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Abstract
Technologies of Illusion: Enchanting Modernity’s Machines confronts how the
disenchantment of modernity has occluded nineteenth‐century Spiritualist archives. By
incorporating literary, visual, and archival methodologies, the dissertation recovers the
non‐normative supernatural histories that are preserved within photographs, novels,
and supernatural testimonies. By eschewing scholarly method that is rooted in parsing
out fact from fiction, Technologies of Illusions gives dignity to the Spiritualist artifacts that
eschew such demarcations, and, by extension, the communities who believed in them.
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Introduction

“The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and intellectualization and,
above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.’”—Max Weber, “Science as Vocation, 16.
“Magic, the bastard sister of science”— J.G. Frazer, The Golden Bough, (chapter 4).

I intend the “enchantment” of my title as a response to Max Weber’s famous
description of modernity as fundamentally disenchanting.1 “Does it mean that we,
today, for instance, everyone sitting in this hall, have a greater knowledge of the
conditions of life under which we exist than has an American Indian or a Hottentot?” he
asked his 1917 audience (6‐7). His answer: “Hardly. Unless he is a physicist, one who
rides on the streetcar has no idea how the car happened to get into motion. And he does
not need to know. He is satisfied that he may ‘count’ on the behavior of the streetcar,
and he orients his conduct according to this expectation; but he knows nothing about
what it takes to produce such a car so that it can move. The savage knows incomparably
more about his tools” (6‐7). What differentiates the members of Weber’s audience from
his “savage” foil is that his contemporaries could at any time learn what the physicist
knows about how the streetcar works. Weber hence concludes that within a system of
modernity,

“Die Entzauberung der Welt,” or “the disenchantment of the world” in his lecture “Science as a Vocation” at
Munich University.
1

1

…there are no mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather…one can, in
principle, master all things by calculation. This means that the world is disenchanted.
One need no longer have recourse to magical means in order to master or implore the
spirits, as did the savage, for whom such mysterious powers existed. Technical means
and calculations perform the service. This above all is what intellectualization means (6‐
7).

Thus, Weber evacuates modernity of mystery. For the moderns, the universe can be
calculated and studied to explain inexplicable forces, whereas in the same cases the
“savages” would turn to magic and spirits to discern meaning of the world.
The theoretical dilemma of modernity’s disenchantment has recently surfaced in
cultural criticism, as is evident, for example, in a 2012 special issue of WSQ: Women’s
Studies Quarterly devoted to Enchantment, and in the work of such scholars as Peter Pels,
Jane Bennett, Rita Felski, and J. Hillis Miller, all of whom highlight Weber’s enduring
influence in modernity as well as academia.Pels and Bennett reject Weber’s claim that
modernity is defined by the fleeing of the gods from the world, while literary critics
Felski and Miller lament the effects it has had on literary studies, which they seek to
reenchant. Following the queer theorist and literary critic Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick,
whose Touching Feeling (2003) offers reparative modes of reading as an alternative to
what she calls paranoid reading strategies, Felski and Miller seek modes of reading that
refuse a hermeneutics of suspicion, under which, they contend, enchanted reading is
regarded as uncritical, lacking rigor, and mystifying. Both favor modes of reading that
instead recognize the “secular magic” that, Miller maintains, characterizes “all literary
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works… an abracadabra or hocus pocus that opens up a new world” (21). Technologies of
Illusion: Enchanting Modernity’s Machines emerges from my agreement with Pels and
Bennett that modernity is not as disenchanted as Weber suggests, but also with Felski
and Miller, that we need to work to restore the enchantment to our critical practices. In
what follows, I will show how evidence of these enchantments—in such forms as spirit
photography, Spiritualist testimonies, literature, telegraphy—has been obscured because
they have been written out of normative histories of science, technology, and the nation.
My goal in Technologies of Illusion is to return to nineteenth‐century enchantments
in order to reenchant our contemporary modes of inquiry. In the process, I will
demonstrate as well how the obscuring of these histories has also contributed to the
elision of the marginalized (women, people of color, and non‐normative sexualities)
who gravitated towards alternative ways of understanding a world that was not
intended for them. My return begins with the techno‐religious movement of nineteenth‐
century Spiritualism, which commenced in 1848 when two sisters in Rochester N.Y.
heard telegraphic messages from the spirit world via mysterious knockings on the walls
of their farmhouse. Their accounts quickly began a trend, and young women both in the
US and across the Atlantic seemed suddenly to become aware of their powers of
mediumship. I read the movement that ensued as an effort to preserve the magic of
proliferating visual and sonic technological developments of the moment (including the
invention of photography and the arrival of the telegraph). I return, that is, to this
3

formative moment in the development of our contemporary concept of the modern in
order to recover the voices that have been obscured by the tale of disenchantment.
Tracing Spiritualism’s transatlantic movements takes me back and forth across the
Atlantic as I explore US American and European attempts to excavate magic from
scientific theory and practices.
That nineteenth‐century Spiritualism is even considered a worthy object of
academic study is in a large part indebted to Laurence R. Mooreʹs seminal work, In
Search of White Crows (1977), which set the stage for legitimate scholarly attention to the
Spiritualist movement. Moore provides a historical intervention that works against what
he calls “the bulk of sensible scholarship” that failed to take the nineteenth‐century
Spiritualist movement seriously (7). In his research, Moore was struck by the number of
ex‐supreme court justices, senators, clergymen, professors of physical sciences, and
literary thinkers who had Spiritualist ties. Given the evident appeal of Spiritualism, he
finds it difficult to write off the movement as an irrational aberration that is cast off with
the occult in the historical record. The dismissal of the Spiritualist movement as occultist
is actually, he argues, historically inaccurate. Spiritualism, he claims, “became a self‐
conscious movement precisely at the time it disassociated itself from occult traditions of
secrecy because it appealed not to the inward illumination of mystic experience, but to
the observable and verifiable objects of empirical science” (7). Spiritualists often “tried to
emulate the scientific method,” and more importantly, they “copied and helped
4

popularize scientific language” (7). The one unifying aspect of all these Spiritualisms,
Moore concludes, is that séance‐goers in the nineteenth century believed they were
contributing to empirical science” (14). His study begins a tradition in Spiritualist
historicism and criticism that illuminates the entanglements between science and
Spiritualist discourse in the nineteenth century.
In 1989, the religious historian Ann Braude continued his work from a different
angle in a foundational study of the intimacies among the suffragette, abolitionist, and
Spiritualist movements. Like Moore, she provides an explanation for why she is willing
to take Spiritualists seriously:
Some may object that self‐identification is insufficient evidence that a person is a
Spiritualist, that frauds and charlatans must be distinguished from genuine inquirers. I
see no reason to make retrospective judgements on this question. It concerns me only
insofar as it concerned nineteenth‐century Spiritualists. If someone was judged to be a
fraud by contemporary coreligionists, I take that view into account. Any further
judgements on my part would be comparable to judging the miraculous origins of any
religion, a task that I do not understand to be within the competency of the historian (8)

I follow Moore and Braude in my efforts to treat the Spiritualist movement with
scholarly respect. I am not concerned with whether someone was a fraud or not, or with
distinguishing between “fact” and “fiction.” Moreover, the Spiritualist movement was
so intertwined with movements such as the nineteenth‐century feminisms, alternative
love communities, as well as abolition, that it raises the question of how much the effort
to discredit it might intersect with the threats emanating from those connections.
Charges of fraudulence and impressionability could serve to discredit not only

5

Spiritualists, but also the marginalized people and political activists who were often
disproportionately drawn to the movement.
Although obscured by the predominant disenchantment of modernity, the
histories I seek to excavate are evident in literature and the arts. The process of
excavation is not an easy one. The very forms that preserve the enchantment often
participate in the processes of obscurity as well. A novel, for example, may offer access
to forgotten histories of queer science in its storyline, while its heteronormative plot
devices reinstate a gendered division that consigns magic to the realm of feminized
irrationality.2 My first and last chapters explore this ambivalence in literary works such
as Oliver Wendell Holmes’ Elsie Venner: A Romance of Destiny (1861), Henry James’ In the
Cage (1898), and Ella Cheever Thayer’s Wired Love: A Romance of Dots and Dashes (1879).
Throughout this project, I presume that literature archives forgotten histories of
enchantment but my analysis does not simply stop there, because, as Jeffrey Kripal
explains, enchanted belief systems are inherently literary. Kripal’s characterization of the
paranormal as a “larger living literature” with “narrative dimensions” that “display
dramatic literature features” is crucial for this project (27). His influence on my work is
most evident in my third chapter, when I analyze the supernatural testimonies of Nettie

I draw on queer theorists like Lauren Berlant, Michael Warner, and Annamarie Jagose who understand
queer as a fundamentally open category that resists any explicit definition. One can then queer objects that
are not necessarily related to sexuality. See Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner’s “What Does Queer Theory
Teach Us about X?” (1995) and Annamarie Jagose’s Queer Theory: An Introduction (1996).
2
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Colburn Maynard and Harriet M. Shelton. By recognizing the literary dimensions of
these accounts that seek to make synchronistic connections among unusual events, I
evaluate these texts not from the position of academic skeptic, but rather as a literary
critic who is concerned with the stories that are told.3
Unlike Kripal, however, I refrain from using the term “paranormal,” a term
coined in the late nineteenth century by scientists who wished to find empirical
explanations for unusual occurrences that appear to defy natural explanation to describe
these testimonies. Since this project is about recovering enchanted modes of analysis, I
choose not to use a term that is bound up with finding empirical evidence for
phenomena that do not follow the laws of normative science. In its place, I use the term
“supranatural,” or quite literally, that which is beyond the natural. The supranatural and
the supernatural are interchangeable, but I find it useful to develop a synonymous term
because estranging the more commonplace term brings to the forefront how the natural
and supernatural are constitutive of each other even at the level of language. The
concept of the natural cannot exist without its shade, its other, the supernatural.

3 Carl Jung defined synchronicity as “the simultaneous occurrence of two meaningfully but not causally
connected events” (25) [italics mine]. He deliberately calls this phenomena synchronicity and not synchronism
because, as he explains, “I am therefore using the general concept of synchronicity in the special sense of a
coincidence in time of two or more causally unrelated events which have the same or a similar meaning, in
contrast to ‘synchronism,’ which simply means the simultaneous occurrence of two events” (25).
Synchronicity accounts for the importance of meaning and narrative to grapple with the complexities of this
world.
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Synchronicity as Literary Practice

I fully experienced the limitations of disenchanted scholarly methods when one
of my objects of study seemed to take on a life of its own and invited synchronistic
interpretation. On October 27, 2013, I attended the annual Broken Wand Ceremony
organized by the New York chapter of the Society of American Magicians and
performed at Harry Houdini’s grave on the Hebrew anniversary of his death ( כ״ג חשון,
23 Chesvan). The ceremony is preceded by the recitation of the mourner’s Kaddish, a
Jewish incantation to remember the dead.4 It is both religious and secular, blurring the
line between secular magic and mystical mourning. I attended the ceremony with a
certain expectation in mind: having spent time at the Houdini Collection at the Library
of Congress, I had held Houdini’s decaying scrapbooks; had touched his father’s Bible;
handled and read into many works from the enormous collection of Spiritualist books
which he amassed over his lifetime. I therefore developed an emotional investment into
this work through a kind of materiality of the archive from the act of actively seeking
out.

The Broken Wand Ceremony, traditionally performed upon the death of a magician, involves the breaking
of a wand to signify the retreat of magic from the world with the death of said practitioner of magic. This
ceremony was held at Houdini’s funeral on October 31, 1926 and recited again on my visit to Mechpelah, the
now unmarked cemetery where my very own object of study is buried.
4
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However, I could not have imagined just how close this connection would
become. Of course, the ceremony was experientially moving—such as unexpectedly
learning Houdini’s Hebrew name (Moshe Tzvi)—but the ceremony was quickly eclipsed
by other revelations. Foremost was realizing, upon Machpelah, that Houdini’s grave is
proximal to four generations of my maternal line, collectively buried at Old Mount
Carmel Cemetery, directly across the street. That my maternal line—the line of Jewish
authenticity, of matrilineal ethno‐religious credibility—rests in a line of sight to
Houdini’s own family plot was a discovery I didn’t anticipate. I knew my interest in
Houdini was informed by my upbringing in an Orthodox Jewish community in Queens,
my general past‐‐ancestral and immediate‐‐but finding out the proximity of my
matrilineal line to Houdini was almost a little too much. Houdini was supposed to be
my object of study, and I was supposed to have an affinity for him because of an
embodied past, but the circumstances of the Broken Wand Ceremony insisted on
inserting the personal into my scholarly work in ways that left me uncomfortable. This
had been scholarly work, albeit non‐traditional, but suddenly became about me and
Houdini, not about my ancestors buried across the way. Nonetheless, these ancestors
haunted the ceremony, and I found myself fixing my gaze across to Old Mount Carmel
during a ceremony that wasn’t supposed to be about them, even as they made their own
presence felt.
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Importantly, I recognized that my experience at Houdini’s grave resulted too
from a synchronicity begun a week earlier, when I had summoned my great‐
grandmother, Little Bobbie, at the Center for Alternative Photography’s spirit
photography class, Hocus Focus. In the class, I learned spirit photography techniques and
produced a black and white tintype self‐portrait, from which a young Little Bobbie
emerges from the compact I am cradling in my hand (Fig. 1). As I developed the photo,
the image emerging most clearly in the fixer turned startling to me: there she was, my
great‐grandmother bubbling forth from a mirror in my hand.
Little Bobbie appeared to me again the following week at Machpelah buried
across the way in Old Mount Carmel cemetery. What ostensibly started as consciously
intellectual exercises – doctoring a photograph to look like a spirit photograph tied to
my family; travel to and deeply within an antiquarian Library of Congress archive –
transformed at Houdini’s graveside into experience imbued with synchronicity – I now
held in my hand a true spirit photograph, and where I stood opened direct and sensate
connection to my ancestors and ancestry.
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Figure 1: “Little Bobbie, Spirit Photograph,” 2013.
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I came to understand the power of modernity’s disenchantment when I found
myself wondering what these personal experiences had to do with my scholarly project.
I imagined myself literally tearing my family’s presence from the ceremony at Houdini’s
grave—an interesting image in and of itself in that it invokes the kriya ritual tearing of
the mourner’s garment to begin the shiva. And then I realized that I was trying to
disenchant my own scholarship despite my professed investment in re‐enchanting
modernity. Consequently, in a dissertation on enchantment, I seek not simply to write
about enchantment but also to preserve the enchantments of this project by including a
synchronistic reading of these meaningful coincidences. As a literary scholar, it seems
appropriate that I would experiment with synchronicity as an analytic practice, making
meaning through narrative and words.

Experiencing Photography’s Third Dimension
When I began working on the history and theory of nineteenth‐century 3D
photography for my first chapter, I found myself once again grappling with how to
write about enchantment without disenchanting my objects of study. Traditional
academic methods of publishing work on stereography, including my own journal
article “The Spell and the Scalpel: Scientific Sight in Early 3D Photography” (2015), can
only present two‐dimensional versions of stereoscopic twin images. That raised the
problem of how to convey the hypnotic nature of stereographic image described, for
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example, by Oliver Wendell Holmes, nineteenth‐century physician, novelist, and
inventor of the most popular handheld stereoscope. How, I wondered, could I explain
the way the eye is magnetically drawn to these hovering phantom photographs and one
loses one’s body to inhabit the image?
It became clear to me while using antique Holmesian stereoscopes on a research
trip to the Library of Congress’s vast stereographic collection that Holmes was correct
regarding the special kind of attention stereoviewers enabled. I was particularly struck
by a Civil War stereograph of a soldier’s corpse protruding towards me in the
stereoviewer. I found this mode of viewing capable of reaching the twenty‐first century
viewer in a way a photograph from the nineteenth century could not. For contemporary
viewers, the stereoscope acts as a kind of time traveling device that gives the impression
of depth and dimension to the past. With these experiences in mind, I concluded that
writing about three‐dimensional photographs diminishes the striking nature of these
images.
That realization led me to consider how we might close‐read in the realm of
scholarly discourse the immersive ocular experience of a stereographic image outside of
the moment of its three‐dimensionality—when the experience of depth is so essential.
How does one replicate the experience of viewing such images in scholarly criticism
when the act of “seeing” these spectral visions is so necessary to the reading practice?
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Here perhaps our own (enchanted) technology might offer a solution. In what follows, I
use a digital stereoscope to convert all of the two‐dimensional stereographs into
red/blue anaglyph images, which replicates the experience of three‐dimensionality when
viewed with the red/blue glasses that accompany this dissertation.
Throughout the dissertation, I incorporate moments of direct address to provide
a more interactive experience for my readers as I reenchant history, science, and
academic scholarship. I draw on Oliver Wendell Holmes’ essays on photography which
involve the reader in what is described as the mystical process of photochemical
development. Holmes’ series of essays on photography for The Atlantic—“The
Stereoscope and the Stereograph (1859), “Sun‐Painting and Sun‐Sculpture” (1861), and
“Doings of the Sunbeam” (1863)—exemplify his interest in the so‐called behind‐the
scenes work in the darkroom, which, is often overlooked in his writings on
stereography. Holmes is so intrigued by the entirety of the process that makes the
process happen in “real‐time” by fictionalizing the photo process for the reader. The
reader becomes both camera subject and spy into the “deeds of the darkroom” (“Doings
of the Sunbeam” 252). In doing so, Holmes creates what I call a photochemical fiction—
the process is run, much like an experiment, but it is run in words, rather than in action.
The page then becomes the figuratively photosensitive where the image develops
through the process of narration. Holmes’s photochemical fictions, which he employs as
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a narrative device in all of his essays, involves the interruption of the photochemical
process into his musings on photography’s various iterations. “The Stereoscope and
Stereograph” illustrates just this technique. After a lengthy description of what
stereoscopy, the theory behind it, the prose is seemingly interrupted with the following:
“We were just now stereographed, ourselves, at a moment’s warning, as if we were
fugitives from justice.” (“The Stereoscope and the Stereograph 145). Using the magic of
language and literature, Holmes includes the reader in the photochemical fiction he has
devised.
The stereoscopic archive of the following pages highlights both how nineteenth‐
century 3D images participated in an aesthetic of the dead (Civil War corpse
photographs that jut into your twenty‐first‐century ocular field, funereal porn,
supernatural stereocards, and medical X‐Rays), but also how the technology itself
curiously brought, and continues to bring, the dead back to life. Twentieth‐century
theorists of photography have continually thought of the photograph as imbued with
the sepulchral. Susan Sontag famously notes how “photography and death haunts all
photographs of people; it is the ‘inventory of mortality” (Sontag 70).5 Roland Barthes
similarly states that “Death is the eidos of the Photograph” (Barthes 15). 6 Cameras after
all shoot their subjects. Barthes theorized the subject of the photograph as “the target, the

Susan Sontag. On Photography (New York: Picador, 1977), 70.
Barthes, Roland. Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 2010), 15.

5
6
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referent” or any “eidolon,” or phantom, that is emitted by the object. He chose the term
“spectrum” to refer to the subject of the photograph because, as he explains, “this word
retains through its root a relation to the ‘spectacle’ and adds to it that rather terrible
thing which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead.” Laura Wexler
recognizes Barthes’ fear of the specter and uses Frederick Douglass’s welcome embrace
of the return of the dead in his writing on photography to add a fourth component to his
theory of the “operator,” the “spectator” and the “spectrum” of the photograph, which
she terms the Revenant. In Wexler’s formulation, the revenant “is an effect of ‘liveness’
produced over time. It requires images that repeat, or return, and to which we may also
return multiple times to try to comprehend the intentions of their makers and what has
happened to the fulfillment of their aims. The revenant belongs as much to the future as
to the past, as we project persistence of the liveliness that inserts into the historical
record” (33).
Barthes may have described the return of the dead in the two‐dimensional
photograph as “a rather terrible thing,” but Holmes broached the idea more
whimsically, when he mused that with the stereograph, “posterity might thenceforth
inspect us (if not otherwise engaged), not as a surface only, but in all our dimensions as
an undisputed solid man of Boston” (“The Stereoscope and the Stereograph” 146).
Holmes continually extolled the specialness of stereography’s ability to mimic the real.
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“All pictures,” he maintained, “in which perspective and light and shade are properly
managed, have more or less of the effect of solidity; but by this instrument that effect is
so heightened as to produce an appearance of reality which cheats the senses with its
seeming truth” (74). The stereoscope, he continues, makes us “feel around objects” and
allows us to clasp an “object with our eyes, as with our arms, or with our hands, or with
our thumb and finger, and then we know it to be something more than a surface” (75). If
photography entombs the dead, stereography is the medium that reanimates the dead in
startling ways. The stereoscope serves as the medium between this world and the world
beyond, thereby allowing the living to commune with the dead.
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Figure 2: Roche, T.C. “Dead Confederate Soldier In the Trenches.“
Stereograph. 1865. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 3: Spinner, Cheryl. “Dead Confederate Soldier In the Trenches”
Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.
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Figure 4: John Reekie. “Collecting the Remains of the Dead. “
Stereograph. April 1865, Printed Later. Library of Congress.
Washington, D.C.
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Figure 5: Spinner, Cheryl. “Collecting the Remains of the Dead.”
Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.
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Figure 6: Anonymous French Photographer. “A Veiled Woman.”
Stereoscopic daguerreotype, circa 1850s. Image taken from online
Sotheby’s auction catalog.
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Figure 7: Spinner, Cheryl. “A Veiled Woman.” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham,
N.C.
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Figure 8: Dr. Howard A. Kelly,1910. Stereoroentgenography:
Pulmonary Tuberculosis. X‐ray Stereograph.
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Figure 9: Spinner, Cheryl. “Stereoroentgenography: Pulmonary
Tuberculosis.” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.
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Overview of Chapters
Throughout Technologies of Illusion, I explore how enchanted histories of the
nineteenth century have been occluded from normative histories of science, technology,
photography, and US American politics. I bring my training in literary, visual and
archival studies to these narratives in order to discover new ways of recovering the
enchantments that modernity has willfully forgotten. In the first two chapters I show
how the history of photography has disavowed the Spiritualist and mystical dimensions
of its history in favor of a more realist presentation of the form. I close read photographs
and literature from the nineteenth and early‐twentieth centuries to excavate the
enchantments that are preserved within the frame of the image. In the third chapter I
turn to the Spiritualist testimonies that have been occluded from normative US
American histories of the Civil War to access alternative histories. I conclude the
dissertation with a chapter on the queer erotics of Spiritualism to show how Spiritualist
archives do not just queer normative histories of science, techonology, and nation‐states,
rather, the archives themselves also express and preserve queer sex and desires.
The first chapter, “Enchanted Optics: Excavating the Magical Empiricism of
Holmesian Stereoscopic Sight, “in detail excavates the enchanted history of 3D
photography through the technological advances and writings of Oliver Wendell
Holmes. In his essays on photography, Holmes marveled at how the 3D image created a
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space where science and enchantment could coexist. I bring my training as a literary
scholar to Holmes’ representation of 3D vision changes in his novel, Elsie Venner: A
Romance of Destiny (1861), where, with the introduction of a heteronormative plotline, he
genders scientific sight as masculine and enchanted sight as feminine. This chapter sets
the stage for exploring the ways heterosexuality participated in the gendering of
technology, to which I return in my final chapter.
In the second chapter, “Images in Dark Rooms: The Occult Photochemistry of
William Mumler, Julia Margaret Cameron, and James VanDerZee,” I turn to the
emergence of spirit photography in the nineteenth century as a mode of representing the
invisible world. Although their work spans the nineteenth and early‐twentieth centuries,
Mumler, Cameron, and VanDerZee are united in the ways they challenge a medium that
has been historically imagined as realist by playing with spectrality openly and actively
in the darkroom. “Images in the Dark Rooms” chronicles the means by which Mumler
depicted an alternative worldview in photographs of spirits inhabiting the planes of
reality that are invisible to the human eye. I draw on the scientific images of Eadweard
Muybridge and Etienne‐Jules Marey to show how the history of scientific photography
elides the Spiritualist aesthetics that unites Mumler’s spirit photographs with what is
perceived normatively scientific. I then turn to early twentieth‐century artists Cameron
and VanDerZee, who drew on the power of spirit photography to depict desires and
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fantasies in material terms. Through their mystical technology and their art, all three
challenged the science of photography as they used their own interactions with
photochemistry to expose the gendered, racialized, and normative aspects of
photographic technique.
In my third chapter I turn to Mumler’s photograph of the spirit of Lincoln to
provide a model of what I call “intuitive historiographic methods” as a way to reconcile
archives of the nineteenth‐century Spiritualist movement with traditional US American
historiography. I argue that the positivist bent of traditional historical analysis is not
always useful when assessing whether or not Spiritualist testimonies are reliable
historical documents. I draw on Jay Monaghan’s analysis of Nettie Colburn Maynard’s
exposé, Was Abraham Lincoln a Spiritualist? (1892), to show how intuitive historiography
can help us approach these perplexing accounts when traditional empirical methods
simply fail us. Maynard, after all, asserts that Lincoln sought the spirit medium for
political guidance and sat on a floating piano in the White House during a séance. How
does one prove or disprove this claim? I show how the genre of supernatural accounts
are driven by a narrative impulse to explain the inexplicable. Intuitive historiography as
a methodology can help us approach these accounts that are synchronistic in nature, and
traditional empirical methods that help distinguish fact from fiction simply cannot
account for the peculiarity of these texts.
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My final chapter, “Mystic Morse: Occult Feminism and Queer Technoerotica in
the History and Literature of the Telegraph,” begins with the account of the Fox sisters,
as they insisted that the rapping they heard in their farm house corresponded to Morse
code and were “spiritual telegraphs.” I read this famous account as the earliest
expression of what would become the genre of the telegraphic romance as exemplified
in Henry James’s “In the Cage” (1898) and Ella Cheever Thayer’s Wired Love: A Romance
of Dots and Dashes (1879), which were most immediately inspired by professional
telegraphists who started online communities as they “chatted” during office hours,
oftentimes flirting with one another without knowing the sex of the operator on the
other end. I argue that part of our technological amnesia regarding these nineteenth‐
century online communities is a result of modernity’s denial of technological history
containing any association with Spiritualist history. Much like Elsie Venner and the
recording of the stereographic enchanted eye, the novel preserves the telegraph’s
connections to Spiritualism, even making space for a potential queer romance. However,
the heteronormative plot device that inevitably characterizes the genre prevents the
realization of the queer romance.
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1. Enchanted Optics: Excavating the Magical Empiricism
of Holmesian Stereoscopic Sight1
In normative scientific history and culture, the eye has been one of the most
trusted gateways to evaluating the natural world, long understood as the sensory organ
of realism: seeing is, after all, believing. But the eye is also historically entangled with
enchanted sight and the perception of a supernatural or supranatural (that which is
beyond the natural) world. Throughout this chapter, I unpack the history of the
empirical eye to show how contemporary scholarship has forgotten supernatural
association in favor of scholarly inquiry.
Literary studies is already undergoing what might be called an enchanted turn as
scholars seek to recuperate magic as a valid mode of reading. Nancy Bentley has noted a
mood shift in academic methodology to one that is characterized by a sense of
disillusionment with the scholar as heroic disenchanter (148). Critics are beginning to
account for ways in which paranoid reading practices have historically participated in a
larger project of demystification. Rita Felski articulates how “contemporary critics pride
themselves in their power to disenchant, to mercilessly direct laser‐sharp beams of
critique at every imaginable object” and observes that in literary studies “enchantment is
bad magic, and the role of criticism is to break its spell by providing rational

Selections of this chapter appear in my article “The Spell and the Scalpel: Scientific Sight in Early 3D
Photography,” which appears in the Fall 2015 issue of J19: The Journal of Nineteenth‐Century Americanists.
1
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explanations for seemingly rational phenomena” (Felski 54, 57). With “laser‐sharp
beams,” Felski evokes the sterile scientism of surgical precision that appears to be
incompatible with enchanted, spellbound modes of reading. The spell and the scalpel
cannot coexist. I argue otherwise: that enchantment does not preclude precision or
critical reading practices; rather, enchanted modes of seeing can enable such sustained
and critical attention. Over the course of this chapter, I show both how enchanted sight
has been written out of our methodology and that it can actually sustain what Arden
Reed would call the “slowness” of interaction that allows for both an intimate and
nuanced relationship with the object.
Much like literary studies, the history of photography has been characterized by
disenchanted interests. As I note in the introduction, spirit photography was not
mentioned in major histories of photography, such as Naomi Rosenblum’s A World
History of Photography (1982) and Beaumont Newhall’s The History of Photography (1964),
until the publication of Robert Hirsch’s 2000 Seizing Light: A History of Photography
(Kaplan 2). Any photography that touches the supernatural, such as spirit photographs
or nineteenth‐century 3D photography, are outliers in the history of this medium. Mass
consumer culture, as exemplified by still and motion pictures, has historically been
diagnosed by Marxist critics such as Guy Debord, Theodor Adorno, and Max
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Horkheimer as media that mystify the masses.2 3D visual culture is the ultimate
mystifier, which lulls passive viewers into trances as 3D glasses construct illusory
realities before their eyes.3 My work in this chapter proceeds from the assumption that
excavating a history of stereoscopic sight can help re‐train the way we think, see, and
read in both the humanities and the sciences, particularly as scholars such as Jane
Bennett question Max Weber’s story of modernity, which pivots on the progressive
disenchantment of the world.4 As I will show, the mesmerizing power of the
stereograph’s ocular illusions actually enables close and attentive modes of analysis.
I contend that academic culture has historically been disenchanted in its
methodology at the expense of feminized modes of reading, and I offer as a counter
example a largely overlooked history of supernatural sight. To do so, I turn to the
essays and fiction of Oliver Wendell Holmes, who, as the inventor of the Holmesian
stereoscope, exemplifies the union of the visual and the literary that concerns me in this
chapter. Nineteenth‐century stereograph enthusiasts literally saw through Holmes’ eyes
via the most popular handheld stereoscope apparatus. I argue that Holmes’ essays on
stereography archive enchanted histories of photography that imagine three‐
dimensional images as both hypnotically enchanted and microscopically attentive. In so

2

See Debord’s Society of the Spectacle (1967) and Adorno and Horheimer’s Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944).
The cover art of a number of the editions of Debord’s Society of the Spectacle (1967) display photographs of 1950’s
moviegoers watching a 3D film.
4
See Max Weber’s “Science as Vocation” (1919); Jane Bennett’s The Enchantment of Modern Life: Attachments,
Crossings, and Ethics (2001).
3
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doing, Holmes offers a model that allows us to rethink the role of enchantment in
contemporary scientific and humanistic analysis.
But while Holmes’ essays exemplify a compatibility between science and
enchantment, his literary works manifest the kind of tension between them that is more
characteristic of contemporary thinking. Unlike his essays, his novel, Elsie Venner,
genders enchanted modes of looking through a hetero‐normative plot device. Holmes
hyper‐feminizes stereographic sight in his novel, causing scientific and supernatural
sight to unravel into separate and competing strains. The distinction, in turn, genders
divisions of knowledge, aligning mystical reading practices with the feminine and
precise scientism with the masculine. I argue that if we allow scientific and supernatural
histories to exist alongside and with each other, we will access forgotten methodologies
and histories, much like the stereoscope that synthesizes slightly different twin images
to produce phantom three‐dimensionality. We might call this scholarly move a
stereoscopic method.

1.1 Enchanted Microscopic Sight in Holmes’ Essays on the
Stereograph
Three‐dimensional phantom images inhabit the ocular field of nineteenth‐
century visual technologies. Visual landscapes of this kind were made possible
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by the theoretical work of inventor and scientist Charles Wheatstone.5 In his
experiments with two‐dimensional geometric shapes, Wheatstone successfully
simulated three‐dimensionality by inventing the stereoscope, a device that
artificially merged twin two‐dimensional line drawings into one three‐
dimensional geometric shape. In doing so, Wheatstone discovered this
“binocular trick”—that the mind could be deceived into believing it is receiving a
fictive three‐dimensional image. Wheatstone published his discovery in 1838,
one year before Daguerre revealed his method for fixing images on mirror plates.
By the mid‐century, stereoscopy would enter the realm of the photographic with
the emergence of stereographs that could temporarily bring twin pictures, not
simply line drawings, into the third dimension.
In his Letters on Natural Magic (1835), written four years before the
invention of photography, Sir David Brewster, inventor of the Brewster
stereoscope, describes the eye as “the most important and most remarkable” of
the sensory organs that provides the most information regarding the external
world. But the eye sees more than that; it acts as a gatekeeper between the sphere

5

See The Scientific Papers of Sir Charles Wheatstone (1879).
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of the mystical and the mundane. The primary organ of the supernatural (10), it
is the sensory organ most attuned to deciding whether exterior stimuli are mere
matter or supernatural occurrences:

When the indications of the marvellous are addressed to us through the ear, the mind
may be startled without being deceived, and the reason may succeed in suggesting some
probable source of the illusion by which we have been alarmed: but when the eye in
solitude sees before it the forms of life, fresh in their colours and vivid in their outline;
when distant or departed friends are suddenly presented to its view; when visible bodies
disappear and reappear without intelligible cause; and when it beholds objects, whether
real or imaginary, for whose presence no cause can be assigned, the conviction of
supernatural agency becomes under ordinary circumstances unavoidable (10‐11).

While curious sounds may be easily explained away, visual perceptions are
evidently harder to refute. The eye, for Brewster, is “the sentinel which guards
the pass between the worlds of matter and of spirit, and through which all their
communications are interchanged …The eye is consequently the principal seat of the
supernatural.” (10‐11) [italics mine].
In Techniques of the Observer, visual cultural theorist Jonathan Crary calls
stereoscopes “the most significant form of visual imagery in the nineteenth
century, with the exception of photographs” (116). Stereographs of the century
varied in subject, ranging from the 3D photographs of Alexander Gardner’s and
Matthew Brady’s famed images of Civil War corpses to images of famous sights
around the world that enabled a kind of virtual tourism, extending even to the
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moon. In addition to these realist brands of stereography, photographers
produced more fanciful images that included staged supernatural scenarios of
ghosts and ghouls, or trick photographs such as “Heart and Hand” (Figures 10‐
11). “Heart and Hand” evokes the cuff‐linked wrist of the magician displaying
his trick, in this case the sleight of hand that is visualized by the image of a
woman’s head floating in the presumably masculine hand of the prestidigitator.
Particularly when viewed through a stereoscope, the tilt of the hand appears
more pronounced, showcasing her upper body in such a way that she is both a
camera trick and a kind of miniaturized scientific specimen to examine.
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Figure 10: “Heart and Hand.” 1896. Stereograph. Library
of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Figure 11: Spinner, Cheryl. “Heart and Hand” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.
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Brewster foresaw the supernatural potential of stereoscopic photography as a
form of entertainment. As he notes in his 1854 work, The Stereoscope: Its History Theory
and Construction,
For the purpose of amusement, the [stereograph] photographer might carry us even into
the regions of the supernatural. His art, as I have elsewhere shewn, enables him to give a
spiritual appearance of one or more of his figures, and to exhibit them as ‘thin air’ amid
the solid realities of the stereoscopic picture. While a party is engaged, a female figure
appears in the midst of them with all the attributes of the supernatural. Her form is
transparent, every object or person beyond her being seen in shadowy but distinct
outline. She may occupy more than one place in the scene, and different portions of the
group might be made to gaze upon one or other of the visions before them” (205‐206).

Hence, while hyper‐real stereographic imaging was being used to carve out a fictional
image of the moon, the very same technology was also turning ghosts into spectacles for
public view.
Keystoneview Company, one of the largest stereoscopic industries, and other like
companies made Brewster’s theorizations about the 3D imaging’s supernatural
application real. “Her Guardian Angel” is just one of an incalculable number of
supernatural stereographs, lost in the unwieldly mass of ephemera, that skillfully used
double exposure to produce such delightful images (Figures 12 ‐ 15).
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Figure 12: “Her Guardian Angel.” Stereograph. 1898. Keystone
View Company. Personal Collection of Cheryl Spinner.
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Figure 13: Spinner, Cheryl. “Her Guardian Angel” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham,
N.C.
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Figure 14: “Ifah you could shee yourself th’way I shee you, you would be
‘stonished too.” Stereocard. 1897. Underwood and Underwood Publishers.
Personal Collection of Cheryl Spinner.
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Figure 15: “Ifah you could shee yourself th’way I shee you, you would be
‘stonished too” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.
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Holmes coined the word “Stereograph” in his Atlantic Monthly article, “The
Stereograph and the Stereoscope” (1859).12 The term is derived from the Greek words
stereo (solid) and graph (writing), the same suffix used to describe photography as
writing (graph) with light (photo). Holmes’ term understood stereographs as solid
photographs, able to produce the illusion of three‐dimensional matter and depth. He
also distinguished stereography from photography by calling stereographs “sun‐
sculptures” and photographs “sun‐paintings.” He continually extolled the unique
nature of stereography’s ability to mimic the real. “All pictures,” he maintained, “in
which perspective and light and shade are properly managed, have more or less of the
effect of solidity; but by this instrument that effect is so heightened as to produce an
appearance of reality which cheats the senses with its seeming truth” (74).
Photography’s illusions are most realized, for him, in the technology of the
stereoscope, in which we “feel around objects”; the technology allows the viewer to clasp
objects “with our eyes, as with our arms, or with our hands, or with our thumb and
finger, and then we know it to be something more than a surface” (75). Unlike the
photograph, often dubbed the “pencil of nature,” the stereograph, for Holmes, was more
like the sculptor’s chisel. Fittingly a popular subgenre of stereographic pictures included

Holmes wrote two more articles on photography and stereography in The Atlantic Monthly: ʺSun‐Painting
and Sun‐Sculpture” (1861), and ʺDoings of the Sun‐Beam” (1863).
12
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images of famed statues. The numerous stereographic allusions in Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s book about a sculptress, The Marble Faun: or, the Romance of Monte Beni,
published the year after Holmes’ essay, testifies to the rapidity with which the
technology was becoming a staple of the broader culture.
At the same time, Holmes believed in the technology’s remarkable ability to
mimic the real in those marble‐like pictures, he also described its effects as otherworldly:
Perhaps there is also some half‐magnetic effect in the fixing of the eye on twin pictures,‐‐
something like…hypnotism…At least the shutting out of objects, and the concentration of
the whole attention, which is a consequence of this, produce a dream‐like exaltation of
the faculties, a kind of clairvoyance, in which we seem to leave the body behind us and
sail away into one strange scene after another, like disembodied spirits (Sun‐Painting and
Sun‐Sculpture 172).

This kind of looking is “magnetic”; one is hypnotized by the three‐dimensional image
and floats away into it like a “disembodied spirit.” Stereovision is clairvoyant vision.
In Holmes’ essays the stereoscopic image also enables microscopic forms of
looking. He conceptualized the experience of viewing a stereoscopic image as singular,
evoking a different kind of reading practice from that enabled by 2D images:
The first effect of looking at a good photograph through the stereoscope is a surprise
such as no painting ever produced. The mind feels its way into the very depths of the
picture. The scraggy branches of a tree in the foreground run out at us as if they would
scratch our eyes […] Then there is such a frightful amount of detail, that we have the
same sense of infinite complexity which Nature gives us. A painter shows us masses; the
stereoscope figure spares us nothing‐‐all must be there, every stick, straw, scratch
(148)….This distinctness of the lesser details of a building or landscape often gives us
incidental truths which interest us more than the central object of the picture (“The
Stereograph and the Stereoscope,” 151).
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Like the photomicrograph that replicated every cell, every hair on a flea, the stereoscope
recorded all details that the painter simply could not. In doing so, stereographs
illuminated the world, on the macro scale, by recording the “lesser details” of objects.
3D images do not merely enchant, they also illuminate and bring forth what the eye
could not see.
The stereograph’s attention to the lesser details of the image echoes what Roland
Barthes would call in the twentieth century the punctum of the photograph. For Barthes,
the punctum is a “detail” or “partial object” that “pricks” the viewer” (45, 49, 47). The
punctum, “lightning‐like,” provokes a “tiny shock” that arrests the looker quite suddenly
and unexpectedly, but that momentary puncture gives way to a “power of expansion,”
in which the whole image is read via the lens of startling details (Barthes 45). Unlike
Barthes’ punctum, which is localized as a specific aspect of the image that pierces the
viewer, the stereographic image is all punctum. The more one looks, the more details
hook the eye into the depths of the image. Holmes praised photography as a medium
which made it so that “one may creep over the surface of the picture with his
microscope and find every leaf perfect, or read the letters of distant signs” (“The
Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” 128).13 Stereographs only heightened such

Cynthia Davis has charted Holmes’ appreciation of microscopic reading practices in both his anatomy and
physiology lectures at Harvard and in his fiction, what she calls the “microscopic insight” that allowed
13
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microscopic attention. Holmes’ stereograph straddled the line between science and the
supernatural, solid and transient images, realism and fantasy, embodiment and
disembodiment.
Intriguingly, Holmesian three‐dimensional sight resonates with Rita Felski’s
description of the contemporary enchanted reading practices. “Enchantment,” she
explains, “is characterized by a state of intense involvement, a sense of being so entirely
caught up in an aesthetic object that nothing else seems to matter” (55). Elaborating on
Stephen Greenblatt’s claim that “‘looking may be called enchanted when the act of
attention draws a circle around itself from which everything but the object is excluded,’”
Felski writes that “wrapped up in the details of a novel, a film, a painting, you feel
yourself enclosed in a bubble of absorbed attention that is utterly distinct from the hit‐
and‐miss qualities of everyday perception. This sense of immersion seems self‐enclosed
and self‐sustaining, demarcated by a distinct boundary; the transition back to the
everyday world feels unwelcome, even intrusive” (55). The bubble‐like experience of
enchanted perception—one that is predicated on boundaries—describes an aesthetics of
the cellular. To take Felski one step further, the cell on its microscopic level requires an
inside and an outside, a demarcation, between internal and external; and on a larger

doctors to “see through” the body’s layers, gifting the physician with X‐ray sight 40 years before the X‐ray
technology was even discovered (13).
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scale, the point of view of the microscope is one that operates on the level of the
bubble—the circular view that isolates the slide beneath the lens’s stem (Figure 16). This
experience of shutting out an outside to better attend to an inside is characteristic of
scientific looking. The enclosure that aesthetic objects enact—whether it be a novel, a
visual image, a microscopic slide, or the interior of a human organism—is the condition
that enables sustained close reading. This very same enclosure is the condition that is
necessary for enchanted modes of seeing. A precursor to modern virtual reality goggles
such as Oculus Rift, the Holmesian stereograph brought this kind of scientific enclosure
into the parlor room. “The Stereograph as an Educator” depicts a lady looking into her
stereoviewer, entranced by the phantom images she sees, unaware of her surroundings
(Figure 17‐18). The device is both a learning tool that exposes the viewer to intricacies of
images on all sorts topics and a technology of entertainment. The image of ladies
looking into stereoscopes was a popular subgenre of stereography, allowing viewers to
re‐embody themselves in the image of the looking ladies, who are also engrossed in this
technology of enclosure at the moment they are looking through the device.
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Figure 16: Wilson A. Bentley. Wilson Bentley’s Snowflake 1152. Albumen
Print. 1890. Smithsonian Institution Archives. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 17: “The Stereograph as an Educator‐Underwood Patent Extension
Cabinet in a Home Library. New York: Underwood & Underwood. c 1901
March 22. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 18: Spinner, Cheryl. “The Stereograph as an Educator‐Underwood Patent
extension Cabinet in a Home Library.” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.

51

Arden Reed explains that the goggle‐like perspective of the stereoscope creates
new forms of perception:
By bracketing off our surroundings and filling our visual field it literally straightjackets
attention. The beholder is drawn in more deeply to the experience than were he or she
looking at flat reproductions. With a photograph the eye moves across the picture plane.
With stereographs, the eye does that but it also moves, as it were, forward and back, in
and out. Add to which, unlike photographs, which blur beyond their range of focus,
stereo views offer sharp images at whatever distance—all of which creates more to
engage the eye (75).

The eye scans stereoscopic images differently from two‐dimensional photographs
because all aspects of the image remain in focus. The stereoscope brackets off external
visual stimuli to apprehend an image that requires close and slow looking to make sense
of optical information. As Reed explains, “However ‘rapidly’ the mind synthesizes
images, stereoviewing still unfolds in time ... Stereo views appear to stack one flat image
behind another at indeterminable distances … Stereos thereby bring into relief the
relationship between flatness and depth. More importantly, because optical motion
occurs in time, the perception of depth produces duration” (75). Stereovision slows time
down as we linger on the images allowing our eyes to adjust, process, and move across
the variegated layers of simulated three‐dimensionality.
Throughout his articles, Holmes close‐reads specific stereographs. In a glass
stereograph of the Lake of Brienz, for example, he ruminates on the particular duration
of the stereoscopic camera with its two lenses that could catch moving subjects across
each lens (Fig 19):
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It is common to find an object in one of the twin pictures which we miss in the other; the
person or vehicle having moved in the interval of taking the two photographs. In the
lovely glass stereograph of the Lake of Brienz, on the left–hand side, a vaguely hinted
female figure stands by the margin of the fair water; on the other side the picture is not
scene. This is life; we seem to see her come and go. All the longings, passions,
experiences, possibilities of womanhood animate that gliding shadow which has flitted
through our consciousness, nameless, dateless, featureless, yet profoundly more real than
the sharpest of portraits traced by a human hand.” (“The Stereoscope and the
Stereograph, 153).

Shooting these twin images in camera creates the possibility of capturing bodies in
motion. A figure that had been static on one end of the lens may move to the next in the
course of a few seconds, thereby creating an unexpected phantom in the background.
Viewing items under the stereograph is incredibly important, and yet these images are
not supplied in his Atlantic Monthly article, nor are their actual titles and makers
referenced so that the reader might track them down. Words replace viewing. To a
certain extent, knowing which stereograph Holmes is analyzing is unnecessary. One
gets the idea, the theoretical feeling, from his words. But perhaps in light of the digital
humanities, we could do a little better. This particular chapter lends itself to reimagine
how we might present scholarly material on the subject, wherein the experience of seeing
is important, especially for a technology that hinges on the tension between solidity and
ether, embodiment and disembodiment.
An example of hard core pornography stereography illustrates Holmes’ same
point on the movement of the subject in the stereograph of the Lake of Brienz (Figures
20‐21). On the right side of the stereographic image, one can ever so subtly notice the
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woman’s position is slightly different in the mirrored reflection on the left. Additionally,
one can see that the position of her body in the right image is slightly dissimilar with her
head no longer visible because photographing sex in real time captures subjects in
motion and creates phantoms. These moving subjects take on spectral qualities, in this
case a kind of ghostly coitus. How fitting for images that flesh out the long dead,
reanimating the “depth” of penetrative sex as well as the depth of the image as a whole.
The fleshing out of the long dead lends yet another supernatural effect to this mode of
seeing.
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Figure 19: Haynes, F. Jay. “Wet‐plate camera 5 x 8 or
Stereoscopic (Double). Data from: University of
California, San Diego. ARTstor.
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Figure 20: Colligan, Collette. “Stereograph.” Victorian Review.
34.1 (2008): 75.
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Figure 21: Spinner, Cheryl. “Sex in 3D.” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.
Note: This anaglyph is more difficult for the eye to merge precisely
because the images are not entirely in synch as a result of their movement.
It may take longer for you to see the image’s three‐dimensional depth. Some
tips that have working for making out the image include staring at the
woman’s buttocks, looking at the wallpaper to the left, or directing your
gaze to the mirror on the right. It also might help to move closer or further
from the screen or paper to achieve the right focal length for your vision.
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1.2 Stereography’s New Powers of Perception: Enchantment and
Three-Dimensional Science Photographs, from the Nineteenth to
the Twenty-First Centuries
The phenomenologist Maurice Merleau‐Ponty described all binocular vision, the
default state of natural vision in humans, as the stuff of phantoms because perception
itself can only give an approximation of the material world. For Merleau‐Ponty,
binocular perception is more than,
Two monocular perceptions surmounted; it is of another order. The monocular images
are not in the same sense that the thing perceived with both eyes is. They are phantoms
and it is the real; they are pre‐things and it is the thing: they vanish when we pass to
normal vision and re‐enter into the thing as into their daylight truth …The monocular
images cannot be compared with the synergic perception: one cannot put them side by
side; it is necessary to choose between the thing and the floating pre‐things” (7‐8).

The binocular state of natural vision exists beyond the third dimension: twin images
from each eye are not merely merged on the retina to produce a third dimension.
Natural vision is, rather, beyond sight, much like artificial binocular vision that
produces temporary phantom images.
The virtual realities of artificial binocular vision invite hypnotic close‐reading: a
slow and sustained attention to the nuances of the image, which is the result in part of
their planar composition. Crary teases out how the planar effect of stereographs
produces strange visual landscapes:
We are given an insistent sense of ‘in front of’ and ‘in back of’ that seems to organize the
image as a sequence of receding planes. And in fact the fundamental organization of the
stereoscopic image is planar. We perceive individual elements as flat, cutout forms
arrayed either nearer or further from us. But the experience of space between these
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objects (planes) is not one of gradual and predictable recession; rather, there is a
vertiginous uncertainty about the distance separating forms. Compared to the strange
insubstantiality of objects and figures located in the middle ground, the absolutely airless
space surrounding them has a disturbing palpability (125).

Crary articulates the paradox of these images: while they round out the two‐
dimensional images, they can also have the effect of looking like flat cutouts in a
sequence of planes. The distance between such planes is unclear to the viewer, and as a
result the objects in the image create the effect of “absolutely airless space” between each
other that produces a “disturbing palpability” to all components of the image (125). The
airlessness of these intervening spaces does not follow the rules of natural depth
perception where the length of space in between objects is generally discerned. The fact
that Crary fixates on the disturbing nature of this “airless space” gets at the discomfort
these images create. Their hyper reality is embedded in an airless space where no living
organism could actually survive. Arden Reed adds to the peculiar reality of
stereographs by stating they do not simply reinstate a third‐dimension to flattened two‐
dimensional photographs (75). Instead, as the standard human eye blurs distant objects
in its depth of field, and a single lens camera does the same; all objects in stereographic
images are in focus regardless of their distance because this mode of photography does
not mimic natural human vision (Reed 76, 77).
The lack of depth of field in stereographs allows for a different kind of
perception that is slow, localized, and attentive. Crary attributes this new kind of
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looking to the fact that “stereoscopic relief or depth has no unifying order” and as such
one’s eyes “never traverse the image in a full apprehension of the three‐dimensionality
of the entire field, but in terms of localized experience of separate areas” (125, 126).
When we encounter a photograph or painting, the images retain an “optical unity”
because “our eyes remain at a single angle of convergence” (126). The stereograph,
however, is never processed in its totality by the optical field, rather:
The reading or scanning of a stereo image… is an accumulation of differences in the
degree of optical convergence, thereby producing a perceptual effect of a patchwork of
different intensities of relief within a single image. Our eyes follow a choppy and erratic
path into its depth: it is an assemblage of local zones of three‐dimensionality, zones
imbued with a hallucinatory clarity, but which when taken together never coalesce into a
homogenous field (Crary 125, 126).

In understanding stereoscopic vision as a form of “reading” or “scanning,” Crary
distinguishes the medium from the more recognizable idea of “looking” at photographs
or paintings. In the cases of photographs and paintings spectators first encounter the
totality of the image and then hone in on the details. Conversely, the eye darts across the
stereographs, processing its pieces, which never achieve any kind of optical unity. Crary
explains that the “realism” of stereographic images is a result of the eye’s ability to
reconcile the slight differences between the twin images, which leads him to conclude
that “there never really is a stereoscopic image, that it is a conjuration, an effect of the
observer’s experience of the differential between two other images” (122).
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By producing these realist conjurations, nineteenth‐century stereograph
technologies enabled enchanted ways of seeing. Unlike the single lens camera, the
stereoscopic camera mimicked natural vision more closely with its two “eyes.” While the
stereoscope was a technology of illusion, it was also argued by many to be the most
accurate and natural of all photographic technologies. The stereoscopic camera, in
particular, was often compared to an actual human head. An essay in Harper’s described
the stereoscopic camera, with its twin lenses, as having a “forehead with two eyes,” the
brass lens covers ‘eyelids’ that open and close when the plate is exposed and the
aperture mechanism that controls the size of the lens opening is “the pupil of the eye
that contracts and expands according to the degree of light” (qtd. from Silverman 741).
Robert J. Silverman notes how the arrangement of the stereoscopic camera
became a topic of great debate amongst photographers of the nineteenth century: “one
side maintained that the separation of the human eyes should be duplicated
unwaveringly by the photographer. Appeals to nature, as one might gather, provided
the most potent rhetorical device for those who maintained this stance” (748). Those in
support of stereographs that mimicked natural human vision “often warned that widely
separated cameras would make objects appear like ‘models’” or would “seem ‘distorted’
or even ‘monstrous’ if the exaggeration became extreme” (748). Other photographers
“enjoyed the enhanced perspective and model‐like effect” that came with more
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experimental stereoscopic cameras (748). Landscape stereographers often separated the
lenses by several feet so that the stereograph purchaser could enjoy the effect of what we
would now call “hyper‐space” to “observe deeper valleys and more dramatic cascades
than existed in reality” 748‐749).
Warren De La Rue’s first stereograph of the moon in 1848, taken at the Cranford
Conservatory, generated controversy over the distinction between fact and fiction in
scientific photography precisely because De La Rue extensively manipulated the
interocular distance of the stereoscopic camera even more drastically than the practices
used by landscape stereographers (Figure 22‐23). In order to create these three‐
dimensional images, “two telescopic photographs” were taken months apart to “exploit
the moon’s libation, in order to provide parallactic discrepancy necessary for a solid
looking combination” (Silverman 750). The successful lunar stereographs brought out
previously invisible details of the moon’s surface and provided important information
for astronomers. Sir John Herschel described the stereoscopic view of the moon as the
sort of vantage point “a giant with eyes thousands of miles apart” would have (qtd in
Silverman 753). Stereography produced new ways of perceiving the world. On the one
hand, it augmented natural vision but it often did so with the help of unnatural camera
manipulations. The scientific community was bothered precisely because the most
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accurate images of the material world required a fair dose of camera magic to produce
them.
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Figure 22: “Full Moon From The Negative Taken By Prof. H. Draper, With His
Silvered Glass Telescope.” C. Bierstadt, Niagra Fallsm N.Y. Personal Collection
of Cheryl Spinner.
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Figure 23: Spinner, Cheryl. “Full Moon from the Negative Taken by Prof. H.
Draper, with His Silvered Glass Telescope.” Anaglyph. 2017. Durham, N.C.

65

“How to Find the Lady in the Moon” plays with the enchanted nature of Warren
De La Rue’s famed stereography, calling attention to the imaginative qualities of his
scientific images (Figure 24). The image plays on the twin image aesthetic of the
stereograph and yet it is not one at all. The image on the right is manipulated so that one
can see the face of a lady in the moon. Because the stereoscope allowed for viewers to
traverse the image and find unexpected details in the image, the manipulated image on
the right suggests that if you look long enough as you would in a stereoscope you
would find the lady. This image is of course fiction, but true stereographs of the moon
raised similar questions about the place of truth and fiction and the natural and the
supernatural in scientific imaging technologies. “How to Find the Lady in the Moon”
directly calls attention to the fictive quality of its picture, which De La Rue’s lunar
stereographs do not. Stereography, both overtly fiction or semi‐fictive, teetered on the
edge of enchantment and realism, occupying the space where the two meet in a zone of
perpetual uncertainty about the nature of the world.
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Figure 24: “How to Find the Lady in the Moon.” Lithograph. 1894. Library
of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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NASA New Horizons’ 2015 images of Pluto illustrates how the enchanted
science and realist science continue to pervade detailed photographs of celestial objects.
The iconic photograph that revealed what the New York Times called “Pluto’s Icy Heart”
was actually a composite of two images (Fig 25). Like De La Rue’s images of the moon,
the Pluto image photos raise questions about what is real and what is fictive because the
photograph of Pluto was actually a stereographic image composed of two separate
photographs of Pluto. New Horizons flew by Pluto to snap its photo, which was
eventually merged with the “last‐look” image that was captured as the spacecraft flew
past the planet.14 Brian May of The London Stereoscopic Company decided to parse out
the twin images that were used to represent Pluto to create a modern stereograph of the
image (Figure 26). May’s stereograph reveals the magic behind the composite image of
Pluto, that this single photograph of Pluto is actually an illusion.

As NASA explains, “This is the last and most detailed image sent to Earth before the spacecraft’s closest
approach to Pluto on July 14. The color image has been combined with lower‐resolution color information
from the Ralph instrument that was acquired earlier on July 13” (Ed. Talbert).
14
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Figure 25: Composite Image of July 13, 2015 and July 14 Taken with the Ralph
Instrument and Long Range Reconnaissance Imager (LORRI), Respectively.
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Washington, D.C.
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Figure 26: May, Brian. “First High Quality Real Stereo Image of
Pluto.” The London Stereoscopic Company, LTD.
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The celestial photographs of the nineteenth to the twenty‐first centuries produce
phantom images of what we perceive as “Pluto” or the “Moon,” but the fictive—and,
perhaps, enchanted‐‐ component of these images is overlooked particularly in our
contemporary moment in the name of scientific fact. Holmes’ own struggle with how
enchanted and scientific sight could remain compatible is most evident in the first of
what he described as his “medicated novels,” Elsie Venner: A Romance of Destiny (1861),
wherein he struggles with the dilemma of the supernatural eye. Holmes’ essays on
stereography present an enchanted eye that is tethered to a microscopic way of seeing.
Three‐dimensional vision affords close and meticulous readings that “give not only
every letter of the old inscriptions” on the arches of Constantine, but “render the grain of
the stone itself” (“The Stereograph and the Stereoscope, 148). Here, enchanted looking
cannot be distinguished from microscopic sight; the stereoscope and the microscope are
intimately related. Holmes explores the connection in Elsie Venner, but when the
enchanted eye becomes embodied in Elsie ‐‐a human stereograph—the two forms of
looking become split and gendered: enchantment is feminized, and scientific looking is
masculinized. This splitting turns the supernatural eye into a conceptual dilemma
disruptive to the scientific reading practices of men of medicine, which perhaps shows
Holmes’ discomfort with the more integrative theorizations of stereography evident in
his essays.
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1.3 Holmesian Stereosopic Literature and the Feminization of
Enchanted Sight
The eponymous character of Holmes’ novel acquires her unique optical powers
while still in the womb when her pregnant mother is bitten by a snake. The venom may
have altered her biochemical constitution, which raises the question of whether or not
she is biologically woman anymore. One of the most discernible symptoms of her
condition is Elsie’s “diamond eyes,” which transfix the viewer into a hypnotic trance,
much like the magnetic qualities of the stereograph that Holmes articulates in his
photographic writings. She is even said to enjoy “studying the stereoscopic Laocoön,” a
three‐dimensional photograph of a statue “representing an old man with his two sons in
the embraces of two monstrous serpents” (Holmes 278, 266). The stereograph Elsie sees
likely resembles the following daguerreotype stereograph (Figures 27‐28).
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Figure 27: Plaster Statuette of the Laocoön Group. 1850s.
Daguerreotype Stereograph. The J. Paul Getty Museum. From Claire
L. Lyons, John K. Papadopoulos, Lindsey S. Stewart, and Andrew
Szegedy‐Maszak, Antiquity and Photography: Early Views of Ancient
Mediterranean
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Figure 28: Spinner, Cheryl. Plaster Statuette of the Laocoön Group. Anaglyph. 2017.
Durham, N.C.
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Elsie manifests the hypnotically clairvoyant relationship between image and
viewer that Holmes describes in his writings on photography when she studies the
Laocoön. But she does not simply encounter the stereograph for her own entertainment;
with eyes that entrance, she is a walking stereograph herself, creating hypnotic circuits
between her and those who look at her. We realize the full extent of Elsie’s powers when
Bernard Langdon, love interest, teacher, and part‐time medical student, finds himself
ensnared in a magnetic eye loop with a snake. In the important scene, his eyes meet the
“two diamond eyes” of the serpent shining out of the darkness, and he stands “fixed,
struck dumb, staring back into them with dilating pupils and sudden numbness of fear
that cannot move” (173). The diamond eyes begin to morph and become “two sparks of
light,” much like Barthes’ punctum, that “move forward” and grow into “circles of
flame” (173). The description corresponds to Greenblatt’s articulation of enchanted
looking as the moment “when the act of attention draws a circle around itself from
which everything but the object is excluded” (Qtd. from Felski 55). Langdon is
transfixed by the orbs, as “magnets toward the circles of flame” in a kind of horrific
analog to the more hypnotic gaze stereographic sight enables (Holmes 173). The
serpentine eyes similarly move forward as the statue of the Laocoön would when Elsie
views it in a stereoscope. Langdon only emerges from the trance when he senses that
Elsie is behind him, “looking motionless into the reptile’s eyes, which had shrunk and
faded under the stronger enchantment of her own” (173). The medical student’s powers
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of scientific sight – his rationality, methodological reasoning—are stupefied in the face
of the snake eye. Elsie’s enchanted eye, not Langdon’s scientific acumen, is the only
antidote to the hypnotic snake stare. Langdon finds himself pierced frozen before
mystical serpentine eyes much like Barthes’ punctum which produces “an intense
immobility: linked to a detail (to a detonator), an explosion” that “makes a little star on
the pane of the…photograph” (Barthes 49).
That the novel itself is preoccupied with the dilemma of Elsie’s powers of
stereographic sight, the physiological basis of her strange supernatural eye, is in part a
function of its narrator: a professor of medicine. The Professor, as he is called, recounts
the romantic entanglements of his own medical student, Bernard Langdon, with Elsie
Venner. But the novel is not simply a love story; it is a case study of a woman who is
stricken with an unusual malady, and the Professor continually hypothesizes
explanations for Elsie’s peculiar symptoms. Like the snake, Elsie’s “diamond eyes” spill
outwards, and the Professor attempts to attribute them to discoveries in
phosphorescence by Henri Becquerel, the husband and collaborator of Marie Curie, who
is tellingly not cited with him. The narrator describes Mr. Langdon’s sensation at
looking into these very eyes:
“...he [Langdon] had just been looking at the young girl next to him, so that his eyes were
brimful of beauty, and may have spilled some of it on the first comer: for you know M.
Becquerel has been showing us lately how everything is phosphorescent; that it soaks
itself with light in an instant’s exposure, so that it is wet with liquid sunbeams, or, if you
will, tremulous with luminous vibrations, when first plunged into the negative bath of
darkness, and betrays itself by the light which escapes from the surface” (272).
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Elsie’s eyes luminesce, like light that exists on the invisible spectrum and can
only be seen when exposed to a light sensitive photographic plate. Elsie’s magical eye is
tied to the invisible forces—magnetism, phosphorescence—the forces that produce light
on the invisible spectrum.1 Mr. Langdon’s professor makes a rhetorical nod to the
possible magical applications of luminescence: “whether a woman is ever
phosphorescent with the luminous vapour of life that she exhales,‐‐these and other
questions which relate to occult influences by certain women we will not now discuss”
(98‐99). Margaret Fuller describes a similarly electric feminism instead in her work
Woman in the Nineteenth Century when she praises women for their “superior
susceptibility to magnetic or electric influence” (74). Like Holmes, Fuller similarly
genders the occult when she describes the womanly body as gifted with exceptional
chemical qualities that give her special powers.
While Holmes’ phosphorescent woman registers an anxiety over the special
influence of women, Fuller celebrates it, but both are gendered. Ironically, Elsie’s
serpentine constitution makes her an “almost over‐womanized woman” with eyes that
bewitch all who see her, men and women alike (99). Yet, it is those very powers of
enchantment that make her an entirely different creature. Intriguingly though, when
Holmes aligns enchanted, stereoscopic sight with the hyper‐feminized body of Elsie, the

As Laura Saltz notes, “By the mid‐1840s, scientists began to believe that to speak of light acting
photographically in darkness was inexact and ‘unscientific.’ Instead, light ought be considered as a variation
of such other forces as electricity and magnetism, which were also attributed to ethereal vibrations. (112).
1
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magic eye splinters off from scientific modes of looking and enters the realm of aberrant
dangerous vision, which must be solved by the eye of the masculine man of science.
Here Holmes manifests a troubling sense of the occult in relation to science that is not
evident in his essays. Elsie Venner, moreover, illustrates the gendering of knowledge
that accompanies the split between the microscopic and the magical: the medical student
possesses the eye of rationality, the snake‐woman possesses the eye of magic.
Contemporary reading practices in both the sciences and humanities similarly split the
enchanted eye from the microscopic eye, aligning themselves with the rigor of the
scalpel, but I trouble this distinction by arguing that the humanities and the sciences can
learn quite a lot from the enchanted viewing practices of stereographic images that
sustain slow and meticulous reading, for a magical eye does not preclude a
methodological one.2

In our contemporary moment, the da Vinci surgical system, complete with robotic scalpels and a
stereoscopic viewing apparatus, embodies within its system the coexistence of the spellbound eye of three‐
dimensional sight with the precision of the surgical knife.
2
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2. Images in Dark Rooms: The Occult Photochemistry of
William Mumler, Julia Margaret Cameron, and James
VanDerZee

You will have occasion to note in your journey through this life, that nearly all of
nature’s formula of materializations have their origin in the séance chamber of
night or darkness. (24). —W.M. Lockwood, Scientific Analysis of Spirit Photography
and Spirit Materialization
Annie Besant saw atoms. In the 1895 article “Occult Chemistry,” Besant and C.W.
Leadbeater visually sequenced hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen. The “Hydrogen” atom
appeared egg‐like, “Oxygen” possessed a snake‐like coil with five points of shining
light, and “Nitrogen” a complicated balloon shaped body.1 Besant and Leadbeater’s
elements displayed dynamic motion and differential electric charges. The limitations of
scientific visualization technologies ensured that scientists could, as Besant and
Leadbeater say, “never dream of the possibility of examining their chemical atom” (211).
Besant and Leadbeater looked instead to powers of clairvoyance as an alternative
imaging technology. Like spirit‐mediums, these clairvoyant chemists claimed to see the
unseeable.
With the invention of photography in 1839, visualization technologies purported
to deliver an unmediated representation of nature through the process of photochemical

After Madame Blavatsky died in 1891, Besant was one of her successors and led the Theosophical Society
with Colonel Olcott. For more on the collaboration between Besant and Leadbeater, see Mark Morrisson,
Modern Alchemy: Occultism and the Emergence of Atomic Theory (2007).
1
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development. Spirit photographers in the nineteenth century saw in the photochemical
process the supernatural potential of chemistry to visualize the invisible world. The first
spirit photographs came into being in 1862, twenty years after the invention of
photography, when a Bostonian named William Mumler unwittingly captured a ghostly
form in a self‐portrait. Mumler’s work is not the first documentation of spirit
photography. Rolf H. Krauss cites at least two incidents preceding Mumler’s
experiments in Beyond Light and Shadow, The Role of Photography in Certain Paranormal
Phenomena; An Historical Survey (1995). As early as 1855, a daguerreotypist of New
Orleans is written up in The Spiritual Telegraph for a photograph of his child, in which a
light emanates from a cloudlike point and extends to the child’s shoulder (Krauss 100).
Yet, while others, undoubtedly, produced such weird emanations in photographs since
the invention of the medium, Mumler is credited as the first spirit photographer, and he
was certainly the first to market himself as a professional photographer of spirits (Fig.
29).2

Spirit photography traveled to Britain in 1872 with Fred A. Hudson’s first phantom photograph, making
him the European Mumler. The global and historical scope of spirit photography remains in the
contemporary video game series Fatal Frame (2001‐2015) as it offers an alternative history to the origins of
the spirit photograph. The game attributes the invention of a spirit camera to the fictional nineteenth‐
century occultist Kunihiko Asō, whose camera obscura, the primary weapon of the game, captures ghosts.
2
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Figure 29: William Mumler. Eight albumen silver prints. 1870‐1875. From
“Album with spirit photographs obtained by William H. Mumler, Frederick
A. Hudson, F.M.Parkes, Éduard Isidore Buguet a.o., c.1862‐1880.” William
Stainton Moses Collection. The College of Psychic Studies
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Despite this storied archive, photography’s witchy history is often
underrepresented in contemporary accounts of its inception. Louis Kaplan importantly
notes that “after being excluded for decades from American photo history textbooks,
including Naomi Rosenblum’s A World History of Photography and Beaumont Newhall’s
The History of Photography, spirit photography was admitted into the canon at the turn of
the millennium with the publication of Robert Hirsch’s Seizing the Light: A History of
Photography. As the plaything of tricksters and charlatans, spirit photography did not
merit a mention in the annals of photographic history until the eve of the twenty‐first
century. Ironically, though, Lyle Rexer explains that photography as a whole was
referred to as “the black arts” in the nineteenth century because “working with silver
nitrate, the essential but corrosive agent of all silver‐based photography, could burn skin
and leave traces of black” (18).
It seems appropriate, then, that such a technology—a technological practice
whose science produces the magical effect of apparitional images that are revealed
during development—is rooted in alchemy. In 1839, with the invention of the
daguerreotype, a French legislator and advocate of Daguerre’s invention by the name of
Francois Arago traced the beginnings of photography—what we might call the long
history of photographic chemistry‐‐to alchemical experimentation with silver and
marine acide, which alchemists referred to as moon or horn silver. Later termed chloride
of silver, alchemists found this substance turned black when exposed to light, a chemical
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discovery that would become the basis of photographic chemistry (Arago 14). It is also a
technology whose scientific properties produce a magical effect: invisible images
recorded in the plate or photographic paper are revealed in the development process. As
William Henry Talbot, inventor of the calotype or the first paper‐based photography,
puts it: “I know of few things in the range of science more surprising than the gradual
appearance of the picture on the blank sheet of paper, especially the first time the
experiment is witnessed” (McQuire 1).
Maria Fineman points to this “secret history of photography,” a history that
employed “a staggering array of techniques” by which photographers could “alter their
images, from multiple exposure and photomontage to combination printing, airbrush
retouching, and other darkroom magic” (6). Fineman dubs the long tradition of
photography and techniques of illusion the medium’s secret history. Although it is a
medium that is often characterized as the art form of a “disenchanted” modernity and as
such associated with a scientific eye rather than a magical one, Fineman convincingly
argues that “photography’s inherent realism has always been bolstered by techniques of
artifice and illusion” and that early photography in particular “often required a healthy
dose of artful trickery” to produce “realistic‐looking” photographs (9). Erin Garcia
similarly notes that while “photography is commonly associated with fact…it has been a
medium for fiction from the very beginning” (6). In both the sciences and arts,
photography is situated within a history of realism, accurately reproducing the world
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around us without tampering. Spirit photographs must be written out of this history in
order to retain the illusion, rooted in nostalgia, that at one point photographs were
faithful representations of the material world. Simply put, the rise of modern scientism
has emptied photography of its supernatural potential—its ability to surpass the natural.
If scientific realism is the guiding principle of imaging technologies in the
sciences, then photographic artists provide an outlet for what cannot be contained
within the sciences. Over the course of this chapter, I aim to access these zones of
uncertainty, these technologies of illusion, via art, which hold the key to the realm of the
imagination and preserve enchantment even as the gods appear to flee our modern
world. I chart the deviant technical image across William Mumler’s spirit photographs,
Margaret Cameron’s “messy” photochemical techniques and James VanDerZee’s
darkroom sorcery. This chapter asks us to take seriously the conditions, requirements,
and basic postulates of spiritualist inquiry, to afford them the very kind of credence we
give to normative science. In our contemporary moment, technical images are
worshiped as the fetishes of our times. But what if we were to run a thought‐experiment
in which we apply this intensity of belief to that sub and maligned genre of the technical
spirit image? What lines of thought would open? I ask that we refuse such conceptual
encumbrances that require the demystification of enchanted technological objects of
study. I want to refuse to read spirit photographs simply as inscribed by the traces of
technological manipulation, which empties them of their supernatural potential.
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I would like to clarify here that I do not intend to defend the science of spirit
photography, because this photographic practice offers us something adjacent to, but
also quite beyond science. Spiritualists believed in the materiality of the spirit, and so
turned to science as a way of grappling with the inhabitants of the invisible universe. I
ask that we take their ideas seriously because choosing to believe that photochemistry
might be enchanted is, I argue, a feminist project. In doing so, we can recover and
reposition the visions and experiences that have been feminized as irrational and un‐
empirical and swept to the margins of science. I call this methodological imperative of
spiritualist belief more generally occult intersectionalities to highlight the ways in which
this recovery project encompasses gender, race, and sexuality. I emphasize the plurality
of occult intersectionalities to explain my methodology of juxtaposition, which allows the
collision of disparate historical objects with one another, to ultimately reveal how the
disenchantment of photography’s history is gendered and racialized.
Although their work spans the nineteenth and early‐twentieth centuries, what
unites William Mumler, Julia Margaret Cameron, and James VanDerZee is the way they
demonstrate the persistence of the technical spirit image, even as the photographic
medium became increasingly associated with scientism and a documentarian aesthetics.
It is fitting, then, to speak of a politics of the darkroom, a space where these
photographers insisted on playing with spectrality openly and actively, with a medium
that has been historically imagined as realist. Mumler’s photographs most literally
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embody the technical spirit image because they claimed to capture spirits inhabiting the
planes of reality that are invisible to the human eye. In such a way, Mumler’s
photographs align with, but are not reducible to, nineteenth‐century scientific
photography and its desire to capture what the human eye could not track, like Etienne‐
Jules Marey’s experiments with photography and human locomotion. Marey’s
photography froze movement in time so that images could be analyzed, but in order to
do so he made use of the same techniques spirit photographers were accused of using to
trick their viewers. His images are so obviously spectral, and yet they are read strictly in
the Flusserian sense as technical images, objective and lacking spirit. The shared
aesthetics between scientific and spirit imaging.
Although my choice to position VanDerZee alongside Mumler and Cameron
may seem unorthodox, I place these three figures in dialogue to chart the aesthetics of
spirit photography as a mode across the nineteenth‐ and early‐twentieth centuries. I
track the long history of spirit photography, but am less interested in laying out an
argument about how these images produce together a linear history of technological
progress. Instead, I am invested in a methodology of juxtaposition that is both
transnational and tranhistorical: Mumler and VanDerZee are US Americans; Cameron is
British; Mumler and Cameron lived in the nineteenth century while VanDerZee is of the
twentieth. Weaving together these disparate archives, however, reveals lines of
analytical sight. Spirits disrupt time and space when they insist on haunting the present,
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so a project on enchantment and magic, I argue, greatly benefits from drawing
methodological inspiration from its objects of studies.
This chapter situates the spirit photograph within Vilem Flusser’s concept of the
technical image to reposition this form of photography within the corpus of more
normative scientific‐imaging modalities. Flusser locates the historical emergence of the
technical image, or an image produced by apparatuses, in the nineteenth century with
the invention of photography. The technical image thereby registers the historical
entanglements of science, magic, and camerawork. (Flusser 14). Flusser posits the
invention of writing and the invention of the photograph as interconnected historical
events that pivot on the place of magic in the world. While writing was invented in the
second millennium BC to “take the magic out of images,” he explains, the “photograph,
the first technical image, was invented in the nineteenth century in order to put texts
back under a magic spell” (Flusser 17‐18). In the technological story Flusser tells, writing
emerged when images took on lives of their own because humans forgot they actually
produced these very images, and so deemed images the stuff of idolatry. The nineteenth
century witnessed what Flusser calls “textology,” which occurred when texts
(particularly technical and scientific ones) became as incomprehensible as the idolatrous
images of the second millennium BC. In Flusser’s rendering, technical images emerged
to decode the text’s complexity through the revelatory magic of images
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Flusser understands the “’objectivity’ of the technical image as illusory (15).
Observers are tricked into seeing technical images as “non‐symbolic” and “objective,”
and “they do not criticize them as images, but as ways of looking at the world (to the
extent that they criticize them at all)” (15). Building on Flusser, I argue that the invention
of photography produced a new kind of spirit vision that had not existed before,
captured in what I call the technical spirit image and distinguished from the
technological past in the claims for their indexical representation of the spirit world.
Visions were no longer confined to the mind’s eye of the seer, but recorded on the
photographic plate. The camera and its accompanying chemistry possessed special
powers of clairvoyance because the photochemical process could capture objects that are
not visible to the eye.
The idolatrous reverence we have given to the technical image at present is
motivated by an intensity of belief in the evidence it communicates. This idolatry is,
however, selective. The technical spirit image, unlike Flusser’s technical image, is the
subject of disbelief, relegated to the spheres of imagination, fiction, and charlatanry.
Even humanistic scholarship that takes seriously the spirit photograph as a legitimate
archival object worthy of study tends to be dismissive of the mystical potential of these
images. Contemporary criticism on spirit photography often contains moments of
demystification, in which the enchanted image is stripped of its spiritual matter and is
explained by way of unwashed plates and cut‐outs of figures. Shawn Michelle Smith

88

makes such a move in her analysis of the spirit photograph when she explains that “to
twenty‐first century eyes, the trick of double exposure seems so obvious that it is hard to
imagine anyone ever believed spirit photographs actually registered the presence of
spirits. However, through an interesting acrobatics of logic, some Spiritualists were able
to account for double exposures as the techniques of spirits rather than the deception of
photographers” (Smith, 12). Martyn Jolly’s book‐length study of the spirit photograph
similarly ends with the demystification of his object of study: “In the end, spirit
photography turned out to not be a scientific truth, or a religious miracle, but, for its
historical time, it remains an extraordinary act of collective imagination. Together,
gullible clients, cunning mediums, opportunistic mentors and hubristic investigators
created a rich imaginative economy where ideas, images and interpretations circulated,
cross‐infected and interpenetrated each other” (144). While contemporary criticism on
spirit photography recognizes its historical value, critics continue to project twenty‐first
century logics onto the nineteenth century.
Part of the reason humanists shrink from spirit photography even as they write
about it is that the occult is suggestive of the taboo—the academic wishes to arrive at
explanations through the intellect, but the supernatural operates on a different register.
The supranatural is only explainable by the imagination, so science has made it
shameful. My aim here is to confront that shame to arrive at a more nuanced
understanding of what these photographs do. Spirit photographs are not quite art and
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not quite science, and we simply do not have a vocabulary for these objects because of
the nature of the taboo. They are abandoned by the sciences and the humanities,
hovering in an unclaimed space of dispossession because one would have to exorcise
them of their ghosts, fundamentally turning them into something else entirely.

2.1 Mumler and the Science of Photography
On November 1, 1862, the popular Spiritualist periodical, The Herald of Progress,
first reported the details of Mumler’s photographic discovery. The piece describes
Mumler as an “amateur photographer” and “practical chemist,” who was adjusting the
photo chemistry of the photo‐gallery of a Mrs. Stewart (4). On this day, Mumler decides
to take some pictures. He focuses the camera on an empty chair, and quickly jumps into
the frame, still holding the black cloth he used to cover the lens in his hand. When he
enters the darkroom, and develops the negative, he finds not only himself standing, but
the gauzy form of a young girl sitting in the once empty chair. The article describes the
spirit girl with an “outline of the upper portion of the body clearly defined, though dim
and shadowy” (4). The description of the chair’s relationship to her body is also
noteworthy: “The chair is distinctly seen through the body and arms, also the table upon
which one arm rests. Below the waist, the form […] fades away into a dim mist, which
simply clouds the lower part of the picture” (4). She is conversant with the material
world but at the same time she operates on a different plane of existence; she is invisible
to the naked eye but decidedly composed of the stuff of diaphanous matter. The
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photograph turns Mumler the photographic chemist into a chemist of matter writ large,
exploring the physical intimacies between the visible and invisible world, the material
and immaterial, the solid and transparent. Mumler’s first spirit photograph has been lost
but his subsequent experiments in supernatural photography reveal the intimacies of
visible and invisible matter. Mumler and his followers believed that the ghosts were
actually captured by the camera and appear during photochemical development (Figure
1).
Spiritualist believers like James Traill Taylor, former long‐time editor of The
British Journal of Photography in the latter half of the nineteenth century, often turned to
recent science to justify the practice of spirit photography. In defense of spirit
photographs, Taylor explained:
Apropos of the Mumler spirit‐photographs a good many absurd things have been said, pro
and con, on the subject. But a writer in the latter category, who asserts that anything that
is visible to the eye of the camera, and thus capable of being depicted by photography,
must therefore necessarily be visible to the human eye, is surely ignorant of that
important branch of physics popularly known as fluorescence. Many things are capable of
being photographed which to the physical eye are utterly invisible. Why, for the matter of that, a
room may be full of ultra‐violet rays of the spectrum, and a photograph may be taken of
that ‘dark light’...Hence the photographing of an invisible image, whether that image be of
a spirit or a lump of matter, is not scientifically impossible (15) [Last two italics mine].

Taylor refers to the light below the visible spectrum as dark light, which renders it a
technology of the supernatural . In the context of normative sciences, photographs of
dark light only prove its existence; their invisibility and dark state is not inherently
questionable. When Spiritualists speculate that invisible spirits might manifest
themselves in the photograph via this dark light, these hypotheses are unfounded and
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incredible. James Coates similarly said in his Photographing the Invisible (1911): “To say
that the invisible cannot be photographed, even on the material plane, would be to
confess ignorance of facts which are commonplace—as, for instance to mention the
application of X‐Ray photography to the exploration of the muscles, bones, and internal
organs” (viii). Coates writes his piece after the invention of the X‐ray in 1896, which only
bolstered the idea that what is invisible to the naked eye could be captured by
penetrative radioactive waves. Mumler himself thought spirits might reflect ultra‐violet
rays, which would explain why they could be photographed. Mumler speculates about
these visualizations:
The question might be asked, how can they reflect these rays? As I am yet in the material
form, I cannot positively give the ‘modus operandi’ but believe they are enabled to attract
from certain organisms elements that are capable of reflecting these dark rays of light. I
believe that it is necessary for spirits to reflect these rays of light, in order to be seen by
the medium. My wife often has often seen and described spirits perfectly before being
photographed… (137).

The same principle of UV light, for Mumler, allows the spirits to be seen both in the
photograph and by the clairvoyant medium, thereby making the medium a kind of
infrared visualization technology herself.
Mumler raised questions about the scientific biases against spiritualist methods,
citing that “all chemists are aware of the nice conditions necessary to the successful
accomplishment of analytical experiments,” but do not do the same for the so‐called
deviant sciences (138). Mumler fittingly turned to the example of photography to
uncloak science’s biases, wherein he constructs the resulting scenario:
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Suppose for a moment that some ignoramus should say to the photographer, ‘I don’t
believe it necessary for you to go into that dark closet to prepare your plate. I believe you
are preparing some deceptive arrangement! Come out here in the daylight, under the
broad canopy of heaven, where you will be above suspicion, and perform your work!
Then I will believe it!’ The photographer would necessarily reply: ‘That is an
impossibility; the closet is the necessary condition in taking a picture.’ (138‐139).

As a photographer of spirits, Mumler knew that his methods were under heavy scrutiny
given the precise conditions his practice required. One would not accuse a photographer
of deception because of the darkness the process insists on, and yet, the séance space,
itself a kind of dark room, was held to these standards. Again, we see how darkness in
normative scientific endeavors is not inherently suspect; whereas, the necessity of the
dark in the realm of bad science is used to disqualify its claims.
In order to see the supernatural, Albert von Schrenck‐Notzing, parapsychologist
and physician, established the following rule for the scientific investigation of
Spiritualists and their methods in his Phenomena of Materialisation (1923):
All conditions, controls, interferences, and experiments must, as far as possible, be arranged in
such a way that the play of these forces and the mediumistic performances as such, are not
hindered or interrupted in their development or mode of action. This must be done, even at the
risk of being accused of superficial and uncritical behavior. Fanaticism for exactitude
may lead to the drying up of the fountain from which we wish to draw our material (24).

Schrenck‐Notzing understood that Spiritualism needed to be taken on its own terms.
Spiritualist practice may align with science, but the two are not one and the same.
Spiritualism entails a different relationship to the world and cannot be investigated in
the same way as science—subjecting Spiritualism to the scientific method misses the
point.
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Perhaps Mumler’s technical spirit image inspires so much anxiety in both the
sciences and the humanities in part because these visualizations highlight the inherent
magic of all technical images. Mumler offers an alternative way of understanding the
world through photography, which draws out how everyday practices we accept do so
as well. Camera trickery has actually been used in the service of science for quite some
time— one need only think of Etienne Jules Marey’s use of “skeleton suits” and multiple
exposures to document human locomotion. With the magic of scientific photography,
Marey made the flesh of his subjects disappear by draping them in black clothing and
applying light reflective buttons to the joints connected to metal rods (Fig 30). Using
such methods, Marey successfully transformed fleshy bodies into what Marta Braun
calls “graphic notation.” In stripping away the body to mere scientific data, the most
“objective” of scientific of methods, Marey’s project took on ghostly proportions, turning
living bodies into walking skeletons. Mumler’s photographs would of course do the
very opposite by trying to reconstitute the disembodied, reassembling the flesh and
bones of the long deceased. Conversely, Marey sought to produce living ghosts and that
he did, as illustrated in his 1884 chronophotograph of a skeletal apparition jumping over
what appears to be the body of another subject cloaked in white (Figure 31). The
stationary figure stands in contrast to the arch of a leaping disembodied figure produced
by multiple exposure. The effect is positively spectral, still reminiscent of Mumler’s
spirit photography despite their somewhat divergent effects. Marey’s later studies of the
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movement of steam evokes the slow and smoky materialization of spirit forms, which
captures the spectrality of everyday life in the ghostly swirls (Fig. 32).
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Figure 30: From Ellenbogen, Josh, Reasoned and Unreasoned
Images: The Photography of Bertillon, Galton, and Marey, 2012:
5.
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Figure 31: Marey, Etienne‐Jules. Geometric Chronophoograph of Human
Locomotion, 1886. From Ellenbogen, Josh, Reasoned and Unreasoned Images:
The Photography of Bertillon, Galton, and Marey, 2012: 4.
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Figure 32: Etienne‐Jules Marey (1830‐1904) Triangular prism
presenting one of its bases to the air stream, fourth and last version
of the smoke machine equipped with 57 channels. 1901. Modern
print after the negative plate with gelatino‐bromure on glass Paris,
Cinémathèque française.
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The images of the French physiologist are often compared to Eadweard
Muybridge’s photographs of movement in the prehistory of cinema, the medium of
motion pictures. Both photographers displayed interest in capturing human and animal
locomotion on the camera plate, however the results of their efforts departed in form
and technique partly because of differing interests. Muybridge’s instantaneous
photography relied on 24 (or 12 in his portable camera) separate cameras which fired
successively as the subject moved, documenting the motion of the object across each
plate. Marey, in contrast, used a single camera with one photographic plate and a lens
that could be covered at different points to produce an image via multiple exposures.
With each new exposure of Marey’s camera, the body of the subject became more and
more translucent, which morphed his subjects into ghosts in a way that Muybridge’s
photography never did.
In her groundbreaking study of Marey, Marta Braun positions Marey
against Muybridge: Muybridge is the pictorial photographer who produces fictions;
Marey is the photographic observer who produces truths, what she calls “raw scientific
data” (Braun xvi‐xvvi). Braun then points to the grid backdrops in Muybridge’s
locomotion photography, which are coded as scientific, to show that these photographs
do not “measure anything real” and are not “scientific depictions of movement, but
fictions” (xvi) (Figure 33). Our desire to read Muybridge’s photographs as scientific
testifies “to the power of our response to the ‘scientific’‐looking clues in his photographs
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and to our beliefs about the sequential structure that governs his depiction of
locomotion” (xvi). Without these grids, Muybridge’s photographs would likely be
understood more in terms of an artful study of human locomotion, more akin to figure
drawings of the body in motion. However, Braun’s reading of Marey’s images as purely
scientific pose a conceptual problem: if his images ultimately must disembody the living,
then science itself is ghostly. In its abstraction, it produces specters. And, yet, because
pure science cannot be classified as fiction, Marey’s ghostly images are read as fact.
Mumler’s images on the contrary are read with the incredulous eye of the twenty‐first
century.
Spirit photographers insisted on a mystical chemistry in spite of mainstream
scientific opposition. Given the instability of the nineteenth‐century camera processes,
they turn to mystical explanations as a way to grapple with this uncertainty. One must
remember that nineteenth‐century photographers were chemists, pouring
photosensitive emulsions onto photographic plates and experimenting with the right
chemical mixtures and exposure time. Spirit photographers too were chemists,
experimenting with an unstable medium where spirit orbs or spectral manifestations
might appear unexpectedly. Even if we are to say that some of these photographs were
actively manipulated (and some of them most definitely were), the mere idea that
images had been manipulated in the darkroom should not in itself be the reason for
disbelief. Scientific imaging technologies employed a great many of the very same
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techniques used by some spirit photographers (multiple exposure, combination
printing) and are not labeled as fiction. If repositioned as part of the history of spectral
photography, Etienne Jules Marey’s famed chronophotographs of human and animal
locomotion, for instance, share more commonalities with Mumler’s work than photo
history might tell us. In placing the two together, Mumler’s work can occupy a
legitimate space in the history of visualization technologies. When we set aside the
binaristic thinking that has structured our intellectual lives, we can acknowledge the
intimacies between Spiritualism and science. Once again, the two are not one and the
same, and yet they are twinned ways of seeing, connected in the desire to visualize the
invisible.
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Figure 33: Muybridge, Eadweard J. Woman Dancing (Fancy). Collotype. Plate 187
from Animal Locomotion (1887). C. 1884‐86. The Museum of Modern Art. New
York, New York.
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Notably, the shared aesthetics between scientific visualizations and spirit
photographs does not end with the nineteenth century. Contemporary atomic
visualizations appear as ghostly emanations, suggesting the orbs of nineteenth‐century
spirit photographs, particularly at the end of the century. One such example shows a
man with at least two spirit heads hovering above and through him and a swarm of
spirit faces that suggest an atomistic quality, inviting the aid of a microscope to magnify
the individual spirits that abound (Figure 7). In contemporary science photography, the
first direct images of molecules forming covalent bonds were published in 2013 and
were produced by scanning tunneling microscopy (STM) visualization techniques
(labeled A, B, C, and D, in the image (figure 36)). These STM‐derived images possess an
orb‐like fluorescence, and aesthetically resemble the spirit images of famed spirit
medium of the early twentieth‐century Eva C (Figure 37). The glowing wire‐frame
chemical structures, labeled as E, F, G and H in the photograph, are derived from atomic
force microscopy (ATM), which is less destructive of the molecule itself and capable of
producing pictures with the skeletal lines of the chemical intact (Figure 38). Both
imaging techniques rely on quantum optics, a sub‐set of quantum mechanics, which a
skeptical Einstein famously dubbed, “spooky action at a distance,” or quantum
entanglement. In the early twentieth century, quantum theory suggested that particles
could affect one another, act in tandem, even when physically apart—for Einstein, such
a condition was highly improbable and thus “spooky,” or supernatural. Quantum
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photography, it turns out, is possible but Einstein was not completely off the mark. The
visualizations of the atom are undeniably ghostlike, in that they record the mere traces
of particle activity since these objects could never be caught, so to speak, head on by the
camera. The photographs then search for what was once there, the ghost of the atom,
and it requires a fair amount of belief in the trace as sufficient evidence of the atom itself
to view these objects as scientific data. One must similarly believe in the camera’s ability
to capture the shadows of spirits that appear in the developed image.
An article in Science News even described quantum photography’s methods of
“ghost imaging” in decidedly whimsical ghostly terms:
“Casper just got upgraded from the ‘Friendly Ghost” to the “Quantum Ghost.’ In a
spooky new study, researchers found telltale signs of quantum weirdness lurking in an
optical trick called ghost imaging. Discovered over a decade ago, ghost imaging allows
researchers to create an image of something using light that never bounced off the actual
object. The new work adds to the debate over whether ghost imaging is quantum in
nature, or if normal, everyday physics can explain the phenomenon’” (Sanders).

The caption accompanying the quantum image introduces it as “A GHOSTLY VIEW:
Researchers produced this ghoulish image using light that had never touched the
original ghost picture” (Sanders) (Figure 34). The “spookiness” of this method is
acknowledged in both of these moments, but only cheekily comical, clearly not sincerely
applicable to the hard sciences, or to standard science for that matter. Good science
might wander into the realm of the bad, but ultimately it glides through untainted. But
the fact that ghosts appear in this article indicates that the sciences are not at all free
from the taboo of the supernatural.
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In light of queer theory’s critiques of “the normal,” Thomas Kuhn’s theory of
scientific revolution and “normal” science takes on a new meaning.1 Kuhn famously
explains the process of science as one that relies on normalizing paradigms; the project
of scientific inquiry is then wrapped up in writing out the deviant and affirming the
normal. Kuhn goes so far as to say, “No part of the aim of normal science is to call forth
new sorts of phenomena; indeed, those that will not fit the box are often not seen at all.
Nor do scientists normally aim to invent new theories, and they are often intolerant of
those invented by others” (24). Under such a system the supranatural is willfully
obscured. One cannot say it is even excluded because the act of excluding requires that
one sees it. It is not worthy of attentive looking, understanding, or consideration because
it exists in the intellectual blind spot of scientism, and I use scientism here quite broadly
to include humanistic inquiry which too has been emptied of magical methods in the
same way the sciences have.

See Michael Warner’s The Trouble with Normal: Sex, Politics, and the Ethics of Queer Life; J. Jack Halberstam’s
The Queer Art of Failure and Gaga Feminism: Sex, Gender, and the End of Normal; Anna G. Creadick’s Perfectly
Average: The Pursuit of Normality in Postwar America.
1
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Figure 34: Photographer unknown. Spirit Photograph in Photo Album
(25 photographic prints in total). Ca. 1920. The Harry Houdini
Collection. The Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 35: Detail from Figure 34
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Figure 36: D.G. de Oteyza. Direct Imaging of Covalent Bond Structure in Single‐
Molecule Chemical Reactions. Science. 340.6139 (2013): 1434‐1437
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Figure 37: The medium Eva C. with a materizalization on her head and a
luminous apparition between her hands. Gelatin silver print. 17 May
1912. From Cheroux, Clement, The Perfect Medium: Photography and the
Occult, 2005: 82.
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Figure 38: From “Casper the Quantum Ghost: A strange kind
of imaging relies on quantum mechanics.” Science News:
Magazine of the Society for Science & the Public.” Sander,
Laura. August 12, 2009.

110

2.2 Witches of the Darkroom: Julia Margaret Cameron and the
Kodak Girl
Julia Margaret Cameron achieved fame in her own lifetime and praise for her
work among largely non‐photographic circles, but her photographic peers were
unimpressed by what they saw as sloppy technique. One reviewer sniffed, “Of Mrs.
Cameron, we are sorry to say, we have very little hope; she exhibits many of the pictures
she contributed to the Conduit Street Exhibition; but some of them are printed so dark as
to be almost invisible”. Another particularly scathing review in The British Journal of
Photography appraised her work as follows: “Looked at en masse there is a sort of
‘glamour’ about Mrs. Cameron’s productions that is decidedly pleasing, but at a closer
examination is not nearly so satisfactory. There is a sort of feeling after art—
suggestiveness; but that is all…Art is not art because it is slovenly, and a good picture is
not improved by having film torn or being in some parts a mere indistinguishable
smudge” (qtd. from Weiss 35). The chemical traces in her images made her susceptible
to critiques of an amateurism and inability to master standard photographic technique.
Her critics claimed that Cameron’s visualization of the science itself—the chemistry that
upends the photographs in streaks of collodion—betrayed a lack of control of both her
craft and photochemical acumen. Since early photographers were both artists and
chemists experimenting with an unstable medium, her photographs called attention to
the very process that needed to be hidden, which, perhaps ironically, made her less of
scientist in the eyes of the photographic community. Normative science requires just the
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right amount of illusion, and Cameron’s work simply did not live up to those standards,
but what the normative sciences refused to see—and what Cameron’s work perhaps put
on display‐‐was that their techniques too were magical.
In a letter addressed to Henry Cole, British civil servant and founding director of
the Victoria and Albert Museum, Cameron expressed her vexation with the
impermanence of photographic chemistry. She could ensure the stability of her albumen
print, but the negative from which it came, less so. She laments:
The chemicals supplied to me for this are beyond my power & prove fatally perishable.
45 of my most precious negatives this year have perished thro the fault of Collodion or
Varnish supplied: both or either destroy the film that holds the picture ‐ you will see in
the Dream the commencement of this cruel calamity ‐ also in the Guardian Angel ‐ which
has taken over 45 of my Gems ‐ a honey comb crack extending over the picture appearing
at any moment & beyond my power to arrest. (Cameron “Correspondence 1860”).

Cameron found the slow death of her one‐of‐a‐kind negatives an unsettling challenge to
her craft and sought counsel from fellow photographers. She explains in her letter,
I went up to the Photographic meeting & put this question before 50 or 60 men & every
one of the most practised Photographers gave me a different reason for this fatal accident
to negatives all were in error as no reason explained why all the negatives of my first
four years are as perfect as the day on which they were done ‐ a change in the
manufacture of Varnish & Collodian only explains the change to me ‐ but I see two grand
things to remember now First to print as actively as I can whilst my precious negative is
yet good. (Cameron “Correspondence 1860”).

To combat the death of her precious negatives in the wake of little help and sympathy
from the masculine photographic community, Cameron resolved to print well and often
as long as her negatives survived. Perhaps she departed from traditional nineteenth‐
century photography’s aesthetics of invisible chemistry because she found the standard
methods of photographic development unable to accommodate her needs.
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Her signature aesthetic also departed from traditional nineteenth‐century
photographic conventions in its deliberate use of incorrect technique to playfully bring
into focus aspects of the image while rendering other parts artfully blurred. Cameron
explained in her unfinished autobiography, Annals of my Glass House (1874): “My first
successes in my out‐of‐focus pictures were a fluke. That is to say, that when focusing
and coming to something which, to my eye was very beautiful, I stopped there instead
of screwing on the lens to the more definite focus which all other photographers insist
upon” (Newhall 136). In keeping with her own understanding of her work, Cameron
demonstrates the particularity of her photographic eye in her photographic study,
Sappho (figure 39). The picture shows a woman in a three‐quarter portrait, but what
distinguishes Cameron’s work from her contemporaries is the peculiarity of the focus.
She adjusted the camera on the golden medallion necklace of the sitter, restricting the
depth of field to this very localized spot, which consequently leaves the rest of image out
of focus, including the profile of the subject. The result leaves the entire image above the
collar bone of the subject in a dreamlike blur, which creates a ghostly effect.
Cameron continually focused on one aspect of an image only to blur the rest. Her
use of soft focus plays on the fragile relationship between embodiment and
disembodiment, absence and presence, illusion and reality. Cameron could easily
transform the living into the dead with a pointed vision for the composition of the
image. Placed aside one another, Hosanna and Trust, respectively, reveal Cameron’s
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skillful use of shallow depths of field (Figures 40‐41). In Hosanna, Cameron chose to
focus the camera on the child in the foreground, while letting the women in the
background hover in a spectral blur. The opposite holds true for Trust, in which the
shallow depth of field displays a crisp image of the woman on the right, while the
children on the left remain out of focus. Her use of focus has the taste of the microscopic
to it by calling attention to the more minute details of the objects in focus. Her pointed
use of shallow depth of field also suggests the spectral, effectively representing the
objects out of focus as ghostly blurs. While Cameron’s photographs are not intentional
spirit photographs, they do align with the aesthetics of technical spirit imagery. Both
Cameron’s photochemical technique and camera eye blur the lines between the scientific
and the spectral.
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Figure 39: Julia Margaret Cameron. Sappho. May 1865. Albumen Silver Print.
The J. Paul Getty Museum. Los Angeles, CA.
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Figure 40: Julia Margaret Cameron. Hosanna. May 1865. Albumen Silver Print.
The J. Paul Getty Museum. Los Angeles, CA.
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Figure 41: Julia Margaret Cameron. Trust. 1865. Albumen Silver Print. The J. Paul
Getty Museum. Los Angeles, CA.
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Cameron’s photographs are filled with the traces of her photographic process,
with streaks and pools of collodion chemistry—the emulsion of choice for nineteenth‐
century wet plate photography. In another letter, she wrote of her intimate involvement
with all stages of the photographic process, from taking the picture to making a print: “I
hope to tone & wash tonight after a day’s most arduous work [..] The day before I took
12 portraits and the same day or rather night I printed I toned & I washed six dozen ‐
therefore I write this word standing midst work” (Cameron “Correspondence 20 May,
1865”). Wet plate photographers in the nineteenth century (and still do in the twenty‐
first) poured the emulsion onto a piece of glass or tin, rocking the plate back and forth,
to create an even coat. Skilled photographers prided themselves on their abilities to
produce smooth and even layers; Cameron’s method was less clean, exposing the
illusion of an invisible chemistry visible on the very surface of her images. Cameron’s
Iolande and Floss is an excellent example of the way her images could both embed and
reveal the chemistry within it through streaks of collodion. In addition to the whirls of
collodion, the soft focus contributes to the ghostly aesthetic of the two figures draped in
white (figure 42). A witch of the darkroom, Cameron’s photographic technique and
successful portraiture hinged on the occultist work of the darkroom, where science and
the dark arts met to produce spectral visions.
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Figure 42: Julia Margaret Cameron. Iolande and Floss. 1865. Albumen Silver Print
from Wet Collodion Glass Negative. Victoria and Albert Museum. London, United
Kingdom.
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While photography retained traces of the alchemical in its history, the witchcraft
of this process was often gendered, as illustrated by Kodak’s Witchery of Kodakery
campaign. Eastman‐Kodak prided itself in the receding of the darkroom into further
obscurity—“You press the button, we do the rest”—eliminating the need for its
customers to handle the messy and dangerous chemistry. Marketed to both women and
men, the Kodak camera system emphasized the ease of this new technological
development, which introduced for the first time roll film that did not require nearly
immediate development. The Kodak film system redefined photography, whose original
plate‐based system required a darkroom to develop the image within minutes. Now
photographers could develop their own negatives using a light‐tight machine which, as
the advertisements heralded, “abolished the darkroom.” The Kodak developing
machine did not so much abolish the darkroom, as it miniaturized and contained it, no
longer requiring the photographer to experience the complete and total darkness of the
darkroom. The film reaped the benefits of the darkness so necessary to its function, but
the photographer no longer needed to experience the unsettling sensory deprivation that
the darkroom demanded. Even printing images no longer required a darkroom, but
could be done via sun or lamp light depending on the kind of photographic paper one
purchased. In removing the photographer from her darkroom, much of photography’s
magical properties evaporated from the process of photograhic development.
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In one advertisment for “The Witchery of Kodakery” campaign a woman cradles
her developed negatives while the reel sits to the side (fig. 43). The witch appears to be
in the apron of the home and opening her film canister that she developed in the Kodak
machine. The advertisment slogan explicitly refers to the Kodak system’s own witchery,
which displaced the need for the witchery of the darkroom. Throughout the series of
advertisements for the Kodak system, women look at the negatives in aprons that they
have presumably processed themselves in their domestic spaces (figures 43‐47). Some of
these advertisements were geared towards men, but, by and large, the actual witchery of
the Kodak process was gendered feminine (Figure 47). One example of campaign copy
refers to the the “Kodaker” who delves into the “Mysteries of chemistry” to “unveil its
“Photographic secrets” (Galuber xvi). In their study of the history of chemistry, women,
and witchcraft, Anita Hussenisu and Kathryn Scantlebury show that in the wave of
witchcraft trials that swept Europe and New England “a witch in principle may also be a
man,” but in “78% of trials the accused was a woman” (195). With the long pre‐history
of the US, witchcraft cannot be parsed from the persecution of the feminine, a history
that informs and haunts the Eastman‐Kodak advertisments, the US company whose
headquarters were also located in Rochester NY, where, fittingly, Spiritualism also had
originated. Both spiritualism and photography retain the magic of science in their
practices so the intersections of their histories, both in location and ideology, reveal how
intimately the two have been connected in their parrallel developments.
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James Barrett Kirk’s “The Witchery of Kodakery,” a poem dedicated to the
unknown identity of the Kodak Girl, draws on the magic of the lady photographer:
No wonder where the camera is
A Witchery is Nigh:
For see! The witch approaches
With enchantment in her eye.
And I feel the luring magic
Of each dainty, rose‐crownded curl
As I view the pictured features
Of the
Ko‐
Dak
Girl.” (xvi Glauber).

In this whimsical piece, the witch’s instrument is not a cauldron, but a camera.
Wherever the camera may be, a witch—the Kodak Girl—is somewhere nearby,
approaching with her enchanted eye that freezes her surroundings. The allure of her
magic is written on her features, marking her as the magical photographic witch. The
witch’s primary tool has however been taken away from her: the darkroom itself. She is
a witch in name only and not engaging in wet, messy, and chemical space of the
darkroom. In another advertisement, the Kodak Girl is not even engaging with her
negatives, but taking photographs with a child outdoors (Fig. 43). The Witchery of
Kodakery is that the photographer does not need her darkroom of chemicals and can
instead impart the wisdom of the camera to the child beside her. Unlike the Kodak Girl
witches, Cameron retains a darkroom of her own, a space that is both laboratory and
witches’ lair, in which she can push the limits of the photographic sciences in her non‐
normative chemical practice.
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Figure 43: “The Witchery of Kodakery.” 1911. Emergence of Advertising in
America, 1850‐1920 Collection. David M. Rubenstein Rare Book &
Manuscript Library at Duke University. Durham, NC.
123

Figure 44: “Kodak Developing Machines.” 1902. Ellis Collection of
Kodakiana (1886‐1923). David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript
Library at Duke University. Durham, NC.
124

Figure 45: “There’s No Dark Room with a Kodak Tank.” 1909. Ellis Collection of
Kodakiana (1886‐1923). David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library
at Duke University. Durham, NC.
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Figure 46: “There’s No Dark Room with a Kodak Tank.” 1909. Ellis
Collection of Kodakiana (1886‐1923). David M. Rubenstein Rare Book &
Manuscript Library at Duke University. Durham, NC.
126

Figure 47: “The Witchery of Kodakery.” 1913. Ellis Collection of Kodakiana
(1886‐1923). David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Duke
University. Durham, NC.
127

2.3 Playing in the Dark: James VanDerZee, Wizard of the
Darkroom
James VanDerZee is remembered for his photographs of the black middle class
during the Harlem Renaissance; his subjects range from the living to the dead, from
glamour shots to funeral photography. VanDerZee found that he could effectively
visualize the circular temporality of black life through an aesthetic of spirit
photography. One striking example of VanDerZee’s spirit photography is his Future
Expectations (Wedding Day), which, at first glance, appears to be a standard wedding
portrait of the era, albeit a beautiful one (Figure 48). Upon further inspection, one
discerns by the feet of the bride and groom a spectral child playing with a doll.
VanDerZee’s photographic incantations did not conjure only the dead, but also the
spirits of the yet to be embodied and soon to be born. The image is a prophetic vision of
the child yet to come.
VanDerZee’s photographs directly entered the sphere of spirit photography with
his insertion of apparitions in images of both the living and the dead. Toni Morrison
describes VanDerZee’s funerary photography as “undead” in the foreword of the The
Harlem Book of the Dead (1978), which assembled a selection of these photographs,
included a lengthy interview of VanDerZee with African‐American artist Camille
Billops, and poems by Owen Dodson.
VanDerZee’s funeral photography even inspired Morrison’s spectral
masterpiece, Beloved, as well as Jazz. Margaret Olin explains, “Toni Morrison has
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identified The Harlem Book of the Dead as an inspiration for her novels, Jazz and Beloved.
The photograph of the girl who died without exposing the guilt of her lover, and
VanDerZee’s story about it, informed Jazz, which takes place primarily in Harlem. The
Harlem funeral parlor also plays a role. Yet beyond the plot, there are other ways in
which VanDerZee’s funeral portraits could have served Morrison as inspiration. In some
of her work, most particularly Beloved, she has adapted elements of the gothic novel and
magic realism to African‐American experience, using African mystical elements that
suggest an ancestral tradition but retain the familiar air of an American literary genre”
(124). Morrison’s photographically inspired novels call attention to how literature and
photography speak to one another. Both literature and non‐scientific photography offer
a space for the spirituality, belief, and mysticism to flourish in a world of social and
intellectual norms.
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Figure 48: Future Expectations (Wedding Day), 1926. From Deborah Willis‐
Braithwaite and Rodger C. Birt, VanDerZee: Photographer (1886‐1983): 20.
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The undeadness of VanDerZee’s funeral photography can in many ways be
attributed to his use of camera magic to insert both images of the dead in life,
inspirational poems, and depictions of a welcoming Christ in heaven (Figures 49‐50).
Such darkroom manipulations dilate time, collapsing the past, the present, and the
future into one another, by looking backwards to the dead in life and the spirit’s
presence in heaven, even while the lifeless corpse is captured for all eternity in the frame
of the photograph. His work embalms the dead forever within the photographic frame
before the process of burial and decomposition is under way.
In her introduction to The Harlem Book of the Dead, Camille Billops elegantly
compares VanDerZee’s African‐American photography to the magical burial rituals of
ancient Egypt:
The Harlem rituals of death have parallels with those of the ancient necropolis of Egypt.
They are in continuum of those on the Nile of four thousand year ago. Today, a kindly
God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, or newly arrived Allah, have replaced Odiris, god
of the underworld; the Bible with its chants and songs has replaced the old texts of the
Book of the Dead […] The morticians in Toppins’ or Micky’s South Carolina funeral
parlors, with no memory of Thebes, still prepare pots of paint to decorate the dead for
the afterlife” (1).

In VanDerZee’s Harlem, the Trinity replaces the Egyptian Gods and the Bible substitutes
the mystical Book of the Dead. The ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead that Billops refers to
here is a book of spells that, through their magic, assist the dead on their journey
through the underworld. VanDerZee’s funerary photographs are collected under the
same name, with the simple addition of Harlem as its modifier, to suggest that this
compilation is also a modern grimoire. In the cosmology she creates, Harlem and ancient
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Egypt collapse into one another, producing a transhistorical and transpatial notion of
time—time that spills over beyond its linear borders, that refuses to be contained, and
that is, by definition, haunting.
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Figure 49: Mortuayr portrait, 1931. From Deborah Willis‐Braithwaite and Rodger C.
Birt, VanDerZee: Photographer (1886‐1983): 105.
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Figure 50: Memorial to Rachel VanDerZee,1927. From Deborah Willis‐Braithwaite and
Rodger C. Birt, VanDerZee: Photographer (1886‐1983): 148.
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Billops’ desire to situate the early‐twentieth century photographers within a long
history of Egyptian practice resonates with early‐twentieth‐century African‐American
writers such as Pauline Hopkins, who traced African‐American lineage to the ancient
civilizations of Egypt as a way of enchanting a nobility to the black race, which was
deemed necessary, at that time, to spur advancement and legitimacy within American
society. White occultists of the same period also appropriated ancient Egyptian symbols
and concepts to enchant their own writings. In one of her magazine novels, Of One Blood;
or, the Hidden Self (1903), Hopkins tells the story of Reuel, a medical student at Harvard
who passes as white. Over the course of the novel, Reuel learns he is a descendant of a
hidden Ethiopian kingdom. Reuel is presented as a mystical scientist, who uses his
supernatural gifts to develop an elixir of life. His powers are directly linked to his ties to
the “enchanted ground” of Africa and specifically to his mother, Mira, who appears to
him in visions: “It was a tradition among those who had known him in childhood that
he was descended from a race of African kings. He remembered his mother well. From
her he had inherited his mysticism and occult powers” (76, 126).
Like VanDerZee, Hopkins recognizes the supernatural potential of visualization
technologies to foresee black futures. The second half of the novel follows Reuel on an
archaeological expedition to Ethiopia, and there he discovers the hidden city of Telassar.
While there, his guide, Ai, reveals information regarding his love interest, Dianthe, and
his friend, Aubrey Livingston, who are back in Boston. Reuel believes Dianthe is dead;
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however, Ai’s mystical visualization technologies reveal otherwise. One of these devices
is a tabletop in the shape of a disk with a polished surface of unknown composition: “it
was not glass, though quite transparent; it was not metal, though bright as polished
steel” (144). As an expert in mainstream science, Reuel is unable to discern the matter of
this apparatus, to perceive the mystical nature of a substance that exceeds the scientific
classifications of matter. The other visualization device is described as “a vessel like a
baptismal font, cut in stone, full of water” (144). The apparatuses possess different
powers of visualization, as explained by Ai: “In this disk I can show thee what thou wilt
of the past. In the water of the font we see the future …I can reflect the past and the faces
of those passed away, but the living and the future are cast by the water” (145). Both are
reflective mediums—that of a glass‐like material and that of water—but the past can
only be seen in the glass and the present and future only in the font. The disk is of
particular interest to this study because the language Hopkins uses to describe how to
operate it invokes wet collodion photography:
“I must have a special preparation for the present,” said Ai, calmly. He set about
preparing a liquid mixture. When this was accomplished he washed the face of the disk
with a small sponge dipped in the mixture. A film sediment instantly formed upon it.
“When this has dried, I will scrape it off and polish the mirror, then we shall be ready for
the demonstration. One picture only will come—this will remain for a number of days,
after that the disk will return to its normal condition.” (145) [italics mine].

In wet plate photography, collodion is poured on the surface of the glass or tin to
serve as an emulsion for the silver nitrate. Once coated with both, the surface of the plate
is photo‐sensitive and can capture pictures. The disk in Of One Blood similarly requires a
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film sediment, but unlike wet plate photography the emulsion is scraped off.
Nevertheless, the process is reminiscent of the photographic development, particularly
given that once the mirror is activated an image appears which remains for a number of
days. This disk visualizes the present, but the line between past and present is murky
because the present is recorded in the disk for a few days, much like photography which
warps time because in the instant it captures the present that moment becomes the past.
Of One Blood more generally confuses standard notions of temporality through
Mira, Reuel’s deceased mother and a former slave. Refusing to remain in the past, she
bubbles forth in visions throughout the novel. Black time is more precarious in the novel
than VanDerZee’s photographs because of the nature of chattel slavery. All three major
characters in the novel learn that they are related—Reuel, Aubrey, and Dianthe (the love
interest of both Reuel and Aubrey) are all of one blood. In a space where an African
American past is riddled by secret histories of rape, unknown blood ties are inevitable.
The novel asks how a black future can exist if the present is haunted by incest. . For
Hopkins, VanDerZee’s Future Expectations (Wedding Day) is quite the lovely fantasy but
impossible given the specter of an African‐American history. Hopkins’s answer is in
Ethiopia and a return to the African Kingdom because chattel slavery has wrought
irreparable damage on American soil and black genealogy.
Importantly, though, both VanDerZee and Hopkins see in the magic of
photography the potential to explore black temporality in the aftermath of the Civil War.
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What unites the photographer and the novelist is how they incorporate spirits with
technology without even questioning this mixture. In the realm of art, the connections
seem so obvious that spirits are given a space to live outside of the sphere of the
sciences. Particularly considering photography’s imbrication with scientific racism (such
as Louis Agassiz’s daguerreotypes of slaves and Francis Galton’s composite
photographs of racial types) the insistence of a photography that lies outside the
purview of a scientific realism is especially important for black artists.
Over the course of its long history, photography has been, and continues to be,
calibrated to a white standard. As Richard Dyer notes, photographic media “privilege
and construct whiteness …so much so that photographing non‐white people is typically
construed as a problem” (89). Here Dyer invokes W.E.B. DuBois’s famous provocation,
“How does it feel to be a problem?” to illustrate how the black body presents itself as a
technological conundrum. But VanDerZee did not think of the black body as an
inherent photographic challenge; in fact, he never mentions any incompatibility between
his subjects and the chemicals he used. Like Cameron, VanDerZee possess a darkroom
of his own and as an African‐American photographer, his ability to “play in the dark,”
to invoke Toni Morrison’s famed essay, is doubly empowering.
A master of the photograph, VanDerZee used his photo‐magic to enhance the
beauty of his subjects. In an interview with Billops, the ninety‐one‐year‐old explained,
“Well, I could always see beauty where it didn’t exist. And I figured, as long as they had
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two eyes and a nose and a mouth, why I could improve on them. On some of them,
you’d cut down the mouth or sharpen up the nose” (43) When Billops asks, “Did some
of them actually come up and say, “I want you to fix my mouth and make me prettier”
or did you do it automatically?” VanDerZee replies:
Well, they’d want to know why the pictures were better lookin’ than they were. Then I’d
go in and show them the lines and the crow’s‐feet, double chins, and all of that stuff.
Some of them who would have pictures made without retouching done on them would
say later, “That man don’t know how to take pictures.” And next time, they’d be back to
have me do them again. Where they had certain characteristic lines, why, I’d tone them
down, soften them up so they wouldn’t be so conspicuous. If they had gaps in their front
teeth, why, I’d close them up a little bit. I always put the people in a position that showed
them to the most advantage (43).

VanDerZee prided himself in his ability to manipulate his subjects to portray his subjects
in the best possible light, even if that involved some camera magic. A painter of faces,
VanDerZee could change the features of his subjects subtly and seamlessly by retaining
the spirit or essence of the sitter even as he morphed their faces. The effectiveness of
these photographs required just the right touch of illusion to still give the appearance of
natural subjects.
Some of VanDerZee’s more whimsical pieces include Riding Habit (1939) and
Lady with Wide‐Brimmed Straw Hat (1934), in which he re‐uses the same cut‐out of cocker
spaniel in both images (Figures 51‐52). VanDerZee’s use of cut outs further aligns his
technique with the aesthetics of spirit photographers, who were accused of using this
very practice to dupe their clients. The cocker spaniel cut‐out was just one of the props
he made appear and re‐appear using camera witchery. VanDerZee often reused the
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subjects he found photogenic who came to his studio for other print work, like calendars
and holiday cards, which Portrait of a Man and Her Cigarette display so wonderfully
(Figures 53‐54).1 Her Cigarette is reminiscent of the floating orbs in nineteenth‐century
spirit photography that contained within them emergent materializations of ghost forms
(Fig 54). The apparition emerges from the diaphanous line of smoke, subtle and barely
detectable, that connects the smoky orb to the cigarette itself, all of which VanDerZee
delicately added to the image in the darkroom. The photo implies that the lover is
always on her mind and is conjured up in the steamy images of the day‐dream. The
telephone in the foreground suggests that contact from the lover is imminent, indicating
the possibility of a technological clairvoyance that her lover will call soon.

Colin Westerbeck notes, “The difficulty of a career like this, in which the photographer’s livelihood
depends on seeing as many clients as possible walk into the studio every business day […] was to keep the
work interesting for yourself and varied enough for your subjects that all would come away feeling they
had received a unique treatment befitting their individuality” (8). VanDerZee dealt with these difficulties by
playfully re‐using and re‐tooling some of his techniques (8).
1
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Figure 51: Riding Habit, 1939. Gelatin silver print. The Art Institute of
Chicago; restricted gift of Anstiss and Ronald Krueck in memory of
their mother, Florence Pierson Hammond. From Westerbeck, Colin and
Bey Dawoud, The James VanDerZee Studio, 2004: 22.
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Figure 52: “Lady with Wide‐Brimmed Straw
Hat.” From Westerbeck, Colin and Bey
Dawoud, The James VanDerZee Studio,
2004: 19.
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Figure 53: Portrait of a Man, 1931. Gelatin silver print. Collection of
Lawrence S. Levine, New York. From Westerbeck, Colin and Bey
Dawoud, The James VanDerZee Studio, 2004: 22.

143

Figure 54: Her Cigarette, c. 1935. Hand tinted gelatin silver print. Collection of
Howard Greenberg. Willis‐Braithwaite, Deborah. VanDerZee Photographer,
1886‐1983. (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. Publishers In Association with the
National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian), 45. Print.
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VanDerZee again cheekily played with the idea of conjuration in You Will Find
Him at the Elk’s Club (Figure 55). Produced for an Elks Club yearly calendar, the image
displays a fortune teller gazing into her crystal ball. The implication is that someone’s
sweetheart or spouse has come to the seer to ask where he may be. VanDerZee’s
characteristic painted backdrop gives the effect of a ghostly light formation emerging on
the left side of the subject, perhaps emanating from the crystal ball. The fortune teller’s
answer is located at the bottom, “You Will Find Him at the Elk’s Club,” etched in the
negative with his own hand. Here, VanDerZee effectively speaks through the
clairvoyant by providing a voice for her at the bottom of the image. Although he
channels himself through this mystical conduit, VanDerZee also calls attention to his
photographic powers, seemingly unveiling his own hand that produces the camera
magic of his photography. Notably, VanDerZee often signed his name in the negative of
much of his photographs, uncloaking the man behind the magic with each handwritten
mark. VanDerZee again dressed his African‐American subjects in what would be read as
the mystical garb of the Roma in his Two women in gypsy costumes (Figure 56). Both
images illustrate the playfulness of costume and performance in his pictures, which also
calls attention to his own participation in darkroom photography’s mystical elements.
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Figure 55: You Will Find Him at the Elkʹs Club, c. 1927. Gelatin Silver Print.
The Art Institute of Chicago; restricted gift of Anstiss and Ronald Kruek in
memory of her mother, Florence Pierson Hammond (2000. 332). From Colin
Westerbeck and Dawoud Bey, The James VanDerZee Studio (2004): 24.
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Figure 56: Two women in gypsy costumes, 1925. Howard
Greenberg Gallery, New York City. From Deborah Willis‐
Braithwaite and Rodger C. Birt, VanDerZee: Photographer (1886‐
1983): 105.
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In this section, I have shown how in his photo‐work, VanDerZee visualizes black
pasts, presents, and futures, at times whimsically and at others more somberly. His
photograph of the spirit child at the foot of her parents looks into the future, much like
the fortune teller with her crystal ball or the font of water in Of One Blood, to envision a
black futurity. The funeral photographs weave together past, present, and future, by
invoking the dead’s living past, present in the corpse state, and future in heaven. Finally,
many of his photographs focus on the present use of camera magic to enhance the
beauty of his subjects, or to insert fanciful props into his photographs. In placing his
work alongside Mumler and Cameron, somewhat unorthodoxly, VanDerZee’s
photographs show themselves to be part of a long history of spirit photography that
begins in the nineteenth century.
VanDerZee would eventually lose his studio as his career steadily waned after
World War II. During this period, he became involved in mail‐order work to restore old
photographs. “By the fifties,” Colin Westerbeck explains, “the conventions of portraiture
on which he had relied since the twenties were far too out of date” (15). For instance, the
backdrops he had painted with Harlem photographer Eddie Elcha that provided such
ghostly and orblike emanation were considered “old‐fashioned,” indicative of an
approach that was now “a bit shopworn” (Westerbeck 15). In 1969, VanDerZee and his
wife found themselves evicted from their Harlem home—ironically, one day after the
Metropolitan Museum of Art closed the exhibition, “Harlem on My Mind,” which
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included VanDerZee’s work and brought him international recognition. On that day, he
photographed the scene, documenting the shopping bags of prints and negatives on the
sidewalk that had been in their home since 1945 (Westerbeck 5). VanDerZee sadly loses
his darkroom, a space where he imaginatively produced specters of the living and the
dead, the past, and the present, using a medium that required knowledge of
photochemical secrets to produce technical spirit images.

2.4 Conclusion: Enchanting Photographic History and the
Politics of the Darkroom
To mystify our contemporary eyes, we must begin by rooting photography in its
chemistry rather than its apparatus to bring into relief its more magical underpinnings.
Photographic theory often fetishizes the camera itself, the technological instrument, but
all nineteenth‐century photochemical processes, not simply spirit photography, are
mystical endeavors. For much of the developing process, light is the photographer’s
greatest enemy. For a medium that seems to privilege the camera eye, analogue
photography estranges the sensory perceptions of the sighted in the space of the
darkroom where plates are sensitized and developed. How funny for a technology
imagined in lightness? Photography, the technology of light, is paradoxically rooted in
darkness. It is the science of illusion.

For more on the exhibit and the way VanDerZee’s work was positioned within it see Margaret Olin’s
Touching Photographs (2012).
1
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In the nineteenth‐century, as modern chemistry is distilled from its alchemical
roots, scientific method is masculinized and occult methods of inquiry are sent to the
margin and as such feminized. Re‐enchanting a photographic history will also bring
forth its feminized magical practice. McQuire tells the history of the camera’s ties to
empiricism as follows: “The camera was invented and found its footing in an era in
which positivism held its sway… In an age in which machines held the promise of the
future, the development of photography perfectly fulfilled the desire to invest truth in
the disinterested gaze of an optical machine” (33). Again, the camera eye, the stationary
lens, is stressed, and while this is true, an emphasis on the camera box overlooks the
importance of photo‐chemistry, the period after the image is captured, the time in the
darkroom.
Science produces fictions, and yet its fictive underpinnings are consistently
elided. In this way, Cameron’s photography does not align with the spectral qualities of
spirit photography simply aesthetically, but also in the ways she does not subscribe to
definitions of normative science. Scientific imaging practices rely on a healthy amount
of illusion—a privilege Cameron and Mumler’s photographs simply do not get.
VanDerZee’s work calls special attention to the politics of the darkroom by insisting on
“playing in the dark,” and manipulating one’s images expertly within that space amidst
a photochemical community that reads the black body as a technological problem.
Cameron’s photographs similarly work against a notion of science that privileges work
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to obscure the traces of the photochemistry from the final image, and Mumler insists on
the veracity of his supernatural images in the wake of the secularization of science,
which deemed his images impossible. Taken together, these photographers exemplify
the spirits(s) of occult intersectionalities.
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3. Was Abraham Lincoln a Spiritualist? Occult Feminism
and Intuitive History in Mary Todd Lincoln’s Circle of
Women
In Spontaneous Particulars: The Telepathy of the Archive, contemporary poet Susan
Howe articulates the feeling of working in the archive: “That inward ardor I feel while
working in research libraries is intuitive” (63) [italics mine]. Here, librarians bring forth
boxes “of labeled file folders containing singular whispering skeletons” placed in
Howe’s “looking‐glass hands” (41). The research library is a place of chance encounters,
when the text or object “reveals itself here at the surface of the visible by mystic
documentary telepathy” (18).
Howe’s idea of the telepathic archive is an apt description of the relationship
Harriet M. Shelton, archivist, Spiritualist, and scholar of Abraham Lincoln, had with her
historiographic projects. Part spiritualist memoir and part historical work on
Spiritualism, Shelton’s Abraham Lincoln Returns (1955) explores the question of Lincoln’s
spiritualist ties, rumors of which had been circulating for years. In the title to his 1941
article Jay Monaghan, the prolific historian of Lincoln, asks this very question, “Was
Abraham Lincoln Really a Spiritualist?” Monaghan felt the need to address the historical
gossip surrounding Lincoln’s alleged spiritualist bent, albeit begrudgingly, because, as
he says, “since the Civil War, few decades have passed without some esoteric and
generally privately printed account of séances in the White House during the war years”
(209). Monaghan lists the exposés that were published in the years following Lincoln’s
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death and methodically discredits them. If Shelton had written her exposé fifteen years
earlier, Abraham Lincoln Returns (1955) would undoubtedly have made it onto the list. In
her work, Shelton claims that the spirit of Lincoln came to her many times, but this was
not enough for her. An archivist‐medium, she found it important to search Lincoln’s
archives for evidence of spiritualist connection instead of simply recounting her visions
and interactions with his spirit. Shelton recounts a trip she makes to the Library of
Congress with this express purpose:
In November of 1955 I went to the Library of Congress to continue my search for
evidence of Abraham Lincoln’s interest in Spiritism. Although I had a quantity of
authentic material, I needed a little more. It was a most illuminating experience, as I had
not realized what a vast amount of Lincoln literature, gift collections, and original
manuscripts they have within those marble walls. My trip proved to be quite rewarding,
as I found several excellent additions to my material. I went through great quantities of
books, magazines, and newspapers, and I constantly came across references to the fact
that Lincoln was ‘superstitious,’ or ‘occult’ (189).

At the Library of Congress, she discovers a letter the spirit‐medium J.B Conklin
sent to President Lincoln on December 28, 1861 as “one of the most evidential bits of
material we have concerning Lincoln’s contact with mediums” (153). The following
image is from the first page of that letter, and the rest can be deciphered in the
addendum of this chapter (Figures 63‐67). A mirror must be used to read it as it has been
transcribed in reverse writing. In the spirit of this chapter, I urge you to take out a mirror
and decipher at least one of the pages of this letter. Remember, that in order for this
letter to be transcribed by the Library of Congress, an archivist had to adopt this method
– put another way, an archivist would have to be swept away into the practice of
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Spiritualist messages by having to comply with its particular method of conveyance.
Lincoln would have had to do so to decipher the letter.
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Figure 57: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to
Abraham Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual
Communication with Edward D. Baker.” 13576. The Abraham Lincoln
Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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The letter is signed by the spirit of Edward Baker, a friend of Lincoln’s who had been
killed in a Civil War battle. Baker channels his spirit message through the hand of
Conklin and successfully makes contact with the President through his letter:

My esteemed and best earthly friend. You will no doubt be surprised to receive this from
me, but, I like millions of other disembodied spirits feel a desire to convey expressions of
gratitude and hope to earthly friends. I am not dead. I still live, a conscious individual,
with hope, aspirations and interest; [sic] for the Union still alive. I experienced a happy
reality ‐‐ a glorious change, by the process termed ʺdeath.ʺ I would communicate with
you personally, if not now, after the close of your official term. I will be with you in
spirit, and with many others impress and strengthen you. Man lives on Earth, to live
elsewhere, and that elsewhere is ever present. Heaven and Hell are conditions, not
localities
E. Baker. (“I.B. Conkin to Abraham Lincoln,” Transcribed by Lincoln Studies
Center. The Abraham Lincoln Papers at the Library of Congress)

Shelton takes this piece of supernatural correspondence as evidence of Lincoln’s
Spiritualist connections, adding, “It is a matter of record that Lincoln had been a fairly
regular attendant at séances given by this J.B. Conklin on his trips through the Middle
West” (153).
So, was Abraham Lincoln a Spiritualist? Shelton’s interaction with the
supernatural aspects of the Lincoln archives leads her to believe he was. It is surprising,
however, that Shelton considered “the most important” of her “discoveries” to be “an
article written by Jay Monaghan in the Illinois State Historical Society Journal, of which
she explains:

It was entitled Was Abraham Lincoln Really a Spiritualist? Although it is somewhat
disparaging, and he calls those who have written books about Lincoln’s interest in
Spiritualism ‘detractors,’ he is extremely fair in his quest for proof. I value Mr.
Monaghan’s opinion very much, and in spite of his own personal antagonism for the
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subject in general, he makes several important statements I am happy to have. He says,
‘There is some evidence to show Lincoln did attend several séances’” (189‐190).

Even more peculiarly, Shelton thanks in her acknowledgements “Mr. Jay Monaghan for
permission to quote from his article.” One wonders what that conversation may have
looked like: “Mr. Monaghan, I would like to cite your work in yet another Spiritualist
exposé,” perhaps? Regardless of Monaghan’s attitude towards the request, Shelton
viewed herself as a spirit medium and archivist and valued Monaghan as a historian of
Lincoln’s Spiritualism.
An historian of a more traditional bent, Monaghan draws different conclusions
from the archives and attributes the lingering suspicions regarding Lincoln’s personal
belief system to the biography written by Lincoln’s former law partner, William
Herndon, who claimed Lincoln “was superstitious, that he consulted a voodoo
fortuneteller, that he attached peculiar significance to dreams and to a double image of
himself in a mirror, and that once he took his son to Terre Haute to be treated for a mad
dog bite with a magic stone” (Monaghan 209‐210). Of Lincoln’s childhood days in
Indiana, Herndon describes a community laden with superstition, where people
believed in witches, water wizards, and the importance of the moon in vegetation,
which Herndon claims influenced the President’s belief system up until his death:
“Surrounded by people who believed in these things, Lincoln grew to manhood. With
them he walked, talked, and labored, and from them he also absorbed whatever of
superstition showed itself in him thereafter. His early Baptist training made him a
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fatalist up to the day of his death, and listening in boyish wonder to the legends of some
toothless old dame led him to believe in the significance of dreams and visions”
(Herndon 65‐66) [italics mine].
In response to these rumors, Monaghan poses the question: “Was he [Lincoln]
more superstitious than the people of his age, and does it necessarily follow that he
believed in the philosophy of Spiritualism with its recognized ‘mediums’ under ‘control’
of spirits who spoke through them and sometimes came visibly into the séance
chamber?” To this he replies: “The evidence is meager” (209‐210). Irrespective of the
occult beliefs and practices of the environment of Lincoln’s childhood, Monaghan’s
answer to his own question is unequivocally that Lincoln was not a Spiritualist. Shelton
says in response to Monaghan’s conclusion: “But it does not seem so ‘meager’ if we
remember the efforts made by most of his friends to hide the facts from the pubic” (192).
In his article, Monaghan compiles a list of twelve books and pamphlets that
claim Lincoln was a Spiritualist, and he evaluates their varying degrees of credibility,
some of which he calls “worthless” and “vague and valueless,” and as such he
eliminates them from the list of credible historical evidence (213). Monaghan’s project
has much in common with Harry Houdini’s lifelong project of debunking spiritualists,
but here Monaghan’s debunking derives from his training as a historian. Houdini, very
much a historian of magic in his own right, is, however, a practitioner of magic himself,
so his work focuses more on revealing the techniques used by fraudulent spiritualists to
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trick believers. Yet, like Houdini, Monaghan is interested in setting the record straight in
his unwavering belief that no real evidence links Lincoln to Spiritualism.
The title of Monaghan’s essay is derived from Nettie Colburn Maynard’s Was
Abraham Lincoln a Spiritualist? (1892), which he lists among the archive of Lincoln
exposés. But Maynard’s account cannot be simply discarded like the others, mainly
because of her account of a waltzing piano in the White House, which I will discuss later
in this chapter. This event is verified by a number of other credible sources, even if her
memory of dates and names are deemed “untrustworthy” (227). Still, Maynard is
credible enough for Monaghan, which explains why he even mentions the last séance
Lincoln attended according to her account even though the historical evidence is less
reliable because, as Monaghan puts it, “perhaps the only justification for repeating the
story is the apparent sincerity of the narrator” (227). Here we notice a slip in the
historian’s strict evidence‐based methodology that gives credence to Maynard’s sincerity
of belief. Maynard just doesn’t read like a charlatan to Monaghan, and the earnestness of
her telling counts for something. Monaghan’s slip makes space for intuition as a
methodological alternative because there is no way to articulate what it is about
Maynard’s narrative that makes her more believable than the others. It is a sense, a
feeling, that Maynard’s account is worthy of more consideration, but that sense, that
feeling, is unquantifiable and exceeds an evidence‐based system of knowledge. Here
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Monaghan relies on his intuitive senses, what he might call bad historicism, which
aligns him with Shelton’s methodology.
Like Monaghan and Shelton, I am interested in the riddle of the Spiritualist
archives and how scholars in the contemporary moment might approach claims that
Abraham Lincoln was a Spiritualist. Monaghan’s evidence‐based approach is
inappropriate for this archive because evidence, in the strictest sense of the word, is
incompatible with Spiritualist historical claims. Spiritualists were often accused of
employing confused and inconsistent science to generate their notion of the world, but
for Spiritualist science was much more open, mutable, and speculative. The kind of
positivist system that equates strict historicism with strict scientism offers a limited
method for dealing with archives of the supernatural sciences. Monaghan’s slip seems to
offer a possible alternative that takes seriously the sincerity of spiritualist writers,
instead of merely writing them off as products of silly belief systems. Monaghan’s slip
creates the space for treating these believers with dignity.
Using traditional methods of historical analysis, Monaghan would almost
certainly have taken issue with Shelton’s Abraham Lincoln Returns from its very opening,
which begins with the epigraph of a message Lincoln relayed to her in 1955:
‘To believe in what you see
and can touch is no belief at all‐‐
but to believe in the unseen
is a triumph and a blessing.’
ABRAHAM LINCOLN—1955 (2).
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The epigraph is disorienting. One reads a quotation that is attributed to Lincoln and
then sees it is dated 1955—perhaps a typography error? After reading further, one
realizes that the quotation is attributed to Lincoln 1955 because it is received through
Shelton in that year.
Shelton’s visions and conversations with Lincoln are many, the first of which she
describes in detail:
I lifted my arm to turn on my bedside lamp. At that moment I saw that someone was
standing beside my bed. And I knew who it was. It was Abraham Lincoln. No one could
possibly mistake his face. There he was, looking down at me from his great height with a
smile I shall never forget. I sat up in bed and stared for a long incredulous moment ...He
remained there for several minutes, surrounded by a golden aura. Then very slowly the
tall figure seemed to rise from the floor until it vanished gradually through the ceiling
directly above me. I had to lie down my head flat on my pillow to watch him go, and he
seemed to smile, a moment before he disappeared. To me this seems the most wonderful
experience of my life.” (85)

Shelton also claims to have witnessed the transfiguration of the face of a female spirit
medium into the visage of Abraham Lincoln, who said “‘I feel my face almost changing,
my features changing.’” Shelton confirms in brackets, “Her face did change, and I saw
the face of Mr. Lincoln plainly. This is called a transfiguration, and it happened several
times during Miss Smith’s séances” (106).
As researchers, there is simply no way to verify these experiences. Historicists’
methods of evidence‐based analysis, like Mongahan’s, replicate normative scientific
practices that write alternative ways of knowing the world out of its system. It is simply
impossible to prove whether or not Shelton’s claims are true, and any evidence‐based
methodology cannot fully account for these moments, but what we can do is learn about
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our own relationship to research as scholars through this archivist medium, and
arguably through Susan Howe, who could be described as a kind of archivist‐medium in
her own right. Archives are sarcophagi and mausoleums that enshroud the treasures of
the past, but they are also very much alive. Researchers channel the dead in order to
arrive at historical conclusions based on these traces, but the archive will always exceed
a purely evidence‐based system of knowing because the living try to speak for the dead.
The Spiritualists who claimed to have ties to Lincoln either in his life or after his
death are the primary focus of this chapter. Those Spiritualists include Nettie Colburn
Maynard, Mr. and Mrs. William Mumler (spirit photographer), and Harriet M. Shelton
(mid‐twentieth century spirit medium). It is not surprising that the majority of these
Lincoln spiritualists were women, given the gendering of the movement. Mary Todd
Lincoln’s ties to the movement are never questioned because she was committed to an
insane asylum at Bellevue Place (Batavia, Illinois) in 1875 after being brought before a
jury to test her sanity. The evidence held against her “showed that for several years she
had been a confirmed Spiritualist, and believed that her husband’s spirit was constantly
hovering about her and directing her” (Current Events 8). This accusation directly
invoked the famed spirit image Mrs. Lincoln had taken only a few years prior, which
provided visual evidence of a deceased Lincoln hovering behind her.1 It is believable

1

Much historical criticism has been devoted to the question of Mrs. Lincoln’s sanity or lack thereof. See Mark E.
Neely Jr. and R. Gerald McMurty’s The Insanity File: The Case of Mary Todd Lincoln (1986); Jason Emerson’s The
Madness of Mary Todd Lincoln (2007) and Mary Lincoln’s Insanity Case: A Documentary Case (2012); Frank J.
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that Mrs. Lincoln was a Spiritualist because of her feminized insanity, but the assertion
that President Lincoln has Spiritualist ties is less convincing to historians from the
nineteenth century to the present because his masculine rationality saves him from this
gendered movement.
Over the course of this chapter, I am invested in recuperating the first lady from
the madness that has been attached to her and her circle of women, and in order do so
we must be a little bit more creative in our methodology. I am less interested in whether
Maynard’s, Mumler’s, and Shelton’s claims are true. Rather, I ask here that we run a
thought‐experiment in which we take these claims seriously because doing so, I argue,
ultimately allows us to perform important recuperative feminist work. Moreover, I want
to apply some pressure to the assumption that as archivists and scholars of the past we
deal with facts and evidence, because in many ways Harriet Shelton’s exposé reveals the
haunting, inexplicable nature of the archive, which includes her own spiritualist visions
of Lincoln in the twentieth century.
As I have shown in the introduction, supernatural testimonies are literary in
nature. They make causal connections between bizarre events and do not meet the
criteria of traditional evidence based systems. They must be read using synchronistic

William and Michael Burkhimer’s edited collection, The Mary Todd Lincoln Enigma: Historians on America’s Most
Controversial First Lady (2012); Myra Helmer Pritchard’s The Dark Days of Abraham Lincoln’s Widow, As Revealed
By Her Own Letters (2012).
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reading practices, which recognize the connections these accounts make without entirely
dismissing them because these texts are inherently unverifiable. But these accounts are
not merely literary. They bridge literary studies with historiography because the realities
as they see in their accounts challenge normative histories. In approaching these objects
with synchronistic literary methods, scholars honor the alternative histories these
testimonies tell. By choosing to let the supernatural live with the academic
historiography, we open lines of thought that give dignity to those marginalized people
who found value in alternative systems that used the language of science and evidence
to arrive at fundamentally different conclusions.
My analysis in this chapter is twofold: on one level, it asks us to consider the
possibility of a supernatural chemistry that is preserved within the enchanted objects of
nineteenth‐century spirit photographs. I look to the photography of Mr. and Mrs.
William Mumler, and the call to believe in these images gives us the opportunity to
disturb U.S. American political history. The Mumler photograph of Mrs. Mary Todd
Lincoln is a methodological magic mirror. If we jump through it we see much about
ourselves and biases reflected back at us as well as the avenues that open up when we
choose to make this leap. For this experiment, let us not assume that the Mumler
photograph of Mary Todd Lincoln is a result of trick photography but rather that it
might be the result of an occult chemistry. If we choose to at least consider the postulate,
we see in and through the Mumler photograph and the supernatural traces inscribed in
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its chemistry the possibilities of alternative stories that complement normative histories,
both political and scientific

3.1 The Mumlers
On February 27, 1872, The Boston Herald ran the story “MRS. LINCOLN SITS FOR
A SPIRIT PHOTO” in response to the carte de visit that had been sent to its offices by the
famed spirit photographer, William Mumler. In the previous chapter, I showed how the
jewelry engraver turned photographer gained fame eleven years prior while playing
with the photographic process, only to find a spirit appear in the developed image.
Backed by Spiritualists, Mumler was credited as the first to bridge the world of living
with the dead via the photochemical process. Given his renown, it is not surprising that
Mary Todd Lincoln chose to have her picture taken by Mumler. The Boston Herald
published both spirit photograph Mumler mailed to their offices and the letter that
accompanied it to clarify the spectral elements of the photograph which, Mumler
explained, include two “‘ghost‐like’” images, one “standing behind the lady sitter” with
“both arms in front” and the other a boy in the back which appears as an “undeveloped
form” (Boston Herald) (fig 58).
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Figure 58: William Mumler. ʺMary Todd Lincoln with the
spirit of her husband, President Abraham Lincoln.” 1870‐75.
Albumen Silver Print. William Stainton Moses Collection.
The College of Psychic Studies, London.
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Mumler recounts the circumstances under which he photographed Mary Todd
Lincoln both in his letter to the paper and in his autobiography, The Personal Experiences
of William H. Mumler in Spirit‐Photography (1875). The widow’s veil is so thick that
Mumler recalls it was impossible “to distinguish a single feature of her face” (Personal
92, Boston Herald). The veil obscures her face for the majority of her visit, and in both
accounts Mumler finally asks if she would like to keep it on in the photograph. In his
autobiography, he recalls:
I requested her to be seated; would be ready for her in a moment. I went into my dark
room and coated a plate. When I came out I found her seated, with her veil still over her
face. I asked if she intended to have her picture taken with the veil? She replied, ‘When
you are ready I will remove it.’ I said I was ready, whereupon she removed the veil, and
the picture was taken (Mumler 92).

Importantly, Mrs. Lincoln does not remove the veil until the plates have already been
coated in order to ensure her identity is not exposed and that test conditions are sound.
The picture is snapped, and, as he recalls,
…the negative, marked Mrs. ‘Lindall,’ was sent with others to my printers. These
pictures were returned a few moments before Mrs. Lincoln called, and laid on my desk,
in envelopes with the names on the outside that were on the negative—Mrs. Lindall’s
among the rest. I was away at the time, and consequently had not seen the pictures, and
did not recognize the form on her negative, as I had not the slightest idea that I had such
a distinguished sitter. (93).

Mumler’s wife, a clairvoyant physician, would not miss this Presidential spirit form.
When the widow returns to Mumler’s studio days later, he recounts: “Mrs. M. then went
to my desk, and looking over the packages of pictures, found one marked Mrs. Lindall,
which she handed to her, and then continued conversation with her friend, who by‐the‐
way, being of an inquisitive turn of mind, asked Mrs. Lincoln (who was at this time
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examining her picture closely,) if she recognized the likeness? Mrs. L. replied,
hesitatingly, ‘Yes’” (93). At that moment, Mrs. Mumler, “almost instantly entranced,”
turns to Mrs. L. and says, “‘Mother, if you cannot recognize father, show the picture to
Robert; he will recognize it.” Mrs. Lincoln responds, “I do recognize it; but who is now
speaking?” The spirit control replies: ‘Thaddeus!’ After the widow speaks to her
deceased son, Mrs. Mumler is possessed by the spirit of Mr. Lincoln, who talks with his
wife. That the spirit of Lincoln speaks through Mrs. Mumler and not Mr. Mumler
reveals the feminist implications of this movement and its entanglements with political
history, which comes to the forefront in the case of Nettie Colburn Maynard.
William Mumler extolled the mediumistic powers of his wife in his
autobiography, The Personal Experiences of William H. Mumler in Spirit‐Photography (1875),
emphasizing the great importance of a feminine presence in the process of spirit
photography. “I have seen men faint,” he averred, by the peculiar reaction caused on
their system” under the influence of Mrs. Mumler’s “wonderful, life‐giving principle of
animal magnetism” (108). Daughter of “one of the best medical clairvoyants in this
country,” she is “a natural clairvoyant for diagnosing and treating disease” (108).
Describing her as “a perfect battery herself,” he explains how, “on her placing her hands
upon the head of a patient, the subtle current is felt distinctly coursing through every
tissue of the body” (108). But Mumler does not simply extol his wife’s mediumistic
powers of healing; she is also the chemical catalyst or medium that enables his spirit
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photographs: “I cannot refrain, however, from speaking of her wonderful magnetic
powers, as I believe them to be directly connected with spirit‐photography, and that to
them I am largely indebted for my ability in taking the likenesses of those who have
passed on; also for my first development” (108). Mrs. Mumler’s heightened magnetism
is directly tied to Mumler’s spiritual photography, and in such a way, Mumler’s
photographs cannot be extracted from this mystical circuit.
Importantly, in the autobiographical account, which is missing from the short
letter, Mrs. Mumler is primarily involved with Mrs. Lincoln. It is his wife, not Mumler
himself, who discovers the identity of the sitters in the photograph; it is his wife, not
Mumler, who is entranced by both Lincoln’s deceased son, Tad, and by the former
President himself.

3.2 Mary Todd Lincoln and Historiographic Disbelief
On February 13, 1924, Harry Houdini sent a spirit photograph to another Mary
Lincoln—Mrs. Mary Edwards Lincoln Brown, the granddaughter of Mary Todd
Lincoln’s sister (fig 59). Houdini was fascinated by the occult, an historian of magic in
his own right, and although he made a name for himself as a debunker of spirit‐
mediums, the lure of the subject led him to amass 3,500 books in the areas of
Spiritualism and the supernatural, which he donated to the nation’s library upon his
death. In the photograph, Houdini kneels bound before the materialized spirit of
Abraham Lincoln, who sits meditatively gazing at the escapist’s knotted hands. Houdini
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made several of these photographs with fellow Spiritualist debunker, Harry Price, to
expose how spirit photographs could be made. In the accompanying letter, Houdini
addresses the widow’s descendent with the following: “Enclosed you will find Spirit
Photograph of your renowned ancestor, and although the Theomonistic Society in Washington,
D.C. claim that it is a genuine spirit photograph, as I made this one, you have my word for it,
that it is only a trick effect” (Fig. 60).
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Figure 59: Harry Price. 1924. “Harry Houdini and the Ghost of Abraham
Lincoln.” Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library & Museum. Springfield, Illinois.
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Figure 60: Feb. 13, 1924. Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library & Museum.
Springfield, Illinois.
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Houdini reaches out to the feminized Todd line, which is coded as insane, to
unequivocally inform her that Mumler’s spirit photograph is a fraud. In the doctored
spirit photograph, Houdini‐‐the Hand‐cuff king, master of escape‐‐kneels with hands
bound by rope before the specter of Abraham Lincoln. The gesture indicates reverence
even to this doctored image of the President, as if to signal that the spirit of Lincoln is
not something to be played with. Houdini’s playfulness with Lincoln’s ghost is only
sanctioned because he is exposing the charlatans who have tampered with Lincoln’s
spirit image for profit. In Houdini’s project, Lincoln’s image must be saved from the
spirit photography’s humbuggery and from Spiritualists’ appropriation of him into their
fold. Houdini articulated his stance on spirit photography in his primary debunking
work, A Magician Among the Spirits (1924), which continued the nineteenth century
project of P.T. Barnum’s work on The Humbugs of the World (1866) into the twentieth
century. Houdini’s chapter on spirit photography begins with an admonition against the
American Spiritualist ingenuity: “With what is perhaps pardonable pride we point to
the genius of American enterprise in scientific advancement but it is with decided
chagrin that I repeat that, as modern Spiritualism was born in America, so also have
been most of the phenomena that under the mask of Spiritualism have unbalanced so
many fine intellects the world over” (117). He decries that spirit photography, which he
calls “the most prominent of the mediumistic phenomena,” began in Boston, “the ‘Hub’
of intellectual development” (117). Houdini positioned himself as an empiricist
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magician, aligning himself with the scientific method rather than with the mystical
practice of ancient magi. As the master of illusion, Houdini used his expertise to expose
the mediumistic practices.
But if we take on an intuitive historiography, one that relies on ruptures, gaps,
and traces, Houdini’s form of evidence remains inconclusive. Mumler was brought to
trial in 1869 for producing fraudulent spirit photographs, but he was not found guilty
because they could not prove he was using camera trickery‐‐there simply was not
sufficient evidence to convict him. We, like Houdini, can speculate how Mumler
produced these photographs, but Mumler is long gone, and further investigation into
how he developed his images is impossible. Rather, we are simply left with the traces of
his work and unable to shadow him throughout the developing process, which was
done countless times for the trial by professional photographers. Attempting to prove
whether or not Mumler was a fraud doesn’t get us anywhere because his images will
forever remain in that ambiguous space, where photographers, historians, and
debunkers speculate as to how he made these photographs without being exposed as a
fraud, as other spirit photographers of the time were. My interest in this chapter is of a
different sort: instead of focusing on a debunking project, I want to focus on dignity. It is
of utmost importance that we honor and respect Mary Todd Lincoln’s connection to her
spirit photograph and Mrs. Mumler’s centrality in her husband’s photographs because
we must let the unbelievable or impossible live in the wake of modernity’s
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secularization project, which at its best expunges these experiences and beliefs from the
record, and at its worst make them a laughingstock.
Louis Kaplan’s attitude towards the Mumler photographs is useful here to
explicate what I mean by allowing the impossible space to live, to breathe, and allowing
the Mumlers to retain a sliver of dignity: “I do not intend to assume a dominant position
that claims to hold the truth, that knows with assurance what is true or false about spirit
photography” (3). That tension between fact and fiction is for Kaplan “exemplary of the
type of iconoclash that the sociologist of science Bruno Latour defines as ‘what happens
when there is uncertainty about the exact role of the hand at work in the production of a
mediator’ (3). By enchanting photochemical and US history, we respect the
fundamentally uncertain nature of supernatural archives and in doing so we make space
for Spiritualist figures like the Mumlers and Mrs. Lincoln. I ask that we refrain from
adopting the approach of Harry Houdini here, of exposing the “illusion” of these spirit
photographs, because if we bypass the debunking project Nettie Colburn Maynard’s
supernatural testimony need not be approached with complete and utter skepticism.
Synchronistic reading practices consider the uncertainty of the universe and as such
allow accounts from the marginalized to exist without disenchanted mockery.

3.3. Nettie Colburn Maynard and Alternative Spiritualist Histories
When Nettie Colburn Maynard published Was Abraham Lincoln a Spiritualist
(1891), many of the responses sounded like this piece from the Chicago Tribune:
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It is easy to believe that Mrs. Lincoln was a confirmed Spiritualist and that after the death
of her husband spent many weeks with mediums. It is easy to believe this, as it is well
known that during the latter part of her life Mrs. Lincoln was not only eccentric but in a
condition of mind bordering upon insanity. But this has no bearing upon the life of the
President, who was a practical, sensible, hard‐headed man, particularly in everything
having any connection with religious belief or with human conditions after death”
(Chicago Tribune 4).

Like Houdini’s letter to Mary Todd’s descendant, Maynard’s exposé could not escape
the specter of Mrs. Lincoln’s eccentricities, which in turn became representative of the
feminine, Spiritualist mind as a whole. It didn’t help the first lady’s case, nor Maynard’s
claims twenty years later, that R. Frederic Marvin coined the term “mediomania” in 1874
to describe the particular form of insanity that was characteristic of mediums.
According to Marvin, Mrs. Lincoln was insane and a Spiritualist, to boot.
Bridget Bennett notes that when Robert Lincoln brought his mother’s insanity case to the
courts, her belief in Spiritualism was not mentioned in the Mrs. Lincoln’s trial; rather, it
was her excessive shopping habit, which “was represented as a form of mania, of manic
obsession with purchasing” (156). Bennett speculates that one reason the trial did not
mention Mrs. Lincoln’s ties to Spiritualism concerned the case of Elizabeth Packard, who
was also tried for insanity seven years earlier. Packard’s husband believed his wife’s
interest in Spiritualism was indicative of her insanity and had her imprisoned. Upon her
release, she worked to reform the laws in the state of Illinois to grant individuals
accused of insanity the right to trial. Regardless of the rhetoric of the trial itself, the
general public saw the linkages between Mrs. Lincoln’s insanity and Spiritualism, much
as Packard did in his wife.
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Claiming Abraham Lincoln could have been a proponent of the spiritualist
movement inspired such skepticism precisely because of Spiritualism’s gendering at a
time when secularism and its empirical methods became the legitimate modes of
knowledge production. If Lincoln was a spiritualist, then he would have to be womanly,
irrational, and—like his wife—insane. Importantly, Marvin’s mediomania left room for
male cases. “Mediomania, while it often attacks men,” he claimed, “more frequently
assails women, and is generally preceded by a genitopathological history” (Braude 159).
Maynard corroborates such claims in her own exposé, stating that if Lincoln had
“declared an open belief in the subject” of Spiritualism he would have been pronounced
insane and probably incarcerated (93,94). She affirms that the President “would not have
connected himself…with [Spiritualism]…especially in such dangerous times, while the
fate of the nation was in peril” (92). According to her narrative, Lincoln conceals his ties
as a security measure: a nation could not be led during war‐time by a President housed
in an insane asylum for linking himself to a movement often led by pre‐adolescent
women. The movement was so threatening precisely because it collapsed the distinction
between science and religion, the empirical and the supernatural. These mediums
disrupt an emerging system of secular inquiry, which depended on masculine modes of
thinking that were empirical, and, by extension, secular. As in the case of Mr. and Mrs.
Mumler, I ask that we dwell in this zone of uncertainty, invoke Monaghan’s intuitive
sense regarding Maynard’s claims, and consider accounts that entangle President
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Lincoln, and by extension the Lincoln administration, with the feminine and the
supernatural. In failing to see the historical value of these works, we risk replicating an
empirical, masculine method, which Maynard herself is subject to throughout her
exposé, most particularly by the men in her sphere.
Maynard articulates her first experience with this very sort of masculinist
empiricism in Was Abraham Lincoln a Spiritualist?— part exposé and part spiritualist
coming‐of age narrative—when she becomes aware of her “curious gift,” manifested at
the time by spirit raps (18). She notes that her father “tested the matter in a systematic
manner, having [her] stand away from the stand, after first examining it upon all sides,
and repeating the question in many forms for an hour or more” (18). Subsequently, he
becomes fully satisfied “that the answers were from an intelligent unseen power” (18).
Maynard exemplifies the gendering of experiments that persists even in the spiritualist
séance, most notably with her account of the famed floating piano incident, in which
Lincoln was alleged to have “tested” the piano by sitting on it with all his weight (Fig.
6).1
Maynard’s own description of the episode calls attention to the fraught
relationship between the feminine spirit medium and a masculinist empiricism. In her
account of the floating piano, Lincoln appears at a séance in Georgetown, despite

This “legend” continued to persist into the early twentieth century, with Monaghan attesting that
Maynard’s is a credible first‐hand account of the incident; Russ Castronovo’s more recent Necro Citizenship:
Death, Eroticism, and the Public Sphere in the Nineteenth‐Century United States (2001) also cites Maynard’s
description of the piano incident.
1
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whispers that it would be bad policy for the President to attend a spiritualist circle
anywhere (82). They observe at the séance a Mrs. Belle Miller, known to be a “moving
medium,” who, in a trance state, made the piano rise and fall in time with her touch. Mr.
Cranston Laurie, a spiritualist and regular host of séances in Georgetown and father of
the piano medium, proposes “that, as an added ‘test’ of the invisible power of the piano,
Mrs. Miller (his daughter) should place her hand on the instrument, standing at arm’s
length from it, to show that she was in no wise connected with its movement other than
as agent” (90). President Lincoln assists, placing his hand underneath the piano, while
Mrs. Miller places her left hand upon his to demonstrate her strength or pressure could
not be moving the piano. “In this position,” Maynard observes, ‘the piano rose and fell a
number of times to her bidding. At Mr. Laurie’s desire the President changed his
position to another side, meeting with the same result” (90).

Mrs. Miller appears to have sufficiently passed the test, but the President quips
with what Maynard calls a quaint smile, “I think we can hold down the instrument”
(90). At this point, Lincoln climbs atop the piano “with his legs dangling over the side”
and is joined by a Mr. Somes, and a soldier in uniform. She recounts the rather silly
image of how “the piano, notwithstanding this enormous added weight continued to
wobble about until the sitters were glad to ‘vacate the premises’’ (91). After this final
test, Maynard concludes, “we were convinced that there were no mechanical
contrivances to produce the strange result, and Mr. Lincoln expressed himself perfectly
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satisfied that the motion was caused by some ‘invisible power’” (91). Mr. Somes, another
spiritualist at the séance, informs the President that when he recounts the events of the
night, no one will believe him and will say he must have been “psychologized” and “did
not see what in reality you did see.’” Lincoln replies with the following: “You should
bring such a person here, and when the piano seems to rise, have him slip his foot under
the leg and be convinced (doubtless) by the weight of evidence resting upon his
understanding” (91). In this account, Lincoln curiously becomes the empiricist. But
Lincoln is no Ben Franklin, whose spirit figured prominently in spiritualist séances. His
claims to empiricism in the séance room are merely tied to his position of power and his
gender. It is not coincidental that in a room occupied by other women (notably Maynard
and Mrs. Lincoln), the men are the ones who administer the tests, when Maynard,
herself a clairvoyant physician, might be most suitable.
Throughout the exposé, Maynard in her own empirical, scientific style, writes up
the experimental episodes throughout her life as a kind of supernatural lab report.
Undoubtedly, she presents her account in a most logical and empirical manner
anticipating the stigma around Spiritualism and her claims. She also includes letters of
support from the men who witnessed these events throughout her account to attest to
her claims. The male empiricist is embodied again in Maynard’s own father, when she
becomes aware of her “curious gift” (18). She notes that her father “tested the matter in a
systematic manner, having me stand away from the stand, after first examining it upon
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all sides, and repeating the question in many forms for an hour or more. He became
fully convinced and satisfied that the answers were from an intelligent unseen power”
(18). Assured by the results of his investigation, her father weeps like a child and
explains: “You do not realize what this is to me; for years you know that I have doubted
the immortality of man, for I could not accept the common teachings, as they were not
based on evident proofs that satisfied my mind; but if this is true, and from the
evidences before my eyes I cannot doubt that it is, ‘then we are immortal beings” (18). The
male figure, once again, acts as the default empiricist, who performs the investigation.
Maynard once again becomes a test case in what she calls a confidential “test
séance” at the White House. She arrives to find two men who “were evidently military
officers, as indicated by the stripe upon their pantaloons, although their frock coats,
buttoned to the chin, effectually concealed any insignia mark or rank” (164). Lincoln,
Maynard recounts, asks her to give the men an opportunity to see what he calls her
“rare gift” (164). “One hour later,” Maynard recalls, “I became conscious of my
surroundings, and was standing by a long table, upon which was a large map of the
Southern States. In my hand was a lead pencil, and the tall man, with Mr. Lincoln, was
standing beside me, bending over the map, while the younger man was standing on the
other side of the table, looking curiously and intently at me” (165). Maynard is told
afterwards that during her trance she walked to the table, requested a pencil, and began
to trace lines upon the map upon the table. Lincoln is astonished to find that every line
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she has drawn agrees with the plans already agreed upon. Maynard ends her
description of the event with the following commentary:
I never knew the purport of this meeting. . . That it was important may be supposed, for
those were not days for the indulgence of idle curiosity in any direction, nor was Mr.
Lincoln a man to waste his time giving exhibitions in occult science for the amusement of
friends. The impressions left upon my mind could not be otherwise than gratifying, in
finding myself the recipient of such unusual attentions, and, for the occasion the central
figure in what appeared to be a mysterious and momentous consultation. Had it been
simply an experiment to test my mediumship, Mr. Somes and Mrs. Lincoln would have
been included in the group that gathered around the table. I am confident that my
services were appreciated, and that the spiritual guidance which found utterance
through my lips was confirmatory of the plans they had already prepared. (167)

Maynard makes it clear that her spiritual guidance was sought by the president to
confirm military strategy, aware that her presence as an entertaining test for the men
might belittle the importance of her presence at the meeting.
Lincoln may have sought Maynard for spiritualist advice regarding the war, but
even as she was taken seriously, she still served as entertainment for the President, most
particularly with her spirit control, Dr. Bamford. As she notes,
Among the spirit friends that have ever controlled me since my first development was
one I have before mentioned—known as “old Dr. Bamford.” He was quite a favorite with
Mr. Lincoln. His quant dialect, old‐fashioned methods of expression, straightforwardness
in arriving at his subject, together with fearlessness of utterance, recommended him as no
finished style could have done. (85)

Maynard’s description of the Doctor and “his” voice and “his” expressions has the effect
of embodying him as a distinct and different entity from her own body. But being able
to embody a masculine spirit was not always mere play; this ability gave import to her
words.
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Maynard’s first meeting with President Lincoln, a séance organized by the First
Lady at the White House, demonstrates how central sound and its potential to signal the
masculine or the feminine would be for this self‐professed political medium. When she
first meets the president, Nettie responds like a “little school girl” to the President’s
exclamation, “So this is our ‘little Nettie’ is it, that we have heard so much about?” (73).
However, after she falls into a trance she is informed that her spirit counsel urged
Lincoln to issue the Emancipation Proclamation as soon as possible and that “those
present declared that they lost sight of the timid girl in the majesty of the utterance” and
“seemed to realize that some strong masculine spirit force was giving speech to almost
divine commands” (73) [italics mine]. The observation that a masculine spirit force could
be emanating from a twelve‐year‐old girl’s body (estimates that Maynard was around
that age at the time of these events), should not be shocking given Maynard’s other
accounts of gender‐bending (215). It must be remembered that “Doctor Bamford” and
his sounds were produced from her body, thereby creating the peculiar visual of a
twelve‐year‐old girl speaking as an older, male doctor.
If Maynard had simply claimed Lincoln had spiritualist tendencies, her exposé
would perhaps not have been as scandalous as it was. But her work pushes the limits
with her insistence that Lincoln consulted her on matters of state, including military
strategies during the Civil War, and that she is the critical link between the congress of
spirits in the next world and the living earthly politicians. Maynard insists not only on
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her usefulness for military purposes, but most importantly on her position as the
medium of the Civil War, which she refers to as an “entirely holy” war (114), and she
claims to have prophesied its duration at a spirit lecture with the prediction that “it
would continue four years, and that it would require five practically to end it” (34).
Additionally, she holds that her spirit counsel urged Lincoln to issue the Emancipation
Proclamation and, later, that he should establish the Freeman’s Bureau to regulate the
conditions of the newly freed slaves. Given these sorts of claims, it is understandable
that the publisher’s preface of her work frames it as follows:
That Abraham Lincoln should have been a believer in, or follower, of Spiritualism, in any
form, will be an unusual statement, and to use the words of an editorial writer of the
leading New York daily: ;’If it can be proven that Abraham Lincoln was in any way
connected with Spiritualism, or did take counsel from any medium at a time when the
nation’s weal or woe hung in the balance, or was in any manner governed by such
counsel, it would be the literary event of the nineteenth century, and the most astonishing
statement of modern times (xi).

Now there’s a statement! The publisher describes her revelation as the literary event of
the nineteenth century, which one again reveals the intimacies between literature form
and historical supernatural testimony.
Maynard’s revelations, in fact, provide a compelling picture of the political and
its afterlife. As she notes in an August 1862 séance in Albany, her spirit control informs
her friend Miss Hannum that there is a “Congress of spirits” in the after‐life “composed
of the leading public men who had passed away from the earth, who were still
interested in guiding with care the affairs of the nation as perfectly as in their power”
(36). The spirit control informs her that she must go to Washington and speak with the
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President about important matters of State. Maynard is not simply a conduit or go‐
between, but the ever‐important link between an earthly administration and a heavenly
one. She reveals a spirit realm that is mapped like the U.S. governing system, with a
congress of spirits that continue to thrive even after political figures are long gone. Dead
spirits communicate public policy from the other world— American interests do not die
with the dead—and instead Maynard constructs an eternal citizenship. In blurring the
boundary between the dead and living, she creates a new spectrum of citizen
involvement, which inserts the female spirit medium as a crucial node and
reconceptualizes linear national time with a circular ghostly time.
The stakes of Maynard’s text are high: with it, she inserts a spiritualist presence
directly into the engine of political history. In doing so, Lincoln’s very own trance
medium situates herself, the female agent, at the forefront of U.S. politics and writes her
presence back into one of the most mythologized wars in U.S. history. An occult
feminist project understands the import of Maynard’s work for a recuperative feminist
history and chooses to take her word for it rather than replicate masculinist empirical
investigations that insist her evidence is not sound, cannot be proven, and is merely
leading us on. Occult feminism is not then defined by an empirical method that puts
severe limits on how we can approach such a text. Instead, an occult feminism situates
the experiment in the bubbling laboratory of the mind where Maynard’s claims are
taken seriously—where we can, without anxiety or skepticism, take that leap of faith.
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3.4. Abraham Lincoln, the Practical Mystic
I conclude this chapter with one last history written about Lincoln’s alleged
Spiritualist connections, Francis Grierson’s Abraham Lincoln, The Practical Mystic (1919).
The difference in tenor of Grierson’s exposé from Maynard’s account is clear as early as
the title: Lincoln is a practical mystic. Grierson saves Lincoln from the madness and
mysticism of the former First Lady throughout the work emphasizing that “Lincoln’s
powers were a combination of the normal‐practical and the practical‐supernatural. His
supernaturalism was positive, mathematical, and absolute” (21). Grierson’s work
illustrates that believing in the supernatural is not inherently counternormative. The
supernatural can reproduce the gendered notions of positivist and rational minds, which
are coded as masculine. Maynard’s account also presents Lincoln as an empirical
investigator of spiritualist happenings, but Grierson manifests an anxiety about the
former President’s involvement in Spiritualism that is absent in Maynard’s account.
Maynard certainly writes Lincoln as a masculine and interrogative figure, but she does
not render him as exceptionally rational and different from other practitioners of
Spiritualism. Grierson does, however, provide a useful metric for understanding the
more counternormative scientific Spiritualism in his observation that “the practical
mystic sees through, the scientific materialist sees? only the surface” (30). The very same
statement could be applied to more counternormative formulations of supernatural
science: “the Spiritualist sees through; the Scientific materialist sees only the surface.”

186

Grierson’s account emphasizes Lincoln’s exceptionalism as rational prophet,
which raises its own set of contradictions, whereas in Maynard’s work she emphasizes
her role in the administration (not Lincoln’s great powers), even if she relies on
masculine presences to verify feminine channeling. Grierson presents Lincoln as a
Mosaic figure, emerging from the backwoods of Illinois to ultimately lead the country.
Lincoln is a “great seer” with a genius that is “superhuman” and “fore‐ordained for his
unique mission” (6). Like Moses, Lincoln is an unlikely figure that is chosen to lead his
people. Grierson quotes Judge Henry C. Whitney who asked how could Lincoln have
risen to power from such a lowly background: “By what magic spell was this, the greatest
moral transformation in all profane history wrought? What Genius sought out this
roving child of the forest, this obscure flat‐boatman, and placed him on the lonely
heights of immortal fame? Why was this best of men made the chief propitiation for our
national sins? Was his progress causative or fortuitous; was it logical or supernatural; was
the Unseen Power, or he himself, the architect of his fortune?” (Grierson 11‐12). For
Grierson, the answer is both: supernatural rationalism, causative magical spells brought
this mystical prophet to lead the country by a God‐like power.
Mary Todd Lincoln is rarely mentioned in Grierson’s work because Lincoln’s
superhuman rational mysticism must be protected from the specter of her madness. But
Grierson must address the madness associated with Spiritualism in order to present
Lincoln as a rational mystic, and he takes up the topic directly: “The spiritual
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renaissance is not a drawing room fad. It is not founded on a passing whim. Novelties
and opinions shift with the wind, and people who are influenced by them are influenced
by shadows. Mere notions never take the place of ideas. Novelties possess no
fundamental basis on which the spirit of man can build, and the difference between an idea
and a notion is the difference between a university and a lunatic asylum” (8‐9) [Italics mine]. In
Grierson’s formulation Spiritualism is not merely a movement of ideas and concepts—it
is philosophical, rational, and academic, not the ravings of the “insane.” Knowing Mary
Todd Lincoln’s history, who could read such a statement without thinking of the First
Lady? Grierson establishes a clear difference. Abraham Lincoln is a Spiritualist of the
scholarly rational sort who belongs in the university; Mary Todd Lincoln is the
spiritualist of the “lunatic asylum.”
Insisting on the rationality of the President’s clairvoyant gifts, Grierson cites
some of Lincoln’s most well‐known prophetic dreams involving an untimely death.
Most famously, Grierson cites Noah Brooks’ account in the Life of Lincoln, in which
Brooks includes the account of the President’s Janus‐faced vision that was described to
Brooks:
‘It was just after my nomination in 1860 when the news was coming thick and fast all
day, and there had been a great Hurrah Boys, so that I was well tired out, and went home
to rest and threw myself on a lounge in my chamber. Opposite where I lay was a bureau with
a swinging glass, and looking in the glass I saw myself reflect, nearly at full length, but my face, I
noticed, had two separate distinct images, the tip of the nose of one being about three inches from
the tips of the other. I was a little bothered, perhaps startled, and got up and looked in the glass,
but the illusion vanished. On lying down again I saw it a second time, plainer, if possible than
before. Then I noticed that one of the faces was a little paler, say five shades than the other. I got up
and the thing melted away. I left, and in the excitement of the hour forgot all about it, nearly
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but not quite, for the thing would once in a while come up and give me a little pang, as
though something uncomfortable had happened. Later in the day I told my wife about it, and
a few days later I tried the experiment again, when, sure enough, the thing came again. My wife
thought that it was a sign that I was to be elected to a second term of office and that the paleness of
one of the faces was an omen that I should not live through the last term’” (81‐82) [italics mine].2

Mary Todd appears in Grierson’s text only to vanish throughout the rest. She interprets
the split‐faced “optical illusion” her husband sees as ominous. Her reading is
corroborated by the President’s eventual fate; her Spiritualism here is not irrational but
accurately prophetic.
Lincoln also famously foresaw his death days before his assassination and spoke
about it in conversation:
‘About two days ago I retired very late. I could not have been long in bed when I fell into
a slumber, for I was weary. I soon began to dream. There seemed to be a deathlike
stillness about me. Then I heard subdued sobs, as if a number of people were weeping. I
thought I left my bed and wandered downstairs. There the silence was broken by the
same pitiful sobbing, but the mourners were invisible. I went from room to room; no
living person was in sight, but the same mournful sounds of distress met me as I passed
along. It was light in all the rooms; every object was familiar to me, but where were all
the people who were grieving as if their hearts would break. I was puzzled and alarmed.
What could be the meaning of all this? Determined to find the cause of a state of things so
mysterious and so shocking, I kept on until I arrived at the East Room, which I entered.
Before me was a catafalque on which was a form wrapped in funeral vestments. Around
it were stationed soldiers who were acting as guards; there was a throng of people, some
gazing mournfully upon the catafalque; others weeping pitifully. ‘Who is dead in the
White House?’ I demanded of one of the soldiers. ‘The President,’ was the answer. ‘He
was killed by an assassin.’ Then came a loud burst of grief from the crowd, which woke
me from my dream.’ (Grierson 83‐84)

Lincoln’s widely known dream is considered part of national lore, a strange occurrence
with the tinge of the supernatural. Grierson claims that Lincoln prophesied many other

2

For a thorough historiography of Lincoln’s prophetic dreams, see Luca R. Somers’s, “Lincoln’s Dreams Analysis of
the Sixteenth President’s ‘Night Terrors’ and other Chimeras.”
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events that did not merely involve his own fate and, in all cases, the President, “…did
not pass into an abnormal state. He spoke as one would speak of the coming weather.
…Seeing clearly was as natural to him as eating or sleeping. He was not a psychic
machine, uttering thoughts which seemed strange and enigmatical to himself, because
his intellectual and spiritual powers were part of himself” (34).3 Even as a supernatural
seer, Lincoln retains poise, control, and concentration, unlike the mostly female
mediums whose communication with the dead involved a fair amount of theatricality,
with tables moving, voices coming through them, and invisible instruments playing.
Grierson would clearly take issue with the kind of séances Maynard claims Lincoln
participated in both in the White House and in the Georgetown spiritualist scene.
Over the course of this chapter I have demonstrated how the unreasonable,
superstitious, claptrap of the Spiritualist movement is dumped on the feminine body of
Mrs. Lincoln, which leaves Mr. Lincoln’s sensible masculine politics intact. Nettie
Colburn Maynard’s account, however, demonstrates a very different kind of
administration, in which men of different government affiliations supported her work.
Strewn with letters of approval from prominent members of the D.C. elite, Maynard
exposes the nation’s capital as a hotbed of Spiritualism during the Civil War years. But

An example of another prophecy attributed to Lincoln regarding the emancipation of the serfs in czarist
Russia: “In a letter …Lincoln said: ‘The Autocrat of all the Russias will proclaim his subjects free sooner than
will our American Masters voluntarily give up their slaves.’ On the day before Lincoln’s first inauguration
as President of the United States the ‘Autocrat of all the Russias,’ Alexander the Second, by Imperial decree
emancipated his serfs, while six weeks after the inauguration the ‘American Masters,’ headed by Jefferson
Davis, began the great war of secession to perpetuate and spread the institution of slavery” (Grierson 34).
3

190

even in Maynard’s exposé, which is complete with this feminist reimagining of
supernatural history, Lincoln and the male elite of Washington are reported to have
empirically tested Spiritualist phenomena.
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Figure 61: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 13574.The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 62: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 13575. The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 63: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 13576. The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 64: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 135780. The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 65: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 13579. The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 66: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 13578. The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.
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Figure 67: Series 1. General Correspondence. 1833‐1916. I.B. Conklin to Abraham
Lincoln, Saturday, December 28, 1861 (Spiritual Communication with Edward D.
Baker.” 13577. The Abraham Lincoln Papers. Library of Congress. Washington,
D.C.
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4. Mystic Morse: Occult Feminism and Queer
Technoeroticism in the History and Literature of the
Telegraph
._ _ …. ._ _/…. ._ _ …./_ _. .. _../._ _ … .. .._ _ _. …. _1

אֵ ל פָּ עַ ל-מַ ה

1

“What Hath God Wrought” translated into Morse code. The Hebraic Letters beneath read as “What Hath God
Wrought” (Mah Paal El). What follows in the above four figures is Samuel Morse’s record of the first telegraphic
message sent over the wire spliced, into four pieces so that indentations of the dots and dashes are visible.
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I begin this chapter with a series of visual epigraphs derived from Samuel
Morse’s transcription of the first sentence ever telegraphed: “What Hath God Wrought?”
The line comes from Numbers 23:23, uttered by Balaam, the magician who is sent to
curse the Israelites. Balaam looks down at the camps below him, witnesses their
prosperity, proclaims that this is the working of God, and in place of a curse he showers
blessings on them (A Hebrew –English Bible). Baalam’s now telegraphic proclamation is
preceded in the Torah by his exclamation, “there is no enchantment in Jacob, neither is
there any divination with [sic] Israel; now is it said of Jacob and Israel: What hath God
wrought!” [italics mine]. The biblical line suggests that the opulence of the Israelites is
not the result of the workings of magicians and necromancers but the work of a Judeo‐
God, hence Balaam fails in his task to curse the Israelites from a hilltop. This first
telegraphic message is steeped in a form of monotheistic disenchantment that insists
abundance and prosperity are the work of a single God and not conjurers; the stuff of
miracles, not magic.
What Hath God Wrought? Morse probably could not have imagined that the
techno‐magic of his new invention would bring about the earliest instantiation of online
dating. Morse code actually enabled a new kind of interaction in the nineteenth century
between its operators in a virtual network. Part of the reason we have forgotten these
nineteenth‐century viral networks is likely the result of its historical coincidences with
Spiritualism and queer practices. The strange Morse knockings of the Fox sisters, as I
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note in the Introduction, began the Spiritualist movement four years after the first
successful telegraph transmission. The sisters were credited with opening a telegraph
line to the world of the dead and the subsequent ghostly communications that ensued
around the globe were referred to as “spiritualist telegraphs.” Spiritualists like Pascal
Beverly Randolph believed in the possibility of sex magic, and they were more often
linked to radical sex movements, such as the Oneida community in Upstate New York,
as well as abolitionism and suffragism. Hence queer sexual and Spiritualist practices had
strong ties with one another in the nineteenth century.
In “Technology and Ideology: The Case of the Telegraph,” James Carey observes,
“the simplest and most important point about the telegraph is that it marked the
decisive separation of ‘transportation’ and ‘communication.’ Until the telegraph these
words were synonymous. The telegraph ended that identity and allowed symbols to
move independently of geography and independently faster than transport” (165). In
divorcing communication from the limits of transportation as well as from presence, the
telegraph made possible near‐instantaneous communication along the wire between
those participating in the equivalent of a nineteenth‐century chat room and respective
offices. The telegraphic taps across the wire were the disembodied traces of a person
presumed to be on the other end of the line.
Morse code enabled a new kind of interaction by creating a network of senders
and receivers. Professional telegraph operators did more than just manage incoming and
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outgoing messages from telegraph offices hundreds of miles away: this online
community “chatted” during office hours, oftentimes flirting with one another without
knowing the sex of the operator on the other end. Telegraphic communication
distinguished itself from love letters at a distance in that it supplied the allure of
distance love while retaining the immediacy of contact. These flirtations were nearly
instantaneous, with no lag between letter sent and received, and this created an erotics
of presence and absence that some telegraphers even preferred when in physical
proximity to the company of their distant lovers. This chapter focuses on the techno‐
erotics of nineteenth‐century telegraphic literature and culture, its mysticism, the online
communities it created, and the queer possibilities this new technology enabled by
divorcing communication from fleshy presence.
Central to this project is the telegraphic romance genre which came into being
during the mid to late nineteenth century as the result of the emerging culture and
stories that circulated around these viral networks. The preface of an 1877 annual of
telegraphic literature that published stories and articles by telegraphists even declared
that “the wonderful art of telegraphy” seemed “to demand a literature of its own”
(Lightning Flashes 4). Thomas Jepson explains that the genre of the telegraphic romance
can be understood as a subset of nineteenth‐century sentimental fiction, but the
telegraphic romance distinguished itself in the “unconventional” plot devices of
“romantic involvements with an unseen stranger, carried out by means of the electric
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telegraph, the technological wonder of the age” (118). Mainstream authors like Henry
James and Anthony Trollope also dabbled in the genre.1
This chapter primarily focuses on the erotic lives of female telegraphers as
mediated through the telegraph in Henry James’s novella In the Cage (1898) and Ella
Cheever Thayer’s Wired Love: A Romance of Dots and Dashes (1879) to show how that
erotics cannot be separated from nineteenth‐century Spiritualism. I have chosen to read
these works in tandem with one another because together James’ and Thayer’s novels
highlight the queer potentiality of telegraphic Spiritualism in the way professional
telegraphists relate to the technology they operate. While men were also telegraphers,
both of these works center on the women of the telegraph office and the love affairs that
are made possible by this new technology. The anonymous Lady Telegraph of James’s
novella and Nattie of Thayer’s novel are both described as inhabiting multiple worlds.
Lady Telegraph’s existence is “the queer extension” of that “double life” she lives “in the
cage,” the phrase used to describe her office space that is demarcated by a transparent
screen (13). Nattie is similarly said to “live, as it were, in two worlds. The one her office,
dingy and curtailed as to proportions, but from whence she could wander away,
through the medium of that slender telegraph wire, on a sort of electric wings, to distant
cities, and towns …and where she could amuse if she chose by listening to and
speculating upon the many messages of joy or sorrow of, business and of pleasure,

1

See Anthony Trollope’s “The Telegraph Girl” (1877).
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constantly going over the wire” (25). Lady Telegraph prefers the voyeuristic and
triangulated fantasy worlds she constructs in the office over what she perceives as a dull
heteronormative engagement to Mr. Mudge. Mediated by an electric wire, the telegraph
gives Nattie the opportunity to enter an invisible world where gender and sex are
uncertain and desire is remapped onto the bleeping sounds of Morse code.
Romances around this new technology were infused with a heightened level of
eroticism because of the telegraph’s close association with the science of
electrogmanetism. Understood with terms like “the law of attraction” and “positive”
and “negative” sparks that are drawn to one another, the language of electricity was
applied in the eighteenth‐century to raunchy contexts long before Morse’s invention of
the electromagnetic telegraph. As James Delbourgo attests, “Electricity and sex enjoyed
intimate relations in the Enlightenment. Public demonstrations featured ‘electric kisses’
from the ‘Venus electrificata, ’electric eels inspired erotic poems, and natural
philosophers theorized sexual activity as electrical” (155).2 Electrical kisses and glowing
lips continued to captivate the cultural imagination long after the eighteenth century,
making their appearance in Jean Toomer’s Harlem‐Renaissance poem “Her Lips Are
Copper Wire” (1923): “and let your breath be moist against me/like bright beads on
yellow globes/ …telephone the power‐house/ that the main wires are insulate / …then

For more on the erotics of the electricity in the eighteenth century see, Christopher Plumb, “The ‘Electric Stroke and
the ‘Electric Spark’: Anatomists and Eroticism at George Baker’s Electric Eel Exhibition in 1776-1777;” Poala
Bertucci, “Sparks in the Dark: The Attraction of Electricity in the Eighteenth Century.”
2
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with your tongue remove the tape and press your lips to mine till they are
incandescent” (54). The telegraphic romance genre manifests the eroticized and
feminized mysticism that histories of this technology characteristically overlook.
Jeffrey Sconce further articulates the feminist implications of marking these
historical affinities, that
most technological time lines credit Morseʹs apparatus with ushering in a series of
increasingly sophisticated electronic communications devices over the next century . . .
The ʹRochester knockingsʹ heard by the Fox family, on the other hand, inspired the
modern eraʹs occult fascination with séances, spirit circles, automatic writing, telepathy,
clairvoyance, Ouija boards, and other paranormal phenomena. The historical proximity
and intertwined legacies of these two foundational ʹmediums,ʹ one material and the other
spiritual, is hardly coincidental.” (24)

Sconce correctly situates Spiritualism alongside the rise of new technologies in the
nineteenth century and by doing so he reconfigures the forgotten connections and
proximities normative and masculinized histories of science and technology fail to
preserve and see. By accessing the secret history of Spiritualism and the telegraph we
can return to the stories of Annie G. Ellsworth and nineteenth‐century telegraphic
literature which can access the occult feminism and queer techno‐eroticism in the long
history of virtual communication.

4.1 Annie Ellsworth and the First Telegraphic Romance
The beginnings of the telegraphic romance can be traced to the romanticized
story between Annie Ellsworth and Samuel Morse, albeit a platonic one, and the sending
of the first electromagnetic telegraph. It was Annie Ellsworth who suggested the biblical
quotation to Morse. Morse acknowledges Ellsworth’s role in choosing the first words to
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be transmitted telegraphically in his transcription of the message across the wire that is
included in the epigraph of this chapter: “This sentence was written from Washington
by me at the Baltimore Terminal at 8h 45 min. A.M. on Friday May 24.th 1844, being tho
[sic] the first ever transmitted from Washington to Baltimore by Telegraph and was
indited by my much loved friend Annie G. Ellsworth. Sam F. B. Morse.”
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Figure 68: From An Ivory Miniature Painted About 1844, by
Freeman. “The First Telegraph Message and Its Author. The
Electrical Engineer. New York, NY, United States,
Wednesday, August 19, 1891 Vol. 12, no. 172, p. 201‐202, col.
1‐2
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The lore of Annieʹs involvement begins as early as 1839 when Morse began
petitioning Congress for financial aid to construct an experimental telegraph line
between Washington, D.C. and Baltimore. His applications failed until 1843, when
Representative John P. Kennedy of Maryland proposed Congress allocate $30,000 to
construct this line. The idea initially met with ridicule; one Congressman quipped that
half of the sum should be allocated to research on mesmerism, by which he intended to
show how preposterous telegraphy seemed in theory at the time. Despite the teasing,
the bill eventually passed the House and went to the Senate where it was no longer
mocked but, as The Electrical Engineer recounts, “the procrastination of the slow‐moving
upper chamber was perhaps even more dangerous to it” (“The First Telegraph Message
and Its Author” 24). In the last evening of the session, the bill found itself positioned
behind one hundred and nineteen others.
Dismayed, Morse left the chambers and began to prepare to return to New York.
In the meantime, the Commissioner of Patents and Morse’s friend, Henry L. Ellsworth,
continued working on the bill until he got it passed five minutes before the adjournment
(“The First Telegraph Message and Its Author” 24). The next morning, Commissioner
Ellsworth’s daughter Annie was sent to Morse’s hotel to inform him of the good news.
Lightning Flashes and Electric Dashes: A Volume of Choice Telegraphic Literature, Humor, Fun,
Wit, & Wisdom, a compilation of telegraphic literature, recounts the famed encounter:
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Grasping the hand of his young friend, the Professor thanked her again and again for
bearing him such pleasant tidings, and assured her that she should send over the wires
the first message as her reward. The matter was talked over in the family, and Mrs.
Ellsworth suggested a message which Prof. Morse referred to the daughter, for her
approval; and this was the one which was subsequently sent. A little more than a year
after that time, the line between Washington and Baltimore was completed. Prof. Morse
was in the former city, and Mr. Alfred Vail, his assistant, in the latter; the first in the
chamber of the Supreme court, the last in the Mount Clare depot, when the circuit being
perfect, Prof. Morse sent to Miss Ellsworth for her message, and it came. “WHAT HATH
GOD WROUGHT!” It was sent in triplicate in the dot‐and‐line language of the
instrument to Baltimore and was the first message ever transmitted by a recording telegraph”
(24).

The story is remarkable because not only is Ellsworth the one that supplies the message,
but Morse must wait for her in the Supreme Court in Washington where he sets up the
telegraph before he transmits it to Vail in Baltimore (“The Telegraph and Its Author”
201). When Vail messages back the secret message “What Hath God Wrought,” which
showed that he had received the message, Morse transcribes Vail’s response and makes
sure to credit Ellsworth for the content of the message at the top of his transcription
(epigraph image).
The role of the young Ellsworth in this successful experiment is central to Morse
in his recollection of the event. In a letter to his brother on May 31, 1844, Morse describes
Annie’s line as derived from a divine inspiration: “That sentence of Annie Ellsworth’s
was divinely indited for it is in my thoughts day and night. “What hath God wrought.” It
is his work and he alone could have carried me this far through all my trials and enabled
me to triumph over the obstacles physical and moral which opposed me, “Not unto us,
not unto us, but to thy name O Lord be all the praise” (Figure 3) (Morse 275). Morse
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views Annie as the spiritual vessel for this divine phrase that continues to circle about in
his mind. It is the work of God that has allowed the acceptance of the telegraph. He
repeats what has become a kind of divine mantra for him yet again in the letter to his
brother:
Even the most inveterate opposers, have changed to admirers and one of them Hon.
Cave Johnson, who ridiculed my system last session by associating with the tricks of
animal magnetism, came to me and said, “Sir I give in, it is an astonishing invention.’
When I see this and such enthusiasm everywhere manifested, and contrast the present
with the past season of darkness and almost despair, have I not occasion to exclaim
“What hath God wrought”? Surely none but He who has all hearts in his hands, and
turns them as the rivers of water are turned, could so have brought light out of darkness”
(Morse 275).

Morse’s invention met with such resistance from Congress because many of them
believed it was pseudoscientific mesmerism. The irony of course is that Ellsworth’s
message to Morse aligns her with the Spiritualist mediums that would appear four years
later, whose desire to seek contact with the supernatural world was deemed occult‐like
and sacrilegious.
In the photographic reenactment “Sending the first telegram” the young Annie
Ellsworth is the first to open the telegraph line to “this world” (Figure 69). She is the
focal point of the image while Morse and the other men beside him look at her with
seemingly bated breath, waiting for the message they will send. The telegraph sits in the
center of the image waiting, too, for its great moment of animation, when the dots and
dashes will be successfully transferred over the wire to Baltimore. But the image
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captures that moment just before, those moments of suspense, when Morse waits for the
all‐important content of the message he will send.
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Figure 69: “Sending the first telegram.” Photographic Print. C. 1840‐1850.
Library of Congress, Washington, D.C.
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Lightning Flashes and Electric Dashes also notes that the story of this message had
been romanticized as it traveled across Europe and the US, but the annual insists that
regardless of the versions of the story it is simply true that “an inventor in despair
receives the news of his unexpected success from his friend’s daughter, and he makes her a
promise which he keeps, and thus links her name with his own, and with an invention which
becomes one of the controlling instruments of civilization for all time” (25) [italics
added]. Regardless of the accuracy of these romanticized stories, Ellsworth is
remembered as a crucial figure in this major technological event by Morse himself both
in his notes on the first telegraph and in his letter to her brother, which enshrines her
within the history of science and technology. From its very beginnings, the telegraph
was romanticized in the somewhat apocryphal story of Morse and Ellsworth, inspiring
sentimental stories around it, which would eventually become a genre of its own when
the telegraphic romance genre emerged, and once the Spiritualist movement began
Ellsworth’s involvement as a mediator took on mystical dimensions.
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Figure 70: Letter from Morse sent to brother. May 31. 1844. Page 275 of Bound
Volume—15 January‐8 June. 1844. Samuel Finley Breese Morse papers, 1793‐1944.
Library of Congress. Washington, D.C.

214

4.2 The Queer Technoerotics of the Telegraph in NineteenthCentury Online Dating
While Annie Ellsworth was likely the first mediator of telegraphic
communication, telegraph operators would continue to assume the role of go‐betweens
as the technology proliferated. J.J. Calahan’s sketch, “The Telegraph’s Dream,” visually
represents the commonly held belief that telegraphers as technological mediums had to
toggle between “two worlds:” the world of the telegraph with its invisible flood of
information communicated by Morse and the visible world of the living that exists
outside the wire yet adjacent to it (Fig 71). The drawing makes visible the “other world”
of the telegraph in the spirits of elderly bearded men who hover above her as a kind of
spiritual collection of almanacs. She is the conduit between the invisible telegraphic
word and the material world much as the spirit‐medium is the conduit between the
invisible world of the spirits and world of the living.
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Figure 71: Frontispiece. From Lightning Flashes and Electric Dashes: A Volume of
Choice Telegraphic Literature, Humor, Fun, Wit, & Wisdom. New York: W.J.
Johnston, Publisher, No. 11 Frankfort Street, 1877.
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In the Cage preserves the entangled histories of Spiritualism and the telegraph—
Lady Telegraph’s cage with its “transparent screen” sounds very much like the
mediumistic closets or veils clairvoyants used as portals between the worlds of the
living and dead (117).29 The Spiritualist metaphors do not end there because, as Jill
Galvin explains, the “spirits” with whom Lady Telegraph interacts are actually her
upper class customers. In the first pages of In the Cage when Lady Bradeen drops into
Cocker’s grocery, the narrator states of her that the ‘apparition was very young, but
certainly married’ (181). The word apparition crops up again later in the context of the
floral arranger Mrs. Jordan’s vaunting discussion of her clientele. On both occasions,
apparition denotes people of the highest class of society. As aristocrats, Mrs. Jordan’s
customers, along with Lady Bradeen, embody a relation to history precisely
encapsulated by the idiom apparition. Like ghosts, they symbolize a past that asserts
itself in the present: they are visible reminders of centuries old principles of class and
community inherited by late Victorian London. Thus, the telegrapher, when she first
serves Lady Bradeen, sees in her face an entire legacy— ‘her birth, her father and mother
and all her ancestors’ (37). As “phantasmal emblems of persons now departed,” the
aristocrats who sweep in and out of the office sending expensive telegrams multiple
times a day are Lady Telegraph’s spirits, and it is the telegraph that allows such

See Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Blithedale Romance (1852) and the character of Priscilla, who goes by the
Veiled Lady in her spiritualist performances.
29
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communication to happen (Galvin 37). The information she receives from the wire gives
her access to knowledge of the “other world,” the world of the elite. With their salacious
exchanges catalogued in her mind, Lady Telegraph has much with which to fantasize
through the otherworldly qualities of the upper class for whom she mediates messages
across the invisible realm of a virtual telegraphic network.
In James’s novella, the spirits are largely externalized in the bodies of the upper‐
class clientele. Lady telegraphist channels her wishes and desires into these apparitional
visitations. She is the messenger—the medium— for the “spirits” of Captain Everard
and Lady Bradeen who communicate through the telegrams she sends and receives.
Contrary to the commonly held notion that women would be more fit for such a job
because of their handling of delicate information, Lady Telegraphist actively tracks the
affairs of Lady Bradeen and Captain Everard. As the weeks go by, Lady Telegraphist
develops her connection to the “whiffs and glimpses” of the ‘other world’—the spirit‐
like world of the ladies and gentlemen—and finds her “divinations work faster” and she
finds herself surrendering “to a certain expansion of her consciousness” (129). Her
intuitive sense becomes so fine‐tuned that she is able to detect and correct a crucial error
in Lady Bradeen’s message; she knows Lady Bradeen’s intentions even better than the
Lady herself.
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The novella is preoccupied with socioeconomic barriers that the “cage”
symbolizes to separate the working from the upper class, and it does not subscribe to
telegraphic romance tropes that end in successful matches. The affairs of Everard and
Bradeen are described as “a pair of lovers rapturously” living and members of a class
“that wired everything, even their expensive feelings,” which appear in sharp contrast
to her fiancé Mr. Mudge whose sensible middle class aspirations delimit the passionate
and tumultuous relationship Lady Telegraph desires (157,126). Lady Telegraph channels
her frustrated passions into the fantasies she constructs in her mental life as she is the
go‐between the love affairs and dramas of the ghostly upper class of whom she is deeply
enamored. She stalls moving to Chalk Farm, where she can be close to Mr. Mudge,
preferring to peep and pry on the affairs of Bradeen and Everard. Lady Telegraph
chooses to triangulate herself in the romance of a true aristocratic lady and a gentleman
through the technology of the telegraph. In doing so, she temporarily inhabits a queer
fantasy life that is in opposition to the heteronormative relationship with Mr. Mudge.
When she begins flirting with Captain Everard, Lady Telegraph passes from the
voyeurism of her mediumship to a participant in the triangulated romance she imagines.
But the novella ends by thwarting the possibility of class mobility when Lady Telegraph
discovers that Captain Everard is heavily in debt and is forced to marry Lady Bradeen
after her husband dies. The novella ends with her resigning herself to her engagement
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with Mr. Mudge, whom she thought she may have been be able to drop if she and
Everard were to pair up. The romance and passion that Lady Telegraph briefly
experiences are nothing more than phantasmatic illusions, a case of fraudulent
Spiritualism.
In the Cage and Wired Love preserve the telegraph’s association with Spiritualism.
Wired Love’s romantic ending and particular stylistic elements represent a belief in the
real and material erotics of the telegraphic apparatus itself. The device is no mere
fantasy – it is an erotic medium. The novel is less skeptical about the Spiritualist nature
of a technology that connects a material world with an invisible one. Perhaps because
Thayer was a telegraph operator, interleaving the ability to read and hear code into her
novel, she is less of a skeptic about the magic of this new technology. Wired Love: A
Romance of Dots and Dashes is a remarkable example of the telegraphic romance genre,
complete with an entire dedication written in Morse code (Fig 72.). I have yet to see
scholarship on Wired Love that has attempted to crack the dedication code, so I give you
my attempt at code‐breaking nineteenth‐century Railroad Morse.
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Dedicated
To
The memory
Of a dear
For whom
This little
Work had
Never been (6)

I translated the code using the chart system of signs Morse developed because these
encryptions that are embedded throughout the novel are meant to be undressed (Figure
73). Decoded, the dedication is enigmatic enough to allow for the pleasures of
uncertainty that structure so much of the novel. Whether the story is inspired by a
telegraphic love affair of her own, one may never know.
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Figure 72: Thayer, Ella Cheever. Wired Love: A Romance of Dots and
Dashes (1880). pg. 6.
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Figure 73: Library of Congress. “Bound volume ‐‐‐ 28 November 1835 – 18 April
1838.” Samuel Finley Breese Morse Papers, 1793‐1944. Library of Congress,
Washington D.C.
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In keeping with her signature style, Thayer begins the first chapter with Morse
code at the top, underneath the chapter title, “Sounds from a Distant ‘C.,” which would
be recognizable to those already acquainted with telegraph code, women and men like
Ella Cheever Thayer who worked as operators (Fig. 74). When translated, the telegraphic
code “__... _ _ ._.. _.” reads as “Bm‐Xn.” But helpfully for those unacquainted with
Morse, the prose that immediately follows the code situates the dots and dashes within
the narrative:
Just a noise, that is all. But a very significant noise to Miss Nathalie Rogers, or Nattie, as
she was usually abbreviated; a noise that caused her to lay aside her book …For that
noise, that little clatter, like, and yet too irregular to be the ticking of a clock expressed to
Nattie these four mystic letters: –
‘Bm‐Xm;’
which same four letters, interpreted, meant that the name, or to use the technical
call, of the telegraph office over which she was present sole presiding genius, was ‘Bm’
and that Bm was wanted on the wire, designated as ‘Xn’ [sic] (1) [italics mine]

Wired Love, this “Romance of Dots and Dashes,” is in many ways just that: it is enamored
with those “mystic letters” – those dots and dashes of the written‐out code and more
accurately the dits and dahs of the auditory sounder. The novel may not be able to
impart the exact feeling of reading the dashes and hearing its corresponding sounds to a
reader not familiar with Morse, but it invites an active participation with an unfamiliar
language.
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Figure 74: Thayer, Ella Cheever. Wired Love: A
Romance of Dots and Dashes (1880). pg. 9.
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Communication via code also changes the very the dialogue in the novel, with
secret telegraphic tapping on tables between the major love interests, Nattie Rogers
(telegraph signature N), and Clem (telegraph signature C), who is the operator at the Xn
office that begins the novel. These two telegraph operators, whose relationship begins
“online,” eventually discover each other and continue their relationship in person. The
novel even ends with C proposing to N via table tapping Morse code.
Scholarship on the telegraphic romance often stresses the traditional aspects of
the genre, which ultimately culminate in marriage, but Thayer’s novel has some very
queer moments. Most obviously, in those first forty‐one pages both operators engage in
flirtatious exchanges even as their gender identities remain unknown. Throughout this
piece of the chapter I refer to Nattie and Clem by their telegraphic signatures, rather
than their full gendered names, because I would like us as readers and thinkers to really
linger in that period when N and C don’t know each other’s gender. In both Thayer’s
and James’ novels, the noise of the social world obscures connections that could
otherwise be made. In James’ case, Lady Telegraph connects with the ghostly upper
class, but she realizes the hype of the social hierarchy is itself a phantom. Captain
Everard is not who he appears to be, and, critically, she is unable to realize the
complexities of class performance until Everard’s fraudulent identity is revealed. Lady
Telegraph discovers as a telegraphic go‐between that the aristocratic world is full of
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masquerade and lies. In the case of the yet to be gendered N and C, they are able to see
each other in a new way without the social niceties that would distract them from the
queer aspects of their romance, from the very beginning on the wire to the technoerotics
of their ultimate marriage.
But the reader, of course, knows N’s gender from the opening pages because she
is, after all, our leading lady, and when she begins having a flirtation over the wire with
a fellow telegraph operator fifty miles away, things start getting steamy. The very
beginning of their courtship involves some cheeky exchanges regarding their concealed
gender identities: information with which the two dance around for a good fifty pages.
In one such exchange, C asks N to provide “some sort of information about yourself for
my imagination to work upon.” N responds in kind, with a twinkle in her eye that C
cannot see:
‘Imagine if you please a tall young man with ‐‐‐‐‘
‘Oh no! You cannot deceive me in that way! Under protest I accept the height,
but spurn the sex!’ C, interrupts.
‘Why, you do not suppose I am a lady, do you?’ Nattie asks
‘I am quite positive you are. There is a certain difference in the ‘sending,’ of a
lady and gentleman, that I have learned to distinguish. Can you truly say I am wrong?
Nattie evades the question and replies:
‘People who think they know so much are often deceived; now I make no
surmises about you, but ask fairly and squarely, shall I call you Mr., Miss, or Mrs. ‘C.’?’
‘Call me neither. Call me plain ‘C!’ Or picture, if you like, in place of your
sounder, a blonde fairy‐like girl talking to you with pensive cheeks and sunny—‘
‘Don’t you believe a word of it!’ ‐‐ someone on the wire breaks in on the wire,
“picture a hippopotamus, an elephant, but picture no fairy!”
‘Judge not others by yourself and learn to speak when spoken to!” “C” replies to
unknown; then, to ‘N.’ ‐‐You know the more mystery there is about anything the more

227

interesting it becomes. Therefore, if I envelop myself in all the mystery possible, I will
cherish hopes that you may dream of me!” (23).

Notice the gender‐play here: N gets to pretend she is a man, and C conversely plays
with the possibility of being a woman‐‐a fairy to be exact—and even more, he urges N to
imagine the face of a fairy‐like woman in the place of the sounder. And N presses C to
reveal whether he is a Mr. or a Miss., but C cheekily dances around the question and
insists on retaining an anonymous gender identity because the indeterminacy is sexy.
N’s hopes that C is he is indicative of the problem of narration and romance: how
flirtatious beginnings translate into a teleological narrative of courtship and when a
flirtation will actually be stricken from the record as actually never having really
happened at all. In the case of Wired Love, it is implied that if C turns out to be she, the
flirtation never happened, it is stricken from the record, a case of mistaken identities.
And although C does in fact turn out to be he, I want us to linger in the indeterminacy
the novel creates and think through the queer possibilities this technology could enable,
specifically putting telegraph operators in a situation where a romance with mystic dots
and dashes, mediated through the copper gleam of the sounding apparatus, could
enable a virtual erotic life that need not be reduced to knowable gender identities.
Sound was a crucial component in enabling queer virtual interactions over the
telegraphic network, and telegraph operators reading this novel would also hear the
sound that corresponds to the code as they read it. In order to understand the queer
228

uncertainties Morse communication enabled, we must understand more fully the
evolving history of the telegraph’s machinic parts. Samuel Morse initially designed the
telegraph with a register that recorded the telegraphic message onto paper, which
would later be translated. Over time, telegraphers realized they could skip this
intermediary step by “sound reading” the long and short dots and dashes that were
transmitted as the message came in (Menke 983). Operators and telegraph enthusiasts
experienced a marked shift in their bodily relationship to the way Morse had initially
designed the machine. As N. Kate Hayles notes,
The main development from the 1840s to the 1860s was not technological but
physiological: operators discovered they could translate the signals directly, without the
necessity of copying down dits and dahs and having a copyist translate the code into
letters. Although reluctant to abandon the printed record provided by the tape, telegraph
officials were persuaded by the savings in time and money to adopt the new system.
Shortly thereafter the ‘sounder’ was invented, facilitating sound reception by amplifying
the signals into short (dit) and long (dah) bursts of sound (127, 128).

The dits and dahs are synonymous with the more commonly known “dots and dashes”
of the Morse Code, but the dit and dah more closely resembled the material sounds
while the dots and dashes more accurately described the graphical component of the
language, as seen throughout this chapter. The sounder revolutionized how operators
related to the technological apparatus, where “sound receiving” now “became as easy as
listening to natural‐language speech” and “sound was transmitted into word
impressions automatically” (128). Hayles also notes in her thorough history of
telegraphic code the example of a woman who worked on receiving Morse code signals
229

to decrypt German Enigma transmissions during World War II “who reported she heard
Morse code everywhere—in traffic, noise, bird songs, and other ambient sounds” (128).
The introduction of the sounder altered the relationship between operator and
telegraph apparatus, which effectively created these talking machines and a new
language that infused their social worlds beyond the office, like the woman who hears
Morse in the material world that surrounds her. The sounder was often described as a
tongue, which makes the genre of the telegraphic romance all the more titillating. Laura
Otis explains, the receiver has been described as “an experienced operator” that “could
understand incoming messages just by listening to the sounder and constructing
meaning from the clicks as one would from a human voice” (Otis 183). A 1925
advertisement for Western Electric likens the copper wires of the telephone to a “metal
tongue millions of miles long” (Figure 75). In this case, the lingual metaphor especially
suited a device that transported voices across its lines. In the advertisement, the
telephone wires are the prosthetic tongues, whereas in the telegraph office the sounder
itself was often compared to a tongue, rather than the copper wires themselves but the
metaphor of the tongue and disembodied communication endured.
When N and C flirt with one another via the telegraphic network they are
engaging in a kind of aural erotics via the Morse code that enters their ears from the blips
of the sounder’s tongue. I use the term aural to call attention to a queer kind of sex that is
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produced, akin to cunnilingus but distinguished by the physical distance between
tongue and ear. Tongues do not touch genitalia; they enter the ear, an orifice that is free
of sexually differentiated characteristics. In these exchanges, the knowledge of one’s sex
and gender may be desired, but it is not essential. C’s unsexed Morse freely enters
Nattie’s ear for quite some time, and in those moments when Nattie continually
wonders if C is a man or a woman, the answer does not really matter. The question itself
incites arousal. Aural erotics also calls attention to the Spiritualist elements embedded in
these flirtations as the word “aura” suggests. Much of the queer potentiality of this
technology is rooted in the Spiritualist thrust of the novel that refers to C as Nattie’s
“invisible friend” and calls Morse code “mystic letters.”
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Figure 75: “A Metal Tongue Millions of Miles Long.” Western Electric Advertisement.
Scientific American. (August 1925): 74.
232

Clem and Nattie eventually meet up successfully amidst mix‐ups and confusions
that involve the fellow telegraphist who has heard their exchanges over the wire, and in
the online dating slang of the twenty‐first century, “catfishes” Nattie by pretending to be
Clem. Once this confusion is remedied, Clem relocates to the boarding house in which
she lives to be near Nattie, and they string telegraphic wires between their rooms so that
they may continue to communicate telegraphically at all hours of the day. The novel
ends in what appears to be a traditional nineteenth‐century culmination, with N and C’s
engagement. Questioning the queer potentiality of the novel, Mark Goble explains that
N’s desire for the ambiguously gendered C is “something of a red herring,” precisely
because their “inevitable narrative of marriage does not so much drive the mediated
romance of Nattie and Clem as try its best to clean up the mess of unspecified pleasures
left behind by ‘N’ and ‘C’,” what he calls the “fugitive pleasures of technology” (410).
The heteronormative marriage plot comes to fruition when the landlady Miss
Kling learns a telegraphic wire has been strung between Nattie’s room and the room
Clem shares: “‘It concerns me to know what kind of people I have in my house! …Yes! I
found a wire, and know where it leads! Into the room of two young men. That any
young woman should be so immodest as to establish telegraphic communication
between her bed‐room and the bed‐room of two young men is beyond my
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comprehension!’” (245). Miss Kling expresses her horror over the technological
communion between an unmarried couple that is happening under her roof.
Amidst the tumult and accusations, Clem grabs the telegraph key and proposes
to Nattie via the wire, so that only she can hear. Notably, Nattie does not require a
sounder to communicate her response:
As these words in dots and dashes came to her ears, Nattie, forgetting Miss Kling,
forgetting everything, except that she loved Clem, and Clem declared—could it be
possible—that he loved her…then their eyes met, and neither words or dots or dashes
were needed. Love, more potent than electricity, required no interpreter, and that most
powerful of all magnets drew them together. (250‐251)

A pivotal moment in the novel, Nattie and Clem channel the “natural” electrical
attraction between man and wife to communicate their love without the aid of a
telegraphic apparatus. After Nattie signals with her eyes that she accepts the proposal,
Clem announces to Miss Kling: “I cannot allow you to annoy Miss Rogers, the lady who
is to be my wife! …and if she and I choose to have twelve telegraphs wired, we will!”
(251). The heteronormative couple ultimately must re‐embody themselves and do away
with the wires that string their love together. In other words, their love must be “pure”
and “unalloyed,” an obvious nod to the unnecessary metallic wires that structured their
love: now is the time for the so‐called natural heterosexual love of bodies and flesh, with
no need any longer for technological apparatuses in between. Notably, Nattie’s response
to Clem’s statement that their love must become normative now is “half‐laughing” and
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“half‐serious” and answered with a mere O.K., itself a slang term that is used over the
wire to demonstrate a kind of resistance even in her acquiescence.
Goble may be skeptical of any real subversiveness of N’s flirtations with an
unknown gender, calling it mere “homoerotic prattle” that indicates a “narrative
possibility that will obviously not turn out, tantalizing about precisely what will not
happen” but his reading ignores the lingering queerness of the telegraphic apparatus at
the end (409). While Clem and Nattie’s exchanges are now kosher because of their
engagement, the naughtiness of their telegraphic communication still remains when
Clem responds in the passage I have quoted, that as a married couple they may do
whatever it is they like and if twelve telegraphs were to satisfy their love making, why,
they have the right as any married couple does. Despite the allusion to a bedroom life
that could involve any number of apparatuses, the novel must end with a renunciation
of this wired love that has linked the two of them from the beginning:
‘Very well,’ replied Clem, as he laughed and kissed her, regardless of the spectator. ‘I am
quite content to make love like common mortals […and I hope, my darling Nattie that
we are done now with all ‘breaks and ‘crosses,’ as we are with Wired Love. Henceforth
ours shall be the pure, unalloyed article, genuine love!’ And Nattie, half‐laughing, half‐
serious, but wholly glad, took the key and wrote, ‘O.K.’

While the novel resolves the ambiguity in the heteronormative plot that will
ultimately ensue, it does not undo the queer desires of Nattie and Clem that draw them
to a mediating sexual device. Nattie and Clem after all still hold onto this apparatus
even when they finally meet and are living in the same boarding house—they link their
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rooms to each other via a telegraph so that they can chat privately with one another.
During this period, Clem becomes aware of Nattie’s internal restlessness over the now
embodied Clem: “But yet—she sometimes felt that a certain something that had been on
the wire was lacking now; that Clem, while realizing all her old expectations of ‘C,’ was
not exactly what ‘C’ had been to her” (170). Clem picks up on Nattie’s dissatisfaction by
telling her, “’It is nicer talking on the wire, isn’t it?” and swiftly devises a plan to link
their rooms via a telegraphic apparatus. (173). In Nattie’s room “they placed the
instruments on a small shelf put up for the purpose, just outside her closet” and ran “the
wire through the closet into the hall outside, and thence along, so close to the wall that it
was not noticeable, except to those who knew” (178).
And for a novel that seems to end with the elimination of technological
mediation from the heteronormative sex life of a soon‐to‐be married couple, it curiously
ends in Morse (Figure 76). The reader is informed that if they would like to know what
Clem keys to Nattie during these final moments before she stops him, here is the
message “_ _ .. .. __ .. _ _ __ . / _.. ._ …__ .. _. _ _ . /_ _ …. ._ _ .. ._. .,”(256).30 . Those
mystic letters must have the last word; readers unfamiliar with the presented language
must translate it on their own using Morse charts, within a novel that begins and ends in

30

The novel does not decode the message‐‐ “My little/Darling/My wife”—for the reader.
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code. Clem and Nattie may claim to be done with the language, but readers are never
entirely privy to the secret world of their love message.
The centrality of their love story to the telegraphic apparatus suggests that some
measure of uncertainty fuels their romance; perhaps, then, this is not the typical
heteronormative love plot. The novel proposes an erotics of this mystic code and the
telegraphic apparatus, which is uniquely suited to disembodying the lovers even as they
communicate nearly instantaneous messages. It is the continued disembodying aspect of
their relationship, long after they finally meet, that makes their relationship enter the
land of the not entirely heterosexual. The two are capable at the end of communicating
through touching and stroking, and yet they choose to disembody themselves. Their
continued attraction to this technology may signal a nostalgia for the titillating quality of
uncertainty of the telegraph’s e aural erotics. Much like the spirit mediums who facilitate
communication between the world of the living and the dead, the telegraphic apparatus
mediates a sexual connection between the characters of Wired Love. The telegraphic
apparatus functions as a sex aid that remaps the sexuality of the body by offering
alternative forms of sensual communion to heterosexual coitus.
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Figure 76: Thayer, Ella Cheever. Wired Love: A Romance of
Dots and Dashes (1880). pg 256.
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Thomas Edison similarly articulated both the importance of the clicking
language, the sounder, and the eroticization of Morse during and after his courtship
with his second wife. Like Thayer, her characters, and James’s Lady Telegraphist, Edison
began his career as a masterful telegraph operator. In his diary, he recounts how his
deafness gave him an advantage in the telegraph office:
I had found that my deafness did not prevent me from hearing the clicking of a telegraph
instrument when I was as near to it as an operator always must be. From the start I found
that deafness was an advantage to a telegrapher. While I could hear unerringly the loud
ticking of the instrument…I became rather well‐known as a fast operator, especially at
receiving” (48).

But he also expounds on how his deafness helped him in romancing: “Even in my
courtship my deafness was a help. In the first place, it excused me for getting quite a
little nearer to her than I would have to if I hadn’t had to be quite close in order to hear
what she said. If something had not overcome my natural bashfulness I might have been
too faint of heart to win. And after things were actually going nicely, I found hearing
unnecessary” (54). He reveals how in his romance with his second wife his telegraphic
acumen became bound up with their desire for one another:
My later courtship was carried on by telegraph. I taught the lady of my heart the Morse
code, and when she could both send and receive we got a long much better than we
could have with spoken words by tapping our remarks to one another on our hands.
Presently I asked her thus, in Morse code, if she would marry me. The word ‘Yes’ is an
easy one to send by telegraphic signals, and she sent it. If she had been obliged to speak it
she might have found it harder. Nobody knew anything about many of our
conversations on a long drive in the White Mountains. If we had spoken words, others
would have heard them. We could use pet names without the least embarrassment,
although there were three other people in the carriage. We still use telegraphic code at
times. When we go to hear a spoken play she keeps her hand on my knee and telegraphs
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the words the actors use so that I know something about the drama though I hear
nothing of the dialog” (Edison 54‐55).

Edison teaches his love of Morse code because he prefers communicating by the
intimate exchange of fingertips tapping on palms, particularly in public, where they can
flirt without anyone being the wiser. In doing so, they bypass the noise of the social
realm and can communicate without the policing of their love and passion in the public
sphere. Their finger tapping creates an invisible world of communication that exists
outside of the social world—it is a language of another world where social strictures do
not impede communication. Like Clem in Wired Love, Edison proposes to his wife via
Morse, and the language structures their romantic life. Perhaps because of his deafness,
Edison found the ability to remap romantic exchanges through taps on the hand
especially empowering. While Edison’s erotic life was less structured by the ear because
of his deafness, both telegraphic sounder and Morse code illustrate how we might re‐
map our conception of what sex or erotic interaction might actually look like,
specifically, when we think about how technology might mediate sexual arousal and
flirtation. The sounder in particular demonstrates the ways in which the bodies can be
sensually linked even as they are separated spatially from one another via the auditory
sense. In this case, the technological apparatus, the code itself, and the ear all become
eroticized.
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Much of Technologies of Illusion focuses on the way visual technologies such as
stereographs, spirit, and scientific photography retain enchantment even in the wake of
modernity. But enchantment is not simply tied to the visual. The word is derived from
the Latin incantare, which means to chant or sing. My dissertation fittingly ends with the
enchanted qualities of both the sound of Morse code and the graphical notations that
cloak the words themselves.
While Wired Love may in its final pages reject the place of the technological
apparatus in the marital bedroom, the novel archives a plethora of ways the telegraph
provided non‐normative sexual outlets for heterosexual relationships and queer
communication over anonymous telegraph lines. As I have shown in this chapter,
telegraphic communication was imagined alongside and with spiritualist
understandings of the world. Telegraphic communication in both novels build
alternative worlds where the norms of the social world dissolve and allow for other
ways of interacting, like the rare peek Lady Telegraph has into the complex world of the
aristocracy and the queer interactions that Thayer’s novel makes room for, even within
the context of heteronormative coupling.
I end this dissertation with Spiritualism’s deviant sexualities to show how
Spiritualism does not simply “queer” or estrange disenchanted history, rather its
artifacts often contain traces of gender and sexualities that defy norms. The bulk of this
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dissertation then theorizes Spiritualism as a vast web of queer objects that exceed the
normative histories disenchanted modernity offers, including but not exclusive to
alternative histories of gender and sexuality. Unlike Thayer’s codes that can ultimately
be cracked, Spiritualist archives will always retain the sense of the riddle within them
because these deviant objects do not subscribe to normative scholarly methodologies.
They are inherently evasive and uncertain objects, and as such scholars of Spiritualism
must develop alternative methods of excavation that rely on novels, photographs, and
supernatural testimonies to uncover the archives that will never be solved.
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