willing to learn at 

anyone’s expenses but our own” (191). As “a gay anarchist poet son of a Wobbly,” in 

Gizzi’s succinct phrase, Spicer naturally was drawn towards the Martian’s party-- 

embracing the myth of the Martian “as a kind of armor,” relishing the McCarthyist image 

of the queer, leftist Bohemian working covertly and sinisterly beneath the national 

waking mind. If he moved, performatively, in secrecy and obscurity, and encouraged 

such moves on the parts of his coterie-- as evident in the delightfully gothy parody of him 

in Helen Adam’s 1957 play “Initiation to the Magic Workshop,” composed in Spicer’s 

infamous writing class of the same name, in which the fictional Spicer asks a naive 

applicant to the workshop if she can “call up a spirit, and kill a change/ Create a universe 

tame or wild,/ Blaspheme, and flourish through a ritual feast,/ Or change your shape to a 

flesh eating beast?” (Adam, 243)-- it was in pursuit of a kind of practice of the Martian, a 

kind of slippery and supple thinking and writing against the most entrenched edifices of 

poetry and politics.72  

Thus the figure of the alien or the Martian as it has coalesced by 1965 is 

multivalent and ambiguous, straddling not only different ways of thinking about genre, 

but different genres, from the New Age mysticism of the contactees to the paranoid 

myth-building of Area 51 conspiracy theorists. Despite Spicer’s attempts to downplay his 

                                                
72 Prior to and upon the release of the much-expanded “complete” poems, My Vocabulary Did This To Me, 

in 2009, much writing on Spicer played on this frustrating, near-mythic material elusiveness, as even the 
elegant but fragmented Blaser-edited Collected Books flitted in and out of print and accessibility since its 
1975 publication, itself transforming into a semi-legendary “holy grail” for readers who’d read more about 

Spicer than they’d been able to read Spicer. M.D. Snediker’s review of My Vocabulary, “Prodigal Son 
(Midway Along the Path)” aptly sums up the mystique that Spicer’s poetry held during this period, pointing 
to the tarot card, the Four of Cups, that illustrated The Collected Books’ cover, as emblematic of the tension 
of refusal, withdrawal, and desire set up between Spicer’s texts and his readers. Was Spicer, Snediker asks, 
the heavenly hand reaching the chalice out into the world, or the pensive, sullen-looking youth refusing to 
take it? In either case, he remained, like his poems, liminal, difficult to grasp, and all the more valuable for 
it. (Snediker, 489). 
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choice of metaphor as incidental or arbitrary I propose that it’s the very element of 

arbitrariness that leads Spicer to favor it as a way of thinking through dictation’s 

modeling of mediumship, as something which at once descends from outside and finds its 

shape and form from the unheimlich scavenged materials of its host, which can 

overpower with terrifying efficacy but retains a bathetic air of camp provisionality, which 

is both authentically alien and, crucially, outsizedly artificial, performative, and fictive. 

In other words, the Martian as a metaphor wore its metaphorical nature on its sleeve, 

emphasizing the host/parasite nature of the invasion narrative’s valences of domestic 

intimacy-- an invasion incubated at the site of authorship itself. Kantorowicz, in outlining 

the parasitic mantle of kingship, already opens up a space for the doubled body of the 

sovereign as one of indeterminacy, something rather more ominous than the mere poetic 

bifurcation of powers: referring to certain third century Roman coins stamped with the 

legend “GENIUS POPULI ROMANI,” he writes that “the emperor may be safely 

conceived as an ‘instrument’ of something that was not identical with him and not an 

immanent component of his own self” (504), a more ambivalent and disturbingly open 

conception than some of the other models discussed in his book, in which the king is 

glossed as more of an apparatus or extension of kingship, the visible icon of a larger, 

invisible whole, or, like the mythical Phoenix which, begetting itself, stood at all times 

for both itself and for its class, was always “a singular [...] and likewise an appellative” 

(388). That is, the relationship between the “two bodies” in question is not, in this 

instance, one of synecdoche but one of colonization, with the troubling hint, smuggled in 

at the end of the book, that the former is always tainted by the trace of the latter.  
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The poet of dictation, like the genius popoli Romani, or the abductee who can 

neither identify what took them nor understand why, is marked by the radical gulf 

between itself and that which takes up residency within it, but is singled out and 

transformed by that residency, becoming an uneasy third term between the self as such 

and the unfathomable Outside, a sort of sacralized stranger to itself. The “Martian” 

resides not only in itself but in the marked body of the human subject-- either mentally 

and spiritually electrified as in the contactee visionaries, or probed, tagged, and implanted 

as in the instrumentalized body of the abductee. Hence Spicer’s frequently reiterated 

metaphor of the Outside altering or ransacking the mental “furniture” of the poet’s brain, 

a violent image in which the domestic enclosure of subjectivity is disturbed by a force 

that “knows better.” An early poem, “Song for the Great Mother,” introduces the titular 

figure, “Mrs. Doom,” as she “Begins to take the furniture apart,” each object “as beautiful 

and angry as they were” leaving the sleeping “we” of the poem perturbed and altered 

although the raw components of their scene and the “middle distance of another room” in 

which Mrs. Doom rampages remain individually unchanged. Everything and nothing is 

altered-- a great violence one can sleep through (My Vocabulary, 57).73 

The Martian then is a way of navigating one’s way around “the big lie of the 

personal,” as Spicer describes it in After Lorca (My Vocabulary, 151), that is, of the 

dream of lyric agency, without succumbing to the lure of the “fix,” the habitus of literary 

society that he condemns in Golem as part and parcel with “the complete and 

contemptible whoredom of capitalist society” (361). If it offers in one moment the 

                                                
73 The Great Mother recurs again in one of Spicer’s later books, 1962’s apocalyptic Golem, which goes 
further than any of his other long poems in endeavoring to tear everything down around it’s own ears-- an 
appropriate place for Mrs. Doom to crop back up. 
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terrifying possibility of total erasure, the subsumption of the poetic ego within an 

unknowable Other, it also gives the poet alienated and horrified by the world in which 

he’s found a useful alterity to be submerged within. If the lectures are dominated by the 

figure of the Martian as something straddling the line between farcical and awful, the 

Martian as a generative escapist fantasy emerges in glimpses through Spicer’s poetry and 

correspondence.  

Peter Gizzi describes a “streak of abjection” in Spicer’s poetry, in which 

“dissatisfaction with his own body [...] flips over into ugly projection” (My Vocab, xix), 

even at times a nasty streak of self-lacerating homophobia, and the Martian is a way of 

registering this simultaneous desire to retreat from the shackles of unsatisfied 

embodiment while refusing to look away from the obligations of being material, the 

shock and horror of existing inside of history whether one likes it or not-- a way of 

speaking from a partial remove from a humanity Spicer came to conceive of as rooted 

irrevocably in a politics hostile to him. An unfinished short story describes a narrator’s 

reaction to a gathering of gay men: “Somebody tells me that these people are human. 

That’s silly. They are not human they are homosexual. Jews are not human either, nor 

Negroes, nor cripples. No one is human that doesn’t feel human. None of us here feel 

human” (Jack Spicer papers, 2004/209). To be inhuman-- or to fall backwards into the 

inhuman’s instrumentalization-- is therefore a subversive or liberatory motion for Spicer, 

a rejection of interpellation into a heteronormative, racist, or ableist taxonomy. This is 

how the Martian-- or Martian speech-- functions in this early period, as in, for example, a 

1955 letter to Allen Joyce during his brief, unhappy stint in New York City: “Like most 

primitive cultures, New York has no feeling for nonsense. [...] No one speaks Martian, no 
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one insults people arbitrarily, there is, to put it simply and leave it, no violence of the 

mind, of the heart, no one screams in the elevator” (My Vocabulary, xvi). A year later, 

working at the Rare Book Room of the Boston Public Library (beneath, one imagines, the 

shadow of Edwin Austin Abbey’s evasive but luminous Holy Grail murals), Spicer would 

write the sly prose sequence and proto-serial poem “The Unvert Manifesto and Other 

Papers Found in the Rare Book Room of the Boston Public Library in the Handwriting of 

Oliver Charming, by S.”. The Martian is here too an absurd signifier of unexpected and 

unexpectable recognition, a sort of queer potlatch in which like approaches like under the 

auspice of mutual unintelligibility, one of the symptoms of the screwball “unvert” of the 

poem’s title. 

 Throughout “The Unvert Manifesto,” the ambivalent feelings Spicer harbored 

towards his own sexuality and the gay community in general manifest through a mingled 

delight in the excesses of a life conducted outside of the margins of heteronormative 

legibility and a slapstick self-loathing that, as in the short story described above, recoils 

from the alterity it at other moments relishes. If the notion of the “sexual invert” posed 

queerness as the uncanny mirror image of heterosexuality, Spicer’s “unvert” opts for and 

agitates impatiently for extremes of sexual and cultural illegibility, a mirror in which the 

straight self would see not the semblance of itself but a negation. Knowing, perhaps, that 

many pulp presses traded equally in sci-fi schlock and hacky erotica, even, dangerously, 

queer erotica, he complains that “it is remarkable how even science fiction has developed 

no new attitudes towards sex. The vacant interstellar spaces are filled with exactly the 

same bedrooms the rocketships left behind. It is only the unvert who dares to speak 

Martian in bed” (My Vocabulary, 77). Shortly thereafter, describing an acquaintance and 
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potential lover, S.’s, “embarrassed and overintellectual” hand-wringing about the stale 

and second-hand aridity of the gay community’s “vestige of a separate culture heritage 

[....] borrowed from our upper-middle-class mothers”, Spicer’s narrator Oliver Charming 

dryly concludes that “the trouble with S. is that he doesn’t understand Martian” (79). That 

is, he doesn’t grasp the possibilities of a queer step into the Martian, out of the 

“furniture”-beholden contingencies of linear influence, hierarchy, continuity, and cultural 

reproduction and towards a linear practice of spontaneous and asynchronous cultural 

production unmoored from the fixed point of the individual ego and its voyeur-inviting 

monologues.  

The Martian in “The Unvert Manifesto” blends in and out of Spicer’s own 

neologism, Mertz, a kind of fructile cousin to nonsense (“the greatest cosmic force in the 

universe”) and dada, suggesting the specter of Helene Smith hovering behind Breton and 

Tzara,74 an unstable and joyfully arbitrary counterpoint to the poem’s oppressively sexy 

and overdetermined angels and legal figures (“All the universe is laughing at you” he 

advises early in the piece (74)). Martian cannot be learned, and cannot, even between two 

fluent speakers, necessarily be understood. From his first Vancouver lecture, he responds 

to a comment by George Bowering regarding Pentecostal tongue speaking (pushing back 

on Spicer’s assertion the “visitor is limited by the tongue of the host”) with an anecdote 

about his own first-hand experience with the social limits of Martian linguistics: 

Yeah, I’d have more respect for that except that a few years ago at North 
Beach John Ryan and I decided to start talking in Martian to bug the 
tourists. And after a while we could actually converse in Martian, just to 
bug the tourists, with no recognizable linguistic things or anything else. 

                                                
74 Le Jeu de Marseille, a revised deck of playing cards designed by Breton and other Surrealist artists, 
evading nazis in 1941, replaces the face card with a host of Surrealist patron saints such as Hegel, Freud, 
Paracelsis, and Lewis Carroll’s Alice. Helene Smith, appropriately, shows up sketched by Victor Brauner 
as the Siren of Connaissance.  
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But right now I could speak in tongues and it wouldn’t be anything but 
some kind of switch that you can pull. It’s perfectly possible for me to 
fake an unknown language. So I don’t know. On the other hand, the 
experience of Tzara and others may mean that there’s some way there. I 
just don’t really believe in it too much because-- hyem beggedy skreet um 

ik schudt merdit tek umpolsya. Ishne betronya temp? Gah. Kushnee pad 

ta. (12) 
 

Martian is defined, for Spicer, by everything that exists apart from it-- if he can’t pin 

down who does speak Martian, as it flits in and out of his nebulous mid-50s conception 

of queer identity and coterie, he at least invites his readers to agree that Martian is not 

spoken by the straight, the dull, the bourgeoisie, those whose senses of selfhood and 

subjectivity remain enmeshed, comfortably or not, in a stable grammar of position and 

role-- whose lyric compasses remain calibrated to a true north and feel no tug from the 

vast, eroding personal aporia of Spicer’s understanding of mediumship. It’s this 

generative gamble of the potentially negating unknown versus the definitely stifling 

known that sustains Spicer’s commitment to poetry, the possibility that by vacating given 

patterns of selfhood (and here, characteristically, he treats modish countercultural scenes 

like the Beats as only half-a-step more palatable than the “square” world) the writing 

body might be given over not merely to an Other self but to new modes of thinking and 

performing the “lyric” as other than a vehicle for communicating some snapshot of a state 

generally understood as isometric with some self.  

If, as S. argues to Spicer’s narrator, queer culture is fatally undermined by its 

failure to carve out an archive independent of the materials it grew out and away from, 

Spicer’s Martian-speaking Oliver Charming implies that this is forgivable. If S. implicitly 

argues for a culture of authentic selfhood, of expression independent from archive, the 

Martian argues that selfhood itself is received, borrowed, or dictated. While at first blush 
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the Martian of the “Unvert Manifesto” and the Martians of the lectures, positioned at 

opposite ends of Spicer’s body of work, read as contradictory, I propose that the ever-

genre-savvy Spicer wrote in full view of the Martian’s complex cultural genealogy. The 

UFO, no matter what came out of it, was always-already inaugurated as Unidentified, 

outside of the realm of identification, and thus emblematic of the element of hazard at 

play in any act of mediumship, or, Spicer might argue, in any act of language. As he 

cautions, or urges, in the opening of the manifesto, “the unvert chooses to have no place 

to turn”-- even inward (74). 
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CONCLUSION  

THERE IS NO DEATH 

 

i. “If You Did Not Wave Was It Because You Thought It Was Stupid to Wave to a Dead 

Poet, or Maybe You Are Just Shy?” 

Judith Butler’s 2020 book The Force of Nonviolence was published in the midst 

of a world which felt almost unbearably saturated with the trauma of violence and loss. 

Like the world in which the Spiritualists offered solace to grieving survivors and in which 

H.D. and Spicer navigated, respectively, the trauma of World War II and the oppressively 

homophobic and reactionary cultural politics of the post-war United States, almost 

unbearably saturated with death, all affect aside from grief and panic felt acutely 

foreclosed. How, she asks, are we to imagine an alternative to the “force field of violence 

itself,” (7) to enact or invent methods of opposing or evading repressive violence without 

recreating that same violence? Butler’s book was immediately controversial, its languid 

consideration of alternatives to violence taken as gauche or ludicrously privileged. What 

space was there in 2021 for an argument against the application of counter-force against 

force? How could bodies be expected to abide in an unthinkable space outside of the 

immediate sphere of survival? 

Yet in the context of my thinking about spirits, about the dead, about grief, about 

lyric self-hood, and about the capacity of absence to be generatively filled in, Butler’s 

argument seemed to strike a chord. In particular, I found myself coming back to-- 

haunted by-- her essential argument that “nonviolence” as such doesn’t constitute 

passivity, but a forthright or even aggressive assertion of existence, life, or presence 



246 

  

 

where existence, life, or presence is otherwise threatened, damaged, or negated by 

violence. In the introduction to the book, she writes: 

Nonviolence is less a failure of action than a physical assertion of the 
claims of life, a living assertion, a claim that is made by speech, gesture, 
and action, through networks, encampments, and assemblies; all of these 
seek to recast the living as worthy of value, as potentially grievable, 
precisely under conditions in which they are either erased from view or 
cast into irreversible forms of precarity. When the precarious expose their 
living status to those powers that threaten their very lives, they engage a 
form of persistence that holds the potential to defeat one of the guiding 
aims of violent power-- namely, to cast those on the margins as 
dispensable, to push them beyond the margins into the zone of non-being, 
to use Fanon’s phrase. (23-24) 

 
While Butler here is referring to real bodies existing in real situations of precarity-- the 

reference to Fanon is appropriate to a section which orbits around the Black Lives Matter 

movement, and she also highlights the ways in which trans bodies are labelled as de facto 

“violent” by anti-trans rhetoric-- I was unable to shake this passage’s figurative proximity 

to the language of death and, more urgently, undeath. “Grievability,” “non-being,” and 

“dispensability” are each terms that have a rich history in Butler’s work, grief and 

grievability (and mourning) in particular being central to several of her 21st century texts, 

and in the context of analyzing the structure of nonviolent resistance to violence it’s self-

explanatory why such language of the body’s impermanence and tenuousness would 

emerge so strongly so early. Verbs like “erase” and “cast into” suggest a non-recuperable 

exile from the categories of social existence-- being killed, literally or socially or 

politically, she suggests, is an irreversible one-time action, but being written or writing 

oneself into life requires constant action and depends on the collaboration and affirmation 

of others. In 2020 this struggle felt especially pointed-- that the work of resisting despair, 

of responding creatively and constructively to the “force field” of violence imposed by 
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the world, was a work, one that brooked, for better or worse, very little rest or respite, and 

which made the omnipresent proximity of death and collapse feel both ominous and, in 

underlying its very nearness and unwaverability, intimate. Butler’s text establishes itself 

then, without quite saying so, as stationed on one side of an unspoken border, thinking 

through how living bodies can avoid being forced, either physically or linguistically or 

politically, over the line from being and life into non-being and death, by drawing 

attention to and reinforcing their innate fiat to assert their being alive, their positive 

presence in the face of non-presence.  

 A line, I think, could be drawn from here to the motifs of “social death” and 

“queer necropolitics” that recur throughout the canon of queer theory. Lee Edelman, in 

his polemic No Future, famously writes of the mainstream attitude towards the AIDS 

epidemic as muted due to the widespread if unspoken assumption that queer people, 

being, as they were, read as having foreclosed themselves from the circuit of reproductive 

futurity, were not subject to grief or mourning, for they were, in a sense, already dead. In 

other words, to paraphrase Edelman, their deaths could not be understood as tragic losses 

if they were never truly accounted for as living, a fate we can see reiterated in numerous 

ways and in numerous categories throughout the history of grief and death in the United 

States as various marginalized groups found themselves unmournable and ungrievable 

within the ideological rubric of normative sympathy. Orlando Patterson, the coiner of the 

term, for instance, applied it in his 1982 Slavery and Social Death to the logic of slavery 

and the plight of those who were at once torn from positions of agency and symbolic 

personhood and denied the closure of death. 
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 I thought of these vexed and ambivalent cultural orientations towards death-- a 

form of absence understood by popular consensus to be materially non-negotiable-- often 

when working on this project, especially while attempting to argue the marriages of 

convenience forged between practices of mediumistic communication with the dead and 

the lyric’s often explicit proximity to rhetorics of longing and mourning. Both 

mediumship and the lyric propose modes of impossible communication: speaking 

passionately to a listener who cannot hear, giving voice to a subject who cannot be 

empirically demonstrated. The self disclosing itself to itself is a kind of ghost story, just 

as much as the late 19th century Spiritualist’s spectacular conjurations of wire-hung and 

fluorescent-painted props. “There is no death,” the even now affecting refrain of the 

Spiritualist movement signals a dual motion: not only a blurring of the previously stark 

border wall between life and death, but beyond that, the promise of an entire new order of 

thought, knowledge, and speech, one radically transformed by the understanding that in 

such a new dispensation the idea of an ending, the idea of a goodbye, the idea of a poetics 

of the full-throated but hollow address to a vacant position, would be overturned. As 

Edelman movingly writes: 

So Antigone may well depart from her tomb [...], returning to life in the 
political sphere from which she was excluded, but she does so while 
preserving the tomb itself as the burial place for whatever continues to 
insist outside of meaning, immune to intelligibility now or in any future 
yet to come. She emerges from her tomb, that is, only to claim, for those 
condemned to unlivable lives on account of unintelligible loves, ‘new 
schemes of intelligibility’ that would make them as, as Butler scruples to 
note, ‘legitimate and recognizable’ (Edelman, 105) 
 

The implications of this uncanny return-- for Edelman and Butler’s miracle of Antigone, 

just like the avowed miracle of Spiritualism, is not one of immortality but of the return 

from a transformation, not a miracle of stasis but one of alchemy-- bears itself out in the 
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field of the lyric poems in both social and formal ways. The mediumistic lyric is in a 

sense a counter-elegy, an antidote to elegy, or a gesture which contains the promise, no 

matter how obviated or mangled, of being able to, perhaps more specifically, reverse the 

elegy’s motion of relinquishment.  

 This dissertation was written, for better or worse, during a period of time in which 

mourning became increasingly salient as a determinant feature of my daily life. From the 

national and collective mourning which seemed to attend the regular consumption of 

news in the Trump era to the mass grief of COVID-19-- grief on a scale 

incomprehensible to the point of numbing-- to a string of personal losses, I found myself 

increasingly sympathetic to, if not outright envious of, the fantasies of intimate presence 

to which each of the poets I was writing about clung. In preparing a short memorial 

speech for a beloved friend and mentor, Josh Lukin, I kept returning in recognition and 

frustration to passages in Barthes and Derrida which seemed to indicate two of the most 

maddening and frightening and closely linked symptoms of mourning one’s dead: the 

sense of unimaginable distance, and the sense of absolute separation. In dying, our loved 

ones are not merely removed from us. Rather, they become a different sort of thing from 

us entirely, something entirely other, something which can’t establish tethers of 

commonality or sympathy or intimacy with us. Like Emerson disinterring the body of his 

son, or Valdemar’s corpse speaking from a point beyond shared humanity, the dead 

remind us of our own loneliness, our own snug imprisonment within the shell of the 

subject. Mourning is not just about the person lost-- it’s a selfish thing too, in which the 

too-modest perimeters of the self are their most stifling. 
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 As such, the close links between Spiritualism’s radical orientation towards death 

and its embrace of mediumship as a practice, as well as its affinity to the lyric form, 

makes perfect sense. The seance-goer or lyceum attendee who gets to hear Ben Franklin 

discourse on heaven through the body of a young woman, or, even better, the grieving 

family member who, in the space of the seance parlour, receives reassuring words from a 

dead son or nephew or wife, is able to entertain the fantasy of proximity that death 

forecloses. The medium themself, however, is privy to something even more rarefied-- 

the fantasy that distance between subject to subject does not exist at all. The medium is 

not just in touch with the dead. In the space of mediumship-- in the performance of 

writing, or speaking, or reciting-- the medium becomes the control, becomes, in a sense, 

isometric with the message.  

 This can be understood as not only a flight towards the departed, but a flight from 

the self. Following the cue of Anne Braude, we may suggest that Spiritualist poets like 

Lizzie Doten, Sarah Helen Whitman, and Achsa Sprague wrote mediumistic verse not 

only as a way to stage the fantastic presence of powerful and lauded figures such as Poe 

and Burns, but as a way to temporarily inhabit subject positions less precarious and less 

rigidly circumscribed than that of the woman in the 19th century. Mediumship is, then, 

escapist in the purest sense-- a way for Spicer to trade the alienation of sexual and 

political repression for a vaster, more sacral alienation, a way for H.D. to remap the 

marred landscapes of the Blitz. For Emerson, too, as the inheritor of a quite different 

strand of intellectual and theological culture, Romanticism, filtered through Boehme and 

Swedenborg still proffered just such avenues of escape, albeit in a more abstract form. As 

with Wordsworth, Keats, Byron, etc., the lyric as it arrived via Romanticism promised the 
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opportunity to project the poetic voice onto a vista greater and older than the frail 

perimeter of the speaker, a way to shunt the desiring, worrying, anxious voice of the poet 

out of the cramped closet of the self and outwards onto the canvases of history and the 

world. 

One of the key differences is that while the Romantics framed the source of this 

projective voice as a stylized iteration of the I-- an enlarged echo of the sort that would 

find its acme in Walt Whitman-- the Spiritualists and their mediumistic descendants 

located in that voice the radically other, a storehouse of alterity that permitted the 

bending and expanding not only of categories of selfhood but of the duration and status 

of life and death. Near the outset of this dissertation I cite from Alan Grossman’s 

endlessly provocative The Sighted Singer, “Poetry functions as a machine for producing 

immortality in the form of the convergence of meaning and being in presence” (210), 

leaving the unspoken rejoinder hanging in the air: if, for Grossman, as far as I know 

neither a medium nor a Spiritualist, views poetry’s convergence of meaning and presence 

as an immortality producing machine, what do such convergences signify within the 

context of a belief system that takes the production of immortality as a given? For 

practitioners of the mediumistic lyric, this convergence, then, is less a mechanism for the 

production of immortality so much as a vehicle for articulating or conveying it. The 

preponderance of doors, thresholds, and other portals in Spiritualist literature (as well as 

in H.D., Spicer, and their respective peers) is revealing. By throwing open gates, 

breaching perimeters, turning, as H.D. does, solid walls and blasted ruins into transparent 

fields for ghosts to traverse, the mediumistic lyric invites a blending, a fluidity, or a 

transience that turns the precarity of lives lived beneath the shadow of social death or 
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within alarming proximity to physical death into something sacral or ludic or both. They 

seem to asynchronously accept Butler’s challenge-- to extend a guideline to those 

resigned to beyond the “margins into the zone of non-being,” or to fantastically assert 

themselves from precisely such a zone of normative invisibility, illegibility and, 

ultimately, non-grievability. The mediumistic lyric finally stands, for me, revealed not as 

a novelty nor a curious detour along the trajectory of American lyric verse, but as a 

subversive and covert method for marginalized poets-- poets for whom the normative 

Romantic lyric’s reification of the self may have run hollow or been impossible to inhabit 

within contemporary rhetorics of authorship and “mastery”-- to nonetheless engage with 

the I as a zone of production and expansion, one in which the I functions not as a prism 

for refracting images of itself but as a door through which alterity might be explored or 

performed. 

By necessity the scope of this project was somewhat hemmed in: by time, by the 

specific contours of academia, and, especially in the midst of COVID-19, by access to 

research materials. There were numerous directions I could have pursued but did not, 

authors who I researched and drafted arguments about that wound up being cut, and 

arguments I could have pursued further and with greater complexity. I would like to close 

this conclusion by gesturing briefly to some of these directions as a hopeful indication of 

future work I believe would be useful on this topic, before moving on to a short survey of 

the contemporary afterlives of the mediumistic lyric. 

The full scope and scale of 19th century Spiritualist poetry has yet to be 

thoroughly charted. Despite an increasingly rich and comprehensive body of scholarship 

on Spiritualism’s print cultures, work on the lyric branch of that archive in particular is 
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still waiting to be done. In particular, I believe that Thomas Lake Harris is an important 

bridge-figure between mid-century Spiritualist verse and proto-modernist occultist verse, 

and that Jones Very is a fascinating case study of Transcendental mysticism manifesting 

in a much different direction. Allusions to African American Spiritualist and sex-

magician Paschal Beverly Randolph’s poetry were tempting, but archival evidence of his 

poems was scarce. The 20th century proved an even more crowded field, even accounting 

for my decision to focus exclusively on US poets. James Merrill was left out after early 

considerations of critical genealogy, while Duncan, not necessarily a mediumistic poet 

despite his tremendous hermeneutic value as a bridge between H.D. and Spicer, remained 

in outlines of the project until relatively late in the process. Poets post-Spicer also offered 

tantalizing avenues-- Hannah Weiner, Diane di Prima, and Nathaniel Mackey, the latter a 

rich writer of mediumistic experience and supernatural discourses of multiplicity as well 

as a vital scholar of H.D. and Duncan, were excised for no particular reason aside from a 

desire to do them more justice than a single chapter allowed. Further research and writing 

around Mackey is one of my foremost priorities in continuing to work on the mediumistic 

lyric. As much as this project revolves around the efforts of women and queer poets to 

establish a meaningful form of articulation within the context of verse cultures hostile to 

their voices or to find alternative means of articulation within stifling and unsatisfying 

models of composition or distribution, I feel ambivalent what is, for the moment, the 

overwhelming whiteness of its archive, and consider amending this whiteness one of the 

most urgent next steps for this research. 

Finally, this project, by necessity, had to end somewhere, and as something of a 

qlippothic negative image of the utopian cosmos of the Spiritualists, Spicer seemed like 
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an intuitive and satisfyingly symmetrical choice. However, the formal and metaphysical 

tether leading from Sprague to Spicer did not end with him by any means, as is suggested 

by my above gestures towards Weiner, di Prima, Mackey, and Merrill. In various guises 

and with varying degrees of salience, the idea of the mediumistic lyric has, I believe, 

persisted to the present day, and is indeed enjoying a moment of vogue. This has perhaps 

been centralized over the past decade around the esoteric and occult-friendly culture of 

Naropa, a loose and wide-ranging coterie which tends to blend the rigor and political 

conviction of leftist vanguard poetry with an interest in metaphysical concerns very much 

in the genealogy of Duncan and certain elements of the Black Mountain School. I might 

name Ariana Reines, Dorothea Lasky and Alex Dimitrov, Anne Waldman, and above all 

CA Conrad. These poets are not alone in holding a very zeitgeisty fascination with the 

occult-- follow enough contemporary poets on social media and soon enough you will see 

a dozen offers for tarot readings, natal charts, reiki sessions, etc.-- but I do want to 

recognize in their form as well as in their content a strain of skepticism towards the stable 

and centralized “I” of the normative lyric that feels very much a part of the tradition 

proposed in this project. These poets have little faith in the poet alone as sole arbiter of 

meaning, as the sovereign executive of the text, but through various means open up the 

text to chance operations, supernatural intervention, or numinously tinged moments of 

epiphanic aleatoricism. In the formal world conjured up by them-- the universe as an 

animate and sympathetic intelligence becomes a co-author and collaborator in much the 

way that in a more literalized sense Lizzie Doten might have framed her orientation 

towards Poe, or Spicer his Martians.  
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I might also seek to correct the above-mentioned whiteness of this project’s 

archive by incorporating diasporic and post-colonial work by contemporary poets such as 

M. NourbeSe Philip, whose 2008 book Zong! transmutes the found language of a case 

report pertaining to the 1781 Zong massacre, eventually evolving, via live performances, 

into a kind of collective work of mass-mediumship. Speaking with Jordan Scott for a 

2019 Jacket2 interview, Philip cites the Caribbean novelist George Lamming’s 

description of Haitian social rituals in which “It is the duty of the Dead to speak,” 

elaborating these community rites into the predicate for her group stagings of Zong!: 

“And so, in performing Zong!, a more contemporary and even secularized 
representation of the ceremony of Souls — in becoming aware of the ritual 
nature of it, in choreographing the meeting of the Living and the Dead 
who are interested in re/membering the future, in re/membering the 
phantom tongues — we approach a time-space, a demonic ground, that 
allows for new meaning and meanings.” (Jacket2) 

As in Mackey, the poem becomes a fertile space for not only communal 

engagement and enmeshment, but for a species of such engagement in which the dead 

themselves are invited to enter and participate as maintaining a continuity with the 

inheritors of the present. As Philip muses, “Is there a sense, then, I ask myself, in which 

Zong! functions as a divination plate, where, to go back to idea of the ceremony of Souls, 

the Living and Dead meet to divine, to work out their future — together?” (ibid). Philip 

and Mackey are not alone in raising these questions about the contemporary overlap 

between the labor of remembrance, the politics of exile, and the recurrence of 

mediumship as a social and aesthetic practice. The Barbadian poet Kamau Brathwaite, for 

example, inaugurated a new method of typesetting and designing the visual space of his 

poems following his symbolic death at the hands of burglars, the “Sycorax video style” 

which invokes Shakespeare’s witch as an intelligent, semi-ludic “Outside” inhabiting the 
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computer at which he composes his work and interfering with the language on the page. 

In a 2005 interview with Joyelle McSweeney, he describes the sudden appearance of 

Sycorax as a method of resurrection, of restoring poetic life to a subject rendered inert or 

death-like by trauma:  

“Those three incidents were so traumatic that I was not able to write 
anymore using my hand as I used to do. And I became a kind of granite. 
My fist was like stone. And that’s when I came across my first wife’s 
computer and I began to play with it and discovered Sycorax lurking in the 
corner of the screen and that’s how the whole thing started” (raintaxi) 

I might also point to the work of Alexis Pauline Gumbs, who in texts like 2020’s Dub: 

Finding Ceremony, uses the rhetoric of mediumship as a means for connecting the 

isolated present self not only with the spirits of her ancestors but with the pre-human, 

historically precarious intelligences of marine life in a dazzling performance of 

porousness and listening, revealing “traces that ghosts have been showing you too” 

superimposed over the living in a rush and collision of spirit and matter (“edict”). Or M. 

Nzadi Keita’s 2014 Brief Evidence of Heaven, which centers on the 19th century 

abolitionist and Spiritualist Anna Murray Douglass, which, while not necessarily itself a 

mediumistic text still renders sensitive and moving gravity to Douglass’ experiences of 

mediumship. 

These contemporary poets, like H.D. and Spicer in particular, treat the selvedge 

between self and outside opened up by the practice of mediumship as a means of 

operating on a thin outer margin of what the lyric might entail-- inhabiting the 

metaphysical and the liminally divine as a vehicle for radical experimentation with 

language and how language works, and, ultimately, for whom language works in the 

scene of the poem.  
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Grossman’s “machine for producing immortality,” are here recast in a new shape-

- a machine that borrows the logic of immortality, of timelessness, and of asynchrony to 

experimentally produce a language befitting such a startling and novel dispensation. A 

poetry which, if the poet approaches in a position resembling supplication to a being or 

presence more powerful than the mere “I,” elaborates the language itself into a cathedral. 

I think this logic is encapsulated beautifully in the following excerpt from Conrad’s long 

poem in verse of 2015, “Poetry & Ritual:” 

The rituals where the writing 
 occurs are capable of connecting 
 us to all consciously enacted 
 ritualistic behavior from the 
 past and future. 
 
 To me it is the opposite of time 
 travel, it is the halting of 
 time, it is the collapsing of the 
 walls separating us from where we 
 have been, where we are going, 
 and beyond. 
 
 And this is in the best sense of 
 the word “ritual,” the ritual to 
 find the energy lines under our 
 feet and fire rituals to 
 acknowledge the mysterious and 
 fastened 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit 
 inside every human being no 
 matter where we live. 
 
 It is through our connection to 
 ritual where the experience is 
 horizontal, where we can imbibe 
 with everyone living and dead and 
 with people yet to be. 

Conrad here appears to be speaking from atop the accrued mediumistic tradition, 

claiming it as their own kind of survival mechanism, their own proudly held way of 

interfacing with time and death. What was, for Sprague and Doten, for H.D., for Spicer, a 
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kind of patchwork practice embedded either in popular religious rhetoric or the naked art 

of queer survival in the 20th century, here resembles a proud articulation of a poetic 

legacy, an inheritance which Conrad claims quite happily. For them, the ritual is a 

generative way of forging ties not only with one’s communities, but to make the 

networks of influence, with dead authors, dead lovers, dead heroes, dead enemies, etc., 

into tangible, material endowments-- “the opposite of time travel” in which debt and 

distance and loss are collapsed into horizontal relations of “imbibing with,” of authentic 

connection. The living and the dead become no more or less distant or unknowable than 

the you and the I, the author, the reader, and the subject. It recalls Spicer’s “time 

mechanics” not only as a counterpoint to Spicer’s “embalmers,” but to Conrad’s own 

time travel-- as if, per Dinshaw’s ludic and flexible “here” and “now,” all possibility 

might converge on a single spot if desired strongly enough. 

Yet Conrad’s poem is also a poem of mourning and a poem of rage, moving from 

this opening into an extended meditation on the loss of several of their lovers to AIDS or 

to queerphobic violence, describing a somatic ritual in which their dead partner Earth 

appears and which is composed of “quotes [given]” to visionary speaking flowers: 

“Poetry as exorcism, as purifier,” Conrad writes, “it felt possible.” For Conrad, as for 

their peers also invested in exploring the intersections of contemporary poetry, 

mediumistic “ritual” practice, and often leftist politics and activism, the mediumistic 

offers a way to call forth a glimpse or a moment of touch with the better world 

ideologically felt to be possible. It, for a time, drags the immanent into the immediate, 

pulls the dead back in the proximity of intimate presence. It is a rallying cry against the 

increasing atomisation of the subject, perhaps a de-territorialization of the site of the 
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lyric. “There is no death”-- the utopian, longing battlecry of the 19th century Spiritualists 

has evolved into a similarly fierce and future-oriented desire to imagine a life more 

livable through the intercession of magic, through the expansion and unfolding of the 

subject via poetry as isometric with practices legible as mediumistic.  

To take a sideways step, the critic Elizabeth Sandifer, in the first volume of her 

comparative study of Alan Moore and Grant Morrison, two writers deeply invested in 

both occult practices and non-agential rhetorics of authorship, The Last War in Albion, 

describes her paired subjects as holdings beliefs in, at their most broad, “a system by 

which the manipulation of symbols creates material change in the real world” (8). The 

ambiguity is deliberate-- is this magic she’s describing, or merely writing? For C.A. 

Conrad, for Nathaniel Mackey, for Spicer, and H.D., and Sprague and Doten and 

Whitman (both Whitmen), and, reaching backwards, even Emerson at his most Boehme-

soaked moments, what answer could we reach aside from, “well, both?” And isn’t it in 

turn natural that the fit subject to meet this demand-- call it magic, or mediumship, or 

prayer, or the simple raw desire of grief or hope-- could never be the monologic 

sovereign speaker of Mill, but something more porous, something more adaptable to 

collaboration, something that might make space for the belief that reaching outwards in 

desperation might elicit a response? If mediumship seems a hyperbolic or unlikely model 

to adopt, I believe it is a sympathetic one-- indeed, as Robert S. Cox argues, one 

predicated on the Enlightenment understanding of “sympathy”-- that might be reverse-

engineered as the symbolic response to the desire for connection, the desire to not be 

alone, even in the seemingly cloistered space of the lyric poem. To cite Sandifer’s subject 

Grant Morrison at the close of their queer, iconoclastic 1989 comic series Doom Patrol, 
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in a scene in which the tragic medium Crazy Jane is retrieved at last from a grey and 

banal life, “There is another world. There is a better world. Well… there must be (22).” 

The expansive, open form of the mediumistic lyric as it has survived into the present 

moment permits the poet, finally, to not only ask this question, but to leave the door open, 

as Jane does, for a response from that world-to-come, beyond the threshold of empirical 

sense.  

 

ii. A House That Tries to Be Haunted 

 Emily Dickinson describes art as “a house that tries to be haunted”-- an evocative 

and somewhat pathetic image of imitation as failure, as art struggling gamely to catch up 

to the mystery and terror of nature (Selected Letters, 236). Her phrase is ferociously 

skeptical of the Romantic project-- a false haunting, a false filling of the cavernous empty 

spaces of the self and of the world with artifice. Perhaps the games and rituals of 

mediumship are, too, a false haunting, an art that falls short at the heels of the universe. 

Yet Dickinson also gestures to a profound loneliness, a house inhabiting only itself. What 

moves me about the poets discussed in this project, what moves me about their efforts to 

fill, through means outlandish, or troubling, or baroque, or disarmingly bleak, that 

yawning space, is that they recognize the inability of the “I” alone to effect that labor, the 

“feeble strength” of the individual reified and tasked with endless soliloquy by the 

normative Romantic lyric. What moves me is, in effect, the inward enshrinement within 

the space of the speaking self of otherness, of alterity, of the mutual and multiple and 

communal. At the barest, barest level, what distinguishes the mediumistic poet from the 

non-mediumistic poet is that the I is never solitary, it is never addressing itself alone, nor 
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addressing as itself alone, but, rather, orienting the “I” as a nascent or occluded “we.” In 

the strange corners of belief and practice, in marginalized and forgotten traditions, these 

poetics signal a reaching out, a letting in, a banishing of isolation and an invitation, 

outside of time and outside of the venal causality of death, towards an order of things 

both held and composed in solidarity and intimate community, as Boehme’s signatura 

rerum of endlessly iterative legibilities, together, above all else, in the ceaseless work of 

grieving, desiring, and becoming reciprocally known.  

As a companion to this conclusion’s previous citation of Lee Edelman, and to 

gesture to the vital work of Russ Castronovo and to Max Cavitch’s thrilling work on the 

elegy as a living, dynamic generic presence in American verse, I offer, somewhat 

jarringly decontextualized, a passage from Lauren Berlant’s 1995 essay “Live Sex Acts 

(Parental Advisory: Explicit Material),” in which she juxtaposes the “dead citizenship” of 

compulsory heterosexuality and the consignment of sexuality to the “deep shadow” of the 

domestic, enclosed bedroom (64) with the “potentially undead desire[...] to form a live 

relation to power, nature, sensation,and history” (81):  

the risk is that peeling away the fantasies that both sustain and cover over 
the sexual bodies living the good life in the zone of privacy will also tear 
away some of the important protective coverings, like the fantasy of 
privacy itself, the way a Band-Aid covering an unhealed wound will take 
away part of the wound and its bit of healing with it. But such violence 
and failure, such an opening of the wound to air, is a foundational 
condition for the next steps, which, after all, remain to be taken, seen, and 
critiqued [...] (ibid)  
 

 While contemporaneous critics of Spiritualism-- as well as latter-day skeptical 

readings of its legacy-- tend to emphasize the conciliatory elements of the movement and 

its promises of communications across mortal borders as a kind of affective narcotic, a 

pill to make the difficult and grievous seem easier, more blunted at the edges, from 
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Braude onwards scholarship has made more and more visible the radicalism of the 

content of Spiritualist discourse, the extent to which seances and trance lectures served as 

a vehicle for progressive politics and as a platform for speakers ordinarily excluded from 

speaking bluntly on such topics to bourgeois audiences. Yet I hope to have demonstrated 

that the form, too, of Spiritualism-- the delicate performing act of imitation, authorship, 

and influence held here under the blanket of “mediumship”-- was radical in a sense as 

well, and that this radicalism was part of what persisted through the decades into 

modernism and beyond, along with or in spite of the baroque supernatural trappings 

reified by Blavatsky’s generation of clubby esotericists. That in unsettling the sealed 

perimeters of who the lyric was attributed to and how the lyric moment of inspiration 

took place, performers and authors of mediumistic language could, potentially, expand 

the remit of the lyric speaker, or at the very least poke air holes in the Romantic black-

box. 

It is no coincidence that, as alluded to above, each of the authors focused on in 

this dissertation as mediumistic writers belonged to one or another category of 

marginalized subject, and that mediumship permitted them a space to provisionally and 

precariously claim the mantle of subjectivities invested with more authorial fiat: Doten, 

Whitman, and Sprague leveraging the second-hand influence of God, angelic spirits, or 

famous dead white men, H.D. enlisting invisible sensory tethers and ghostly veterans to 

conjure a vision of community and influence outside of repressive hierarchies aesthetic, 

domestic, and martial, and Spicer, more bleakly, abdicating the power of authorship 

entirely in favor of a model in which the human rises negated above the fray of the 

material, given over or consumed by being predicated on pure language or pure malice. 
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Yet thinking of Berlant’s evocative language of the open wound-- and of the comforting 

but stifling measures offered to cover up such wound-- leads me to the bare fact that each 

of these authors also turned to the mediumistic as a response to trauma, from Sprague’s 

chronic illness, Whitman’s unresolved grief, H.D.’s personal losses as well as the 

historical violence of the Blitz, and Spicer’s self-loathing amidst a homophobic and 

politically suffocating national culture. Far from tendering a reading in which, as critics 

like Twain or Emerson might have it, mediumship itself was the figurative Band-Aid 

covering up these wounds, I hope to have shown that, on the contrary, mediumship 

(understood as a verb more than as a noun) might be understood better as the act of 

tearing that Band-Aid away, exposing vistas of subjectivity, identity, and composition 

that often did meet the open environment of public circulation as shocking, ugly, or 

uncouth, the sting of a raw wound meeting air. Mediumship, I have come to believe, 

always emerges from a sense of lack-- of a need unmet (the unresolved longing of grief), 

a facet of identity foreclosed (the middle-space of gender constructed by woman 

Spiritualists, in part in order to lay claim to male-coded modes and venues of public 

address) or a burden too great to shoulder subjectively alone (Spicer’s imbrication in a 

homophobic society, H.D.’s dual quests to find a space in an intellectual continuum and 

to process the trauma of the Blitz). It is always a supplement-- an attempt to fill a blank 

space with presence, with ponderable matter. In this I see it to be a radical and hopeful 

attempt to put into practice Grossman’s aspirational vision of the lyric as the convergence 

of meaning and presence-- itself a formulation neatly isometric with Sandifer’s definition 

of magical practice. In the space of the mediumistic lyric, above all else, a Romanticism 

past Romanticism, a pursuit of further and more drastic identification with the universe 
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beyond the confines of the singular subject, the “I” locked numinously and perpetually in 

the process of alchemically transforming into the “We.” 

-END-  
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