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ABSTRACT 
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 In my dissertation, I intend to focus on the way that supernaturalism was 

produced and disseminated as a cultural category in 19th-century American fiction and 

non-fiction.  In particular, my argument will be that 19th-century authors incorporated 

supernaturalism in their work to a large degree because of changing death practices at the 

time, ranging from the use of embalming to shifts in accepted mourning rituals to the 

ability to record the voices of the dead, and that these supernatural narratives are coded 

ways for these authors to rethink and grapple with the complexities of these shifting 

practices. Using Poe’s “A Tale of Ragged Mountains” (1844) and Narrative of Arthur 

Gordon Pym (1838), Alcott’s Little Women (1868), Hawthorne’s House of the Seven 

Gables (1851), Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851), Brockden Brown’s Weiland (1798), 

Phelps’ short fiction, Shaker religious writings, and other texts, I will argue that 19th-

century narration, instead of being merely aligned with an emerging public sphere and the 

development of oratory, relied heavily on thanatoptic or deceased narrators.  

 For writers who focused on mesmerism and mesmerized subjects, the 

supernatural became a vehicle for creating a type of “negative freedom,” or coded, 

limitless space from which writers such as Margaret Fuller and Harriet Martineau could 

imagine their own death and do so without being scandalous. Meanwhile, such shifting 

cultural practices associated with death and its rituals also lead, I will argue, to the 
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development of a new literary trope: the disembodied child narrator, as used first in 

Brockden Brown’s novel and then in Melville’s fiction, for example. Finally, I will finish 

my dissertation with a chapter that, while also considering how thanos-centered 

geographic fictional narrative is coded as either death or place in antebellum and 

postbellum 19th-century texts and supernatural performances.  

 I see this project as contributing to 19th-century American scholarship on death 

practices and literature, including those by Ann Douglas, Karen Sanchez-Eppler and Russ 

Castronovo, but doing so by arguing that the literary mechanism of supernaturalism and 

the gothic acted as categories or vehicles for rethinking and reconsidering actual death 

practices, funeral rituals, and related haunted technology (recordings, daguerreotypes) at 

the time. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 In “Experience” Emerson incorporates geographic language with his comparison 

of a fleeting paradisal image to his son’s early death. He describes the vision as akin to 

“first [being] apprised of [his] vicinity to a new and excellent region of life” (319). 

Emerson’s “region” provides “further sign of itself” but then is realized only “as initial,” 

always promising, but never fulfilling “a sequel” (320).  In Emerson’s elusive discussion 

of successiveness here, the “tranquil eternal meadows” he encounters during his 

imaginative travel represent not just his desire to perceive the afterlife but also to 

experience death acutely. Emerson incorporates geographic language for his narrative 

encounter with death, particularly his son’s death; but at the same time, he is spatially 

disconnected from that “new” unmapped region, the transcendental ideal of an afterlife. 

Spatial disconnection, double-voiced narratives, spectral interventions, supernatural 

performance, ghostly topography, delayed mourning practices – these are the benchmarks 

of both 19th-century thanatoptic fiction and nonfiction and cultural death practices and 

rituals in general. Repeatedly, 19th-century authors imagined themselves as dead or dying 

but did so in coded fashion by switching genres, mesmerist conversion narratives as such 

thanatoptic subjective reimaginings, for example, or by oscillating narrative voice. 

 Late-18th and early-19th-century scholarship usually focuses on how 

republicanism, citizenship and narrative were intertwined. Writers imagined themselves 

as republican citizens, even if narrative voice and oratory was not necessarily vested with 

the actual rights ensured through national citizenship. 19th-century narrative, according to 

this theory, developed as an extension of the rhetoric of oratory; republicanism, 

particularly its emphasis on idealized citizenship and the public display of power and 
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language, informed such narrative development. Frederick Douglass’ orations, for 

example, suggest that American rhetoric developed to an extent as rote memorization 

exercises; Douglass would practice his orations and imagine himself as uniting narrative 

voice with actual authority in such orations. Martin Bruckner argues that such didactic 

learning practices were part of a broader goal of national empire and literacy education: 

“individual, social, and institutional practices integrated geographic instruction with 

literacy education” (12). According to this view, early-19th-century narrative was a 

response to such institutional practices linked to literacy education, republicanism, and, 

generally speaking, oratory as a neoclassical genre. 19th-century fiction has also been 

considered as an alternate, derivative version of the British and German gothic novel, 

whether in the form of Washington Irving’s short fiction and sketches or James Fenimore 

Cooper’s quasi-gothic work.1 This project attempts to rework these traditional versions of 

19th-century American narrative development in light of recent scholarship on 

corporeality, technology and the body, spectrality studies, and American and 

crosscultural supernatural performance. What if 19th-century American fiction and non-

fiction responded not only to republicanism vis-à-vis the public sphere but also to cultural 

practices associated with death, burial, mourning, and ritual? What if, by imaging 

themselves as dead or dying in coded narratives (mesmerist stories, Shaker supernatural 

songs), 19th-century authors also inadvertently created new subject positions, whether 

speaking from beyond the grave or other such narrative positions, and epistemological 

                                                 
1 G.R. Thompson, though, in “Washington Irving and the American Ghost Story,” argues that the modern 
ambiguous ghost story and its genre conventions are traced back to Irving’s fiction rather than continental 
models. (The Haunted Dusk: American Supernatural Fiction, 1820-1920, Howard Kerr, et al., Eds. Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1983, pp. 11-36). 
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categories, whether in the form of the positivist/supernatural dialectic or otherwise, for 

the authorial self?  

 When 19th-century literary scholarship focuses on death and culture in relation to 

narrative, it is usually in the frame supplied by Ann Douglas and others who write about 

the antebellum/postbellum shift in death rituals in terms of 19th-century domesticity. 

Douglas argues in “Heaven Our Home,” for example, that “consolation literature of all 

forms between 1830 and 1880 became ever more preoccupied not just with the last 

scenes and earthly resting places of the dead but with their celestial destination and 

doings” (63). Death was the localized extension of the domestic home in Douglas’ 

formulation, as it was in Philippe Ariès’ crosscultural analyses of European and 

American death practices, The Hour of Our Death (1977).2  This 19th-century literary and 

historical paradigm, though, illuminates how death functioned as a place, in a rural 

graveyard (Mount Auburn) or vast postmortem vision (Elizabeth Stuart Phelps), and how 

American culture transferred domestic sentimentality onto death. My argument builds off 

of Douglas and Ariès’ scholarship on the cultural location of death and shifting mourning 

practices associated with it, but instead considers how 19th-century narrative was directly 

invested in some of the same discursive shifts and literary tropes associated with this 

movement. If narrative is considered at all by 19th-century criticism, such an argument 

usually builds off the derivativeness of American poetry and fiction on death, with 

                                                 
2 Ariès speaks specifically of 19th-century sarcophagi: “The relationship between nature and monuments 
was to be reversed. In the old Mount Auburn as in rural cemeteries of the period, the tombs were either 
neoclassical steles or headstones… sleeping children in the arms of sad mothers, angels, and so on” (532). 
Ariès and Douglas seem to agree that various forms of writing, from graveyard poems and symbolic forms 
like “angels” on 19th-century sarcophagi, to more traditional writing media (poetry, short fiction, brief 
sketches), merely play off one another. Graves with poetry incorporate literary tropes of sentimentality, just 
like traditional literature merely reappropriated the medium for sentimental prose and cross-cultural 
consolation practices; that is, graveyard writing becomes literary text.  
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particular emphasis on the influence of the 18th-century and 19th-century British 

graveyard poets and their literary use of the “corpse poem” and its particular tropes. 

 Narrative functions in the corpse poem as the postmortem charade from a speaker 

who is pretending to be dead, speaking through another person as “the dead,” or as an 

already-dead voice. Diana Fuss argues that the corpse poem is a form of lyric poetry that 

resuscitates the dead through the imagined corporeality of the speaker: “The corpse poem 

as a specific poetic type tells us something important about literature as a whole: poetry 

can ventriloquize the dead because literature, as a medium, already incorporates death” 

(Critical Inquiry). This dissertation is informed by the corpse poem conventions, 

transferred to fiction and nonfiction, but is more concerned with the shift in 

epistemological categories and new subjective positions that death, or the imagining of 

one’s death, provided 19th-century authors. Fuss’ claim for a ventriloquized corpse poem 

narrative, whose conventions can be seen in 18th-century poems such as Thomas Gray’s 

“Elegy: Written in a Country Church-yard” (“The ploughman homeward plods his weary 

way/And leaves the world to darkness, and to me” [ll. 3-4]), also suggests shifts in 

narration corresponded to 19th-century technological practices. Allen S. Weiss contends 

that a break in theological belief occurred because of the advent of sound recording: “The 

effects of amplification, repetition, reversal, dubbing, projection, broadcast, 

disassociation, and disembodiment quickly equaled those of the most profound 

theological fantasies” (82). In the following argument, I contend that early-19th-century 

pieces from The Columbian Orator, Wieland, and other texts follow the same sound 

recording prototype that Weiss and Fuss establish for the corpse poem and that this 

prototype helps provide alternate subject positions, whether in the form of the 
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disembodied mesmerist now speaking as a thanatoptic subject or a Shaker female 

medium imagining herself as a Native American spirit, and polyvalent uses for a variety 

of 19th-century authors across multiple spiritualist cultures. 

 Recent scholarship from two books in dual breakthrough American Studies series, 

the Dartmouth “Reencounters with Colonialism: New Perspectives on the Americas” 

series and Duke’s “New Americanists” series, provide theoretical framing for this 

dissertation. Russ Castronovo’s theory of “necro citizenship” suggests that 19th-century 

subjects created alternate versions of decorporealized social interaction through 

spiritualism rather than actual incorporation into the 19th-century public, political sphere. 

Castronovo argues, for example, that Douglass attempts not to narrate black bodies into 

masochistic slavery scenes but instead “disembodies” them (186). His argument is that 

Douglass creates an alternate citizenship for African Americans through “white 

disembodiment” that “historicized spiritualism and transformed its necro politics into a 

material project” (186). Spiritualism therefore becomes a way to envision citizenship, but 

it also disempowers potential social actors at the same time; in the following, I suggest 

that Shaker spiritual “instruments” follow the same sort of imagined forms of 

intersubjectivity during their supernatural performances. Shaker writings, 19th-century 

popular authors, and a Native American revitalization movement called “The Ghost 

Dance” all incorporate death practices in ways that suggest cross-cultural understanding 

of death rituals and supernatural beliefs. In Ghostly Communion: Cross-Cultural 

Spiritualism in Nineteenth-Century American Literature (2004) John J. Kucich provides a 

useful model for cross-cultural spiritualism, suggesting that “the material and political 

aspects of discourses like spiritualism become particularly highly charged when they 
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cross cultural lines” (xxix). The way that a particular culture manifests and appropriates 

spiritualist practice, such as Anglo-American fascination with mesmerism, also suggests 

ways that other cultures incorporate locally-influenced versions of shared spiritualist 

beliefs. Though my argument yokes together Western Native American cosmology, 

mesmerist scientific tracts, children’s literature, and Shaker gift drawings, I mean to 

suggest that these movements interact and cross-culturally “speak” to one another in 

ways that scholars have yet to consider fully.  Death, whether in the form of the 19th-

century dead child fetish or another manifestation, became a way for multiple spiritualist 

groups to imagine themselves as the cultural other. 

 Chapter 1, “Mesmerism and the Displacement of Death: Ritualized Forms of 

Mourning in the American Renaissance,” specifically argues that 19th-century mesmerist 

science narratives, whether nonfiction and fiction, function also as a way for authors to 

imagine their own deaths, encoded within mesmerist science narratives. Literary 

depictions of mesmerism as a phenomenon were virtually nonexistent to antebellum 

writers. Therefore, these authors instead relied upon previous thanatoptic depictions, 

including the Renaissance notion of the “good death,” to depict the various stages of the 

mesmerist trance. For Harriet Martineau and Margaret Fuller, mesmerism offered both a 

new form of subjectivity and an escape from a decidedly real and debilitating pathology: 

both authors envision their own textual entombment, whereby they figuratively “die,” 

only to be reborn through the mesmerist ritual. By incorporating the mesmerist ritual into 

his plotline of the earlier Pyncheons and Maules in The House of the Seven Gables, 

Nathaniel Hawthorne provides the framework – mesmerism, a radical form of science 

and human knowledge – for opening up equally radical interpretations for the topography 
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of death. Edgar Allan Poe’s mesmerized subject in “A Tale of Ragged Mountain” 

considers his mortality while looking down on his dead, corporeal body and then lives on 

for a few days afterwards, an extended period for living that may correspond with Poe’s 

fascination with premature burial; the socially-transgressive act of envisioning one’s own 

death is once again first represented through the medium of mesmerism. The larger 

argument of this chapter focuses on how ritualized forms of mourning, funeral decorum, 

and bereavement in the 19th-century are refracted through a displaced narrative: textual 

representations of mesmerism. 

 The second chapter, “‘As Directed by Their Spirit Guides’: Shaker 

Supernatural Performance, Dead Subjects, and Disembodied Exchanges” analyzes 19th-

century Shaker supernaturalism, particularly so-called “gift drawings” and ritual songs, as 

one that both gestures toward shifting contemporary death practices and at the same time 

allows culturally-isolated Shakers to imagine themselves as part of a broader spiritualist 

community. Shaker gift drawings, through the use of visual borders and other artistic 

devices, sequester the viewer into the sacralized space, the world of the dead, that is re-

presented from the Shaker instrument’s testimony to the interpreting artist. Shaker 

spiritualist instruments, those who enter into heavenly space, and their interpretive 

calligraphers incorporate human and mythological characters into their renditions of the 

spirit world; at the same time, however, such drawings humanize death and make it more 

palatable to the viewer. Moreover, the repeated Shaker emphasis on nature imagery in 

their gift drawings also reveals a sort of cultural currency with antebellum conceptions of 

death in America. By imagining themselves as dead, or within both earthly existence and 

the afterlife at the same time, Shaker female instruments could reimagine their 
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subjecthood and personhood in ways that would not be socially acceptable in austere 

Shaker society, particularly one that was revising its Millennial Laws. Finally, Shaker 

ghost visitations reveal multiple points of imagined crosscultural exchange, including 

with Native Americans subjects, that occur through the process of spiritual 

disembodiment. 

 The third chapter, “Silent Transcriptions and Dead Voices: The Disembodied 

Child Narrator in 19th-Century American Fiction,” traces the figure of the dead or 

decorporealized child narrator from late-18th-century and early-19th-century works such 

as The Columbian Orator to its full development into the dead child fetish later in the 

century. Child narrators are consistently the locus for narrations of others who speak 

through them; Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland initiates a tradition of disembodied 

child narrators in 19th-century American literature. This type of double-voiced dead child 

narration is particularly evident in Hawthorne’s use of a child speaking through a 

funereal figure in “Little Annie’s Ramble” and Alcott’s Beth having dismembered dolls 

that mediate between the living and the dead in Little Women. In Weiland, “Little Annie’s 

Rambles,” and Little Women,  Clara, Annie, and Beth, respectively, serve as corporeally-

transparent voices whereby the “diffus[ion] [of] the voices of the long dead as eternally 

living simulacra” (Weiss 19) speak, and marginalized textual voices become at least 

partially embodied via these conduits for the dead – Clara and the child narrators.  

Because of the advent of recording technology, the speaking dead, rather than being 

ontologically separate and thus open to mystification, are now immediate in terms of 

temporal presence. The remaining dead child narrative voice either speaks self-
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consciously of its own demise or is understood to be voiced from a postmortem 

existence. 

 The fourth and final chapter argues that a variety of antebellum and postbellum 

genres, particularly fiction, essay writing, and supernatural stories, interweave two 

complementary genealogies, that is, the cultural practices of cartography and beliefs on 

death, within such narratives. Despite attempts at its erasure or elision, death recurringly 

haunts the geographic literature of Emerson, Poe, Phelps, and the Native American Ghost 

Dance because geographic movement was linked with subjective annihilation. For 19th-

century Pacific and Atlantic travel explorations, death was either actual, as Lewis and 

Clark’s presumed deaths, for example, or death was a semiotic, haunting sinthome that 

appeared on maps as symbolically-depicted terra incognita or as the missing signifier in 

these textual mappings.  In envisioning her vast postmortem maps in The Gates Ajar 

series, Phelps appropriates the discourse of travel and geographic writing to create her 

domestic version of heaven. Emerson’s personal memento mori on his son, “Experience,” 

employs travel and mapping metaphors to reveal his lack of subjective experience of 

death. Retellings of the Native American Ghost Dance visions fetishized place instead of 

death, the reversal of traditional Anglo-American consolation literature practices, just as 

exterior, real space was becoming more constricted for Native American populations. 

 Taken individually, each chapter attempts to revise previous 19th-century 

American scholarly criticism on literature, death, and culture, whether in the form of 

rethinking the ways that geography and cartography developed as contemporary 

disciplines with major shifts in death and mourning (chapter four), or the way that the 

early epistemologies of science, mesmerism, and spiritualism were never hardened into 
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separate disciplines of knowledge as in contemporary appropriations of 19th-century 

historical phenomena and epiphenomena (chapter one). Theories of recording technology 

and dead voices, particularly their relation to early-19th-century antebellum fiction and 

non-fiction narratives, help establish a usable methodology for storytelling tropes 

employed by Hawthorne, Melville, Poe, Fuller and others. Many scholars of the 19th-

century, such as Teresa Goddu in Gothic America: Narrative, History, and Nation 

(1997), now argue that the American Gothic was “haunted” by history, not the exotic and 

ahistorical; she writes, for example, that “through its excessive effects, its displacements, 

its hauntings, the gothic encodes these traces and is a route toward that articulation” 

(159). In a related, but different, gesture this dissertation attempts to trace a cultural 

history for 19th-century narrative that is linked to American material objects: gravestone 

iconography, Shaker supernatural drawings, public mesmerist performances, the first 

recording technology and its media, rural graveyard interiors, and the like. Emerson’s 

“Experience” lays out how problematic it is to find “death,” both conceptually and in 

material culture; he repeatedly claims that death “is [a] reality that will not dodge us” but 

then finds nothing but “evanescence and lubricity” in “all objects” (309). Death, refracted 

through haunted narratives or haunting spirits, however, repeatedly eludes these authors 

and then returns through psychological breaks in consciousness, coded narratives that 

somewhat unconsciously revise traditional notions of death, and repeated fetishes (the 

dead child, geography and place) that haunt such texts. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

MESMERISM AND THE DISPLACEMENT OF DEATH: 
RITUALIZED FORMS OF MOURNING IN THE 

AMERICAN RENAISSANCE 
 

 

 In Haddonfield, the small New Jersey town where I write this chapter, there are 

two prominent cemeteries, one devoted to the Quaker dead and the other, Baptist. 

Walking down a red brick sidewalk to the Quaker site, one would see a low stone wall 

built about four feet high; inside the enclosed stone division, the dead are buried 

underneath gravestones that barely jut above the earth’s surface. The Baptist graveyard, 

however, is behind a small, white chapel and has hundreds of gravestones, many of 

which have elaborate grave markings and stand several feet in either length or height 

above the earth. What is contested in these two graveyards is how bodily death is 

remembered: for the Quakers, the lack of tomb commemoration recalls their simple, 

austere approach both towards worldliness and death, while the Baptist graveyard, 

complete with a mausoleum, becomes an ornate, concrete manifestation of humanity’s 

continued desire to erase death.  In her recent work Catherine Belsey writes that tombs 

are material artifacts meant specifically to “immortalize an individual,” a physical, 

demarked “presence” that “testifies to an absence” (64-65). This absence is indeed the 

dead subject, for whom commemoration of life becomes a signifying, ritualized practice 

for the living, as demonstrated in these two antithetical types of material remembrances, 

the Quaker and Baptist graveyards.3 

                                                 
3 Recent 19th-century American historical scholarship, particularly Drew Gilpin Faust’s This Republic of 
Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (2008), locates the Civil War as the defining cultural event 
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 The material practices associated with commemorating the dead have their 

counterpart in textual representations of mesmerist rituals from mid-19th-century culture, 

the heyday of American and European mesmerism. My particular approach to 

mesmerism locates this phenomenon beyond its traditional framework, that is, as an 

outgrowth of quasi-science in the same vein as the phrenology movement in the 19th-

century.  Mesmerism, as a cultural phenomenon, has been traced to particular origins in 

social and human sciences and even philosophy, ranging from psychology to spiritualism 

to the electrical sciences. In terms of religious philosophy, historian Robert C. Fuller 

argues in Mesmerism and The American Cure of Souls (1982) that mesmerism came into 

vogue in American culture because of “its ability to locate new experiential moorings for 

a progressive spirituality” (103).  Fuller considers mesmerism as a form of liberal 

theology decontextualized from its biblical trappings; the “progressive spirituality” of 

mesmerism includes its synthesis of scientific positivism with individual spiritual 

experience.  My particular view of mesmerism, while not excluding these syncretic 

origins, is that this phenomenon becomes a prominent form of supernatural experience at 

the exact time that American culture began to rethink how to categorize, memorialize, 

and represent death. This is partly because antebellum American conceptions of 

supernaturalism were much more fluid than in later-19th-century separate epistemologies 

for the supernatural (spirit rappings, psychic phenomena) from the field of science and 

research.  As Sheri Weinstein has pointed out in “Technologies of Vision”: “It is crucial 

to realize that scientific and spiritualist discourses about the infinite possibilities of 

                                                                                                                                                 
that initiates a tradition of shared cultural mourning practices and the postbellum Victorian America’s 
fascination with death, burial, ritual, and interment. My own project reaches back in time to antebellum 
America and argues that these same practices were somewhat already in place and refracted through 
scientific and supernatural narratives. 
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human vision and communication emerged [in the early-19th-century] in conjunction with 

one another” (131).  Rather than supernaturalism existing as a separate cultural category 

from science, particularly in the field of electricity, both epistemologies were conjoined 

at this time in 19th-century America. From that historical vantage, it seems rather natural 

to consider emergent discourses on mesmerism as incorporating distinctly thanatoptic, or 

death-centered, themes (the supernatural) at the same time that 19th-century reformers 

and utopians were championing mesmerism as a new science. 

What separates my study from other scholarship on mesmerism, from a literary 

vantage, is that critics have yet to isolate 19th-century literary narratives on mesmerism as 

a distinctly thanatoptic phenomenon. In particular, fiction and nonfiction texts that 

contemplate thanos through the lens of scientific mesmerism became a way for 19th-

century writers to grapple with changing conceptions of death through a displaced 

narrative, one that is instead centered on this pseudoscientific practice. Russ 

Castronovo’s important work Necro Citizenship: Death Eroticism and the Public Sphere 

in the Nineteenth-Century United States (2001) argues that mesmerism and other occult 

phenomena were part of a “morbid political ideology” that emphasized idealized, 

alternate citizenship through such supernatural rituals. Castronovo argues that “corpses, 

ghosts, suicides, and socially dead persons like slaves exert recalcitrant materialities” and 

that normative models of citizenship become complicated in this morbid realignment 

(10).  Because of death, “abstract personhood,” what marks the republican citizen in 

multiple public spheres, “is threatened” because of the historical and material finality of 

death (11).  Though I concur with Castronovo in his view that mesmerism and other 

supernatural rituals consummated a sort of ‘negative freedom’ for the citizen-subjects 
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involved, my project, instead of arguing that 19th-century corpses are necessarily 

involved in the materialization and dematerialization of citizenship and republicanism, 

claims that such supernatural/scientific practices and their literary productions instead 

constituted sublimated way for subjects to reconsider changing death practices through 

the textualized frame of mesmeric representation.4 

 Mesmerism began in the late 18th-century as a type of “science of the mind” 

begun by Austrian Franz Anton Mesmer, whose work was soon dismissed by European 

scientific committees. Mesmer’s theory was that nervous disorders and intense physical 

pain were linked to the movement of celestial bodies. By invoking the power of magnetic 

fluid, a substance that was immanent in all living beings, he began the unorthodox 

practice of stimulating patients either through the use of magnets or other forms of 

“animal magnetism” (Tatar). Mesmer’s work, part-astrology, part-early-psychology, 

spread westward to intellectual and liberal scientific communities in Europe and 

America, as patients sought new and provocative methods for treating nervous or 

neurogenic disorders or other ailments. The major shift in mesmerist science, which 

began as a movement loosely linked to the spiritualism to one that, with its emphasis on 

suggestibility, became a forerunner to modern psychology occurred right at the time the 

four writers here, all writing in the 1840s to 1850, were considering how to represent this 

new phenomenon, mesmerism, within fictional and nonfictional narratives. Margaret 

Fuller, Harriet Martineau, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allan Poe were probably the 

                                                 
4 Doris V. Falk argues in “Poe and the Power of Animal Magnetism” that a death-like, rather than waking, 
consciousness is more susceptible to animal magnetism, what she defines as “an autonomous physical force 
pervading both the animate and inanimate worlds” (536); her argument is not so much about how death 
practices are reconsidered through the frame of literary mesmerism but instead how the animal magnetism 
approach to mesmerism, with less of an emphasis on susceptibility and hypnotism and more focus instead 
on a shared electrical current between conscious and unconscious minds, is a better explanation of how Poe 
incorporates mesmerist practice in the three stories from his Mesmerist fiction cycle. 
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four most prominent 19th-century writers on mesmerism, and several of their works are 

thinly-veiled thanatoptic narratives written under the guise of a mesmerist literature. 

Historically speaking, all four are writing at the time of important cultural shifts in 

recognizing and ritualizing death. These historical events include the rural cemetery 

movement, particularly the 1831 landscape gardening and design of Mt. Auburn, the first 

rural cemetery in the U.S. or Europe; the first handbook for cemetery construction 

(1846); and the beginning of cremation and embalming as viable methods for disposing 

or preserving the dead. Embalming and cremation were interment practices that would 

become more widespread in postbellum America but were nonetheless existing as a type 

of early cultural imaginary at this point and therefore constituted an available method of 

representation for depicting the dead body in 19th-century literature. 

Generally speaking, the mesmerist-mesmerized relationship is akin to a doctor-

patient one, with the mesmerizing, or magnetized, person passing on their cosmic healing 

properties psychically to the willing, expectant participant – the mesmerist subject; the 

textual representation of this moment will subsequently be referred to as the mesmerist 

ritual.  Mesmerism became a useful medium for representing 19th-century cultural 

anxieties over death because this phenomenon in itself opened the door for transgressive 

approaches to the health treatment and healing practices, including new pseudo-science 

medicinal theories such as homeostasis. Therefore, this nontraditional practice, which is 

almost always represented with some type of authorial trepidation or apologia, became 

useful for equally transgressive, displaced considerations on mortality and was often 

represented via the older tropes authors used to convey the mourning and funeral 

practices associated with death.  
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 This project will focus on four writers who had direct experience with mesmerism 

in their own lives and in turn created highly ritualized and stylized depictions of the 

mesmerist experience in their own works, Martineau’s “Miss Martineau on Mesmerism” 

(1844),5 Hawthorne’s House of the Seven Gables (1851), Fuller’s “The New Science; or, 

The Philosophy of Mesmerism or Animal Magnetism” (1845), and Poe’s “A Tale of the 

Ragged Mountains” (1844). In each of these works, nonfiction and fiction, the 

mesmerized subjects become figuratively entombed within the text, whereby the 

mesmerist ritual, through coded language and older narrative tropes associated with 

death, is represented in ways that correspond to methods with which 19th-century corpses 

are placed in burial grounds, dying persons prepared for death, funeral rites established 

for the dead, and new methods for preserving a corpse become dominant in 19th-century 

culture. Using the narrative, or textualized, version of a mesmerist ritual, these writers 

were able to rethink the way the signifying function of death had changed without 

directly addressing such a traumatizing and elusive subject. Yet the same thanos-centered 

language used for death is in turn also used for the mesmerized subject in each text. In 

particular, Martineau would use her 1844 mesmerist conversion narrative, a short defense 

of the mesmerist cure to an imagined would-be skeptic of the new science, as a prelude to 

her later pre-death obituary notice, written in 1855 but not published until her actual 

death in 1876. Both narratives explicitly consider the end of the subject represented, yet 

the earlier text allows for her rebirth because of the mesmerist ritual and for a coded 

consideration of her own death, as represented through this particular practice.6 

                                                 
5 The first publication dates for Martineau, Fuller, and Poe correspond to their respective work’s 
publication in magazine form rather than its later collection in book form. 
6 Written as a traditional obituary, Martineau’s 1855 death notice creates a portrait of a woman who could 
only claim to “earnestness and intellectual clearness within a certain range” (quoted in Pichanick 239), and 
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Martineau’s obsession with her mortal condition is first considered within the 

transgressive boundaries of the mesmerist ritual, composed ten years before her complete 

vision of her own death in her premature obituary. 

Death Reversed: The Mesmerist Cure, Women’s Scientific Nonfiction, and Entombment 

 British author Martineau, a visitor to the United States in the 1830s and recipient 

of the mesmerist “cure,” uses such language associated with dual contemporary practices, 

19th-century death rituals and spiritualism, to describe her own experience with 

mesmerism as a patient in the 1830s and 1840s.  In “Miss Martineau on Mesmerism” she 

writes about her conversion to this new form of pseudo-science, one that is marked by the 

“magnetized,” or attuned, recipient hypnotizing a patient and curing him or her of some 

ailment.7 Beginning her essay as a conversion narrative, whereby her narrative self 

transforms from a skeptic to a believer in mesmerism, Martineau describes herself as an 

invalid who is “languishing” from an “internal disease” (241, 243), one which marks her 

as a patient who is dangerously close to death. From this position as a dying subject, 

Martineau effectively speaks from a completely new subject position, one that is 

instantiated by the mesmerist ritual. As in the multiple 19th-century texts that have 

speaking children discourse on the condition of the afterlife as they prepare for death, so 

does the authority of Martineau’s narrative voice, a version of an early prototype for the 

19th-century deathbed speaker, become elevated to such a reverential position.  

                                                                                                                                                 
all of her observations of herself, as expected, are written in the past tense (Pichanick, Valerie Kossew. 
Harriet Martineau: The Woman and Her Work. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1980). The 1844 
publication of “Miss Martineau on Mesmerism” follows some of the conventions of the obituary notice: she 
envisions herself as dead to the world, yet her rebirth through the mesmerist cure is akin to the continuation 
of the subject in the afterlife. 
7 Animal magnetism denotes both the source of power and the individual, usually a doctor or somnabulist 
in 19th-century texts, who wields such a power.  The magnetized person is in touch with some spiritual law 
that can exert a healing influence.  The magnetized doctor or somnabulist is said to be in touch with 
“another world,” a nonplace, or lacuna, from which he or she speaks from a divergent subject position. 
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Martineau, who describes her ailment affecting her to the very precipice of death – she 

has a “besetting,” “disabling” illness that brings her to a “very low” condition” (241) – 

depicts herself with hushed and sacred language, without “solace” and seeking “grace” 

(242), just as the dying subject in 19th-century novels (Little Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 

for example) is often portrayed. Her new subject position as a dying voice is confirmed 

by her audience: those loved ones who surrounded and traditionally mourn the dead and 

serve in the role of “listeners” to the dying invocation. Not coincidentally, this moment of 

preparation, where the speaking subject is elevated because of her proximity to death, is 

depicted here in the context of bodily pathology that can only be cured by the mesmerist 

ritual.  

Martineau, in awaiting the mesmerist cure, is using a literary convention of the 

“good death,” or preparation for death, as the frame narrative for her subsequent revival 

from mesmerism. In her particular degenerative condition, however, Martineau 

continually uses a term denoting stasis of the physical body, “stillness,” perhaps a form of 

medical homeostasis where controlled inner functioning of the body becomes a 

therapeutic mode for the entire body.  Her particular setting for the mesmerist ritual is 

also of importance.  In the privacy of her domestic home and under the care of her maid 

and mesmerist, Martineau recalls that she was “confined… to a position of almost entire 

stillness” (241). To avoid using too much energy, she says a few sentences later that she 

“lay still” for nearly two years; Martineau’s positioning of her body, in imitation of a 

corpse, occurred before she dabbled in mesmerism. What Martineau seems to be 

preparing for is, in fact, not some curative relief of her body, but instead her 

death..Martineau’s condition of continued “stillness” is a ritualized form of death 
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preparation, recalling the notion of the “good death” or “prepared death,” as Philippe 

Ariès calls such a death ceremony in Renaissance Europe. Martineau’s uses Renaissance 

tropes for death and dying, including her visually-rich portrayals of angelic figures and 

other aesthetic choices in her mesmerist conversion narrative. These familiar tropes were 

applicable since these earlier, accepted forms of death practices would have tempered the 

radical nature of the mesmerist ritual. Ariès, in studying 13th to 18th-century religious 

iconography and narratives, argues that, in the case of a knight or saint, “knowing that his 

end was near, the dying person prepared for death” (7). Death was thus forewarned or 

prepared for, almost invariably done in a domestic, sacrosanct space – specifically, the 

final absolution for the dying subject occurred in a bedchamber (12). Martineau, looking 

back on her illness from a position where, at the time of writing, she is now a mesmerized 

subject, describes her pre-mesmerism existence as one where she is almost certainly 

preparing for her death; she is housed alone in her home (“a life passed between my bed 

and sofa” [303]), her body is in a condition absolute stillness, and she knows that death 

may very well be the consequence of her continued ailment. Though the shared trait of 

having death and the mesmerist ritual occur at home may be a circumstantial connection 

between these two phenomena, the combination of this setting with other traits from both 

practices confirms a possible intersection between them. James J. Farrell, writing in The 

American Way of Death, 1830-1930, argues that anxiety over 19th-century death practices 

helped initiate the emphasis on the domestic space of the dying: “the privatization of the 

home and the celebration of intimacy and affection within its confines” were part of the 

larger project of linking the dying subject, usually a child, in 19th-century culture with 

Enlightenment agency, whereby death could somehow be controlled (39). Private 
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domestic space, the textual setting for the mesmerist ritual, is invariably the site both of 

spatial intimacy for both listeners and the mesmerized subject, as with Martineau’s 

autobiographical projection of herself here, and allows for rituals of affective sympathy 

with an imagined audience, the other “listeners” in Martineau’s conversion narrative. 

Finally, since mesmerism was such a controversial topic in the 19th-century, and 

changing notions of death (rituals, embalming) permeated Martineau’s world, her 

reversal to the early modern practice of “the prepared death,” a safer, culturally-

sanctioned methods for dealing with subjective annihilation would have been a logical 

counterbalance to the radical form of human knowledge, mesmerism, that she was 

advocating. 

 Ariès writes the traditional deathbed scene from 15th and 16th-century woodcuts 

recreates a highly ritualized scene.  “The dying man is lying in bed surrounded by his 

friends and relations.  Supernatural beings have invaded his chamber and cluster about 

the bed of the recumbent figure, the ‘gisant’” (34). The gisant, or person who is lying 

face up in bed in preparation for death, is approaching death intimately, in the comfort of 

his own home, can easily be transposed to the mesmerized subject of 19th-century 

literature. The parallels to Martineau’s (and the other three authors’) depiction of the 

mesmeric ritual is striking, as Martineau states that she, like Ariès’ gisant, was sitting 

forward in bed to receive the first mesmeric treatment of her doctor and subsequently 

entered into a “séance” (243). While the positioning of her body may indeed be only 

circumstantially ascribed to European death rituals, her continued description of the 

mesmeric ritual as a “séance” indicates that she has conflated the pseudo-science of 

mesmerism with the practice of speaking with dead spirits. Again, the epistemology of 
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the supernatural (and the dead) is yet to be divided from that of science and empiricism. 

In this particular formula, the “supernatural beings” that hover around the dead man in 

16th-century religious iconography and narratives that Ariès cites would be the “relations 

and friends” who surround Martineau’s bedside, as well as the supranatural mesmerist 

(241). Martineau even describes her mesmerist-maid in the tradition of Renaissance 

iconography, with a nimbus and surrounding aura around a figure who has been graced, 

in this instance, her mesmerist-maid. During the mesmerist trance, she sees the 

“Mesmerist, with the white halo around her head, and the illuminated profile,” appearing 

as “a saint or an angel” (249). Martineau’s consistent use of the tropes of earlier religious 

and death iconography within the mesmerist ritual reveals that such a ritual is a 

precondition for a coded, or veiled, consideration of her own finitude. 

In essence, Martineau creates the conditions for her own figurative entombment 

within the text; she follows the ritualistic cycle of death-preparation, followed by death, 

followed by rebirth. The space of literary representation of the mesmerist cure becomes a 

contested arena for the various cycles of the subject’s destruction and restitution.  After 

becoming mesmerized, Martineau describes her change of vision as someone who is 

dying might: “something seemed to diffuses itself through the atmosphere… most like a 

clear twilight… [where] the outlines of all objects were blurred” (244). As with the “good 

death,” prepared in the privacy of her room, facing upwards, Martineau relates a 

supernatural experience during the ritual of mesmerism; the diffusion of light and fading 

of concrete objects is told as happening at the same time as bodily purgation (“heat, 

oppression and sickness”), and the debilitating effects of her bodily decomposition is 

followed by “a feeling of lightness and relief” (244). Emerging from her figurative 
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textual entombment – the middle portion of her preparation-death-rebirth cycle – 

Martineau can envision herself in a new subject position: the post-mesmeric subject who 

has survived beyond the threshold of death.  Without an actual gravestone, the material 

physical marker of death in terms of its signifying function, she is left to create a 

commemorating “tomb” within the non-space of textual representation. In creating this 

entombment for her previous self to be reborn in a new post-mortem subject position, 

Martineau, using the term “séance” for a third time in conjunction with the mesmerist 

ritual, describes later mesmerist rituals as moments of distilled baptism, where there is 

“no heat, oppression, or sickness… nor any disorder afterwards” (245). Just as an 

undertaker prepares a corpse for its interment, so does Martineau prepare her own 

textually-represented body for its mesmerist death, followed by the rebirth of the body, 

which is purified from any “disorder” or ailment. 

Following in the same tradition of invoking mesmerism as a cure for female 

sickness, Margaret Fuller frames her own experience with a magnetized girl who 

“recognizes” her pathological condition as a thanatoptic narrative.  Compared to the use 

of mesmerism in her larger corpus, however, Fuller is untraditionally direct about her 

personal experience with it here. In her other works, she writes about as mesmerism in 

the context of an imagined conversation between reformers and traditionalists (“Free 

Hope,” “Old Church,” “Good Sense,” and “Self-Poise”) in Summer on the Lakes, in 1843 

(1844) or only briefly in Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845). What is striking, then, 

about Fuller’s use of the first-person narrator encountering a magnetized somnabulist in 

“The New Science” is that she is not elliptical about herself being the individual who is 

having the supernatural experience. Yet, the subject positions of both the magnetized 
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receptacle, or person, and the recipient of this magnetism, Fuller’s post-mesmerized first-

person persona, are complicated by the changing ontology of death and burial rites in the 

19th-century. 

The “somnabulist” subject – literally meaning a sleepwalking person –in this 

respect is a young, blind girl who has “attained an extraordinary degree of clairvoyance” 

and speaks from within a “trance” to an unsuspecting Fuller (311). Also told as a 

conversion narrative, Fuller’s experience with the sleepwalking, magnetized child could 

have resonance with the changing relation between death and the speaking subject in 

19th-century culture brought about by the advent of sound recording. According to Allen 

S. Weiss, “sound recording inaugurated a new dimension to all possible forms of 

necrophilia and necrotopia, resuscitating the rhetorical figure of prosopopoeia, which 

manifests the hallucinatory, paranoid, supernatural, or schizophrenic presence of 

invisible, deceased, ghoulish, demonic, or divine others” (83). Weiss argues that, with the 

advent of the first recording device by Edison later in the 19th-century, new forms of 

“phantasmatic topography” emerged in works by Mallarmé, Poe, and Baudelaire. 

Destabilized subject positions, whereby those who speak are “supernatural” beings or 

“divine others,” shift the way that death is understood in terms of finality and 

voicelessness.  This technological and cultural shift was brought partly about by the later 

aural discoveries which also inadvertently changed both the speaking and ontological 

position of the dead, yet is particularly relevant to 19th-century mesmerism and its 

scientific hypotheses.  Fuller, writing in her final consideration or postscript in “The New 

Science,” states that the “somnabulic trance was only a form of the higher development, 

the sensibility to more subtle influences – in the terms of Mr. Grimes, a susceptibility to 
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etherium” (emphasis mine; 312). Etherium, in mesmerist thinking, is the name for the 

shared magnetic fluid that is either passed from mesmerizing receptacle to subject or part 

of the universal, healing substance within the human body (and all phenomena) that 

needed only to be catalyzed to become active. What I mean to suggest is that the same 

magnetic waves, or particles, inherent within scientific theory of etherium in mesmerist 

exchange is part of larger cultural tendency towards reproduction: etherium transmission, 

reproduced from subject to subject, follows the same basic principle of the later empirical 

discoveries for reproducible soundwaves (sound recording) and chemically-produced 

image replication (daguerreotypes). 

That the absent, prosopopoeiac subject can speak from beyond the grave is a 

distinctly 19th-century manifestation, brought about partly because the recorded voices of 

the dead – what Martineau, in writing on mesmerism, conspicuously terms her experience 

within a “séance” – now can speak as decorporealized subjects. Yet, even though the 

actual date of Edison’s first sound recording is not until later in the 19th-century, with the 

first phonautograph in 1857 and first phonograph in 1877, earlier forms of “playing back” 

voices were done as early as the 1850s. It was certainly theoretically plausible for such a 

changing conception of voice, narrative, and agency in Fuller’s time, and sound and 

image reproduction had cultural currency in the 19th-century long before the actual 

technological innovation. Along with the aural playback of the voices of the dead, of 

course, was the reproduction of the visual, as seen in the first daguerreotypes in the late 

1830s: invariably linked to the image of spirits and the voices of the deceased, the advent 

of the first reproducible images and sound recordings made the spoken word in textual 

representation take on a new framework since the dead, here the mesmerizing 
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sleepwalker who inhabits a “distant” topos, could now speak from a completely different 

referential position. The reproduction of both image and sound – and thus subject 

position – was as much a cultural marker and influence for a writer like Fuller as perhaps 

any other phenomenon in the 19th-century. 

Fuller’s somnabulized blind girl, hypothetically, speaks from this very position.  

She hovers between the threshold of the living (wakefulness) and permanent “sleep” 

(death), otherworldly vision and worldly blindness.8 Unlike Martineau’s magnetized 

receptacle, Mr. Hall, the blind girl is given the major enunciatory role in this mesmerist 

ritual.  Fuller states that her location for this ritual is in “a distant place,” though she is, of 

course, in the privacy of a domestic home, the same site at which forewarned deaths and 

the mesmerist ritual inevitably occurs. In “Heaven Our Home” Ann Douglas writes that 

19th-century consolation literature is marked by the death of young women rather than 

men (Fuller, Hawthorne, and Martineau’s mesmerized subjects are invariably young 

women), the deceased had to be depicted as “not truly” dead, and the language of 

graveyards and corpses was to be replaced with that of domesticity. For the latter, 

Douglas argues that rural graveyards were created to further the illusion that death was 

not final; the graveyard, with constant metaphors of sleep rather than permanent death on 

sepulchral inscriptions, were sites that “stressed the continuing presence of the deceased” 

(61). Rather than crossing over into the finality of death, however, the speaking subject is 

often depicted as having “never left home at all” (63). The sleepwalking blind girl of 

Fuller’s narrative is similarly portrayed as speaking from a new topography for a voicing 

subject. Fuller’s observation that she is located within a “distant place” presents the girl 

                                                 
8 It should be noted that major changes in the lexicon of burial and death occurred in the 19th-century, 
including the use of various euphemisms (“interment”) for disposing of the corpse. 
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within spatial locutions that recalls antebellum 19th-century rhetorical depictions of the 

dead in both the emerging movement of sleep-centered rural gravestone inscriptions and 

in consolation literature. In both cultural phenomena, though deceased, the dead are 

euphemistically projected as still living, though existing in another corporeal state. At the 

exact cultural moment in which Fuller is writing, textualized depictions of the mesmerist 

ritual, specifically the transmigration or thanos-centered geography of the mesmerized or 

magnetized persons, become combined and refracted through the lens of consolation 

literature tropes, as well as through the lens of the actual gravestone “texts” of the rural 

cemetery movement that emphasized permanence, reflection, and rest over decay, 

finality, and mortality.   

In Fuller’s particular cultural milieu, historian James J. Farrell has noted, 

Enlightenment philosophy encroached upon Unitarian notions of death and dying in the 

19th-century, and “natural laws” could be known that would “minimize the sense of 

mystery previously associated with nature” were now extended to death (24). Fuller’s 

continued fascination with mesmerist science represents, then, her reaction against this 

rational approach to death by reappropriating the mystical and supernatural elements of 

the practice of dying through the displaced narrative of the mesmerist ritual.  At the 

moment of Fuller’s writing, mesmerism, unlike our 21st-century historiographic account 

of its development, was distinctly linked to spiritualism and the occult; the schism that 

occurs at the time of “The New Science” is the shift of mesmerism from occult practice 

to verifiable science (Banta). Maria M. Tatar notes that the broader field of spiritualism 

was at least an offshoot of mesmerist occultism, and she mentions the work of Andrew 

Jackson Davis, a clairvoyant and protégé of “Mr. Grimes,” the mesmerist doctor whom 
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Fuller mentions at the end of her essay.  Tatar links the two practices of mesmerism and 

spiritualism through their emphasis on an extension of “the mesmerist trance”: 

clairvoyants not only “posses[ed] diagnostic gifts, but also the ability to communicate 

with spirits from another world” (195). Hence, mesmerism was not a disparate 

phenomenon from the spiritualist movement for Fuller and other 19th-century writers, and 

it would have been natural for her to consider changing death practices through the 

discourse of mesmerism. By reappropriating a nonrational approach towards death 

through the framework of mesmerism, she can not only create a displaced narrative for 

death via the mesmerist ritual, but reinvigorate it with a decidedly mystical and anti-

Enlightenment bent; mesmerism, conspicuously like death for Fuller, is the path in “this 

earthly life, to the mysteries of future states of being” (312). 

Fuller’s repeated questions to the somnambulist girl are centered around issues of 

commemoration and recognition, the same processes at work in the shifts in rural 

cemeteries towards memorialization and remembrance that occurred in the early-to-mid-

19th-century. Ann Douglas, writing in “Heaven Our Home,” even suggests that 

gravestone iconography and language of the 1840s and 1850s are textualized moments 

where “the art of the mortician or the gravestone cutter [equals] the craft of the 

biographer” (58). Traditional deathbed biographies, where the dead are commemorated 

and lionized by a family member or observer – what might be described as the “Little 

Eva” technique of narration from Uncle Tom’s Cabin – are, in Douglas’ formulation, one 

in the same in terms of cultural production with gravestone art and engraved memorials. 

Though I would reverse Douglas’ chronology, as she argues that consolation literature 

causes shifts in the language of gravestone commemoration, both what is ostensibly 
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Fuller’s model for relating the “new science” of mesmerism, that is, 19th-century 

consolation literature, and the rural cemetery cultural phenomenon of consolatory 

gravestone iconography and inscriptions become almost one and the same. Fuller’s 

continued fixation on remembrance in her essay, from her questioning the blind girl if she 

“remember ever to have met me?” (313) to the girl’s supposed recognition, or 

remembrance, of Fuller through automatic writing, reveals that the textual act of 

producing mesmerism is filtered through the conventions and devices associated with  

19th-century consolation literature.  Fuller, in her visit to the magnetized girl, has one foot 

in a domestic space, the other in the graveyard. 

Fuller becomes a convert to mesmerism when the blind girl attempts to 

“magnetize the sufferer,” a moment where Fuller enacts an alternate subject position 

(third person) in her narrative self-depiction (311). Fuller problematizes this encounter 

with the magnetized clairvoyant, however, by not being able to assimilate fully the 

psychic experience that supposedly occurred.  After a few years, Fuller meets the same 

somnabulist, yet she is now within an asylum for the blind (311). Though the girl speaks 

to Fuller and tells her that she never remembers meeting her, she writes Fuller a cryptic 

note that states “The ills that Heaven decrees/The brave with courage bear” (312).  In the 

tradition of automatic writing, where the conscious mind yields to an alternate voice(s) 

who speaks through the subject, the blind girl now attempts to communicate from the 

alternate consciousness located in the same “distant place” where Fuller originally locates 

her, the dead. In terms of 19th-century mesmerist science, Fuller is the recipient of “a 

physical effluence passing from operator to subject” which then “produc[es] the 

mesmeric sleep,” as mesmerist chronicler and believer Frank Podmore writes in 1902 
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(Survival After Death). The note, which recalls Fuller’s unfortunate “decree” of bodily 

sickness, is akin to Podmore’s theory of physical effluence, which may best be 

understood as a type of psychical fluid passed from the magnetized receptacle to the 

willing subject. Automatic writing, transubstantiation of psychical energy, and alternate 

states of consciousness complicated any stabilized notion of a single, autonomous 

enunciating subject.  The voices of the now multiple subjects (subjectivity is passed on 

by the somnabulist to Fuller) are akin to the new enunciatory position of the dead in 

Weiss’ theory. Weiss writes that “reproductive prosthetics and technological memento 

mori” in the 19th-century created “a new epistemology” where “the multitude of voices, 

living or posthumous, can now be conceived as being either disseminated or aggregated, 

conjoined in a previously unimaginable symphony or cacophony” (23). By using 

automatic writing, the unnamed somnabulist is occupying at least two levels of existence, 

the conscious self, which is not magnetized, and the void, which is attuned to the higher 

faculties. Weiss’ vision of narrative conjoinment for the deceased subject and the voices 

of the living – the voices of the recorded dead can now be played in the realm of the 

living – become realized in the textualized version of the 19th-century mesmerist ritual. 

The new subject position for the dead speaking voice is reflected in material culture, 

ranging from gravestone inscriptions which incorporate euphemisms for sleep in place of 

death, and in the textual representation of the somnabulist receptacle, a figure who 

literally is in the non-place of constant sleep rather than outright depicted as speaking 

from the dead. 

The entombment of the mesmerized subject is akin, in my formulation, to the 

textual equivalent of a gravestone or coffin, yet, because of the limits of representation, 
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this material marker cannot be portrayed as such within the textual medium. Unlike with 

Martineau’s textual version of the cycle of death and rebirth, however, Fuller can never 

fully represent her own figurative entombment in the text via the mesmerist ritual, and 

this also holds true in her other writings on mesmerism. And unlike the somnabulized 

girl, Fuller never allows her narrative self to cross over into speaking position of this 

mesmerized subject, instead writing that the girl had “come into contact with a person so 

sick,” further retreating to her third-person persona at a moment of anxiety over the 

mesmerist-death . In “The New Science” Fuller cannot represent her narrative persona as 

going through the same cycle of death preparation-death-rebirth since she does not have a 

sustained relationship with the magnetized blind girl.  She does, however, enact a 

mourning ritual of sorts in her lament over not receiving continued therapy from the 

somnabulist: she gave “advice, which, if followed… would have remedied the ill” (311). 

Here, Fuller imagines herself as going through the rehabilitation process that the blind 

girl suggests, yet the imaginative capacity for a new subjecthood, a subjecthood that is at 

least partially conferred through its proximity to death, via the mesmerist ritual remains at 

least hypothetically possible. Her moment of mourning, for which she devotes several 

paragraphs, is one where she regrets not fully seeing “the justice of what was said by the 

somnabulist” (311). In terms of ritualized cultural forms of mourning, Fuller is grieving 

because she does not receive the subjecthood conferred upon the mesmerized-deceased 

person. This ritualized form of mourning is one that Belsey attributes to tombstones in 

that these objects “testif[y] to loss, invoking [a] signifying practice to immortalize its 

subject” (65). The narrative immortalization of Fuller qua subject, however, is interrupted 

because the textual entombment of the mesmerized person is either an untenable 
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consideration for her or simply not represented. The actual 19th-century cultural ritual of 

loss, or mourning, associated with death practices becomes an organizing principle for 

Fuller as she narrates her own cycle of death and rebirth, however interrupted, through 

mesmerism. 

Hawthorne and Poe Ficionalizing The Transgressive 19th-Century Death 

   Nathaniel Hawthorne’s appraisal of mesmerism as an authentic form of medicine 

and spiritual regeneration, however, was much more bleak than that of Fuller and 

Martineau, yet it still became a recurring category for exploration in much of his fiction.  

As with Fuller and Martineau, Hawthorne had personal experience with mesmerism from 

which to base his assessments:  in an 18 October 1841 letter to his wife Sophia Peabody, 

Hawthorne writes emphatically for her “to take no part in” “magnetic miracles” (423). 

Part of his hesitation towards even considering mesmerism is that “the sacredness of an 

individual is violated by it,” he writes in his melodramatic epistle (423). Revealingly, 

towards the end of this letter from Brook Farm, Hawthorne writes that he does not “like 

the idea of being brought, through thy medium into such an intimate relation with Mrs. 

Park,” a Massachusetts mesmerist (424). For Hawthorne to rail against the loss of 

individuality from the mesmerist ritual, at some level, reveals an awareness of the 

finitude of the mortal subject; the individual who longer has the sacrosanct awareness of 

her own particularity is not only undifferentiated but nonexistent or, taken one step 

further, dead.  Conversely, Hawthorne’s fear of “intimacy” with the female mesmerist, 

besides perhaps revealing some sexual anxiety, corresponds with the constant reminder of 

the dead, those familiar, close relations with death which existed in the 19th-century yet 

are almost unimaginable for a 21st-century audience. Lewis Saum remarks in “Death in 
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Pre-Civil War America” that “few cultural commentaries on that era fail to remark the 

intimacy most people had with death,” citing diary entries from Maine farmers (“in life 

we are in the midst of death”) and penmanship exercises in Alabama that force young 

children to contemplate their mortality (32).  This intimacy with death was not merely a 

figurative cultural relationship: urban graveyards in the 19th-century soon became 

overrun with corpses, becoming “so crowded that they were frequently little more than 

stinking quagmires” (French 74).  Thus, the genealogical, etymological and cultural 

context of “intimacy,” from the Latin intimus, not only denoted privacy, retreat, and 

innermost in the antebellum U.S. cultural imagination; “intimacy” also was linked to 

public spaces of burial and the proximity of corpses to the living. Hawthorne’s fear may 

not just come from the loss of agency involved in mesmeric ritual, but also may be his 

way to distance himself from the immediacy of death and dying, or at least the changing 

subject positions (intersubjectivity) found in the mesmerist ritual. 

 Despite Hawthorne’s attested rejection of mesmerism as a discipline, however, he 

nonetheless consistently incorporated this in-vogue pseudo-science into his fiction, 

sometimes ambivalently so. In The House of the Seven Gables Hawthorne creates a 

family genealogy for mesmerism within the lower-class Maule family, interspersing 

narratives of past occurrences with mesmerism in the Maule and Pyncheon family with 

the present-day story of their descendants. These dual narratives of mesmerism, ranging 

from chapters twelve through fourteen, serve as the focus for Hawthorne’s displaced 

thanatoptic story, refracted through the ritualized forms of mesmerist textual 

representation. 
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 Hawthorne’s dual timeline protagonists involved in mesmerist ritual are not just 

circumstantially related to 19th-century conceptions of death and dying: they are instead 

explicitly depicted in thanatoptic terms. In the “Alice Pyncheon” chapter, the grandson of 

the original Maule bloodline, Matthew Maule Jr., begins the mesmerist ritual not as a 

liberatory mechanism, but as a means of controlling the daughter of Gervayse Pyncheon.  

Beginning the mesmerist incantation on Alice, Matthew Maule Jr. instantly initiates the 

process of psychical transference, what the Marquis de Chastenet Puysegur described in 

1784 as the magnetizer fixing “the patient with a concentrated gaze… The immediate 

response of the subject [must be] to the unexpressed will of the magnetist” (quoted in 

Coale 29). Looking at the ritual in the mirror, Gervayse sees Maule make a gesture in a 

downward into the air, directing an “invisible weight upon the maiden” (The House of the 

Seven Gables 180). The looking glass, a place where thresholds of representation are 

merged, was often equated with death practices in the 19th-century, including the folk 

custom of looking into the mirror to see one’s future or death.  But this threshold for 

perceiving the mesmerist ritual represents a striking choice for Hawthorne, since the 

mirror creates a non-space where the finite boundary between the living and the dead is 

transgressed or, better yet, merged. As stated previously, the boundaries for separating 

burial sites from urban living quarters became a problem in the 19th-century, resulting in 

the counteraction of creating rural, segregated burial grounds.  Technically speaking, a 

mirror reflects an image whose original representation has already moved forward in 

time; thus the magnetized “figure in the looking glass” (180) transgresses both the 

boundaries of death and life, and original representation and simulacrum. The mirror thus 

embodies the fluidity of the multiple epistemologies of death, science and the 
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supernatural that were still conjoined together at this time. The sacred threshold between 

the living and the dead is violated by Maule in this instance, a precursor to the death of 

the original image of Alice which will occur only a few scenes later, and the “mirroring” 

of this mesmerist textual image corresponds to Hawthorne’s “mirroring” strategy for the 

dual narratives of both Maule mesmerists, Matthew Jr. and Holgrave. 

 The most conspicuous example of Hawthorne using the mesmerist ritual as a 

displaced form for rethinking the relation of 19th-century culture to the dead, however, is 

in the end of the chapter, at Alice’s funeral. The end result of Maule’s mesmeric ritual 

upon Alice is the latter’s death, when his magnetic influence gets out of control, and 

Alice perishes from sickness after he summons her entranced body out on a night of 

“inclement” weather (186). What then results is the actual funeral of Alice, which ends 

the thirteenth chapter only to have the mesmeric ritual continued by the present-day 

Maule descendant Holgrave in the subsequent chapter. The actual depiction of the 

funeral, though brief, is significant for its description of the grieving Maule.  Hawthorne 

writes that “the Pyncheons made a great funeral for Alice,”9 and in the funeral 

procession, Maule is depicted as “gnashing his teeth” and attempting to bite “his own 

heart in twain” (186). Ariès, writing in Western Attitudes toward Death, states that a 

revolution in mourning rituals for the dead occurred at this time: “in the nineteenth 

century, a new passion stirred those present [at deathbed scenes].  Emotion shook them, 

they cried, prayed, gesticulated” (59). The previous customs for commemorating the 

dead, which were without passion, were replaced with spontaneous acts of intense sorrow 

and mourning Thus, Hawthorne creates the textual entombment of Alice to dramatize 

                                                 
9 Elaborate funeral processions became more popular in the 19th-century with changing grieving practices 
for public memorial of the dead. 



 25

such a shift in 19th-century mourning practices, with Maule’s resultant spasmodic, 

“gnashing” bodily reactions fitting the description of changing deathbed mourning 

rituals. In the preceding section of the chapter, Hawthorne states that the entranced Alice 

has such dramatic reactions at inopportune times; at Maule’s command, “Alice must 

break into wild laughter.. even were it prayer time, or at a funeral” (185; emphasis mine). 

Hawthorne’s sustained choice of bizarre behavior for both Alice at “a funeral” (her own?) 

and Maule at Alice’s funeral suggests that Hawthorne uses the mesmerist ritual to create 

the conditions (loss of individual agency) for alternate behavior at moments of customary 

bereavement. Tt the time of the writing the novel, Hawthorne would have been forced to 

adhere to such customary Concord and Salem Brahmin behavior at an important funeral 

in his life: his mother’s in 1849. Hawthorne’s funereal subject here, however, does not 

emerge from the textual entombment that he creates for her. Her death preparation, which 

is done in the privacy of her father’s drawing room – much akin to the domestic space of 

the forewarned “good death” in the bedroom – is never followed with the ritual of rebirth, 

which occurred in Martineau’s depiction of her entombment and is mourned in Fuller’s 

account for not coming to fruition.10 

 The mesmerist ritual in The House of the Seven Gables not only allows 

Hawthorne to represent, albeit ambiguously, major shifts in mourning practices in the 

19th-century, but also creates the textual space then directly to consider the spirit realm 

that is opened during such a ritual. Weiss’ theory of the changing subject positions for 

dead voices in the 19th-century allows for a previously unknown topography for the 

                                                 
10 The person who does re-emerge in the third cycle of the mesmerist textual entombment is Phoebe, not 
Alice, however.  In the following chapter, titled “Phoebe’s Good-by” the young girl fully enters 
womanhood and emerges in an entirely different state; Phoebe states “And life does not look the same, now 
that I have felt it so” (188) in one of her conversations with her eventual husband, Holgrave. 
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deceased to emerge in textual phantasms, demons, spirits, and gods. Weiss writes that the 

advent of sound recording in the 19th-century created the possibility for new and 

impossible “locutions,” since “the ancient topoi of time and place are forever 

transformed,” and “time and space are no longer prerequisites of consciousness” (19). If 

the topoi of time and place are indeed forever changed, then the textual geography for 

such voices of the dead also becomes transformed.  The voices of the dead within this 

spatial geography take on the form of mesmeric phantasms in The House of the Seven 

Gables, as Maule converses with the spirits of the Pyncheon and Maule dead through the 

medium of Alice during the mesmeric trance.11 Alice becomes transformed into “a kind 

of medium, through which Mr. Pyncheon and himself might obtain a glimpse into the 

spirit world” (183). In mesmerist pseudo-science, the magnetized person has the ability, 

according to Podmore, to perceive via the mechanism of “travelling clairvoyance,” what 

he defines as “the vision of scenes at a considerable distance alleged to be unknown to 

the percipient and often to any person present” (Survival after Death). Since Gervayse 

and Maule can both see into the realm opened by Alice’s “spiritualized perception” (183), 

they participate in the transspatial vision of clairvoyance that also confirms Weiss’ 

characteristic of the new subject position for the dead: the disunity of time (multiple 

family lines, deceased and living) and space (the corporeal and the spiritual). By 

incorporating the mesmerist ritual into his plotline of the earlier Pyncheons and Maules, 

Hawthorne provides the framework – mesmerism, a radical form of science and human 

knowledge, and specifically its capacity for transspatial clairvoyance – for opening up 

                                                 
11 In Mesmerism and Hawthorne, Samuel Chase Coale argues that such a topography is an inherent part of 
the entire textual medium of The House of the Seven Gables, as the world inside the Pyncheon house is “the 
domain of dark romance, the interior of a soul, the expressive shadows of the human psyche,” all of which 
are suggestive of “the interior of a mesmeric trance” (30). 
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equally radical interpretations for the topography of death, as illustrated in the opening up 

of the spirit world into the private space of Gervayse’s drawing room.  

 While Hawthorne uses the fictional mesmeric space in The House of the Seven 

Gables to grapple with changing conceptions of death in the 19th-century, Edgar Allan 

Poe is the 19th-century author who pushes the envelope on transgressing normative death 

rituals through his own mesmerized subject in “A Tale of the Ragged Mountains.” 

Specifically, Poe sets up this short story, one of his three stories that feature mesmerism, 

with the relationship between Templeton, a mesmerist doctor, and Bedloe, a mesmerized 

subject who suffers from a disorder of the nervous system. Bedloe has repeated sessions 

with Templeton, eventually establishing “a very distinct and strongly marked rapport, or 

magnetic relation” (169). Yet the narrator, who has no active role in the story besides that 

as commentator, notices immediately that Bedloe has certain “peculiarities of person,” or 

appearance: his pupils are “feline”-like and “emit luminous rays” and are so dull that they 

“convey the idea of the eyes of a long-interred corpse” (167). Bedloe here is explicitly 

depicted as a walking corpse; he even becomes rattled when the narrator later asks him, 

after a wild story about a walk in the Blue Ridge Mountains: “You are not prepared to 

maintain that you are dead?” (177) Bedloe, Poe’s embodiment of the living dead who 

becomes a corpse because of the mesmerist ritual, describes the very condition of 

nonbeing associated with death: after he watches his body from above, he has the “sole 

feeling… of darkness and nonentity, the consciousness of death” (177). 

 By way of explanation, I am suggesting that Poe’s description of Bedloe is 

complicit with the major shift in disposing of corpses that occurred in the 19th-century: 

the practice of embalming. In Funeral Consumers’ Last Rights, a book that details the 
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establishment of burial and funeral practices in the United States, the editors write that 

embalming began to become the dominant form of burial in the U.S. during the Civil 

War, when the dead bodies of soldiers were sent home in a preserved state (89).  The 

“cosmetic effect” of embalming was of the utmost importance, since the naturalness of 

the corpse’s appearance needed to be as life-like as possible for the bereaving family. In 

mesmerist science, Franz Anton Mesmer’s 1779 treatise Reflections on the Discovery of 

Animal Magnetism provides twenty-seven principles of this new discovery, and one of 

them, like embalming practices, states that in the human body “this principle [animal 

magnetism] can immediately cure illness of the nerves and mediately all others” (quoted 

in Robert C. Fuller 5). Since Poe readily asserts that his living corpse, Bedloe, is cured of 

all maladies, he has rejected all forms of pathological degeneration on the corporeal 

body, though Bedloe’s body is also, curiously, of a pallid hue, bloodless, and emaciated. 

The narrator describes Bedloe as one would an embalmed corpse, with cosmetic 

accoutrements associated with the practice: though Bedloe is without any bodily color, 

the narrator imagines him almost with facial make-up, having “more than usual personal 

beauty,” despite his current decrepit form (167).12  Since the preservation of the body 

through embalming became possible at this time, and Poe was also writing an 

embalming-centered short story, “Some Words with a Mummy” (1845), at the exact time 

as “Ragged Mountains,” it is conceivable that Poe creates the trope for such re-creating 

of the corpse through the character of Bedloe, one who seems to be dead but has no 

visible signs of sickness – thus confirming Mesmer’s principle of the cured mesmeric 

                                                 
12 Falk considers the neurogenic, often electrically-based depictions of Bedloe as confirming his alignment 
with Templeton via animal magnetism; but even her reading suggests that Bedloe, in the animal magnetist 
conjoinment, may already be a corpse. 
 



 29

body. Bedloe, however, only survives a few days after his initial “death” in the Blue 

Ridge Mountains, much as an embalmed corpse deteriorates shortly after its public 

viewing. 

 Yet the mesmerized Bedloe, who describes his walk through the mountains as an 

entrance into the death world (“the mist deepened around me… I feared to tread, lest I 

should be precipitated into some abyss” [171]) also is one of Poe’s many figures who 

represent the fear of premature burial – and the continuation of the corpse beyond it.  

Bedloe, much like Fortunado in “The Cask of Amontillado,” eventually becomes 

entombed in the catacombs of a textualized burial site, though his burial is located in a 

written obituary that the narrator finds rather than in Italian vaults. Yet it is the excesses 

of mesmerism that ultimately make Bedloe’s burial possible, since his death is brought 

about, in typically bizarre Poe fashion, by a poisonous leech “fastened upon a small 

artery in the right temple” during bloodletting (181). The leech sucks the life out of 

Bedloe in the same way that the magnetized mesmerist has the potential for darker 

purposes, as those envisioned by Hawthorne, such as psychically transferring the 

mesmerized subject’s individuality into his own. Though this mesmerist exchange of 

consciousness is often portrayed by Hawthorne and other 19th-century fiction writers as 

both menacing and liberating, it can also be, according to Russ Castronovo, a type of 

negative citizenship: “Mesmerism and spiritualism advance [a] dematerializing agenda in 

ways that… repress material conditions and national divisions in search of inward truths 

and higher spiritual unity” (111). Castronovo contends that passivity is idealized in 

mesmerism and other occult movements as a sort of counter to real, active citizenship. 

Castronovo’s theory of negative citizenship as a faux type of public engagement helps 
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establish a framework for how mesmerism serves as a structuring principle for 

reconsidering necro-fantasies in my own formulation – but passivity here is instead 

directly linked to the author imagining himself or a character as a dying corpse, not 

political citizen per se. This version of negative freedom linked to what Castronovo terms 

“necro citizenship” also, to expand upon Castronovo’s formulation for this project, would 

then provide the opportunity for a 19th-century subject to rethink changing cultural 

practices, particularly how such practices instantiate new conceptions of death and its 

related rituals. 

What the mesmerist ritual makes possible in “A Tale of Ragged Mountains” is the 

textual depiction of the ubiquitous 19th-century fear of premature burial of a person. In 

Poe, Death, and the Life of Writing, J. Gerald Kennedy provides a reading of a scene in 

“The Pit and the Pendulum” which certainly is a response to the fear of premature burial.  

The narrator in “The Pit and the Pendulum” mentions a “sudden” motion and sound, 

followed by blankness, then “mere consciousness of existence” (53). For Kennedy, this 

scene evokes “the psychic environment of death anxiety” where the subject “upon 

receiving the death sentence loses consciousness” – only to recover it in realizing his 

premature burial (53). Bedloe’s confession after his walk in the mountains, where he 

characterizes his feelings as that of “darkness and nonentity,” followed by a “sudden 

shock through my soul, as if of electricity” reveals a similar pattern of loss of 

consciousness, followed by complete shock (here presented as the “electricity” of 

magnetic laws passing through the mesmerized body). This is the exact position for a 

subject who awakens to find herself within the darkened enclosure of a coffin, 

prematurely buried. Though Poe certainly had narrators and protagonists who represented 
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the prematurely-buried subject without any context of mesmerism, this early mesmerist 

story suggests that the very depiction of a still-alive body was dependent on the 

mesmerist ritual for it even to occur. The premature burial of Bedloe, who escapes his 

figurative coffin and walks for a short while among the living, had to be first 

contextualized within the controversial framework of mesmeric science and psychology 

for this second cultural transgression to occur. 

 What makes Poe’s short story such a revolutionary portrayal of the mesmerized 

subject in 19th-century literature is that he, as typical in his fiction, violates the sacred 

boundaries between the living and the dead in ways that are only suggestively presented 

at best in other 19th-century works. In their introduction to the anthology Death and 

Representation, Sarah Webster Goodwin and Elisabeth Bronfen make the important point 

that “the actual – living and breathing – boundary between life and death has become a 

matter of urgent debate” (6) in contemporary culture, and the maintenance of this 

boundary is central to any culture’s demarcation between what constitutes death versus 

life.  Goodwin and Bronfen argue that “there is reason folk literature and popular culture 

often depict people being buried alive and coming back to consciousness,” as this 

presents a “nightmare fantasy” for the living subjects in a given community (6). Poe 

commits his first cultural transgression by exploring the psychical possibilities of 

mesmerism in this short story, since this phenomenon represents a major cultural taboo in 

19th-century America, just like the physical reality of death (rotting, decay) is also a 

primary cultural taboo. After Bedloe is “killed” for a second time – the first is his death 

by mesmerism – before his body actually ceases to function, he revisits looking over his 

carcass: “Beneath me lay my corpse, with the arrow in my temple… But all these things I 
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felt – not saw” (178). The disembodied voice of Bedloe becomes the ultimate form of 

cultural transgression: he violates the sacrosanct boundary between the living and the 

dead, and no longer has the capacity for that most human characteristic, emotion. Living 

while dead, emotionless while still human, Bedloe, as a mesmerized subject, is telling his 

tale from the inside of a suggested, but not explicitly represented, coffin from which we 

are never sure he actually emerges. The enforced boundaries within the spacing of 19th-

century burial sites, whereby corpses were moved from urban settings to rural to separate 

the living from the dead, and the seclusion of the dying from the living within the 

confines of a private living space, become transgressed by Poe through his dead-while-

living, mesmerized protagonist, who both dies outside in the open air and violates the 

spatial boundaries for deposing of the dead set by 19th-century internment customs. 

 On a larger level, this project has attempted to connect the phenomenon of 19th-

century mesmerism with broad cultural changes in the valuation of death.  The major 

question left to answer, however, is why each of these writers chose to use the front of 

mesmerism to rethink concrete, material death practices.  In some instances, particularly 

with Poe, mesmerism is only superficially the cultural phenomenon that is being 

portrayed in the textual representation of mesmerist ritual: death instead is the central 

focus of such work, yet this is refracted through the discourse of mesmerism. For others 

such as Martineau, textual depictions of the radical new science of mesmerism had to be 

tempered with conservative approaches to death and dying, so she incorporated the 

ritualized forms of personal, prepared death that was so dominant in Renaissance death 

iconography.  These antebellum literary depictions of mesmerism, written at a time of 

undefined, somewhat shared epistemologies of science and supernaturalism, articulate 



 33

ideas about death that later become instantiated in cultural practice. By writing about 

death through the prism of mesmerism, these writers also could not be accused of 

sacrilege or promoting cultural violations about ritualized death. Though incredibly 

controversial, the unknown textual territory of mesmerism provided a safe haven for re-

evaluating major changes in funeral rites, mourning rituals, preparation of the dead, and 

so forth.  The major literary texts that depict mesmerism at the time must be separated 

from the scientific ones produced by Frank Podmore and other 19th-century believers. 

Any textual depiction of a new phenomenon would need to be invariably depicted using 

older, scripted tropes, so the sustained choices by Fuller, Martineau, Hawthorne, and Poe 

to use the ritualized patterns of death to write about mesmerism should not come as a 

surprise. By incorporating one major cultural transgression, that is, mesmerism, into their 

texts, these writers then opened the doors, so to speak, for new depictions of equally 

transgressive notions of death, ranging from preserving the corpse through embalming to 

reconsidering the subject position, or topography, of the speaking dead subject. What is 

ironic about the textual representations about death is that, whether intentional or not, a 

new scientific process that was supposed to ensure the continuance of life ended up being 

depicted as the arbiter of death. When Jeffrey A. Hammond writes about the Puritan 

theology of mourning in the 17th-and-18th-centuries, he states that “gravesite prayers 

became increasingly elaborate” and the proliferation of funerary texts made is so “no 

prominent citizen died without some manner of verbal embalming” (88). The mesmeric 

physical effluence, or transmitted fluid, became textualized by these four writers, and the 

embalming of the mesmeric subject becomes a way for proper prayer and mourning to be 

continued on a narrative level, but circumvented on a cultural one at the same time.  The 
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boundaries that seclude the Quaker and Baptist graveyards from the living are also rather 

thin.   
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CHAPTER 2 

‘AS DIRECTED BY THEIR SPIRIT GUIDES’: 
SHAKER SUPERNATURAL PERFORMANCE 

AND INSPIRED VISIONS 
 

In a century-long church record for the Canterbury, N.H., Shaker community, 

Elder Henry C. Blinn records the following strange phenomena beginning in 1840: “the 

mediums who had heretofore spoken all their messages, now commenced to write them 

in full, as directed by their spirit guides” (reprinted in Whitson 291). What had been a 

predominantly oral translation of supernatural phenomenon had now changed to written 

transcription, and the Shaker “mediums” were now reshaping their experience within a 

different format. Blinn describes the two differing ways that Shaker visitations from 

deceased spirits would be recorded; either the mediums would “hear” the spirits and copy 

or transcribe the messages onto paper, or they would “see” the message that the spirit had 

written that they would then “unconsciously” write down what they saw with their 

perceptual faculties while in a supernatural state (291). In the space of a single entry, 

Blinn has complicated notions of subjecthood that are not completely unique to the 19th-

century: The spirits would “speak” through a destabilized subject, a medium, and the oral 

recorder or translator would then act as intermediary and passive speaking conduit for the 

spirit messages; or the spirits would then present written “texts” in the alternate sphere 

which were then recorded as an observer would a speech. The “author” of these 

supernatural texts transcribed the spirit message, but that person was not the subject that 

created the spiritual message, thus complicating notions of unified subjecthood or 

authorship; the messages themselves were part orally-composed or textually-composed, 
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complicating notions of a stable recording, or in modern terminology, media, for the 

messages themselves. It is little wonder that, after some time, Blinn complains that the 

messages became so complicated (“in languages that we could not understand”) that not 

only the language used but also the messages themselves became unintelligible to the 

Shakers.  

The Canterbury visitations were part of a larger movement of supernaturalism in 

Shaker experience that culminated, within a concentrated ten-year window, 1837-1847, 

with a variety of religious experiences, from speaking in tongues to spirit drawings from 

visions to wild bodily gesticulations and contortions. Though Shaker “visitations” had 

occurred in previous instances, usually in a single, central Shaker community or during a 

broad religious movement such as the Kentucky revivals of the early 19th-century, this 

outpouring of visitations was significant for its number of afflicted persons under 

supernatural control, the geographical outspreading of the visitations in the Northeast and 

Western settlements, from the New Lebanon, N.Y, community to the Enfield, Conn., 

Shaker sect to the Shaker Heights, Ohio, frontier settlement, and the many material 

artifacts, specifically spirit drawings and gifts songs, that were created because of the 

visitations. Shaker historian Stephen J. Stein describes the era of manifestations as one 

that was widespread in occurrence and fluid in its medium: “Unusual spirit visitors filled 

the meetinghouses week after week – angels with strange names, natives speaking 

foreign tongues. Trances repeatedly interrupted the flow of daily activities… Special 

rituals took place in the middle of the night” (185). The “spirit visitors,” “trances,” and 

“midnight” rituals in this ten-year time period were part of what was arguably the largest 

supernatural event in American history, one that predated both the Fox sisters’ spirit 
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rappings in Rochester that began in 1848 as well as the postbellum spiritualist movement 

in America and one that, in terms of number of afflicted and divergence of supernatural 

experience, makes the Salem witch-hunt of the 17th-century pale in comparison. The 

textual productions and visionary drawings from this time period are of particular interest 

because the Shaker society forbade the use of pictorial representations and, though first 

person accounts and records exist, Shakers were not a culture that was open to public 

consumption, generally speaking. 

Despite being important 19th-century textual artifacts and y, these Shaker spirit 

texts, whether in the form of songs, automatic writings, or drawings, have yet to be 

rigorously considered in terms of 19th-century antebellum literary conventions.  The 

antecedents of the Shaker charismatic rituals and productions during the era of 

manifestations broadly range from their religious precursors, the Quakers, to, as Clark 

Garrett argues in Spirit Possession and Popular Religion, the 18th-century French 

prophets and their “convulsions and demonic possession” (87). The Shaker writings and 

visionary drawings are hardly an example of American exceptionalism in this regard. But 

19th-century scholars have failed to connect these antebellum American “texts” with  

spiritualism as a religious, social, and artistic movement, specifically the burgeoning 

spiritualist literature genre which reached its nexus in the American Civil War, as well 

Shaker supernatural performance in relation to other contemporary crosscultural rituals. 

Besides locating Shaker visitation texts within these larger 19th-century cultural 

categories, I will argue that Shaker writings and rituals from this era illustrate attempts to 

rethink issues of personhood and subjectivity through the lens of death practices, visions 

of the afterlife, and shared corporeality. The prospect of seeing the dead and speaking 
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with or through the deceased created a space for reimagining, revising and rethinking 

new forms of 19th-century subjectivity, and death and the spirit world served as the 

catalyst for these changes in subjectivity and discursive practices overall.   

Shaker scholars have posited several explanations for the development of 

manifestations and supernatural experience in such a short time period in Shaker history, 

but none of them address the central, specific claims I emphasize on shared rituals and 

aesthetics associated with 19th-century death practices, crosscultural religious rituals, and 

varying forms of subjectivity brought about by death. Much of the Shaker scholarly 

writing on the supernatural occurrences from 1837-1847 is found as chapters in massive 

tomes on Shaker experience and chronology, beginning with Mother Ann’s arrival from 

England in the 18th-century to the death of the last Shaker in 1990 in Maine. For example, 

one such tome, Stephen J. Stein’s The Shaker Experience in America (1992), argues that 

“the outgrowth of spirit manifestations” in this time period were directly related to 

changes in Shaker communal laws; the spirit communications authorized “specific 

injunctions” that the ministry subsequently incorporated into the society’s rules and laws 

(183).  A similar epic of Shaker history, Robley Edward Whitson’s theologically-

sympathetic The Shakers: Two Centuries of Spiritual Reflection (1983), argues that the 

era of gifts and manifestations was a form of Christian testimony for Shaker spiritualism 

and development; the gifts that Shaker instruments received during trances and 

otherworldly visions were part of the “logic of metanoia,” which is “becoming as God is, 

Fullness Itself [with the] power to fulfill others” (260). From a transatlantic, transcultural 

perspective Clark Garrett argues in Spirit Possession and Popular Religion (1987) that 

Shaker visitations were an elaborate form of “sacred theater” that combined “the 
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individual drama of redemption from sin” with “the cosmic story of divinity’s 

manifestation upon the earth” (241). Still other critics, such as Marjorie Procter-Smith, 

connect the 19th-century Shaker visitations with the return to matriarchal theological and 

political power in Shaker society: “Women were again prominent as prophets, 

‘instruments,’ and artists who received spiritual gifts quite independent of the hierarchy 

of the ministry” (quoted in Morin 41). Certainly, as Stein and Procter-Smith have argued, 

the concentrated spiritual experiences in this time period were part of a larger struggle 

over power structures in the Shaker community, and the dramaturgical frame from which 

Garrett approaches Shaker spiritualism is accurate because these were performative 

gestures, whether the actual ritual or its material accompaniments. Yet Shaker gift songs, 

drawings, and other supernatural manifestations were also complicit with changing ways 

that Shakers reimagined subjectivity and personhood vis-à-vis death and the afterlife as 

an organizing principle. 

Visions of the Heavenly Sphere: Shaker Gift Drawings, Death, and The Bridging of the 

Spheres 

 In the history of American folk art, and material artifacts created under the guise 

of supernatural influence in general, there are few equivalents to the prolific number of 

spirit drawings produced by Shakers during 1837-1847.13 The extant drawings, which 

number near 200, present otherworldly images of the afterlife which were “presented” to 

Shaker instruments, persons within an ecstatic or shamanic state, during religious ritual or 

spontaneously. The images were re-created onto paper, usually with ink or at times 

watercolor, by the “instrument,” the common description for the person who had the 

vision, usually a woman – but the process of creating these pieces of art was deliberate 
                                                 
13 Some Shaker scholars add an extra decade, to 1857, for the time period for Shaker gift drawings. 



 40

and not akin to automatic writing, for example. For most of these “gift” drawings, so-

called because the visions were deemed the equivalent to a present from the other world, 

the composition was comprised of a complex tableau that combined Shaker and Christian 

iconography, unintelligible images and script, and, sometimes, complementary written 

text. In terms of community reception, the gift drawings, while given to individual 

visionaries14, were viewed as a type of religious commodity to be shared amongst the 

Shakers, though some later generations of Shakers, surprisingly, were unaware of the 

drawings and their role in depicting Shaker supernatural experience. Methods of 

transmission were also complex, as Shaker calligraphers sometimes created the gift 

drawings from an instrument’s verbal re-creation; the process, as Sally M. Promey 

describes it, was one Shaker seeing “the initial vision” that then was transformed, “re-

presented and interpreted” beyond the “original visionary event” (76). 

 One such calligrapher and sharing visionary was Sarah Bates who created 

multiple recastings of Shaker gifts visions into picture form in Mt. Lebanon, N.Y. She 

helped initiate what might be termed the celestial, or heavenly, cycle in Shaker gift 

drawings which emphasized celestial spheres, astronomical bodies, and precise, 

symmetrical iconographic representations of heaven’s geography into her work. Bates, 

along with other female calligraphers Polly Jane Reed and Polly Collins, has similar 

supernatural motifs in their gift drawings, as with the one that Bates interpreted from 

Joanna Kitchell in 1845 (Illustration #1). In Sacred roll. From Mother Wisdom to Joanna 

Kitchell, 1845, Bates re-creates from Kitchell a pictograph with intense symmetry – 

                                                 
14 Sally M. Pompey, writing in Resurrecting Vision: The Pictorial Imagination of the Shaker Revival, 
argues that the gift drawings were versions of each person’s “decorated self” or “self-image” that was 
created in correspondence with the “celestial virtues of Mother Ann and other early leaders” (85). In other 
words, the gift drawings may also be interpreted as elaborate, metaphorical, spiritualized forms of Shaker 
self-portraiture in some regards.  
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aesthetic symmetry was seen as the equivalent to symmetry in Shaker theology (two male 

figure, the Christian God and Jesus Christ; and two female figures, Holy Mother Wisdom 

and Anne Lee, the founder of the American Shakers) and symmetry in Shaker furniture 

and material artifacts – that includes concentric spheres on either side, one blue and one 

red, multiple bowers and trees, winged birds, and textual inscriptions, or scrolls within 

the scroll. Since the Shaker visions were presented from a messenger of the heavenly 

sphere, these representations were of the afterlife, a visual re-creation of what death 

would look like to the Shaker believer. 

 The iconography and text of the Sacred roll, taken in combination with Bates’ 

pictograph of Hannah Ann Treadway’s vision in 1845 (Illustration #2), reveals an 

emphasis not only on visionary capacities for the Shaker instrument but also 19th-century 

representations of death; Bates’ drawings further reveal the capacity for, and limitations 

of, mimetically depicting such symbols.  Unlike several other complex pictographs from 

the time period, including those by calligraphers Miranda Barber and Hannah Cohoon, 

Bates’ two works are surrounded by a rectangular outside border; in contrast, the Kitchell 

drawing has plants and flowers to create a “natural” border, and the Treadway one has a 

message of repentance, that is, individual words with corresponding, oblique images, that 

form the drawing’s rectangular border. Sally L. Kitch argues that the Treadway 

pictograph illustrates the Shaker belief that “a marked contrast exists between the 

austerity of Shaker earthly life and the bounty of heavenly rewards” (27). Using Kitch’s 

logic, the drawing’s continuous, artificial rectangular boundary serves to offset the 

celestial world from the earthly one. This aesthetic of spatial demarcation would 

represent a natural extension of Shaker thought on the superiority of the heavenly sphere 
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over the earthly, of course. Promey, in describing the use of borders in Cohoon’s 

painting, argues that “the painted border physically separated the sacred space of the 

picture from the actual world of its beholders” (73). Though Promey and Kitch make 

useful arguments for how space becomes sacralized in Shaker gift drawings, one 

important component of this supernatural manifestation not considered is that the viewer 

of the pictograph is not only entering into this sequestered world of “heavenly rewards” 

but also looking directly at a representation of death, a postmortem topography 

materialized through art. 

 In other words, both the represented space inside Bates’ borders and the visual 

iconography itself suggest that the viewer should imagine death during the process of 

entering into the sacralized space of the gift drawing. The visions that precipitated the 

creation of the gift drawings were said to be sent by angels, intermediaries, or spirits of 

the dead. Cohoon mentions about her vision, for example, that “Mother Ann came into 

meeting… and [Cohoon] saw a beautiful great bower… and trees bearing the fruit of 

Paradise” (reprinted in Promey 74). Rather than cut the viewer off from such a vision, the 

picture’s farthest borders, which are not incorporated in other Shaker gift drawings, help 

sequester the viewer into the sacralized space, the world of the dead, that is re-presented 

from the Shaker instrument’s testimony to the interpreting artist. Just as the viewer makes 

her way through the multiple visual symbols that adorn Bates’ compositional border for 

the Kitchell drawing, so must she work her way through the corresponding script: 

sentences that move in a rectangular pattern around Treadway’s border (“Heaven and 

Earth The beginning and the End…”). As the reader assimilates the complementary 

rhetoric, that is, the script message and visual symbolism, he becomes part of the vision 
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and, by extension, a participant in the afterlife. The Kitchell garden border is a miniature 

representation of the larger garden of paradise presented within, or as part of the actual 

gift drawing, while the Treadway border is one that combines script with the rhetorical 

demands of physical entrance into the visual composition – as one would say a password, 

for example, before entering a secret location These visual images of garden and other 

symbols corresponding to written script serve the same function of what Promey argues 

Cohoon’s pictured border does: It serves as “a window or an aperture through which to 

look or pass” (80). In short, in terms of its rhetorical demands upon the viewer, the 

border’s complementary forms of visual rhetoric, but particularly the images, serve as an 

opening or a portal in the Shaker gift drawing that compel the viewer to enter the “dead 

space” of the supernatural rendition.     

 Besides the border serving as an entranceway into the heavenly vision of death, 

the iconography in the Bates’ pieces provide cues for the viewer that the pictured world is 

indeed an afterlife. The red celestial body in the Kitchell drawing is most likely the 

blood-red moon from the Book of Revelation, or the end times in Christian theology.15 If 

the blood-red moon was not an obvious indicator that the temporal sequence depicted is 

postmortem, then some of the symbols in Bates’ gift drawings provide further proof. 

Both the Kitchell and Treadway drawings depict a clock at 12:15 and 12:30, respectively, 

which denotes the end of a time cycle, trumpets calling to the Day of Judgment are 

depicted, and multiple winged creatures are portrayed. The dominant image in terms of 

compositional centering may be the all-seeing, winged eye of the “Heavenly Father” 

surrounded by a circular periphery of stars on the Kitchell piece, an aesthetic choice that 

                                                 
15 In a series of prophecies composed by Miranda Barber in 1843, the Book of Revelation is explicitly 
mentioned, as Barber depicts symbols that correspond to “showers of blood” and “rivers of blood” in her 
drawing #37 and has several red moons in the last three drawings of the series. 



 44

some critics suggest may reveal Shaker appropriation of freemason symbolism. Multiple 

sets of birds are visually depicted as the “Guardian Angel” of Mother Anne; they carry of 

sacred scrolls, scripts authorized by a dead speaker, as in the Kitchell drawing. The 

winged bird, though, had greater currency in 19th-century Shaker culture in terms of its 

symbolism, as critics generally consider the bird merely to be a messenger from heaven. 

The Shakers, who were more than familiar with the original Puritan mission and had 

settled on some previous Puritan land, may have appropriated the 17th-century “winged 

death’s head” from Puritan gravestones (Illustration #3), which reminded viewers death 

was imminent but so was the possibility of an afterlife, as part of the meaning behind the 

recurring winged creature in their gift drawings. The positioning of the bird’s head, for 

example, in Bates’ later 1845 “Sacred Roll” (Illustration #4), is the exact positioning of 

the skull from Puritan gravestones with the winged death head inscription, and the stars 

which surround the upper periphery of the winged bird signify that this is a heavenly 

creature – or, one that is dead. The significance of the winged bird and other symbols 

within the Shaker gift drawings helps in rethinking 19th-century cultural currency for the 

gift drawings: Instead of serving solely as renditions of peaceful, benign re-creations of 

the afterlife, the gift drawings also used iconography and spatial arrangement to blur the 

boundaries between not only the heavenly sphere and the corporeal, but life and death, as 

the viewer was encouraged to imagine her own death through the rhetorical demands of 

the drawing. 

 Shaker gift drawings that imagine the heavenly realm and re-create the visual 

topography and architecture of the afterlife are different than most gift drawings that, 

while depicting presents that comes from a spiritual visitor, do not go into such elaborate 
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detail about the space and environment of heaven. Several of them, including Polly Jane 

Reed’s Spiritual map. The Holy City, 1843, (Illustration #5) include very little 

complementary script to the visual iconography; Reed’s spirit map instead approximates 

the afterlife as a complex grid with concentric geometric shapes – multiple circles with 

different entrance points located within squares and rectangles, and vice versa, each 

numbered and apportioned according to precise Shaker design aesthetic. The visionary 

drawings that do have textual inscription, however, work narrative and its conventions 

into the rhetorical demands of the visual drawing, as in Polly Collins’ Emblem of the 

Heavenly Sphere, 1854 (Illustration #6), which is less concerned with the comprehensive 

mapping of heaven and instead is consistent with other gift drawing motifs of 

miniaturized settings of heavenly trees and bowers.  Unlike other gift drawings, which 

usually eschew human representation, Collins’ drawing depicts a concise row of four 

persons in the center, in equidistant twelve columns. The figures begin with the most 

important pair, Mother Ann and “The Saviour,” and include Moses, the Virgin Mary, 

Eve, and even the nonbiblical Christopher Columbus. Perhaps in an aesthetic move that 

mirrors the transposition of print conventions to visual art, particularly the print devices 

associated with book frontispieces, various painted scenes, bowers, and fountains, 

surround the figures, each sequestered into an individual vignette, with textual 

inscriptions above the painted scenes and a heart, symbolizing universal love, above. 

 Collins is quick to underscore in her verse, which is loosely iambic pentameter, 

that the viewer is not given a complete vision of death, only a synecdoche of it, “an 

emblem of the world above” (Section l: 1). Death, or the viewer’s vision of the afterlife, 

is alluded to as elusive and opaque, as the viewer can only “faintly see” since “half can-
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not be told, nor shone [sic] to thee” (Section 2: 3-4). The heavenly vision is much more 

benign here in terms of explicit symbolism and the promise of “eternal glory” to the 

would-be sympathizer than in the Bates’ drawings. But Collins’ gift drawing is unique in 

Shaker works for its representation of human figures, a sort of postmortem train of 

biblical characters organized in symmetrical rows, and the text, by emphasizing the 

glorious, if fleeting, vision of the afterlife, that invites the viewer to enter into death as if 

it were a place of solace and reward. By incorporating both these human and 

mythological characters, she is making death more palatable to the viewer and 

envisioning a new subject position initiated by the act of imagining herself as deceased. 

Similarly, the individualized bowers and other natural scenes (named “Bower of Love,” 

“Pleasant Grove,” and such), like the dead figures who are represented in neat rows, 

follow a Shaker aesthetic of the miniature; yet these inviting vignettes also humanize 

death and make the afterlife appear to be the equivalent of a solitary, private walk in the 

nature, a place of peaceful coexistence with the spirits of both loved ones and important 

religious personages.   

 Collins’ emphasis on garden motifs and separated natural vignettes may have had 

cultural currency with broader 19th-century death practices. When Collins writes that the 

afterlife is a place where “all is peace, sweet love and harmony,” and death is the 

equivalent to “blissful realms [of] tranquility” (1: 7-8), she incorporates the literary 

conventions of what Philippe Ariès calls the “the age of the beautiful death” in the 

European and American 19th-century; these conventions include equating death with a 

prolonged sleep (“all is peace”) and transferring cultural fears of the afterlife into a 

benign postmortem experience. Such a “beautiful” death was marked by shifts in 
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religious and cultural understandings of death, as death becomes a catalyst for prolonged 

mourning for the family member or loved one. More important, death was now described 

by Catholic diarists and other religious and secular writers as “a desirable and long-

awaited refuge,” where the usual thinking towards “repose was combined other, more 

recent ideas of eternity and fraternal reunion” (409). Prolonged deathbed scenes, 

gravestone art that depicted two lovers dying together, the construction of intricate 

walkways in various rural graveyards: These were 19th-century methods that extended the 

emotional power of death and asserted the end of subjectivity to be the equivalent of 

returning to a peaceful homestead. This romantic depiction of death also informed the 

way that 19th-century Shaker visionaries considered the cosmography of the afterlife in 

their various gift drawings. Collins, for example, incorporates the language of the 

“beautiful death” by calling death one long “endless day” and where, in the same vein as 

Ariès mentioning the beautiful death’s emphasis on fraternal love, “thousand[s] of 

souls/[c]an join the choir and sing around the Throne” (1: 6,4). 

 There are repeated references to domesticity and family throughout Shaker gift 

drawings’ textual inscriptions; these narratives alternately emphasize the loveliness and 

sweetness of heaven, the upcoming apocalypse, or eschatological musings, as well as the 

various material gifts in the afterlife, which were normally condemned in Shaker 

doctrine. These traits of “the beautiful death” emphasize fraternity and reunion with the 

beloved, as Ariès uses Heathcliff and Catherine as such a reunited postmortem pair in 

Wuthering Heights by way of example. Just as Collins can envision a new family of souls 

in heaven, her “choir” of familiar spirits, so do other Shaker writers make reference to a 

reunited chorus of spirits in the afterlife. For example, Polly Jane Reed 1854 gift drawing 
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of Eliza Ann Taylor’s present from the departed spirit of Shaker elder Lucy Wright, 

repeatedly emphasizes the role of domestic familiarity in the afterlife: 

And from thee sequestered shades of death, 
my ministering Angels shall gather many souls, 
whom I shall call upon thee to feed and clothe 

(Heavenly Visions 40) 
 

Here, Reed familiarizes death and the afterlife through the language of maternal 

domesticity; she will “feed” and “clothe” the now-familiar community around her in the 

naturalized setting she creates for heaven, as the border in the drawing is surrounded by 

birds, leaves and a blossoming plant in the middle. Reed’s emphasis on a family reunion 

of sorts in the afterlife has currency with changing cultural conceptions related to the 

“beautiful death.”  Ariès argues that a “reunion, in a beyond [with] all those who loved 

each other on earth,” as illustrated in the Heathcliff-Catherine example from Bronte’s 

novel, is a defining feature of the “beautiful death” and that earthly affections are 

prolonged in death “for eternity” (446). Through the use of affect, a common 19th-century 

literary trope employed to share mourning and basic subjectivity with one’s audience, 

Reed and other Shaker gift artists reimagined death as the continuation, and extension of, 

the Shaker community; the beautiful death allowed such artists to reconsider the known 

and unknown souls of the afterlife as a postmortem version of the domestic family unit. 

 19th-century death practices associated with landscape gardening, the rural 

cemetery movement, and nature, broadly speaking, also are reinforced within these 

contemporary Shaker art forms. At Mt. Auburn, Mass., for example, which was near 

several Shaker settlements, the rural cemetery movement had its genesis in the United 

States. Mt. Auburn was chosen because it was “a pleasant, heavily wooded tract with 

variegated topography of many little hills, valleys, and streams” (French 76). The rural 
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cemetery was to be a place of quiet contemplation within a cultivated natural space; the 

decay of flesh and even mortality itself became muted through the design and aesthetics 

of, and mourning practices associated with, this and other rural cemeteries. The aesthetics 

of the rural cemetery were also influenced by the growing American interest in 

horticulture and landscape gardening (French).  Stanley French describes Mt. Auburn as 

having such a horticulture and landscape gardening influence in its design: “The avenues 

bore names of trees, footpaths of flowers. A system of carriage avenues and graveled 

footpaths suitable to the topography was constructed” (80). This system of design is, of 

course, associated with the growth of the natural sciences and the systemization of 

knowledge in Western culture; but such elaborate, carefully-planned design – landscape 

gardening, the rural cemetery movement, and changing cultural conceptions of death, as 

synonymous, synchronic cultural outgrowths – also was a way of reshaping death as 

nature in Shaker thought.  In almost every Shaker gift drawing from 1837 to 1857 – with 

only a few esoteric drawings, with odd-placed numbers and unintelligible symbols, and 

some of the apocalyptic drawings, as exceptions – there are explicit representations of 

nature, from gardens and bowers to trees and flowers. In Hannah Cohoon’s Tree of Light 

series (Illustration #7), for example, Cohoon presents a single tree as the equivalent to the 

afterlife. In the previously-mentioned Reed drawing, the border is a wreath of natural 

symbols, with the interior drawings almost all flowering plants and winged birds. Nature 

becomes a place that is immortalized in Shaker gift drawings, becoming, in Shaker 

iconography, a replacement for death at the exact moment of the cultural nexus of the 

rural cemetery movement, landscape gardening, and American culture’s replacing of 

bodily death with nostalgia for, and mourning in, nature. 
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 Nature and natural imagery became a way for Shaker gift drawers to render death 

within peaceful groves and gardens rather than confront the reality of its bodily decay; 

the repeated Shaker emphasis on nature imagery in the gift drawings also reveals a sort of 

cultural currency with antebellum conceptions of death in America. The Fireside Poets, 

particularly William Cullen Bryant, whose “Thanatopsis” was the most popular poem in 

pre-Civil War America, initiated the death-as-nature tradition in literary and popular 

culture.16  Death for Bryant and for the Shaker gift drawers, as with Reed’s 1849 gift 

drawing, represents a return to a vast “vinyard [sic]” where “branch[es]” comfort the 

souls of the dead and a “bright” moon teaches the viewer a moral parable about the gift of 

life (II: 9-16). French argues that Mt. Auburn, too, represents such a moral parable for its 

visitors: “the conception of the cemetery as an instructional institution and inculcator of 

morality became a more common theme [in 19th-century culture]” (78).  Ariès’ argument 

on American rural cemeteries also centers on the moral lesson that death-as-nature should 

provide, stating that the idea behind Mt. Auburn’s design “was to create a new Elysian 

Fields, a rolling garden in which beautiful monuments were dominated by greenery” 

(437; emphasis mine). Nature became a synonymous concept with death in Mt. Auburn’s 

design and the rural cemetery movement as a whole, and landscape gardening and design 

aesthetic is particularly prevalent in Shaker gift drawings from the 1840s and 1850s 

because the artists utilized such an allegorical substitution for death in much the same 

manner. In works such as Collins’s gift drawing dedicated to her children (Illustration #8; 

1854), individual natural bowers, much like the private, segmented space of the rural 

cemetery gravestone, make up the majority of the work’s composition; Cohoon’s series 

                                                 
16 In “Thanatopsis,” Bryant creates a parallel between “the earth” and a giant gravesite, a “mighty 
sepulchre” (35-37). Death here represents a return to nature, which is localized in a massive graveyard. 
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of Tree of Life/Tree of Light drawings represent her gift from the afterlife in the form of a 

single icon, a tree with undulating branches and leaves. Bates’ complex drawings are rife 

with nature imagery and similar miniaturized gardens and bowers that invite 

contemplation and localize mourning; and Collins’ Heavenly Sphere gift drawing has 

twenty-four individual natural scenes next to her twenty-four biblical figures, as if they 

were the particular solitary gravesites that corresponded to the personages. For Shaker 

gift artists, nature and death became conceptually synonymous at the same time as a 

larger 19th-century cultural thrust, including the rural cemetery movement, in the same 

direction, and death-through-nature became a recurring organizational trope in Shaker art 

and aesthetics. 

Unruly Tongues: Shaker Subjectivities, Shaker Supernatural Performance 

The Shaker gift drawings were only part of the material creations that flourished 

during the Era of Manifestations in Shaker historiography: The majority of material 

artifacts associated with this time period exist in the form of Shaker songs, diaries and 

first-person narrations, church records, poetry, prayers and liturgies, and other forms of 

written text. The same “instruments” through which Shaker gift drawings were produced 

also recorded spiritual pronouncements and concise poems and songs that were sent from 

the other world and subsequently transcribed. Shaker historian and theist Robley Edward 

Whitson categorizes this moment in Shaker history as “a time of ecstatic gifts 

characterized by the inspiration of a broad spectrum of the membership who acted as 

instruments or mediums for messages, visions, and rituals thought of as portrayals of the 

spiritual realm” (19). It is important to note that these Shaker ecstatic performances 

occurred well before the heyday of American spiritualism proper and that the number of 
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recorded or professed supernatural occurrences is perhaps the most concentrated in such a 

timespan in American history. The texts that do exist in the form of written transcription 

for recording these manifestations, whether those written by Shaker apostates such as 

David Lamson or composed in song and subsequently published from careful archival 

work, are inherently problematic: Shakers were averse to recording their own histories, 

let alone affirming personal experience. These rituals transgressed Shaker authority 

because these were often spontaneous, laity-led supernatural performances. In the process 

Shakers imagining such subversive authority during these rituals, the female body 

became a locus for imagined authority during a majority of these religious performances. 

What follows will attempt to elaborate how female Shaker personhood, and female 

Shaker participation in the public sphere, became radically transformed when Shaker 

women imagined themselves as dead and as speaking for the deceased.   

Though the Shaker gifts and supernatural occurrences from 1837-1847 were not 

solely a female-centered phenomenon, most of the spiritual activity centered around 

female Shaker parishioners and was localized in a female body. Specifically, thirteen out 

of sixteen known authors for the Shaker gift drawings were female; the deceased Mother 

Ann Lee reemerged as a spiritual guide during the rituals, along with Holy Mother 

Wisdom, the female Shaker equivalent to God; the role of young girls at the Watervliet, 

N.Y., settlement beginning the phenomenon by speaking in tongues and other wild 

gesticulations (Stein); and the way that politically disempowered women in Shaker 

communities may have inadvertently reasserted their authority through being the focus of 

these Shaker rituals. Through envisioning themselves as deceased subjects, Shaker 
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women were able to reposition themselves within the Shaker community and reimagine 

subject positions that were not available to them in the public sphere. 

In an 1844 prophetic anthem, for example, a female line of supernatural 

transmission is prevalent; the anthem is given by one female spirit, Holy Wisdom, to 

another, Mother Ann, then given to a female instrument, Joanna Kitchel. Death and 

supernaturalism provide such a springboard for complicating subject positions and 

authority. In “Song of the East” (1844), Kitchel, the same instrument for whom Bates re-

created spirit visions in a Shaker gift drawing, records the words given to her by both 

female Shaker spirits and creates an unrhymed poem that posits the speaker as a powerful 

creator and lord: “I will make war with the nations of the earth…../And my household 

shall be in ev’ry land,” she boasts (l. 7, 14; quoted in Andrews, Gift 40).  At once 

promising world domination while at the same time extending her domestic space, her 

“household,” beyond borders and countries, Kitchel uses “Song of the East” to conjoin 

imagery of a female “daughter” rising in the East with the poem’s textual authority, that 

of biblical scripture. For the latter, Holy Mother Wisdom, speaking through Kitchel, 

imagines total God-like power over the world (“all the earth shall tremble before me” 

[17])  while also using reassuring domestic imagery, a personal “lamp” that “goeth out of 

the wilderness” (3). In terms of authorship, Kitchel, who erases her identity by claiming 

that disembodied female spirits inspired the poem, enacts a type of reversal of subject 

position seen in contemporary appraisals of 1850s and 1860s séances and mediumships. 

Models of idealized passivity for women were part and parcel of the 19th-century 

spiritualist movement. Russ Castronovo, argues, for example that “women were idealized 

as passive and immobile, qualities that increased their capacity to serve as recipients of 
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spiritual revelation” (138). At once erasing materiality and specificity while at the same 

time engaging in new “sociocelestial (and sociopolitical spheres),” to use Castronovo’s 

description, the mesmerized or supernaturally-inspired female body now spoke from a 

position of authority that was denied within everyday Shaker life and religious ritual. 

When Kitchel performs “The Song of the East” and envisions herself as speaking from an 

omnipotent subject position that oscillates between a male and female voice (God/Holy 

Mother Wisdom), she is participating in such immobilized, passive constructions of the 

quasi-dead female body that informed later rituals of 19th-century spiritualism.  

Shaker female narrative functioned via imagining oneself dead through the act of 

supernaturalism; because of their striking similarities, these early versions of 19th-century 

spiritualism should be considered within the lens of the later spiritualist movement. For 

example, Shaker scholar Edward Deming Andrews’ retelling of perhaps the first 

supernatural event in the Era of Manifestations, in Watervliet, N.Y., in 1837, seems 

straight out of an 1850s or later spiritualist publication: 

During the day, as she [a fourteen year-old girl] and her companions became  
entranced, some of them began to shake and whirl, and acted strangely. In the 
evening, as they lay on their beds, three of the children were “taken under 
operations,” their senses appearing to be “withdrawn from scenes of time” 
(The Gift to Be Simple 23) 

 
To be sure, these Shaker female bodies are not passive and immobilized at the beginning 

of this supernatural performance, which might be the equivalent of modern day 

Pentecostal rituals. The women are instead described as “shak[ing]” and “whirl[ing],” 

part of the religious performance of Shaker possession that marked the beginning of the 

era of manifestations but also preceded it and lasted, at least in some Shaker rituals, until 

the beginning of the 20th-century. The combination of female selfhood, spirit possession 
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and séances has further implications for Shaker supernaturalism, though. John J. Kucich, 

writing in Ghostly Communion: Cross-Cultural Spiritualism in Nineteenth-Century 

American Literature, argues that “the willingness of female spirits to communicate the 

insights they had gained in the afterlife testified to the existence of a disembodied female 

selfhood” (9). Kucich makes the case that the “séance or trance lecture” deeply disturbed 

traditional epistemologies for women and selfhood in the 19th-century because their 

spiritual voices contested dominant patriarchal codes, particularly those in the sciences 

(10). The actual flesh-and-blood female body – in a similar argument to Kucich’s, 

Castronovo claims Zenobia’s dead body at the end of Hawthorne’s Blithedale Romance 

complicates subjectivity because the female corpse is both material and historical, the 

opposite of the disembodied female medium – becomes, once again, a passive object, 

almost a corpse, in the above Shaker ritual where the children’s consciousness becomes 

“withdrawn” and under the influence of supernatural “operations.”   

 By imagining themselves as dead, or cohabiting a paradoxical speaking place, that 

is, simultaneously both earthly existence and the afterlife, Shaker female instruments 

could reimagine their subjecthood and personhood in ways that would not be socially 

acceptable in austere Shaker society, particularly one that was revising its Millennial 

Laws. Shaker women initiated “Mother Ann’s Sweeping Gift,” which was a song 

accompanied by 2:00 a.m. awakenings by female and male instruments who, purportedly 

within a disembodied, trance state and under the influence of Holy Mother Wisdom, went 

into every room and encouraged fellow Shakers to “sweep, … and clean [their] holy 

sanctuary,” just like God would cleanse the land in biblical prophecy (Andrews 31). 

Shaker supernatural performances here again invoked domesticity, cleaning and 
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sweeping, as a way of normalizing the radical subjecthood that they projected during 

their supernatural performances. These performances, however, involved not only a 

shifting of vantage point for female subjects that resulted in their ability to move within 

sociocelestial spheres of relations. They also involved multiple spirits of different races 

and ethnicities who would speak through the instruments, as “the instruments 

encountered leaders from the past, dead members of their natural or Shaker families, 

angels, and unknown figures” (Stein 169). Though Holy Mother Wisdom, a disembodied 

spirit version of female embodiment, is the familiar example here for “The Sweeping 

Gift,” and female Shakers could extend their public authority through speaking with her 

voice, other less known figures also emerged in this elaborate voicing of Shaker 

supernaturalism. 

 Shaker instruments, imagining themselves as speaking the voice of the dead, 

could establish “relations” with social groups with which they had little or no contact, 

and the resultant songs and rituals from these charismatic moments provide further 

testimony of complex, imagined intersubjective relations that resulted from these 

supernatural rituals. If the public sphere, loosely speaking, was too prohibitive to include 

the actual interaction between Shaker subjects and other social groups, then the 

reimagined sociocelestial sphere could make up for this exclusion. Andrews provides a 

useful catalogue for the various ethnic and racial spirits who descended upon Shaker 

instruments during these rituals: “Eskimo spirits took possession of the bodies of brethren 

and sisters, the latter would perform the actions of driving dog sledges. Included in the 

strange visitations were the spirits of Mexicans, Peruvians, Patagonians, Hottentots… 

[and particularly] The Indian [and] Negro” (30). An entire sub-section of the songs and 
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poetry collected from Shaker visitations, across multiple geographical settlements, are 

from “Native American” voices that would cohabit the bodies of Shaker instruments, 

usually women. Several of the Native American spirit-attributed songs, many of which 

were anonymously composed but probably inspired by female instruments, imagine 

female-to-female subjective exchange, particularly in the several “Squaw Songs” that 

were recorded.  One such “Squaw Song” (1839; possibly New Lebanon) moves from 

Native American gibberish (“Que qua quaw qui qum” [l. 2]), that is, how Shaker 

instruments imagined Native American dialect, to a final, vast heavenly vision (“Away 

up in the heavens/A much big river I see,” [8-9; quoted in Andrews 70]), much like the 

visions of the afterlife often recorded in Shaker gift drawings.  In terms of voice and 

narration, the squaw is a female spirit that represents the breakdown of racial barriers by 

speaking through the body of a female Shaker. Her voice is indecipherable as a 

transmitted language. Yet the sociocelestial sphere allows the instrument to envision a 

radical equality and imagined intersubjective exchange that matched celestial vision of 

Native American to that of Shaker. Shakers were fascinated with Native American spirits, 

however disconnected the settlements were from them in terms of social and economic 

ties. 

 Two journal entries, reprinted in Andrews’ The People Called Shakers, situate 

Shaker spirituality as informed by Native American culture practice during their 

possessions; a cross-cultural methodology, which incorporates Shaker spiritual practice 

within the emerging 19th-century spiritualist movement, opens up new polyglot readings 

of Shaker supernatural performances.  While Shaker critics have often pointed to the 

isolationist stance of Shaker doctrine and practices in explaining the resultant 
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supernatural phenomenon peculiar to this religious group, they have yet to consider fully 

how Shaker supernatural rituals and practices, particularly the spirit visitations from the 

dead, were both part of a broadening collective and individual resistance to power and 

doctrine and representative of an attempt at cross-cultural spiritual exchange.  Kucich’s 

methodology resituates, for example, the Salem witch-trials within a more supple, 

textured understanding of crosscultural difference; in particular, he argues that 

colonization practices, not just European witchcraft traditions, informed that 17th-century 

cultural phenomenon. Kucich, who never considers Shaker spiritualism in theoretical 

models, provides a useful crosscultural definition: “Spiritualism, with its remarkable 

cultural ubiquity and concomitant knack for seeping through the walls that divide cultural 

traditions, offers a valuable opportunity to study how even an immaterialist discourse 

must take a material manifestation” (xxix). The immaterialist discourse in Shaker 

supernaturalism, supposedly spoken from disembodied Native American spirits in this 

instance, creates a cross-cultural sympathy transferred from 19th-century Shakers to the 

imagined subjects during their supernatural performances.  Andrews argues that Shaker-

Native American spiritualist exchange may stem from desire “on the part of the 

Believers, to share their light with those primitive peoples to whom they were in many 

respects akin” (169). Yet the two excerpted manuscripts on Shaker-Native American 

spiritual performance reveal more than just an attempt at monocultural exchange. 

 A.J. Macdonald, in a subsequent narrative about his experiences among the 

Watervliet Shaker community, reveals the complexities of such a supernatural exchange 

of cultural beliefs and death practices during a Native American visitation. Once again, 

spirit possession is localized upon the body of a female, who “after whirling with eyes 
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closed for about fifteen minutes, informed the head eldress that she had a communication 

to make” (reprinted in Andrews, People 169). In the process of letting the Native 

American spirits in through “the Windows,” the Shakers then divided up between those 

who were possessed by the spirits and those who were engaging in cultural exchange 

with the dead, “wandering” Native Americans (170). In the process, multiple points of 

monocultural exchange models are enacted during the process of spiritual 

disembodiment: The Shakers work to convert the Natives to a life of Christ and “instruct 

them in the rules of Shakerism,” while the possessed Shakers have a dramatic melee of 

“whooping, yelling, and strange antics” (170). Visions of crosscultural spiritualism, 

opened up through Shaker subjects imagining themselves as the dead Native Americans, 

occur within this unscripted moment of spirit possession and allows Shakers to 

participate in what they thought Native American rituals entailed. This crosscultural 

spiritualist “exchange,” though, is in the form of an “ethnographic text,” to use Mary 

Louise Pratt’s differentiation between ethnography and autoethnography in first-person 

historical chronicles. An ethnographic text, however, does not connote a full, 

symmetrical exchange of cultural beliefs. Instead, they are such texts where “European 

metropolitan subjects represent themselves to their other” (519). What complicates the 

Shaker ethnographic texts, however, is that they are written by a disenfranchised, 

culturally-discrete religious group; further, many of the retellings of supernatural 

experience are told through the bodily “text” of Shaker women, many of whom were 

reasserting theological authority through such supernatural performances.   

A universalizing and utopian tendency of such spiritualism is created with a 

shared belief in mind; this utopian desire behind spiritualism is created, to use Kucich’s 
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formulation, because “an accessible spirit world offers an important common ground for 

spiritualists of every culture and creed” (153). The Macdonald manuscript reveals that 

such an imagined common ground, which included Shakers not only acknowledging but 

performing Native American cultural traditions, from eating “Suckatosh [sic]” to 

participating in a “Pow Wow” (170) to engaging in more liberal relations between males 

and females than accepted in Shaker society, was part of a broader attempt at breaking 

down religious divisions. This supernatural performance occurred by Shakers imagining 

themselves within an afterlife marked by a universal, open social sphere and initiated by 

the exchange of multicultural spirits within diverse bodies – racial, gendered, ethnic, 

national, or otherwise.  

 The Shaker-Native American spiritualist rituals at Watervliet also entailed, to use 

Pratt’s model, an autoethnographic gesture encoded within an ethnographic text: 

appropriating Native American rituals into Shaker revivals, incorporating diverse subjects 

within Shaker religious rites while also genuinely attempting to speak from the voice of 

the Native American. Shaker revivals spread throughout this period in the 19th-century. 

These revivals, according to early Shakerism scholar Clarke Garrett, “represented sacred 

theater on a grand scale” and were connected by a shared performative and theological 

background in “evangelical Protestant religious experience” (241). At the same time that 

the Shakers psychically imagined a shared subjectivity with Native Americans within 

individual supernatural rituals, they also attempted to consider themselves as such 

subjects within 19th-century revivalism, broadly speaking. Shaker supernaturalism had 

cultural currency, shared ecstatic traits, with multidenominational Kentucky and Ohio 

revivals and with early charismatic revivalists like George Whitefield. The ultimate goal 
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of such divergent revivals was, of course, conversion of wayward souls, so it is rather 

telling that a Hancock Shaker manuscript on the presence of Native American spirits 

begins with, like the Macdonald one, the entrance of spirits from the outside to possess 

the bodies of the Shaker instruments. First, however, a Shaker elder “rather hesitated not 

exactly knowing whether [Native American spirits] had confessed their sins” (quoted in 

Andrews 166). Here, the disembodied sociocelestial sphere becomes an inclusive vision 

of relations if the Native American spirits “confess all their sins and had the same 

Mother” that Shakers did, as the Shaker elder puts it. Just like revivalists in a 

polymorphous Christian denominations participated as crosscultural subjects through the 

uncontrollable ecstatic gifts that accompanied such revivals, so do the Shakers become 

“united with their new visitants” through both the acknowledgment of human sin and the 

shared origin myth from Mother Ann’s founding vision (166).  Spiritualist language in 

this example from the Hancock, Mass., settlement and other such examples reveals 

gibberish, as a song is sung in “the Native Language,” which is possibly akin to speaking 

in tongues, followed by clarity in the supernatural exchange, as the spirits once again 

sound the war whoop, dance, and “give and receive love” (166-167). Polyvalent and 

multicultural religious codes become intelligible and shared – including divergent 

understandings of cosmology, particularly Shaker conceptions of the afterlife vis-à-vis 

Native American ones (The Shakers unite the Native American spirits by being “called 

together by the Savior,” while a generic Native American “spirit” is put forward as their 

religious view [166-167]) – through Shakers imagining themselves as disembodied, dead 

subjects. 



 62

 The use of such ghosts, though, complicates the narrative act itself in Shaker 

culture, and these hauntings represent a way to rethink Shaker cultural memory. 19th-

century hauntings and supernatural phenomena, from the Rochester rappings to the Bell 

Witch haunting to spirit photography, all had an historical origin and cultural basis, 

ranging from such culturally-specific political imperatives as idealized version of female 

embodiment to oral European folk tales that had been passed on to frontier settlers. But 

the Shaker hauntings represent a massive shared experience of supernatural phenomena, 

one that, according to one Shaker apostate, was filled with rituals that included 

noncorporeally “40,000 [spirits] present at their mountain meeting…. All such spirits are 

in the Shaker faith, dressed in the Shaker garb” (66). These mass hauntings, if that is the 

right description for them, were almost invariably accompanied by familiar spirits such as 

Mother Ann, an original founder of the Shakers, Holy Mother Wisdom, Jesus Christ, and 

other deceased Shaker elders and biblical personages, such as, according to church elder 

Henry Blinn, “Father James, Father Job,… Mother Lucy… Eldress Molly Chase” (quoted 

in Whitson 292). These familiar spirits arrived at a time when Shaker doctrine was being 

revised and paternal (and maternal) authority had to sanctify it, even if from a 

disembodied state. The Shaker mediums who used these ghosts’ authority, their 

immaterial discourse that became materialized into historical record, disavowed personal 

origin for their messages but nonetheless became authors of an alternate type of discourse 

themselves.  The mass hauntings that Lamson and Blinn describe recreate a society that 

eschewed material production into one that is immediately relevant, as their 

supernaturalism attracted thousands of visitors and even became part of a bill in the New 
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Hampshire state legislature. But these immaterial productions were a type of inverted 

cultural memory. 

 That this inverted cultural memory was spoken through ghosts, narratively 

speaking, reveals an anxiety about historicity and materiality within Shaker culture. By 

definition, ghosts are ephemeral beings that avoid materiality and historical origin; they 

enter into discursive frameworks outside of the normative rules of discourse exchange, 

including, besides the lack materiality and origin, a definitive identity. In some respects, 

however, this description is not entirely correct, as Andrew Weinstock reminds us in 

Spectral America: Phantoms and The National Imagination, because “particular ghostly 

manifestations are always constructions embedded within specific historical contexts and 

invoked for more or less explicit political purposes” (8). This return of the (historical) 

repressed through ghostly manifestations functions via both recalling past Shaker 

antecedents and self-fashioning a shared cultural history and origin for the sect, and 

through perpetuating that memory via bodily forms of technology and reproduction. 

Shaker supernatural ritual was often described by observers as an intense writhing of the 

body and extreme dramatic performance. For example, Elder Henry Blinn mentions a 

“special exercise, [where] small circles were formed… accompanied by bowing, jerking 

and tongues” (quoted in Whitson 292) while Lamson recounts that, during spiritual 

possession, “a sister… los]ing] all control over her body [and] jumping up,” among other 

contortions (67). In a culture that eschewed technology and revered simplicity, these 

specific bodily hauntings represent an imaginary form of reproduction, much like the 

reproductions that were produced in the spirit drawings. Ghosts, who violently entered 

the body through such “jerking” and speaking in “tongues,” appeared at this specific 
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historical moment to provide a record of Shaker supernatural experience for posterity and 

solidify the crises of leadership in the present. The Shakers were performing cultural 

memory through the alternate subject positions afforded by supernatural experience; that 

supernatural experience was centered on spirit possession and ghosts because, temporally 

speaking, they could return to the genesis of Shakerism while also inhabiting and 

commenting upon the present. And bodily performance, often in the form of automata, a 

distant relative of technological reproduction and script, was a way of opening up that 

performance for future records of 19th-century Shaker culture and for subsequent material 

manifestations of Shaker supernatural experience (inspired songs, gift drawings, and so 

forth).  

 The cultural memory that Shakers performed during their supernatural visitations 

was meant to use ghosts and other related phenomena to invoke authority from the 

otherwise passive Shaker instruments and to provide a means for organizing that 

experience for use by the general public – in verifying the truth of Shaker 

supernaturalism and for future Shaker generations, and in organizing the events from 

1837-47 as a defining moment in Shaker history.  In an appendix included in Lamson’s 

narrative, for example, multiple Shaker testimonies verify the reality of their personal 

supernatural experiences, much as 17th-century Puritans verified their religious 

conversions through similar public testimonies;  Martha Van Valen, for example, writes 

in 1843 as a typical “Inspired Witness” who beheld an angel, a close approximation to a 

ghost in Shaker supernaturalism, “enter the east side of the room” and provide her with “a 

very length Roll” (quoted in Lamson 143).  The content of the sacred roll, one of 

hundreds of sacred rolls revealed during supernatural revelation across multiple forms of 
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media (gift drawings, song recordings), is of less import than the authority it provides: 

Van Valen describes the roll as being presented “with godly fear and reverence” and its 

authority becomes a way of giving credence to such first-person Shaker supernatural 

narratives. Inspired witnesses such as Van Valen speak such supernatural narratives 

through automatism, the involuntary movement of the body, a recurring trait of Shaker 

bodily performance during the Era of Manifestations; this automatism has the effect of 

providing cultural authority to disembodied voices from embodied, but marginalized, 

figures who now spoke with, as Van Valen claims, with “the holy word of God” (144). 

Ghosts, or angels, appeared at this historical moment to provide both a fascinated public 

and a third generation of Shakers with a defining feature: a “real,” verified supernatural 

experience that in turn substantiated their claim to faith in both constituencies.  Van 

Valen and other inspired witnesses, including Joseph Wicker and Adah Zillah Potter, who 

related bizarre, otherworldy visions – Potter recalls an “angel” with “the feet of an 

elephant,” with, again, a “large Roll” (quoted in Lamson 146) – use alternate version of 

scriptural authority (the roll is presented to them for their own personal test of 

authenticity), as well as shifting subject positions and narrative voice, to create a shared 

Shaker history, a cultural memory for future Shaker generations. In these rituals, the 

conjunction of automata (bodily contortions or automatic writing), reproduction (through 

script or other forms of transcription), disembodied narrative (speaking in tongues, 

mediums), and supernatural phenomena (visitations from angels or ghosts), combine to 

force a decentering of Shaker authority that also universalizes Shaker experience for the 

sake of shared, usable cultural memory, a sort of historical epicenter for third-generation 

Shakerism to be remembered. 
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 Sure enough, future generations of Shakers did make a usable past out of the 

period of visitations and incorporated Shaker supernaturalism within the broader cultural 

category of 19th-century spiritualism, as, for example, an anonymous letter included in a 

revised version of the Shaker Manifesto (1884) attests. The author frames Shaker 

supernaturalism directly within spiritualism, arguing that the Shakers “have always with 

great pleasure placed our name among the spiritualists”; the author also claims that 

“Another generation will not know the spiritualism that was with us from 1837 to 1847” 

(reprinted in Whitson 296-297). Here, the intergenerational cultural memory of early 

Shaker supernaturalism is referred to as a culminating event in Shaker history, and the 

ghostly visitations and visions are creatively remembered as being part of the larger 

cultural category of 19th-century spiritualism. An earlier Shaker piece (1851) on spirit 

rappings, the central supernatural marker of the Fox sisters’ performances, resituates 

Shaker visions as the highest “degree” of spiritualist experience, above “rappings,” 

“trance[s],” and “magnetic sleep” (quoted in Promey 91). In terms of chronology, the 

Shaker visions preceded the later spiritualist movement that culminated in postbellum 

America; the visions and events from 1837 to 1847 even preceded the Fox sisters’ spirit 

rappings that may well mark the beginning of 19th-century spiritualism. This project has 

attempted to reconsider how Shakers were able to reimagine new intersubjective relations 

through disembodiment, how Shaker gift drawings compel the viewers to participate in 

their own postmortem experience, how Shaker supernatural performance was linked with 

perpetuating cultural memory, and how Shaker supernatural rituals were connected with 

19th-century death practices. In the process of making this argument about rethinking 

Shaker supernaturalism, however, I have also found, as evidenced in the Avery writing 
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and the Manifesto letter, that 19th-century spiritualism also needs to be critically 

reconsidered as branching out among different crosscultural, multireligious pathways 

than previously argued. From using the coded language of nature-as-death to having 

female bodies as the epicenter of supernatural activity to utilizing multiple narrative of 

ghostly voices from different geographic and subject positions, the Shaker visitations 

incorporated spiritualist discourse and practices shortly before this became a national 

fascination. 
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 Illustration #1: 
 
 

 

 

 

  
Sacred roll. From Holy Mother Wisdom to Joanna Kitchell, 1845, Sarah Bates. 
(courtesy of Philadelphia Museum of Art) 
 



 69

Illustration #2 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sacred roll. From Holy Mother Wisdom to Hannah Ann Treadway, 1845. 
(reprinted from Heavenly Visions: Shaker Gift Drawings and Gift Songs) 
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Illustration #3 
 

 
 
Puritan Winged Death image. 17th-century. Marblehead graveyard, Massachusetts 
(courtesy Jeff Kane, “Old Burial Hill,” online photo archive)  
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Illustration #4 
 

 

 

Untitled sacred roll. 1840s. Sarah Bates. New Lebanon, New York. 
(courtesy of the Drawing Center online exhibition archives) 
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Illustration #5: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Spiritual Map. The Holy City, 1843. Polly Jane Reed. 
(courtesy of the Philadelphia Museum of Art) 
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Illustration #6 
 
 
 

 
 
 
An Emblem of the Heavenly Sphere, 1854. Polly Collins. 
(courtesy of Suite 101 online image archive) 
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Illustration #7 
 

 
 
The Tree of Light or Blazing Tree, 1845. Hannah Cohoon 
(courtesy of Southeby’s) 
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Illustration #8: 
 

 
 
 
1st My Children Dear, Whom I Do Love, 1854. Polly Collins 
(courtesy American Folk Art Museum) 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

SILENT TRANSCRIPTIONS, IMMEDIACY, AND 
DEAD VOICES: TEXTUAL BODIES AND THE 
DISEMBODIED CHILD NARRATOR IN 19TH- 

CENTURY AMERICAN FICTION 
 
 Perhaps one of the most disturbing moments in one of the scariest films of the 

20th-century is in The Shining, specifically, the scene of the ghost twins whom a psychic 

boy can both see and hear.  The twins, with matching barrettes, identical blue dresses, 

and, most distinctly, concordant voices, speak from a chasm, one that opens up into 

previous epochs and other worlds.  What is perhaps so unnerving about this scene, 

however, -- arguably the most unnerving moment in a film replete with an ax-wielding 

psychopath, horrific-looking ghosts, and other spectral images – is that the children are 

the ones that act as a conduit, or medium, for the dead.  Their singularly-toned, doubled 

voice is one without a genealogical origin: something else, for lack of a more precise 

description, speaks through the immaterial little girls, gaining agency through that act of 

narration.  That the late-20th-century imagination had recourse with an origin-less child’s 

voice should not be surprising, however.  In fact, child narrators have served as the 

cornerstone for many works of fiction in the American canon, from Twain’s Huck Finn 

to Kincaid’s “Girl.”  Yet, the overall connections between 19th-century American culture 

and the fictional rendition of child narrators, particularly those child narrators who are 

disembodied and decorporealized, have not been adequately explored in 19th-century 

scholarship, that is, besides those analyzing the overall supernatural trajectory of some 
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children’s literature and in folklore studies, and this without explicit emphasis on the 

child as narrator.17   

 The scope of the following project will be limited to both theories of 

disembodiment and their relation a recurring figure that may be described as the dead 

child narrator in antebellum fiction and prose; though disembodiment is not the same as a 

literal death, these categories alternate and complement one another in terms of narrative 

voice and literary conventions.  The project begins with a consideration of how the 

disembodied child narrator becomes a prominent fictional trope in early 19th-century 

oratory, particularly Caleb Bingham’s 1797 collection of speeches, The Columbian 

Orator. The American Gothic tradition from Brockden Brown to Irving, from the period 

of the late-18th-and early 19th-century in American fiction, emphasizes hauntings, 

supernatural locations, and other conventions; this tradition borrowed heavily from 

British sources, and these sources provide fertile critical material for foregrounding 

disembodiment as a literary device in the American Gothic. According to J. Gerald 

Kennedy, Gothic geography, marked by the “haunted castle, the subterranean 

passageway, the secret vault, and the sealed room,” are thinly-veiled references to that 

ultimate primal terror, death (43). In Gothic literature, the vulnerability that accompanies 

contemplation of human mortality, including “transience,” in Kennedy’s formulation, can 

also, by extension, create disembodiment, separation of voice from speaker, and other 

such narrative disjunctions. Brockden Brown’s quasi-child narrator, Clara, for example, 

                                                 
17 Allan Lloyd Smith, in “Can Such Things Be?: Ambrose Bierce, the “Dead Mother,” and Other American 
Traumas,” argues not for a dead, or disembodied child in 19th-century American gothic fiction but instead a 
“dead mother.” For Smith, the dead mother archetype in American literature is linked to domestic trauma: 
“The mother’s unresponsive, expressionless face, without animation produces an echo in the child” (60). 
The cold mother becomes an identificatory figure for a given protagonist – for Smith, Halpin Frayser in 
Bierce’s “The Death of Halpin Frayser” (93) – who is so affected by the mother’s lack of expression and 
acceptance of the child’s subjectivity that the figure comes back to haunt him. 



 78

initiates the fictional use of the ventriloquized, noncorporeal, voiced agent that is spoken 

through what is, ostensibly, a young girl.  Melville’s use of a figuratively “dead” child, 

Pip, who narrates truths from beyond the grave in Moby-Dick (1851), also is part of 

bodiless child-centered narrative tradition that Hawthorne takes on in a different way, as 

Hawthorne uses his children’s story “Little Annie’s Ramble” (1835) as a repetition of his 

novelistic openness towards mesmerism and secondary narrators who may in fact be 

children.  Alcott, in Little Women (1868), follows a similar narrative pattern by 

incorporating the dolls of the young dying March sister, Beth, as inanimate objects 

through which the dying child speaks. Though the larger cultural movements and 

fixations (Gothicism, mesmerism, oratory, sound recording, and other phenomena) of the 

19th-century certainly play a major part in the textual representation of the vocalizing 

child and its milieu, I am hesitant to make broad statements about the direct and causal 

dialectical movement between a cultural imperative and its use in a textual apparatus. 

Despite the lack of a clear, uninterrupted line of influence from supernatural literature 

and culture to these diverse child-themed texts, the dead child narrator in 19th-century 

literature is characterized by: a speaker being transfixed with lifeless material objects, the 

child narrator possibly being a speaking corpse, narrators whose voices are negated at the 

same time that recorded ghosts “haunt” through that speaker, and child-centered mediums 

through which the dead speak. 

 The immediate question that comes to mind to justify this project concerns the 

central figure of the child: why do these authors use the child as a way of multiplying or 

ventriloquizing certain narrative voices, complicating the genealogical and ontological 

basis for what constitutes a stable, reliable fictional narrator?  One reason why the child 
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becomes a disembodied narrative figure in these texts may be related to 19th-century 

cultural understanding of the child.  The category of the child first emerges in European 

art in the 17th-century, according to Philip Ariès, as the child only begins to exist as a 

distinct ontological category at that point, and the “objecthood,” for lack of a better term, 

of the child becomes permanent in 17th-century portraiture as a result of this 

categorization (42).  Conversely, with poor life-expectancy numbers, inadequate 

psychological and medical understandings, and other cultural barriers, the child barely 

existed as a stable category in 19th-century American life and thus cannot effectively 

serve as a credible narrator because of its lack of agency.  Puritan notions of the “little 

adult,” which figure childhood as only a brief period that should be thought of in terms of 

delayed adulthood, also contribute to a distorted understanding of the 19th-century child, 

and this tradition is one that informs the work of New Englanders Bingham, Brockden 

Brown, Melville, Hawthorne, and Alcott.   

These authors’ works reveal that a recurring 19th-century literary trope, or 

narrative focalizer, is that of the dead child narrator This morbid infant voice functions in 

these texts three distinct ways:  the child narrator is used either vicariously through 

another body, a primary or secondary narrative voice; the material child, or fictional child 

qua narrator, becomes disembodied when narrative is instead conjoined with a secondary 

speaker; or, in a gesture that synthesizes both of these forms of narration, the child acts as 

a locus for ventriloquized voices. Recent American childhood studies scholarship 

suggests a parallel between children’s embodiment through playthings and 19th-century 

social theory acknowledging “the fundamental role of pleasure in the child’s psyche” 

(Brown 21). Gillian Brown suggests that teacher’s manuals and other pedagogical 
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writings are concerned with “objects that most directly appeal to the senses,” objects 

meant to distract the child in the classroom, for example (22). The speeches in The 

Columbian Orator, almost compelling the reader to associate pleasure with curiosity 

towards the speaking child, have a particularly morbid subtext, though. The child-

narrated orations are in a volume that already includes: a eulogy for Ben Franklin (in 

textual chronology, this eulogy almost directly precedes the first child-narrated conceit), 

an imagined dialogue between multiple ghostly spirits, and a reflective prose oration, or 

memento mori, over a dead boy’s grave. Early forms of recording, wind-up toys, and 

other forms of media and material culture associated with children become ways to 

localize pleasure on an object, with the object simultaneously acting as an early prototype 

for 19th-century automata. The childrens’ voices from The Columbian Orator act out a 

type of performative curiosity for the audience that speaks to the didactic aim of pleasure 

in American pedagogy and literature.  

 The Columbian Orator  confronts the reader/listener with such a version of the 

ventriloquized, and possibly deceased, child narrator in two different childrens’ speeches, 

a distinct sub-genre in a collection marked by didacticism, nationalism and morality. The 

very format of the speeches in The Columbian Orator presents a problem for establishing 

both the identity of the author and the veracity of the oratories: Some of them are from 

actual speeches held in public forums, while others, including the ones that will be 

examined here, are anonymously-authored imagined speeches, a version of the classical 

progymnostama whereby authors would practice fictional speeches as a rhetorical 

exercise. In  “Lines Spoken by a Little Boy,” a young male narrator provides an apology 

for speaking at a school-exhibition, then proceeds to imagine his powerful oration 
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becoming “[g]reat, not like Cesar, stain’d with blood;/ But only great, as I am good” (l. 

25-26).  Seemingly, these two lines contradict my original claim for voicelessness or lack 

of authority in the child narrator; yet I mean to suggest that the voice does not coincide 

with that of an actual child, unlike many of the speeches and orations in The Columbian 

Orator that originate and are recorded from the works of definite agents, such as George 

Washington, Cicero, and Timothy Dwight, for example.  Before the child’s oration can, 

in the future, become “great” just as the child is “good,” the actual voice that speaks and 

the individual who then is spoken through must become one and the same, thus 

stabilizing the boundary between discourse and individual agency. But here the child’s 

voice, which is itself only imagined by a secondary narrator, cannot be the product of 

individual volition. The child is not capable of presently speaking without reference to its 

own faults (“imperfections” [l. 6”]) or without contemplating its own future.  This 

condition of futurity is only an imagined one, for the child that speaks is not a child at all 

and the voice that speaks is without a definite origin; the genealogy that is usually 

allotted to a fictional narrator has become subverted in the process of imagining someone 

else’s discourse.   

 Speakers without a definite genealogy serve as a central object of analysis in 

Allen S. Weiss’ study of how sound recording changed 19th-century conceptions of death 

and subjectivity, Breathless: Sound Recording, Disembodiment, and The Transformation 

of Lyrical Nostalgia (2002). For Weiss, 19th-century notions of authority and death 

become devoid of their stabilizing constructs of “absolute subjectivity and creative 

genius” (11) as the sound recording effects a simulacrum of voices that negate any 

metaphysical “otherworldliness,” since the voices are the “breathless speech of the dead” 
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(9).  In other words, the language of poetry, fiction, and, generally speaking, narrative, is 

transformed because of the possibilities of recording: the voices come from nowhere are 

spontaneous and polysemic, repeatable and manipulable; for Weiss, the “ancient topoi of 

time and place are forever transformed,” and a result is that “unified time and space are 

no longer prerequisites for consciousness” (9).  Though, of course, Edison did not first 

record human sound until 1877, early sound recording prototypes and an emphasis on 

technological reproduction overall were influential in antebellum American culture. For 

Weiss, the notion of recorded sound was already possible in theory, which provides a 

useful way for finding early forms of recording technology influencing narrative fictional 

strategy. Narrative disjunctions were precipitated by the prospect of recording.  Recorded 

“place” was complicated by the “topoi” of non-being (the phonograph and radio), which 

in turn overturned previous notions of a unified subject and a corresponding vocal origin. 

Weiss’ theories on this subject are important to understanding the nuanced shifts in voice 

inherent in recordings of child narrators in these 19th-century works. Weiss’ notion of the 

transformation of the continuing voice of the Other, a “textual circuit” whereby what is 

voiced continues to exist “beyond the moment of enunciation and transcription,” is akin 

to the post-death narration that becomes a common framing device for the child speaker 

in American fiction (xii). 

 In The Columbian Orator, both the “Lines… by a Little Boy” and its counterpart 

“Self-Conceit: An Address, Spoken by a Very Small Boy” speak to this distorted sense of 

vocal origination, as both are remnants of disembodied children’s voices and harbingers 

of a new form of polysemic narrative types. Though, historically speaking, the age of 

recording came later in the 19th-century, such synthetic technological models were 
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already being incorporated by writers such as Edgar Allan Poe, whom Weiss reads as 

creating a prototype for recording in his famous poem “The Raven.” In this formulation, 

Poe’s repetition of the word “Nevermore” is likened to an early version of the 

phonograph, and “the mechanistic possibility of the raven as repetition device…. can be 

conceived as a prototypical sound-recording and broadcast device, with all the attendant 

epistemological and metaphysical ramifications” (11). “Self-Conceit..” is in itself a form 

of projection of a particular narrative type, one where the child-speaker revels in the 

playfulness of language (he describes himself as “monstrous great,”) and 18th-century 

neoclassical conventions of wit (he is forthright about learning “a great deal of wit”). 

Unlike “Lines… by a Little Boy,”  the other child oration in The Columbia Orator, 

loquaciousness and inefficient monologue are celebrated in this doggerel poem; he 

constantly brags about what “books” he has read, for example (60-61). The 

ventriloquizing child repeats the same maxim over and over again, that he is an 

extraordinary “exhibit[ion] in public,” a “curiosity” to his hearers, as if we were a wind-

up toy restating a recurring statement on exhibitionism and consumption throughout his 

address.  In both child narrations in The Columbian Orator, the voice that is spoken is 

one that recalls an early recording prototype, as with Poe’s “Raven”; the actual speaker 

ventriloquizes through the figure of the child. By extension, according to Weiss’ theory 

of the revolution sound recording produced in discourse, this version of narrative answers 

to a different type of topoi for place and identity.  This nonplace from where the child’s 

words emanate – the boys’ respective origins are never mentioned, perhaps purposely, 

besides a brief note in “Self-Conceit” that the speaker was “born in this town” (60) – is in 

fact a recorded voice of a nonbeing, a simulacrum of the voice of a small boy which in 
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itself cannot be directly represented for reasons stated above. That is, the child and, 

generally speaking, adolescence did not exist as a stable category in the late-18th century 

imagination.  The ghost voice of “Self-Conceit,” who puts forward the already-false 

name of “Charles Chatterbox,” cannot be traced to a particular agent, however 

emphatically anonymous author David Everett may suggest curiosity and exhibitionism 

are linked to identity, so there is a resultant disjunction between what is produced 

discursively as “text” and the unified Self purportedly behind that narrative. Readers of 

19th-century works, particularly a collection as popular as Bingham’s, invariably would 

have had the haunted voice of a disembodied child narrator as their guide in this 

compendium of moral lessons, remnants of a speaking subject from the past projected 

into a future where the dead have a new technological means for perpetuating their 

voices. These same readers also would have read Bingham’s two childrens’ orations with 

a cultural sensibility of the very high infant mortality rates at the time (25% by the 

1840s), the transience of urban orphanages and homeless children, and the didactic,  

hugely popular, and positively morbid, study manual The New England Primer (1688-

1690) in mind.18 

 But for the authors in this study, certainly the major model for disembodiment in 

the early-republic-era of American letters comes from the imagination of Brockden 

Brown and, particularly, the ubiquity of his influence after the publication of Weiland 

(1798).  That Weiland follows the Gothic tradition and its conventions – the endangered 

                                                 
18 In the New England Primer alphabet, for example, the letters G, R, T, X and Y all feature a skeleton with 
an arrow pointed down towards a young girl, emphasizing the child’s mortality as much as rote 
memorization. The New England Primer, in many respects, acted as a study manual that prepared young 
children for death, and the death iconography is apparent throughout this extremely popular 18th-century 
precursor to The Columbian Orator. 
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heroine, Clara; the secluded setting of the summerhouse; the use of possible specters – 

has been well established by scholars, but the narrative voice in the novel, Clara, has not 

been fully examined in relation to the tradition of disembodied child narrators in the 

early-republic- and 19th-century-era of American literature.  Clara herself, though 

ostensibly a young woman by today’s age-based standards of childhood, is actually a 

child  – or at the very least a young girl. For example, when Clara’s uncle returns to 

attempt to settle matters surrounding the macabre  homicide by Clara’s brother, Weiland, 

the uncle, a textual witness with agency, unlike Clara, declares to her that: “Thy friends 

have hitherto treated thee as a child.  They meant well, but, perhaps, they were 

unacquainted with thy strength” (185).  The few existing members of Clara’s social circle 

do see her as her uncle does; indeed,  Clara sees herself as an adolescent child, as she 

refers to her female servant as a fellow “girl about my age” (58). Clara is an uninitiated 

child who, in the end of the novel, must be saved by the disembodied voice of another, 

Carwin.  The notion that age itself is the defining characteristic of childhood has recently 

been disputed by critics such as Karen Sánchez-Eppler, who argue that categories for 

childhood were much more fluid in other historical epochs.  Clara, who has never 

worked, never courted, and rarely ventures outside of the confines of her suburban 

Philadelphia summerhouse, instead only exists as a child, suicidal, relatively helpless, 

and constantly dependent on others – the reader, for example, is constantly prepared for 

her having yet another of her fainting spells. 

Teresa Goddu’s approach to 19th-century Gothic literature in her Gothic America: 

Narrative, History, and Nation provides a model for how narrative and haunting becomes 

intertwined in Wieland, particularly in Clara’s renouncing of her own ability to narrate 
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events. Goddu, writing about later Gothic fiction and supernatural tropes that Harriet 

Jacobs’ employs in her slave narrative, argues that Jacobs’ consciously “haunts back” in 

her story by, for example, resisting her slave master’s verbal assault through her own 

“nonreading,” which renders her “helpless heroine and active combatant” (147). At the 

same time that Jacobs employs the double-role as Gothic heroine and victim, she negates 

her own ability to tell her story because “Jacobs at once narratively constructs the gothic 

event as actual and insists that it exceeds such representation” (146). Brockden Brown, as 

with Jacobs, presents Clara as a figure who consistently abdicates any ability to narrate, 

rendering fictional her story to the reader by saying, “What I have related will, no doubt, 

appear to you a fable” or suggesting that her fears, stemming from Carwin’s vocal 

projections, instead are unreal, or “phantoms of my own creation” (74, 95).  Brockden 

Brown localizes the central struggle, or antinomy, in his novel around the figure of Clara, 

who consistently elides conventional narrative. Voice and narrative origin are at odds in 

Clara’s child-like understanding of the world, from the moment she hears “sounds issued 

from within the closet” but having originated, impossibly enough, “from lips that touched 

my pillow” (65).  The schism between vocal origin and narrative script becomes 

exacerbated through Clara’s experience of this event as being a disembodied speaker with 

an immaterial, ghostly bodily presence. Goddu suggests that the “factual nature of 

slavery’s gothic horror” exceeds “representation” and that the “gothic event” produces a 

“narrative excess” that “remain[s] uncontained” (146). Clara, who has experienced 

destructive domestic trauma and is herself an orphaned and unstable child, can neither 

fully become a definitive source for narrative authority nor can she discern the origin of 

other voices. The excess of the Gothic trauma, both the violence within the story and the 
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abject state of the 19th-century child, still “haunt back” as events repeated in the story; 

Clara’s repeated attempts to assimilate the projected voices). The constant retelling and 

obsessive attempt to understand an event are defining traits of some trauma, a trauma 

which is indirectly acknowledged and subsequently reappropriated within the human 

psyche. 

Clara, who, in epistolary form, narrates the events surrounding her family’s either 

supernatural or worldly experiences with spontaneous combustion and preternatural 

visions, is at the very least surrounded by the voices of other agents, and she embodies a 

figure that is the locus for disembodied voices in the novel.  In particular, Clara becomes 

the witness, or narrator, for several dead individuals in the novel, beginning with her 

father, who dies when Clara is 6 years old. Her father’s memory and gnostic philosophy 

is passed on through the daughter, and Clara consistently makes comparisons between 

her and her brother’s contemporary encounters with ventriloquized voices with the 

spontaneous combustion death of her father. For example, when her love interest, Pleyel, 

is the first to hear a ventriloquized voice at the summer cottage, Clara reflects that she 

“could not fail to perceive a shadowy resemblance between it and my father’s death” 

(39).  James R. Russo has commented on how Clara becomes obsessed with her father’s 

past and carries on his nonrational, gnostic philosophy in her own life: “Where Theodore 

rejects his father’s fanatacisism by converting the elder Wieland’s shrine into a 

summerhouse, Clara hoards her lunatic father’s possessions and cherishes his memory as 

‘sacred’” (61).  While Russo perceives Clara’s “possessions” of her father to be 

filiopietistic more than anything else – for example, he notes that she “keeps his antique 

clock which chimed her father to his death” (61)–  she also serves, as a decorporealized 
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child narrator, as the voicing center from which her father becomes a silent witness and 

secondary narrator in the text. Besides consistently comparing the contemporary voices 

that plague her and her family to her father’s original unexplained death, she, as an 

orphan searching for her origins, reads his memoirs, considers his death as prophetic, and 

even abides by his metaphysical-gnostic philosophy, as she states “that conscious beings 

dissimilar from human, but moral and voluntary agents as we are, some where exist, can 

scarcely be denied” (Brocken Brown 206).  As her father’s death is a proleptic event that 

thus complicates the Wieland family’s futurity, Clara herself becomes transfixed with 

voicing her father from beyond the grave, and, when considering his philosophies on 

supernatural agents, merges with him almost as if he were speaking through her. 

 Beyond becoming the conduit for her father’s voice across space and time, Clara 

also serves as the double-voiced medium for others who are silenced by death in the 

Wieland family: her deceased nephews and nieces.  Repeatedly in these early-Republic 

and 19th-century texts, the speaker is surrounded by a void, a textual field, through which 

dead children become voiced through some corporeal or noncorporeal speaker.  In the 

case of Clara, it is the voices of the children murdered by their father – the lineage for 

supernatural proclivities is distinctly paternal in Wieland – all of whom come to visit 

young Clara when she recovers from a fainting spell after finding her sister-in-law’s pale 

corpse.  After learning of the children’s death, Clara writes that the children become 

haunted visages, and, seeing them in her mind’s eye, comments “[e]ach pale and mangled 

form I crushed to my bosom” (179).  The dead children that visit the narrator and become 

voiced through her become materialized in the text at this point, as Clara recalls in her 

letters: “Louisa, whom I loved with so ineffable a passion, was denied to me at first, but 
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my obstinacy conquered their reluctance” (179).   These hauntings of multiple children 

that become inserted into the text become localized around another “child,” Clara, and 

she perceives each “form” as returning to her and becoming voiced through her 

remembrance of them.  The children’s ghosts haunt Clara just at a moment when her 

textual voice becomes negated, as she writes after learning of their death that “[m]y voice 

faltered in spite of my courageous efforts” (178).  At this point, the “reluctant” voices of 

the children become secondary textual narrators, even for just a moment, and they 

embody what Michel Foucault in his essay “Behind the Fable” calls the “shadow” 

speaker, voices that “appearing out of nowhere, introduce themselves, silence those who 

came before, hold forth for a moment in their own discourse, and then suddenly yield the 

floor to another of those anonymous faces, those grey silhouettes” (138-139).   

 Though Foucault is interested in how scientific discourses belie their own 

authority on a narrative level, his model is one that illuminates how Clara functions as a 

secondary narrator for the dead – and how the voices of the deceased, what Foucault 

might call “those grey silhouettes,” are in fact imbedded within the speaking voice that 

narrates the novel.  After establishing four models of “bodyless voices” that narrate in 

Jules Verne’s fiction, he clarifies that there is a fifth type of bodiless voice, one that I 

would contend is what narrates at this moment in Wieland: a silent voice that is 

“completely toneless… articulated by no one, without any support or point of origin, 

coming from an indeterminate elsewhere and arising within the text through an act of 

pure irruption” (140).  Because Clara has relinquished herself from the act of narrating at 

the precise moment of the ghostly visitations from dead children, Brockden Brown 

allows a textual space for such “origin”-less voices that “arise,” speak silently, then 
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“yield[s] the floor.”  Neither the children nor the young girl who narrates without agency 

are capable of becoming completely voiced at this moment, however, since they are both 

victims of external actions (Weiland’s madness, Clara’s paternal influence) over which 

they have no control.  Foucault’s “anonymous faces” that narrate are partially 

materialized to Clara, however, as she holds one visage in her arms and watches as each 

child comes forth from the dead to visit her; their voicing can be nothing else besides 

silent because Brockden Brown could not envision them as corporealized characters, 

capable of marrying agency with oration, materiality with origin. 

 As Clara becomes the locus for multiple voices and temporalities for the dead, 

and the child narrations from The Columbian Orator venture forth without genealogy and 

without a speaking subject, young Pip, Melville’s shipkeeper aboard the Pequod, is a 

narrative voice of a disembodied child that is even more positionless and voided. In 

Moby-Dick (1851), Pip is the young boy featured in “The Castaway” chapter, a narrative 

aside from Melville’s first-person narrator that details Pip’s isolated fall into the ocean 

during a whale hunt. The resulting figure that emerges from the water after the fall is no 

longer a young African American male who “loved life” and played his tambourine on 

the ship’s deck: he is a disembodied voice, a personified interstice in the novel that lacks 

corporeality and sanity.  The blackness of Pip is described with the same racial overtones 

that match the first-person narrator’s descriptions of Tashtego, Fedallah, and Queequeg, 

yet the narrator’s consideration of Pip’s blackness becomes something different 

altogether, a realization of Pip’s immediate position to death before his fall.19 In “The 

                                                 
19 Blackness and whiteness, as signifiers, has been correlated to racial overtones in recent criticism on 
Melville (See Toni Morrison, for example). But if Melville’s  blackness signifies one way, that is, toward 
race, surely it can signify back to another equivalence, that is, death and mortality. 
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Castaway” chapter, the first real mention of Pip is akin to the narrator’s consideration of 

the symbolic connotations of the color white in “The Whiteness of the Whale Chapter.” 

Instead of inspiring a sort of passive dread, however, as with the colorless color white, 

the black of Pip, described during illuminations from the St. Elmo’s Fire (“strange 

wildfires”), is said to have the same color tone as a “gloomy ground” and a crystal 

“crown jewel stolen from the King of Hell” (359). 

What emerges from the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean is not the voice of Pip.  

Instead, much akin to Weiss’ understanding of the changes brought about by prosthetic 

sound recording, what remains is a voice that is “inextricably linked to the Void” and a 

death that is spoken from “an impossible subject position, a paradoxical enunciatory act, 

a morbid ideal, a quasi-mystical affective structure, and a contradictory narrative 

sequence” (29).   Weiss is referring to Mallarmé’s projection of himself into futurity, his 

letter to a friend that states “I am dead,” thus negating the traditional authority of the 

speaking subject, and also creating, through the permanent impossibility of the speaker 

having his language being linked to his physical body, an “affective structure” that is 

partly metaphysical.  Indeed, the majority of Pip’s subsequent dialogue in the novel 

centers around the dead boy attempting to find his body off the ship’s bow, as Pip asks 

Queequeg, who is not coincidentally sitting within his coffin in this scene from chapter 

110, to “seek out one Pip, I think he’s in those far Antilles” (Melville 413). The Pip that 

returns from the “awful loneliness” that exists within the sea’s “ringed horizon,” where 

he saw ‘the multitudinous God-omnipresent,” is this voided voice, one that is not material 

(361).  Until this point, the narrator has only introduced Pip as a ghost, however, so even 

his materiality before the fall is brought into question. That is, the first-person narrator 
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first mentions Pip in prolepsis in chapter 27, the “Knights and Squires” chapter, where 

“Black Little Pip” is said to haunt the Pequod’s forecastle, where the viewer “shall ere 

long see, beating his tambourine; prelusive of the eternal time” (120).  The body that 

returns from the void of the ocean has a different soul that inhabits it, or, more 

appropriately, no soul. Whether Pip was previously dead to begin with, either from the 

narrator’s constant association of him with blackness (death) or the narrator’s first 

mention of him as a ghost, one that affirms Weiss’ notion of the impossible subject, we 

imagine postlapsarian Pip, when he speaks later in Moby-Dick, to have the same eerie 

vocal intonation as the ghost twins do in The Shining. 

  Nearly 100 chapters later, the voice that narrates in direct discourse a transcription 

of some of the final conversations aboard The Pequod mentions Pip again, this time 

through the trope of the disembodied child. All that Ishmael, an orphan of the sea 

commenting upon an orphan without a family, tells the reader about the actual Pip is that 

he is a free black from Alabama; left without a distinct genealogy, the ghost voice haunts 

the remainder of the novel.  As a quasi-christological, resurrected figure, the new “Pip” 

voices discourses that are akin to the recorded messages of the dead; like a recording that 

mimics sound, so does postlapsarian Pip mimic the dialect and phonetics of unnamed 

others, as Pip playfully toys with gibberish language such as repeating “Rig-a-dig, dig, 

dig! Huzza!” (413). Similarly, Weiss describes the epochal shift effected by 

photographic, cinematic, electroacoustic, and electronic mediums as causing “the 

resurrection of the body – of the already dead other, as well as the still living but soon to 

be dead self” (25).  Rather than being ontologically separate and thus open to 

mystification, death’s murmur is now immediate in the age of recording. When a voice 
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speaks self-consciously of its own demise or is understood to be from the dead, what is 

left, according to Weiss, is something that signifies “dying, or death, or death-in-life, or 

life-in death, or life-after-death” (41).  Pip’s existence is somewhere between this deathly 

continuum, and what speaks through him is oddly parodic and transfixed by the mimicry 

of life.  For example, in the “Log and Line” chapter, “Pip” comments upon his simulated 

self: “Pip? Whom call ye Pip? Pip jumped from the whaleboat.  Pip’s missing” (Melville 

446).  For a novel that repeatedly seeks symmetrical characters – Starbuck with Ahab, 

Ishmael with Queequeg – the disjunction between the new entity and prelapsarian Pip 

becomes especially marked.  Pip’s search for his dead body, interspersed with the sole 

physical description of the new being (having “vacant pupils, ” [46] according to Ahab), 

is a profoundly disturbing parody of death-in-life. The last place where the disembodied 

voice says that he can be found is “astern there,” as “Pip” describes his lost body (446).  

This macabre mimicry from the impossible subject, this death-voicing from a soul-less 

child’s body, only points to the subterranean world where his corporeality was laid to 

rest.  The voicing of Pip, were it to take over the voicing of the entire novel would result, 

according to Carolyn Porter, in “total dissolution” of the boundary between stabilized and 

destabilized textual discourses (106).  Porter considers Pip to be an excessive “boundary” 

over which no textual authority can be established.  Ishmael, who for Porter is the stable 

narrative voice that can “cross and blur boundaries” without violating them, is capable of 

maintaining discursive authority; yet the seemingly nonsensical discursive authority of 

Pip is actually part-prophetic, part-insane. Pip becomes more than just fulcrum for death-

in-life: he parodies physical embodiment and corporeality through his very noncorporeal 
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nature and his origin-less, “already-dead” status; and, in the process, Melville thus 

negates Pip’s ability to serve as a reliable narrator in the novel.     

 The final monologue given in Moby-Dick before the ship enters into, what 

Ishmael describes with the language of a near death experience, the “closing vortex” of 

time, is, significantly enough, given by the disembodied Pip (490). After joining in a 

unholy union with his new symmetrical other (Pip takes the captain’s seat in the cabin as 

if, according to Ahab, Pip “wert the captain” [455]), the life-in-death Ahab who actively 

seeks his finality, the death-in-life Pip voices the final reflective moment of the novel 

before its denouement.  Pip, alone in the cabin and seemingly the most comfortable 

character with the prospect of death, except Ahab. He says to Ahab, for example, with a 

preternatural vision for the Pequod’s demise that “I will never desert ye… Sir, I must go 

with ye” (455). Just as in Poe’s “The Facts in the Case of M. Valdemar,” where the only 

certainty, for Weiss, is that the subject, living or dead, is speaking, so is our only 

certainty in this final monologue that Pip is a disembodied voice, the final vocalized 

reflection upon the metaphysical journey of the Pequod, the end game for a novel whose 

trajectory has always been leading towards almost complete annihilation of the corporeal, 

a causal set of events that were already set in motion from the “Call me Ishmael” opening 

to the final chapter.  But Pip’s voicing at this moment is not geared toward the living 

shipmates, nor is it spoken to any corporeal being: Pip speaks to those who exist in the 

realm that he cohabits, ghosts that exist past the threshold of life.  For example, the focus 

of Pip’s narration, after his Shakespearean self-critique on how madness becomes a 

commentary on power a la Edgar and Lear, is an exhortation to an invisible crew of 

shipmates, as Pip asks his fellow “great admirals,” ghosts of dead ship captains, to join 
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him in a final round of drinks (456).  For Porter, this would be a moment where the 

narrative boundary between authority and dissolution becomes overextended, and Pip’s 

insanity would perhaps render his visitors nothing more than psychological projections, 

the excesses of a quasi-schizophrenic mind.  But if Pip’s visions in his monologue are 

those that he is addressing in his proper sphere, that is, the world of the dead, he is giving 

the final verdict of death to all to the already deceased, those who, as with the ghost 

children in Wieland, cannot continue to participate in the recording of events without 

some transcription and a medium through which to speak.  

 Both Melville and Hawthorne would have been aware of the fictional currency in 

the use of the disembodied child narrator, partly because of each writer’s attachment to 

the paranormal and mystical components of human experience; but also because of their 

respective emphasis on  replicated forms, fictional or nonfictional. Though not 

considered in terms of death-in-life and life-in-death explicitly, Hawthorne’s constant use 

of such boundaries between the object, or exterior, world and the subjective, or inner, 

world have been substantively noted by scholars. Sánchez-Eppler, for instance, notes 

about the short story “Little Annie’s Ramble” that “confusions of outside and inside, 

author and narrator, reader and character, world and book are the principal charm of this 

story, but also the principal source of threat” (151).  Hawthorne’s “playful conflation of 

child and book” (151), where through language Annie becomes a textual object, produces 

such a confusion: Hawthorne writes “What would Annie think…. If she should find her 

sweet little self, bound up in silk or morocco with gilt edges, there to remain till she 

become a woman grown, with children of her own to read about their mother’s 

childhood” (92).  Annie, in essence, becomes the binding and wrap for a book in this 
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passage, and the movement from subjecthood to objecthood is threatening here because 

the combination results in the dissolution of clear boundaries between book, man, and 

child, Sánchez-Eppler argues. From the perspective of the disembodied child narrator, 

however, this dissolution is also one that marks the strange voice, the murmur of the 

dead, that speaks within the textual narration, and has Annie speak within him. If 

objecthood is conferred upon Annie by her becoming the text’s binding, so does voice 

oscillate between inner –Annie’s fascination with the pictures on the “great cloth,” for 

example, as told through the narrator – and outer, as when the narrator returns at the end 

to the voice of “the town crier again” (94, 95).    

 The unnamed first-person narrator in Hawthorne’s short story is an elderly male, 

therefore complicating the possibility of voicing Annie, a child, as a direct speaker in the 

storytelling of their shared afternoon.   But the unnamed elderly male, which Sanchez-

Eppler suggests may be a grandfather frame narrative Hawthorne borrows from the Peter 

Parley stories, is himself a strangely decorporealized speaker, as he effortlessly and 

without protestation takes Annie from her front porch on an afternoon “ramble,” and he 

can immediately read young Annie’s emotions – or she speaks through him – as she must 

“feel that impulse to go strolling away” (90).  Here the narrator acts as a sort of 

immaterial remnant of the past, one who is repeatedly equated with death or spirits, as he 

projects himself into an omniscient first-person narrator who sees himself walking “in 

black attire, with a measured step” and does not seek (or possibly cannot see) an image of 

himself in “the dusty looking glasses at the hardware store” (90, 92). Besides the funereal 

attire and the ambivalence over the narrator seeing his corporeal reflection, he 

relinquishes authorial control of the narrative to little Annie, though the latter never 
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directly speaks in either direct discourse or free indirect discourse, strictly speaking.  The 

narrator’s interest in the Hawthornian spectacle, the same external world where Clifford 

seeks constant titillation in The House of the Seven Gables, is spoken as through the eyes 

of little Annie, and the narrator may himself be a corpse through which she voices herself 

in a wish fulfillment of sorts for agency.  Foucault’s theories on voice and hidden 

discursive agents behind even supposedly objective scientific discourse provides a way of 

explaining why such a secondarily-narrating, but experientially-grounded, figure as 

Annie may be “[right] beside the main characters, sharing their familiarity… but 

experiencing feelings as if from within, a shadow [that] speaks” (139).  The shadow that 

speaks is the life-in-death Annie, who only finds genuine embodiment through the 

disembodied narrator, and what her role in narration may be is a type of Foucauldian 

“bodyless voice,” “a kind of supernumerary character throughout the story, continually 

wandering in limbo of the narration, an empty silhouette that would have the gift of 

ubiquity” (139).  Annie does travel within the “limbo of the narration” in Hawthorne’s 

short story: she symbolizes the fantasy for corporealization through a spirit narrator who 

sees the world almost completely through the eyes of child. The child-centered 

perception through this conduit has a particular emphasis on youthful spectacle, as the 

“empty silhouette” that is the narrator is consistently noting the “toy shop” and “fairy 

land” of the market and its wares (92). 

 Annie herself, though an incomplete agent without the decorporealized narrator’s 

voicing, is strangely fascinated with that which is empty of life, particularly the dolls in 

the shopwindows.  The dolls are akin to the speech of Holgrave in The House of Seven 

Gables; that is, they are a mesmeric device that entrances the viewer or listener.  In 
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Mesmerism and Hawthorne: Mediums of American Romance, Samuel Chase Coale 

argues that Hawthorne structures his major romance tales by foregrounding the use of the 

mesmeric spell, “which included the initial fascination with an object or image, the 

seduction of characters by the trance or spell that these icons generate…, the bewitching 

lure of the dreamlike domain that they enter because of this self-hypnotic reverie, and the 

shadowy ambiguities they discover there” (65).  The entranced focus that Annie, whose 

fetish for the spectacle is told through the elderly “black” narrator, has is one for a 

particular doll that is described as “a visionary and ethereal personage…,” a “mimic 

lady” with a “fashionable stare” (Hawthorne 93).  Following Coale’s criteria for the 

mesmeric spell, little Annie does enter into some hypnotic state because of the “mimic 

lady,” and then the narrator blurs the boundaries between subjective and objective 

phenomenon by telling Annie she is “[a] toy yourself” that “look[s] forth from your 

window upon many ladies are also toys” (93). One reading for this episode could be that 

doll is an icon that inspires focused reverie as a moment of Annie’s object cathexis. In 

other words, she transposes her energy towards this external object because it fulfills her 

need for corporealization: the object, however, has an empty gaze and stare because it 

only is invested with meaning through the little girl herself, projecting her fascination 

with embodiment onto the doll, an empty vessel that serves the same purpose as the 

unnamed corpse-narrator. 

Other 19th-century authors besides Hawthorne use doll figures as conduits for the 

dead, most notably in Louisa May Alcott’s treatment of Beth’s dismembered doll friends 

in her novel Little Women (1868).  Wide-eyed with vacant stares, such as with Annie’s 

window doll and postlapsarian Pip’s only physical description, Beth’s dolls are 
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introduced as rehabilitated bodies to the death-destined daughter, Beth. For Beth, on one 

level, these dolls represent her only chance for learning female domesticity, including 

how to care for both her family and those who are sick in the domestic sphere.  The 

oscillating voicing of the first-person narrator of Little Women, who comments at times 

on the March family while remaining absent throughout most of the novel, mentions “If 

any one had known the care lavished on that dolly, I think it would have touched their 

hearts, even while they laughed” (38).  Beth’s love for her dolls is somewhat macabre: 

the young March girl has from the beginning of the novel been set up as an angelic figure 

destined for death, and her dolls are the antisocial girl’s closest friends, that is, besides 

her “twin,” Jo.  The dolls are not only corporealized figures for the persistence of Beth 

past her death in the second part of Little Women, they represent her constant voicing 

with, and proximity towards, the spirits of the dead.  Many of the dolls, especially little 

“Joanna,” one of Jo’s throwaway dolls, are not disembodied but instead dismembered: 

“Having no top to its head, she [Beth] tied on a neat little cap, and, as both arms and legs 

were gone, she hid these deficiencies by folding it in a blanket, and devoting her best bed 

to this chronic invalid” (38).  Beth’s fantasy for permanent embodiment past mortality is 

enacted upon the dismembered dolls Her attempt to add a head to the headless doll and 

arms and legs to its limb-less body represents her way of piecing her body back together 

after her foreordained death – she wishes the dolls to serve as a sort of mediator between 

the world of the dead, which she already cohabits from within the world of the living.  

Specifically, Beth is described as having a preternatural awareness of her own demise, 

and does not initially tell anyone of her definite impending death or her visions of death; 

in the next paragraph after Alcott’s first mention of the dolls, the narrator foreshadows 
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Beth’s future death, stating that “[t]here are many Beths in the world, shy and quiet, 

sitting in corners til needed, and living for others so cheerfully that no one sees” her until 

“the sweet, sunshiny presence vanishes, leaving silence and shadow behind” (38).  Like 

the silence and shadow left behind when Beth enters the void which she already cohabits, 

so are the dolls, and specifically their voicing of death, a way of habituating herself to 

such stark finality.  

Beth’s imaginary dead friends, the dolls, presumably speak to her just as she 

speaks to them; their role in this regard is to become both mediators between the living 

and the dead, and the voicing of Beth beyond her mortality. The ultimately silencing 

voice (at least to Beth) of the narrator mentions Beth’s private conversations with the 

dismembered dolls, as Beth is said to read to the dolls and “never [go] to bed without 

kissing its [Joanna’s] dirty face, and whispering tenderly, ‘I hope you’ll have a good 

night, my poor dear’” (38).  The dolls, as a sort of animated totem, a form of death-in-life 

for the slowly deanimating body of Beth, are mediators for her.  The boundaries of the 

living (the corpse-inducing private existence of Beth) and the dead (the heavenly afterlife 

in Alcott’s cosmology) are transgressed by these macabre dismembered figures.  Their 

topos of origin has been reorganized and repositioned so that, according to Weiss, the 

recorded voice of the dead becomes the equivalent of the diffusion of “voices of the long 

dead as eternally living simulacra” (19).  One imagines Beth’s conversations with the 

dead dolls as private conversations with specters of death who exist in a parodic form of 

the human body, the miniature doll. 

That Alcott seriously contemplated killing off Jo in the later sections of the 

serialized version of Little Women  is widely-known. What Alcott may have been 
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invoking was the part-sentimental, part realist figure of “the wounded child,” as Jane F. 

Thrailkill’s describes such a figure in the 1870s. According to Thrailkill, “in the 1870s, a 

range of cultural domains, from medicine and health care reform to child labor 

legislation, began to translate the literary figure of the suffering and dying child… into 

active concern with the physical welfare of wounded children” (132). The wounded child, 

as a literary figure, would have invoked the “psychic trauma… of violence” and would 

emphasize “death materialized versus death abstracted; the prosaic body versus the poetic 

figure” (131, 132).  As an antidote to sentimental depictions of the dying child, as with 

the 19th-century prototype of Little Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, the wounded child, for 

Thrailkill, approximates a type of sublimated trauma because the child represents an 

almost sacralized space, and the horror behind the wounding of this ideal is subsequently 

akin to “passing on the experience of a catastrophic event” (134). Jo in Little Women, 

then is not the wounded child, but Beth would be, and the wounded figures – Beth’s 

physical ailments, pain and suffering are not explicitly represented as such – are the doll 

substitutes who, along with Beth, figure as a locus for affect and sentimentality. Alcott 

reassures the reader through Beth’s dolls and their recovery, the antithesis of the realist 

version of the wounded child archetype, in chapter 4 when she writes about one having 

“no top to its head” with “no arms and legs” (38); though the body is conspicuously 

deformed, the doll is on the road to recovery with “the care lavished on that dolly” by 

Beth (38). Curiously enough, it is not the deformed dolls who are suffering in this 

chapter, but instead Beth who, the narrator, in the subsequent paragraph, mentions “had 

her troubles” and had to “‘we[ep] a little weep’” at night in bed (38-39). Affect is first 

garnered through the handicapped and deformed dolls that assist Beth in her transition to 
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death, but the suffering girl’s physical maladies, the 19th-century wounded child, to use 

Thrailkill’s cultural analogy, are then alluded to in preparation for the “catastrophic 

event” of the dead child later in the novel.  

The use of Beth’s dolls as mediators between death and life has been examined as 

a “murdering” of Jo through Beth’s life, according to Angela M. Estes and Kathleen 

Margaret Lane, whose theory is that Beth’s personality becomes embodied in the newly 

docile and nonsubversive Jo after the former’s death.  They write, “Alcott has, in fact, 

killed the self-celebratory Jo and replaced her with the self-effacing Beth.  And the horror 

of this corpse switching, this premature burial of the living and impersonation of the 

dead, is accentuated by the fact that not a scream or moan is uttered” (578).  Beth’s death, 

Estes and Lane argue, is a type of catharsis for her continued spirit possession of Jo, who 

becomes “killed” because of her female independence and inability to fit into the schema 

of the “good” domestic – and nonmasculine – female. The death of Beth is perhaps 

glossed over too quickly in Estes and Lane’s formulation, however, and the very 

mediated symbol for the “corpse switching,” that is, the dolls, are not representative of 

Jo’s “crippled self,” as they argue, but instead Beth’s mediating voices and totems for her 

postmortem futurity. The projected voice of the dead has now become something else 

when used in 19th-century works, as the new structuring of voicing “consists somehow in 

staging absent people, the dead, supernatural beings, and even inanimate objects; in 

making them act, speak and respond,” as the French critic Pierre Fontanier would say 

(quoted in Weiss 20). Dolls are somehow part of this new signification, functioning as 

intermediaries between the living and the dead. Beth’s dolls in particular, including her 

beloved “Joanna,” without a proper head or limbs, are present while Beth lay dying “on 
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her bed with old Joanna at her side, for even in her wanderings she did not forget her 

forlorn protégé” (Alcott 147).  “Joanna” will be the persistent bodily form of Beth after 

she loses her life shortly after this episode; her “protégé,” what might best be understood 

as the doll serving to perpetuate Beth’s spirit past her own movement from bodily 

presence to disembodiment, loosens the voice of the dead into a new topography of the 

living, where Beth’s voice is silently maintained throughout the novel.  

The silent maintenance of death’s murmur, conducted either through or around an 

equally dead or death-in-life child, disembodied, corporealized, or with a fantasy of 

embodiment, becomes a recurring marker of early-republic-and 19th-century narration in 

The Columbian Orator, Wieland, Moby-Dick, “Little Annie’s Ramble,” and Little 

Women.  The dead children who narrate, or more accurately, are narrated through, are 

part of a tradition in American literature that the editors of The American Child: A 

Cultural Studies Reader rightly describe as “literature written about the child,” 

characterized by “the child function[ing] as the vehicle through which adult identity, 

behavior, and attitudes are constructed, manipulated, and reinforced” (Levander and 

Singley 6). At once testifying to a larger cultural trauma surrounding the figure of the 

child, usually an orphan, as well as acting as a prototype for later versions of technology 

and its revolution for time and place, the dead or decorporealized child became such a 

“vehicle” for “adult” cultural preoccupations, however morbid its textual embodiment.  

Later in the century, as these works became more widely read and entered into the 

cultural consciousness, the voices of the dead would have permeating effects during the 

cultural experiences with these texts. Perhaps owing as much to Gutenberg as to Edison 

in American print culture, these texts would have had currency with the voices of the 
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dead or disembodied child that came before them, and these voices would become 

implemented in 19th-century reading practices. By incorporating the dead or wounded 

child as narrators, these mostly-male writers could also facilitate a diverse reading public 

for their works, but one particularly geared towards a female audience.  The diversity of 

genres in question here, from rhetorical exempla to early American Gothic fiction, from 

nautical fiction to childrens’ stories to later, Civil War-era consolation literature, speak to 

the prevalence of the dead child narrator trope in 19th-century American literature, or 

various incarnations of that same figure.20 The eerie voice of such dead children would 

become internalized with the 19th-century reading public, and the simulacra of their 

representation would not be merely a visual rendition, but a vocal one, where voices akin 

to the dead twins from The Shining would speak through the years into the new form of 

polysemic recordings: the ubiquitous printed page.  For, as Weiss puts it, “[d]eath is not 

silence but loss of voice, disseminated amid the noise of the universe” (21).  The loss of 

voice, however, is really the loss of locality for death’s utterance, and the disembodied 

child narrator further complicates the silence that pervades death and its impossibility for 

a subject that speaks from a definite locality. 

                                                 
20 The dead child, one of the major cultural fetishes of the nineteenth-century, became one of the primary 
subjects first used with the advent of photographic reproduction. As Shawn Michelle Smith argues in 
“Baby’s Picture is Always Treasured: Eugenics and the Reproduction of Whiteness in the Family Photo 
Album,” the dead child was photographed repeatedly for postmortem value, particularly because of a 
“eugenicist… racial function” and, to a lesser extent, “high infant mortality rates” (201). The dead child 
narrator in literature, conversely, reflected this same cultural fetish for substituting the real child with the 
elaborate memorial postmortem photograph, or, in its literary incarnation, the decorporealized, 
disembodied, or spirit child narrator. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

GEOGRAPHY AS THANATOPTIC SPACE: THE SPIRIT 
WORLD IN 19TH-CENTURY LITERARY CARTOGRAPHIES 

 
 
  
“Instruments for ascertaining, by celestial observation, the geography of the country 
through which you will pass, have already been provided.” 
-Thomas Jefferson, Letter to Meriwether Lewis, 1803 
 
“The dead are all arisen and the spirit hosts are advancing and have already arrived at the 
boundaries of the earth.” 
-James Mooney, ethnographer, commenting on the Native American Ghost Dance, 1896 
 
 
 Cartography and geography as disciplines have almost always been associated 

with the American cultural imagination; but perhaps at no other time than the 19th-

century did mapmaking and exploration become so much an obsession, both on a national 

and private level, for the American public. As in previous North American explorations, 

chronologically from Vespucci to Lewis and Clark, geographic space was first 

conceptualized, then put into narrative or iconography, according to the media in 

question. The editors of Nineteenth-Century Geographies contend that the century was “a 

time of unprecedented discovery and exploration throughout the globe, a period when the 

‘blank spaces of the earth’ were systematically investigated, occupied and exploited by 

the major imperial powers” (1).  Literary authors and popular authors at the time created 

fictional “places” based on maps, such as Thoreau’s Walden, and mapped out new 

terrain, terra incognita, within many of their works.  In several such geographic literary 

works, though, a subject’s movement in such fictional space is delimited by or equated 
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with annihilation or death; within the cultural imaginary, geography and death were 

intertwined and complementary phenomena. 

 Most studies of 19th-century maps and literary uses of geography focus on 

encoded imperialism within rote geography lessons or the way that geography furthered 

economic trade interests for established and emerging western powers. Martin Bruckner’s 

The Geographic Revolution in Early America: Maps, Literacy, and National Identity 

(2006), for example, argues that geography’s “signs, symbols, and rhetoric became an 

everyday language” for colonial and 19th-century Americans to speak about themselves 

and “symbolically represent themselves” (14). At the same time, literary guidebooks that 

mapped major events in novels, such as Dickens’ fictional London, became popularized 

in print culture; these fictional “topographical histories and poetic biographies” (Bulson 

27) shaped the way that readers responded to real space and place. Not surprisingly, the 

advent of national expansion and geography corresponds in 19th-century fiction with 

constraint, limitation and even annihilation.  These 19th-century literary representations of 

geography and cartography rely on what may be termed thanatoptic space, that is, 

fictional appropriations of space that are either: conceived as a graveyard or site of death 

and burial, analogized as a subject’s death or encounter with nothingness, or projected as 

creative mappings of the afterlife or the conflation of terrestrial space within such an 

afterlife. The following exposition will argue that Ralph Waldo Emerson’s “Experience,” 

Edgar Allan Poe’s Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym, Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’ The Gates 

Ajar and Wovoka’s 1890 Native American Ghost Dance movement incorporate such 

thanatoptic space as a way of expressing the limits of postcolonial American expansion, 
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as a symbolic link between travel expeditions and the primordial fear of death, and as a 

method for remapping actual space as a vast land of the dead.  

 Emerson’s “Experience” (1844), arguably his finest essay, is partly a measured 

discourse on spatial extension or geography, and partly a personal meditation on death: 

Emerson’s own memento mori dedicated to his deceased son. Emerson’s central allegory 

for his memento mori is that of a globe (“two human beings are like globes which can 

touch only in a point” [322]) that becomes naturalized, perhaps even anthropomorphized, 

as an extension of human relations. Points rarely “meet” on Emerson’s globe, though, as 

space is repeatedly a place for disconnect between the objects within the globe, such in 

Emerson’s assertion that “a gulf” exists “between every [self] and [other] as between the 

original and the picture” (332). Critical considerations of Emerson’s use of geography 

and spatial metaphors have been few and far between, and this is partly because 

“Experience” is unique in its use of these features in Emerson’s oeuvre.  Susan L. 

Robertson, however, has argued that Emerson uses the figure of Christopher Columbus in 

his sermons as a way of “locat[ing] self-reliance in a geography where elements of the 

sacred… intermingle with the secular…, making ‘hazy’ both constructs of thought” 

(286). Robertson’s methodology, if applied to “Experience,” presents a problem for 

Emerson’s self-reliant subject; the “private inner space that houses conscience and the 

kingdom of God” is delimited whenever the Emersonian subject is extended into space 

(285). The same associations that Robertson establishes for Emerson in his sermons, 

where he uses Columbus to create “a mythical in-between space of sea, beach, purple 

mountains, palm-groves, and savannahs” (286), is incorporated in “Experience” in 
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Emerson’s dialectical, simultaneous movement between geographical extension and 

spatial constriction.  

 Both Emerson’s opening vignette and most distinctive metaphor in the essay are 

taken from the fields of geography and cartography. The opening scene is that of an 

interminable stairwell that goes “upward and out of sight,” followed by Emerson’s 

strange, impersonal equating of the death of his son Waldo to “hav[ing] lost a beautiful 

estate” (307, 309). Immediately, the stairwell, though, becomes impassable because of a 

unnamed subject’s “sleep,” the sails of a “vessel” becomes useless (Emerson tells the 

would-be sailor “Embark,” but then recommends “perpetual retreating”), and the 

“beautiful estate” exists “no more” and cannot get “nearer” to Emerson (307-309). The 

Emersonian subject is either encumbered by or divided through her travels and through 

an attempt to own property, a way of domesticating territory and land, the terra incognita. 

Emerson’s crises is a geographical one as much as a personal grievance; the sea is 

“innavigable because of “silent waves between” humanity and that which is “aim[ed]” at; 

and, tellingly, Emerson cannot “touch” “something” which he “fancied” was part of him 

(309).  Spatially, in “Experience” the Emersonian subject must extend itself somatically, 

often through “souls [that] touch their objects” or through “finding” property, into an 

unknown area for successful integration with a sometimes foreign, sometimes familiar 

object (309).  In integrating the experience of his son’s death with his disconnected 

subjectivity or consciousness, Emerson consciously, repeatedly chooses geographic 

metaphors and language to dramatize how the experiential and the subjective are often 

incommensurable.  On a general level, spatial travel that is hindered is not necessarily the 

same condition as death or annihilation, of course – except that Emerson explicitly says 
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this is the case, as he ends the opening section by saying “Nothing is left us now but 

death” (309). 

 Emerson’s geographic language would have been apparent to a 19th-century 

reading audience’s understanding of maps, land ownership practices, and township 

divisions.  Bruckner contends that, in early American fiction such as Brocken Brown’s 

Edgar Huntly (1799), references to “patterns” and “cultivable” lands would have been 

familiar figures for readers’ geographic orientation (198). He specifically references a 

recently passed Land Ordinance Act that would create a six-mile grid design, with 

egalitarian, shared land divisions, for many northeastern American cities and towns. Land 

use was classified according to its aptness for a controlled spatial system, design, 

cultivation, and the remaining acreage was considered a “desert” or “dangerously 

unchartered territory of undescribed space” (197-198).  At several moments in 

“Experience,” Emerson seems to have such a grid design and land use schematics in 

mind, from his suggestion that his son is “a beautiful estate” that has become a “los[t] 

property,” thus implying both a landed gentry and cultivation, to his farming example, 

which begins with a geometric grid, a “horizon… of perpetual retreating and reference,” 

and uses an imaginary dialogue that suggests impending cultivation (“Yonder uplands are 

rich pasturage, and my neighbor has a fertile meadow”) (309, 308). 

 Here and elsewhere in “Experience,” Emerson’s use of maps, land ownership, and 

spatial divisions, combined with his emphasis on physical extension and sensation, 

suggest a slippage between cartography as a signifying practice and an actual referent 

being represented. For Emerson, the empty signifier in his cartographic scheme is that 

which eludes him: death.  The dominant allegory in “Experience” is that of a vast map 
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equated with a lost “property,” the speaker’s search for a measurable, quantifiable 

“reality that will not dodge” Emerson’s experiential, subjective self (309). Emerson’s 

cartographic vision in the essay is peripatetic; he situates his vision looking up at “the 

moon and the stars,” then suggests that one needs a “change of objects” (312). Yet a 

missing signifier continually creeps into Emerson’s cartographic allusions; he states, for 

example, that an “exclusion” reaches all creatures, even the “wild beast and bird” who are 

also, spatially speaking, “superficial tenants of the globe” (316).   The missing signifier 

for Emerson’s map in “Experience,” what he calls an “exclusion” on “the globe” here, 

later an “interminable ocean,” suggesting a referent that is unfathomable, without 

mappable boundary, is death as a signifying, semiotic practice. Emerson’s essay, in its 

use of a geometric grid, is at least partly a textual response to the Land Ordinance Act 

and subsequent division of properties in the northeastern United States. But Emerson’s 

textual map always reveals a slippage between the catographic signifier and its 

subsequent signified. Derrida argues that such a slippage is natural to language, as he 

reverses the traditional structural semiotics of sign systems by revising the way a “‘sign’ 

has always been understood and determined… as sign-of, a signifier referring to a 

signified” (“Structure Sign and Play...,” 85). For Derrida, the (un)stable structure between 

signifier and signified is marked by a “rupture… a series of substitutions of center for 

center, as a linked chain of determinations of the center” (84). On a larger philosophical 

level, Emerson’s writings, of course, often presuppose a metaphysical center that would 

Derrida argue is merely an endless “chain of determinations.” But Emerson’s mappings 

in “Experience” reveal that his imagined spaces and places are lacking a key referent. For 

Emerson, an ambiguous “something” exists but is always “initial” and without sequel; 
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Kepler (astronomy) and Columbus (exploration) only provide a “solitary performance,” 

without a universal signifying function; and a “gulf” exists between subject and object 

(320, 324, 322). Death is the missing signifier on Emerson’s experiential map, though his 

consciousness substitutes various signifying practices for annihilation: on Emerson’s 

map, “bodies never come in contact,” “sharp peaks and edges of truth” are counterfeit, 

and beneath the geographic “equator of life” is a “temperate zone” (309, 315). Within the 

slippage of Emerson’s map, his signifying system, is a referent that eludes him on the 

level of the signifier. Death is unrepresentable; death substitutes one signifying practice, 

such as the false mountains in Emerson’s above quotation, for the referent; or death 

eludes contact, or more approximately, representation, a process of semiotics within the 

media of a two-dimensional map. 

 For Emerson, geographic extension and annihilation are conceptually bound 

together and reveal the limits and potential of human subjectivity vis-à-vis a primordial 

nothingness. Jean-Paul Sartre, in his anti-phenomenological treatise Being and 

Nothingness (1943), argues consciousness (a “for-itself”) understands nothingness 

through the act of negation (“négatité”), but that this nothingness (“néant”) is merely a 

condition of subjectivity, not separate in itself: “The being of consciousness qua 

consciousness is to exist at a distance from itself as a presence to itself, and this distance 

which being carries in its being is Nothingness” (125). By “distance,” Sartre means 

absence, or a consciousness of self that appears independent but merely reveals the 

fundamental condition of nothingness. Nothingness for Sartre represents a “break in 

being” that comes about “through a particular being, which is human reality” (126); 

Sartre’s “break in being” only comes about in an intersubjective encounter (“human 



 112

reality”) or through some type of fissure, such as “distance, lapse of time, [and] 

psychological distance” (125).  

 Both in Emerson’s “Experience” and his journal entries from 1842, where he 

discusses the loss of Waldo much more personally, he reveals such an encounter with an 

absence, a nothingness that lacks comprehension. Once again using the language of 

travel, Emerson writes on 20 March 1842: “I comprehend nothing of this fact [Waldo’s 

death]. Explanation I have none; only oblivion of this, and pursuit of new objects” (174). 

Emerson’s cartographic encounter, what he describes here as finding “oblivion,” suggests 

a subjective break for him, one that he uses “Experience,” with its “lost” properties, and 

objects and globes that never touch, to reconstitute himself; Emerson’s only recourse to 

his encounter with oblivion is but to travel more and pursue “new objects.” But in 

“Experience” Emerson, too, encounters an “unbounded substance” that “baffle[s] [the] 

intellect” and is located, as if it were the terra incognita on a map, in “a new and excellent 

region of life” (320, 319).  Waldo’s death has caused Emerson to encounter absence, 

what Sartre says is the primary condition of “for-itself” that reveals nothingness, as a 

form of personal annihilation or “oblivion.”  Emerson enacts what Sartre would 

characterize as negation; Emerson can no longer “touch” a reality that eludes him, as an 

absence instead stands in its place. This absence, the loss of his son (“the beautiful 

estate,” “the los[t] property”), has caused Emerson to have a “break in being” – but the 

absence has also revealed to Emerson his fundamental condition: nothingness.  

Emerson’s textual mapping, his vicinity to a “new region of life,” is an encounter with 

what he alternately calls “Fortune, Minerva, Muse [and] Holy Ghost” in “Experience,” 

“oblivion” in his journal.  Sartrean nothingness is marked by consciousness of an other, a 
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temporal break, or some other portion of “human reality.” Emerson’s geographic 

encounter with this nothingness is not one with a divine other but instead his realization 

of his own presence, his own consciousness of himself, his own inescapable subjectivity.  

 If Emerson’s geographic imagination in “Experience” is marked by ruptures, 

absences, and spatial disconnections, Edgar Allan Poe’s use of space and place in his  

Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1838) is marked by interior spaces, exterior phantasms, 

and dark, death-centered imagery. Poe’s only novel, Pym is playful in its use of fiction 

and fact, whether with geography or authorship, as Poe provides a faux introductory note 

from Arthur Pym about his “adventure in the South Seas,” leaves the novel unfinished, 

and then provides a concluding note about the “sudden death of Mr. Pym” before the 

novel’s completion (748, 881). Geographically, the novel begins as a Tom Sawyer-esque 

boyhood adventure novel in what is vaguely described as “Nantucket,” proceeds to a 

mutiny over the Atlantic Ocean on the Grampus ship, and ends somewhere in the deep 

south Antarctic Ocean with the protagonist, Arthur, and a mutineer encountering a 

strange white shape. Throughout the picaresque novel, Arthur, enacting his boyhood 

dream of travel, finds himself in a thanatoptic space after entering a vast, entirely white 

ocean world; he becomes figuratively entombed; disguises himself as a corpse; 

encounters multiple corpses on a Flying Dutchman ship; and finds an island where the 

dominant color is black.   

 For a novel purportedly about seafaring travel and boyhood adventure, Pym both 

begins and ends with the protagonist not moving through geographic space but instead 

being symbolically entombed. In attempting to stowaway on the Grampus, Arthur must 

hide in the deepest recesses of the ship’s interior, a place that he arrives at through 
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“innumerable inner passages” in pitch-black darkness and that is equipped with a nail 

attached to a “trap-door” that he uses to trace his way back (760-761). Geographic space 

here, described as a “trap-door” that Arthur can reach with a rope, is envisioned as a 

coffin’s interior: the trap-door is a reference to 19th-century coffin design (the “safety 

coffin”) whereby a mechanism, attached to a rope, could be used to alert the above-

ground living that the interred corpse was not in fact dead.  But Arthur, within the vast 

dark space and passages of the ship’s interior, is consistently described in corpse-like 

terms, and the space itself is unambiguously described as one of Poe’s recurring themes: 

a claustrophic, coffin-like interior. For example, Arthur awakes from a dream in a 

“paroxysm of terror” but with a type of sleep paralysis. In Poe’s fiction, whether with the 

Italian mortuary setting and Fortunato’s entombment in “The Cask of Amontillado” or in 

the domestic, claustrophobic setting of the “The Fall of the House of Usher,” such a 

“paroxysm” of psychological “terror” is code for live burial. The novel’s parallel 

narrative arc, however, begins and ends with geographic movement equated with a crypt. 

The major, penultimate action in Pym is Arthur and the crew of Captain Guy’s ship being 

tricked by a group of natives to walk under a precipice with adjoining boulders. Arthur 

and Peters, a surviving mutineer, awake to find the same submerged, crypt-like setting 

that marked the earlier secluded depths of the first ship’s dark interior; they wake to 

become “entombed alive” as “living inhumation[s]” in a “prison”-like setting that recalls, 

in Arthur’s remembrances, “the allotted portion of the dead” (861-862). 

 Poe equates the geography of travel with the spatial interior of coffins, and death 

and decrepitude on a general level, because these were not exclusive concepts in the 19th-

century. Poe’s radical experiment in human psychology results in a quarter of this so-
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called “travel novel” being devoted to these two interiors of “utter darkness,” “confined 

air” and total seclusion (861, 762). These two interiors represent what J. Gerald Kennedy, 

in his “Phantasms of Death in Poe’s Fiction,” calls Poe’s “annihilation model”; Kennedy 

argues that the annihilation model is revealed through “an acute interest in the physiology 

and physical imagery of death” and, as in Poe’s “Shadow—A Parable” and elsewhere, 

frequently “involves physical entrapment aboard a ship… within a vortex… or (most 

revealingly) in the tomb itself” (46-47).  In the earlier interior scene from the Grampus, 

Arthur has a dream with intense, macabre imagery, filled with “demons of the most 

ghastly and ferocious aspect” and “immense serpents” that surround him (Poe 763). 

Shortly thereafter, Poe uses the same language from Arthur’s dream, that is, a “paroxysm 

of despair” for the near-dead Arthur, within the geographic description of the exterior, 

enclosed room; and Arthur finds a note with the phrase “blood—your life depends upon 

lying close,” with a subsequent semantic consideration of the word “blood” and its 

connotations (770).  These “visible signs of disease,” to use Kennedy’s characterization 

of the annihilation model, particularly the threatening psychological images of 

annihilation – serpents, demons and blood –, combine to create a textual space where 

geography is described in distinctly thanos-centered language, certainly on a much more 

pronounced level than the typical supernatural-laden landscape of the American and 

British gothic novel. Tellingly, the only print books available to Arthur during his 

psychological interment are “books of voyages and travels”; the only book he can 

positively identify is “the expedition of Lewis and Clark to the mouth of the Columbia” 

(761-762).  Poe combines the description of Arthur’s interior, confined psychological 

experience, which is rendered as the space within a coffin, with the discourse of travel 
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expeditions and explorations; geographic expansiveness and exploration, such as with 

Arthur’s mention of the Lewis and Clark expedition, is dialectically interwoven with 

spatial restriction (the interior, coffin-like cabin) and bodily death in Poe’s novel. 

 Arthur’s final voyage, taken in a canoe after an escape from the island enclosure 

and its natives, moves southward through the Antarctic circle and represents a movement 

through a ‘dead zone’ of time and space. Arthur describes the fantastic, phantasmagoric 

sea, sky, and air as having “the wild variations of the Aurora Borealis,” with “wild 

flickerings” of “vapor” to the southward, physical descriptions which are accompanied by 

Arthur’s psychological reaction, a “numbness of body and mind” (880-881). Poe’s 

geographic sourcebook for this final setting in Pym may be the fictitious 19th-century 

utopian travelogue Symzonia, according to J.O. Bailey in “The Geography of Poe’s 

‘Dreamland’ and ‘Ulalume’.” Symzonia helped establish the geographic theory of 

concentric spheres; the earth was comprised of five spheres, with a hollow interior, and 

with entrances to the hollow interior through rivers and openings in the poles.  Further, 

“Captain Adam Seaborn” depicts Belzubia, the southernmost point on the globe, as being 

bathed in a brilliant white light; Belzubia lies “as near the fountain of light and heat as 

mortals can go” (quoted in Bailey 518). In Pym, as Arthur and his two companions 

paddle farther southward, they encounter a “truly remarkable” and extreme “heat” in the 

water, the sea is colored a “milky hue,” and a rising light vapor that covered the sky like a 

“gigantic curtain” (880-882). The corollaries between Easton’s Belzubia and Poe’s 

Antarctic Ocean finale, from the whiteness of the landscape to the constant whiteness of 

the sea to the incredible warmth of the seas, are unmistakable. Perhaps most important for 

Poe, though, was that within the interior of Symzonia, the northern arctic circle, and 
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Belzubia, the southern Antarctic circle, were ghost races, “spirit lands” or “the abode of 

evil spirits” (Bailey 516). 

 The Antarctic circle in Pym is depicted as thanatoptic space, a haunted geography 

that Poe maps out to be the land of the dead. Poe’s choice for geographic setting for the 

ending of Pym corresponds with that Belzubia-inspired dead land of his poem “Dream-

land,” a setting that is marked by “ghouls” and “skies of fire” and where “shrouded forms 

that start and sigh,” and a black supernatural king, an “Eidolon” (Greek phantom) named 

“Night,” reigns (ll. 16, 30, 35, 54-55).21 Poe’s sustained setting for “Dream-land” and 

Pym is this all-white netherworld of death; the final scene in Pym is of Arthur rowing 

deeper into the Antarctic south until a captured native, Nu Nu, dies (“his spirit 

departed”), and an ambiguous supernatural being stands in the way of the canoe (882). 

The narrative abruptly ends with Arthur recounting that “in our pathway a shrouded 

human figure” emerged, with a hue of “the perfect whiteness of the snow” (882). Several 

annihilations happen here: the black NuNu perishes because of his entrance into the white 

world of death; the narrative itself is annihilated because the story ends abruptly, without 

denouement; and the two remaining figures, Peters and Arthur, are possibly dead from 

entering into an emerging “chasm” where the white figure appears (Arthur is said to have 

a “late sudden and distressing death” in the metafictional concluding note [882]).  In his 

conceptualization of setting Poe does not separate the final space and place in Pym – “the 

wide and desolate Antarctic Ocean,” a “real” place based on the fictional Symzonia – 

from a coffin’s interior, a postmortem afterlife, or a hellish underworld of spirits (880).     

                                                 
21 Poe scholarship generally presumes his literary geography is without historical referent. Allan Lloyd-
Smith argues in American Gothic Fiction that his settings, such as the English boarding school in “William 
Wilson,” “are divorced from any social or historical resonance” and that the effect was his settings 
functioned “like symbolist motifs” (46-47). Belzubia would provide a quasi-real setting for Poe, though, 
since this utopian fiction was based on real Pacific travel writings. 
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Poe conceptualized both external phenomena and interior spaces, as with the dual 

enclosure scenes, with an emphasis on thanos because geography, as a pedagogical 

practice and emerging discipline, represented a form of annihilation. For 19th-century 

Pacific and Atlantic travel explorations, death was either actual, as Lewis and Clark’s 

presumed deaths, for example, or death was a semiotic, haunting sinthome that appeared 

on maps as symbolically-depicted terra incognita or as the missing signifier in textual 

mappings.   For the latter, within 19th-century cartography, the vast U.S. western interior 

and the remaining southern and northern unmapped, unexplored world spaces, were the 

extension of early American map iconography. The earlier maps, such as John Farrer’s 

1652 map of Virginia (Illustration #9), represented sea monsters, threatening natives, and 

other images of personal annihilation. In 19th-century maps, such as the 1827 Warr U.S. 

map (Illustration #10), with imprecise representations of mountains and space overall 

west of the Mississippi River, mapped areas becomes domesticated and less idealized, 

though the western interior becomes the terra incognita. These maps were haunted, 

though, by death and annihilation, the sinthome, that which both attracted and repealed 

the cultural imagination. In Pym the recurring sinthome is variously represented through 

different iconography; much of the second enclosure scene involves Arthur and Peters’ 

discovery of multiple unknown hieroglyphics and several “chasms” made of “black 

granite” (871). Within this completely black chasm, a space described, like the terra 

incognita within 19th-century maps, as a “place of singular wildness,” only further 

chasms and undecipherable art are found, that is, besides “immense scorpions,” textual 

iconography that reveals the threats associated with geographic extension (876). Much of 

this final section of Pym, in fact, dramatizes how “pre-mapped” conceptualizations 
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(Arthur had never experienced such blackness before as on the island; the chasms seem 

like “gigantic structures of art” but could be natural [876]) and actual experience are 

incommensurable. Attempts at death’s erasure, either by 19th-century mapmakers and 

their benign iconography or Poe’s attempt physically to enclose and delimit Arthur’s 

movements, only result in death haunting and repeatedly returning to the narrative 

through chasms, phantasmagoric icons, and the like. Death, as a sinthome of pleasure and 

repulsion, instead repeatedly haunts the novel and its geographic representations, from 

the bloody mutiny to the war with the island natives to a vision of dead bodies on a 

Flying Dutchman (bodies in the “most loathsome state of putrefaction” [809]).  

Literary appropriations of geographic extension in the 19th-century, whether used 

by Poe simultaneously to consider personal annihilation or by Emerson in recreated a 

personal thanatoptic map in “Experience,” become more complex and developed as the 

century progressed. Elizabeth Stuart Phelps’ Gates Ajar (1868), for instance, attempts to 

graft a personal heavenly vision onto the domestic sphere of Civil War-era America. Her 

vision of a heavenly, spiritual home for departed souls is one of the most extensive 

mappings of the afterlife in 19th-century literature. Scholars usually read her novels not as 

elaborate heavenly maps that respond to the larger cultural impetus of American 

geographic expansion, but instead as imaginary female homosocial (and homosexual) 

utopias or works that initiate a sort of feminist professionalization of the craft of 

writing.22 The Gates Ajar centers on personal loss initially; that is, the protagonist, Mary, 

                                                 
22 See Rory Dicker’s “The Mirroring of Heaven and Earth; Female Spirituality in Elizabeth Prentiss’s 
Stepping Heavenward and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps The Gates Ajar,” in Things of the Spirit: Women Writers 
Constructing Spirituality. Ed. Kristina K. Groover. Notre Dame, Ind.: Notre Dame University Press, 2004. 
128-154. See also Jennifer Congard-Black’s Narrative in the Professional Age: Transatlantic Readings of 
Harriet Beecher Stowe, George Eliot, and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps. New York and London: Routledge, 
2004. 
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has lost her brother, Roy, in the Civil War. Yet the novel is less about Mary and her 

personal loss than it is an intellectual treatise on the human-like, domestic quality of a 

mapped heaven, where angels’ “habitations are altogether like the habitations [houses] on 

earth” (96). 

Phelps’ novel maps out heaven as an expansive spatial grid and domesticates that 

space partly in response to 19th-century expansionist politics and American map-making 

practices. Lewis and Clark’s transcontinental expedition (1803-1806) created new maps 

and geographic approximations of the Rocky Mountains and the American West, and 

moved a captivated American consciousness westward into previously-unmapped, 

mythical space. Mapmakers frenetically created new maps, such as Henry Schenk 

Tanner’s famous 1825 “Map of North America” (Illustration #11), which synthesized real 

cartographic space, that is, undeveloped western land, based upon Lewis and Clark’s 

expedition, with the mythical, including two nonexistent rivers and lakes. Helena Michie 

and Ronald R. Thomas argue that “the nineteenth century was an age of tremendous 

renewal and activity in the field [geography]” (11). Their consideration of how travel and 

exploration discourse functioned in other disciplines, however, is particularly important:  

In the plethora of geographic expeditions and explorations launched 
during the nineteenth century for a wide variety of scientific, political 
commercial, and military purposes, the tools and discourse of geography 
were being appropriated by a host of other disciplines – for example, 
biology, anthropology, ethnography, physics, and literary and travel writing 
(11). 

Phelps’ novel incorporates expedition language in mapping the mythical, a heavenly 

realm of eternity, within a familiar, domestic setting. Mary’s Aunt Winifred provides 

much of the theological justification for a domestic version of heaven; Winifred 

imagines, for example, that she would “like to come back and build a beautiful home in 
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Kansas,” full of “happy people and familiar spots” (125). Heavenly space has become 

mappable and knowable to Winifred, and objects are benign, earthly versions of the 

heavenly ideal: The afterlife is “singularly earthlike,” full of pretty “flowers and skies and 

trees” (88). Phelps’ mapping of an “earthlike” heaven and her vision of domesticated 

bliss in the Midwest, a Kansas farm transformed into a postmortem paradise, appropriates 

the discourse of travel and exploration writing for the purposes of geographic fiction; the 

dead are also mapped into Phelps’ cosmology through a new form of cartography, one 

that imaginatively converts 19th-century mappings into novelistic practice. 

 Phelps may not have just been responding to 19th-century mapping practices in 

creating her familiarized version of heaven; she also seems to have used a popular 19th-

century Christian collection of homiletics, with particular emphasis on biblical exegesis, 

that also argues for a new, corporeal interpretation for heavenly spirits in the New 

Jerusalem. Philip Schaff’s additions to A Commentary on the Holy Scriptures (1867), 

published the year preceding The Gates Ajar, may have influenced Phelps’ earthly vision 

of a Christian afterlife. Schaff’s notations on the book of Revelation and the New 

Jerusalem are printed next to Horatio Bonar’s sentimental religious poetry on heavenly 

reunification for families (390-394). Accordingly, in Phelps’ novel Winifred considers 

how “beautiful” New Jerusalem will be, a terrestrial paradise with houses “parlors, 

rooms, and chambers” inside, “gardens, shrubbery, and fields” outside, and then reprints 

the same Bonar poem (96). Schaff is important as a source for Phelps because his 

interpretation raises the possibility that “the New Earth will be as identical to the 

substance with the present” and that, while a “simulacrum,” it was an “immediate 

symbol” of a “material city” (390). Phelps’ expands upon Schaff’s somewhat unorthodox 
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interpretation of a domesticated, “material” geography for New Jerusalem; but she 

wanders from Schaff’s emphasis on biblical exegesis to a broader, somewhat 

nontheological and part spiritualist consideration of the Christian afterlife. 

 Phelps’ problem in incorporating Schaff’s heuristic approach is that, for her 

postmortem vision, death is too much an overwhelming existential fact to ignore, as 

Schaff could do in his hypothetical, ahistorical biblical exegesis.  Death was too 

omnipresent for Phelps in American life generally speaking, as most critics read her 

Gates novels as “consolation literature,” a direct response to inconceivable death and 

delayed mourning practices associated with the Civil War. Even on a personal level, 

death had taken many of Phelps’ family members, including her mother, who, according 

to Nina Baym, was “elevated to sainthood in [Phelps’] memory” (xiii). While Schaff 

articulates a vast heavenly vision devoid of almost any historical referent, as his New 

Jerusalem will exist as a “Great City” comparable to “London,” Phelps must 

reappropriate Schaff’s interpretation in much more complex ways – as a synthesis 

between 19th-century spiritualism and orthodox New England Protestantism, for example. 

And she must do so with an overwhelming fact of death: hundreds of thousands of dead 

Americans. Therefore in Phelps’ fiction, heaven as a “place” is inconsistently portrayed 

and often eludes a coherent ontology.  In what could be interpreted as her “deathbed” 

speech Winifred argues that “certainly there is ‘a place’ in which we are promised that 

we be ‘with Christ’” but refrains from elaborating on what a heavenly place would be; 

Phelps’ emphasis instead is on the continuation of social function, community, and 

familial relations in the afterlife (77).  Phelps’ social concern in her Gates series has been 

characterized as an “organized society” by John Kucich, with particular emphasis on the 
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public functions of the heavenly city. Kucich argues that Phelps creates a “bourgeois 

fantasy sprung from the pages of a home and garden magazine” and that her descriptions 

read “more like the travel report of an urban planner than the raptures of a visionary” 

(77). Phelps either emphasizes both this social community component and the 

preservation of individual personality in heaven, as she argues death “preserve[s] identity 

as strictly as a body can ever be said to preserve it,” or she elides a sustained, 

theoretically coherent ideal of heavenly place (65). Phelps’ elision of death, whether in 

the form of Mary’s repression of her brother Roy’s corporeal death or her emphasis on 

social affect over locality in the afterlife, instead further reveals how the American Civil 

War lingers as an overwhelming force in Phelps’ consciousness. This death and her 

personal experiences with death are for Phelps both an encounter with “the real” that 

defies proper description and basic representation and an implicit acknowledgment that 

death is the unrepresentable, haunting signifier that eludes her. 

  Haunted space, or topography that renders ghosts of the dead within lived space 

and time, becomes Phelps’ fictional method for sustaining mourning practices in The 

Gates Ajar. A pivotal scene in the novel is when Winifred and Mary visit Roy’s 

gravestone, set in a traditional rural graveyard setting, complete with “English ivy” 

surrounding the marker and a contemplative landscape of a “little church behind… [and] 

the river, the hills cut in purple distance melting far into the east” (49). For much of the 

theological discussion that follows, including how “spiritual beings” in the Bible could be 

“people from this world” rather than solely supernal angels, geography is at the center of 

debate and important for sustaining mourning for the dead (53). Space is haunted in dual 

ways in this graveyard scene. First, in her journal entry, Mary writes that her brother was 
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“there” in the graveyard, “not dead or gone, but there” (56). Then, space becomes a 

localized site for mourning through Mary and Winifred’s use of Christian and spiritualist 

geography. Death becomes a spatio-temporal marker of “separation” from the living and 

the dead, a way of testing and confirming religious faith while also putting primacy on 

personal mourning. Place is complicated in Phelps’ religious cosmology; Mary asks 

concerning Roy’s possible postmortem awareness of her corporeal existence and life, 

“how that could be, and yet heaven be heaven” (55). Heaven, instead of having a 

“thereness,” so to speak, is now “here” in the graveyard, as geographic place haunts the 

narrative as a type of apparition between worlds. Both Phelps’ use of a heaven that is 

near and Roy as a present spirit in the graveyard, though cohabiting dual spheres of life, 

is suggestive of a shared, multiple system of corporeal presence and geographic 

placement, not the conventional split cosmology for heaven and earth.  The geographic 

place of heaven also becomes almost fetishized in the novel, a site for mourning even if 

place is an inconsistent category overall in Phelps’ novel. Here at Roy’s gravestone and 

later when Winifred dies, mourning practices invest meaning into space and place. Just as 

Mary fetishizes place in order to create an arc of mourning for Roy, Winifred’s daughter, 

Phoebe, also fetishizes heaven as a place: Phoebe says “O, I want to go too I want to go 

too!” (137). In The Gates Ajar thanatoptic space is haunted because it serves as a 

localized site for mourning and because Phelps’ concept of geographic place, a sort of 

figurative haunting apparition itself, defies traditional binary forms of cosmology. 

 Inverted or alternate forms of cosmology also inform a contemporary cultural 

movement in Phelps’ time: The Native American Ghost Dance of the late-19th-century. 

As American expansionism moved westward, this Native American supernatural ritual 



 125

created an inner world of postmortem mappings; material maps and expansionist politics 

shaped the way that Native American tribes, in turn, created an internal, mapped world of 

the dead in Ghost Dance rituals and songs. According to Rani-Henrik Andersson, “the 

basic idea of the ghost dance was that there would be a time when all the Indians, the 

living and the dead, would live happily forever” (27). The Ghost Dance afterlife is one 

that only Native Americans inhabit, a place where there is no death, sickness, or misery.   

Though several preceding 19th-century Native American revitalization movements 

influenced the 1890 version, the locus for this widespread Native American ritual was a 

Paiute Indian named Wovoka, who claimed that, while sick in 1889, his consciousness 

traveled to a heavenly world where dead Native Americans lived peacefully. What 

resulted from Wovoka’s vision was a widespread cross-tribe cultural movement in the 

Western and Midwestern United States that synthesized Native American tribal beliefs 

with Christian ritual.   

 While Anglo-Americans mapped and settled the material space of the American 

West, Native Americans, often “written off” such maps, responded by creating 

immaterial maps of the spirit world. Cartography, however, had been originally equated 

with the Ghost Dance movement. Anglo-American ethnographer James Mooney created 

the first, and still authoritative, account of the Ghost Dance religion, The Ghost Dance 

Religion and Wounded Knee (1896); not coincidentally, the first page in his book is a 

U.S. map, showing the geographic expansion of the Native American Ghost Dance. Of 

course, both Native American and Anglo-American thinking at the time equated 

geographic expansion with Native populations – and the erasure of such populations. But 

the Ghost Dance religion and the way that subsequent diverse tribes appropriated its 
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message of hope and spiritual renewal reveals a clear, direct relationship with 

contemporary mapping and exploration practices. The Paiute Indians Ghost Dance songs, 

for example, create an alternative, interiorized mapping schema to that of Anglo-

American western expansion when the song emphasizes location. Native American Ghost 

Dance writings not only emphasize locational nearness for the postmortem afterlife, but 

also an afterlife that is happening temporally in the present, as illustrated in tribal songs’ 

usage of the present indicative. “The snow lies there – ro’rani!/The Milky Way lies there” 

(quoted in Mooney 1052; ll. 4-5). Performed outdoors at night with participants specially 

positioned under the stars and moon, the song emphasizes place, as the snow lies “there” 

in locational sense; yet the afterlife is also contemporaneously present because of its 

coexisting temporal position in that world. The Milky Way becomes an alternative map 

leading to such an afterlife. Mooney confirms that in Paiute mythology, “the Milky Way 

is the road of the dead to the spirit world” (1053). The Paiute Ghost Dance song, with its 

narrative fulcrum centered on the noun “there,” invokes place as a locational ideal that 

can someday be realized; the Milky Way opens up the spatial corridor to the spirit world, 

much as a map opens up unknown space into a systematized, quantifiable domain of 

knowledge. Though the Milky Way and other spatial markers in Native American 

cosmology has mythological significance that precedes late-19th-century Ghost Dance 

rituals, the songs’ repeated emphasis on place, locational mappings, and pathways to the 

afterlife reveal an alternative, interiorized system to Anglo-American western 

cartography.23 

                                                 
23 Alex K. Caroll, M. Nieves Zedeno, and Richard W. Stoffle make a similar argument about the dual 
significance, that is, the Ghost Dance as gesturing toward both a pre-encounter and post-encounter cultural 
response, in “Landscapes of the Ghost Dance: A Cartography of Numic Ritual.” They contend that “The 
Ghost Dance movement is a well-documented and admittedly recent phenomenon that was the direct result 
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 In Kicking Bear’s Speech (1890), a retelling of his pilgrimage to see Wovoka, he 

appropriates both Anglo-American geographic and spiritualist discourse to suggest a 

postmortem map with a “New Earth” of dead souls framed within. Kicking Bear 

incorporates geographic language and Anglo-American continental exploration practices 

by suggesting that the coming of the New Earth will be preceded by making the seas 

impassable: “And the sea to the west I will fill up so that no ships may pass over it” 

(310). The American West will become a vast sea, without circumference and without 

American-European trade routes, as no ship can “pass over” the postmortem mapped 

space that Kicking Bear envisions. “New Earth” references in Native American Ghost 

Dance discourse signal a new environmental topoi  that will exist after a benign 

apocalypse occurs; Native Americans will resume their pre-encounter natural state, and 

whites will be wiped off the globe through some natural cataclysm. Kicking Bear uses a 

polyvocal narrative in his speech, invoking the Great Spirit’s postmortem voice, possibly 

as a recording, and in doing so envisions that “the new lands will be covered with sweet-

grass and running water and trees,” a New Earth that simultaneously combines an 

environmental paradise with a return to pre-encounter native communities, comprised of 

the living and dead (310).  

Sheri Weinstein’s argument in “Technologies of Vision: Spiritualism and Science 

in Nineteenth-Century America” might provide some explanation for this dual topology 

in the Ghost Dance, as she contends that popular uses of vision became “automized” and 

overall “were undergoing transformation in late-nineteenth-century America” (136). In 

                                                                                                                                                 
of European encroachment into Native lands and syncretized some elements of the Apocalypse. Yet its 
roots can be traced to ritual complexes of prehistoric origins” (150). Journal of Archaeological Method and 
Theory. 11:2 (June 2004): 127-156 
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Anglo-American spiritualism, the spirit medium “unit[ed] the ‘vision’ of the ghost of the 

dead with the ability of the séance sitter to see that ghost” (137). Through this visionary 

reanimation of the dead, “two previously separate entities – the dead and the living, the 

invisible and the visible, the medium and the message – became one” (137). In his use of 

the Great Spirit as a ventriloquizing, authoritative voice on heavenly topography, Kicking 

Bear suggests that the Lakotas and other tribes should “believe and learn the songs and 

dances of the ghosts” and that the “coming of the ghosts” is imminent (310-311). 

Weinstein’s theory is that the human body and spiritualist vision became a type of 

technology in the late-19th-century, and the result was that both mediums and their 

visions merged with ghostly voices and the spiritualist afterlife (“two views appeared as 

one” [136]). Kicking Bear, whose narrative oscillations between dual subject positions 

seemingly gesture towards such spiritualism, also inadvertently shifts heavenly 

topography into the mapped space of a New Earth that shares the same spatial plane as 

the current one. If killed while dancing, a Native American’s spirit “will only go to the 

end of the earth and there join the ghosts of his fathers” before returning in the spring 

(311). Kicking Bear makes no distinction between earthly existence and the afterlife in 

Native American cosmology, as “the end of the earth” is merely over “there” in the 

present, and “ghosts” cohabit the haunted topography where the living also dwell. 

In a final gesture towards Anglo-American mapping practices, Kicking Bear/The Great 

Spirit makes clear that Native Americans who “doubt” the Ghost Dance’s veracity will be 

left in a figurative terra incognito, an “undesirable place” where the doubters will 

perpetually “be lost and wander around” (310). 
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 In Ghost Dance ritual songs, cartographic boundaries are constantly extended, the 

spirit world is mapped as never before in Native American cosmology, and geography is 

often synthesized with death to further narrative authority. Kucich clarifies that, in pre-

Ghost Dance Native American cosmology, “[w]hile Spirits were a regular presence in the 

communal life of the Sioux and other tribes, the spirit land itself was far away ‘beyond 

the pines,’ in a mystical northern land that the living did not visit” (68). Death, as in 

Phelps’ Protestant vision of a community-centered, middle-class heaven, becomes 

familiarized in this Native American schema, but the topography of the spirit world is a 

different story. Anglo-Americans conquered and domesticated material space; Native 

Americans subsequently familiarized the immaterial spirit world. One Kiowa Indian, 

Biäñki, for example, recalled to Mooney that, from his Ghost Dance travel to the spirit 

world, he encountered “four young women” and “two brothers… who had died some 

time ago” (quoted in Mooney 910). Yet bound up in this refamiliarizing postmortem 

moment for Biäñki is an encounter with strange geographic markers and mapped 

divisions of space. Familial divisions are marked in Biäñki’s vision by “red tipi with red 

flags” (other tribes) or a “heavy black mark” (his own family’s tipi) (910). His 

subsequent pictorial representation of the vision depicts Native American travelers on 

horseback, tipis divided according to family and tribe, and dotted lines that suggest roads 

or points of travel (Illustration #12).  As with Phelps’ heavenly afterlife, Biäñki’s spirit 

world domesticates space to include familiar social relations, but he also appropriates 

Anglo-American mapping practices in his division of space according to family lines, his 

use of horses for travel, and his physical extension of his spirit in the afterlife. Biäñki 

consistently moves and travels in the spirit world, following what he subsequently maps 
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as “dotted green lines” to a “large Kiowa camp” and ends his vision by entering “the 

inside” of his family’s tipi” (910-911). Kucich contends that the Ghost Dance “inverted 

traditional Indian cosmology”; the norm in such cosmology was that “contact with the 

spirit world had previously given a numinous charge to the ordinary world” (68).  Biäñki, 

however, now vividly represents the figures within the spirit world via a cartographic 

rendering of “a vast prairie” marked by familiar social relations and foreign, appropriated 

mapping practices and divisions of space. Even in this location, though, Biäñki finds 

unintelligible, confusing markers as he is told to continue walking by “curious beings” 

who are represented as “green figures with crosses instead of heads” (910). Geography 

and death are bound together in Ghost Dance afterlife visions because, on one level, real-

world geographic extension beyond increasingly sequestered western space meant death 

for Native Americans. On another level, Biäñki cannot completely comprehend the 

geographic markings, from colored markings on tipis to inexplicable green and black 

traveling lines on his map, not only because they are appropriated from Anglo-American 

media but also because such mappings become bewildering at the same time that death 

becomes familiarized.  In other words, death, conceptually speaking, as a subject’s 

“lack,” encounter with the Lacanian real, or otherwise, was transferred within Native 

American Ghost Dance geographic songs and depictions; death became intelligible at the 

same time that geography became unintelligible. 

 Kucich’s claim that in normal Native American mythology, the ordinary world 

took on a numinous quality while the spirit world was a far away land, helps explain how 

geography functions in Ghost Dance mythology, particularly with the figure of the crow. 

Geographic location becomes a sort of postmortem totem in Ghost Dance songs’ 
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depictions of the afterlife. In one such song, the crow (“ho”) is doing the work of 

geographic expansion, as the first line of the ritual song “A-Hu’ Hu…” states as much: 

“The crow is making a road” while “Bi’taa’wu..” twice repeats the line “The earth—the 

crow/The crow brought it with him” (ll. 2-3; quoted in Mooney 982-983). In Native 

American mythology, the crow is a cross-tribal totem; Mooney even describes Arapho 

Ghost Dances where dancers not only inscribed crows on their leggings and shirts but 

also brought a live crow, their animated totem, into the sacred circle. In both songs, 

which re-create a Native American creation myth in the present, the spirit world, in terms 

of referential space, is getting nearer as the crow builds “a road” and a new earth is built 

upon it. The proximity of such a spirit world’s space is what is so striking in these crow-

themed and other Ghost Dance songs. Numinous topography that is imagined in Native 

American spirit world visions and mythopoesis is usually in the experiential world. Ghost 

Dance songs, however, imagine such postmortem topography as being synonymous with 

the supernatural. The original symbolic, psychically-invested totem, the crow, is so near 

the Ghost Dance speaker that in a corresponding song, the speaker says “The crow is 

circling above me/ The crow having come for me” (ll. 3-4; reprinted in Mooney 984). 

The speaker here considers spirit world geography as having nearly the same psychic 

investment, the same reciprocal numinousness, as that of the individual totem, the crow, 

which is “circling” above him. Even if the location and spatial dimensions of the spirit 

world are distorted, as in Biäñki’s mapping and retelling of his Ghost Dance vision, 

geography is imaginatively revised to be both a repetition of original Native American 

creation myths, which connotes a return to pre-encounter communal relations, as well as 

a location where ritual ceremony and prescribed cathetic objects are projected onto dead 
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space. The crow “mak[es] a road” to the spirit world, inviting the speaker into the 

numinous afterlife, and brings revitalizing “earth” within such spirit world topography 

(982-983). The geographically-extended totem figure now becomes transfigured into 

“place” itself in these Ghost Dance songs, and this place or location is marked by 

increasing encroachment or proximity. In this process of reversal, real-world Native 

American land and western tribal claims, which were numinous space in the past but 

have become despiritualized and commodified in the present, have corresponding values 

which are now inverted in Ghost Dance cosmology partly to compensate for western 

expansion, encroachment, and spatial divisions. 

Geographic space became increasingly haunted in 19th-century literary 

imagination at the same time that western space became commodified, measured and 

explored. Cartographic knowledge was not indistinct from other systems of knowledge, 

including an emerging epistemology for death. The more that geographic discourse was 

appropriated for representing death, however, the more such an endeavor, as with 

Emerson’s literary memento mori, “Experience,” instead revealed the limits both of 

geographic knowledge and death as a signifying system. Poe equated geographic 

extension with subjective annihilation, so his novel became more of an interior journey at 

the same time that Arthur and his shipmates move past boundaries and parallels into 

exterior geographic space.  Phelps converted 19th-century mapping practices into a 

familiar postmortem vision in The Gates Ajar as a way of stabilizing multiple, competing 

conceptualizations of a heavenly afterlife (spiritualist and protestant); but she ultimately 

fails at creating a sustained, coherent ontology for a localized afterlife. Ghost Dance 

rituals and songs were responses to expansionist politics and western mapping practices; 
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the songs and rituals also sought to interiorize such space and make postmortem locations 

nearer in proximity, familiar in terms of Native American communal relations, and 

known through an inverted and extended version of the Native American totemic 

practices.  In all four of these examples, death and geography are intertwined in ways that 

reveal how both knowledge systems are bound up with one another. Even as western 

space and oceanic space became domesticated and conquered, location and place – what 

transformed into terra firma in maps, familiarized postmortem visions in literature 

(Phelps, Ghost Dance) – became destabilized through death’s return, as a semiotic system 

without a quantifiable signifier or as a thanatoptic space where the dead haunted the 

living.   
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Illustration #9: 
 
 
 

 
 
John Farrer’s 1652 map of Virginia 
(courtesy of University of Virginia etext online archives) 
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Illustration #10: 
 
 

 
 
Warr, 1827 map of America 
(courtesy University of Georgia online archives) 
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Illustration #11: 
 

 
 
Henry Schenk Tanner, “Map of North America,” 1825 
(courtesy of Barry Lawrence Ruderman Antique Maps)



 
 
Illustration #12: 
Bianki, “Drawing of his Vision to the Spirit World,” ca. 1903 
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