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Abstract

In recent years, the study of spiritualism and & has been proposed as a key to
understand the political, social and cultural issoenineteenth-century America. While the
position of spiritualism’s supporters has beensthigiect of most accounts, however, sources
that critically questioned the spiritualist clailmsve been usually left aside. In this article, |
will rely on this extremely rich body of sources,drder to understand how the debate about
spiritualism played an essential role in the shgyoihsceptical perspectives in nineteenth-
century America. Focusing in particular on antirspalist performances played on the stage
by professional magicians and on psychologicalimgg that questioned the phenomena of
the spiritualist seances, | will argue that in botimtexts the ‘spirit medium’ came to be
understood as a performer, and the sitters asapextAs a critical reading of texts such as
film theory pioneer Hugo Munsterberg’s 1891 ‘Psylolgy and Mysticism’ may suggest, the
exposure of spiritualist trickery shaped a discewns perception and sensorial delusion that

anticipated in many ways later debates on cinensatctatorship.

Introduction

In the last few decades, the rise and evoluticth@f®piritualist movement in nineteenth-
century America has been the subject of a growitemtion® However, while the position of
spiritualism’s supporters has been the subjectasdtraccounts, sources that critically

guestioned the spiritualist claims have been radgtileft aside. In the last half of the


https://core.ac.uk/display/288374648?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Natale 2

nineteenth century, in Northern America as weihaSurope, scientists of the calibre of
Mendeleev, Carpenter and Faraday, celebrated stagiians such as Houdini and Harry
Kellar and eminent psychologists such as Hugo Miibstg attended seances, wrote essays,
gave conferences, directed scientific commissior@wder to unmask and explain what they
called the ‘spiritualist humbug’. These anti-spialist efforts represent an extremely rich
corpus of sources, whose significance this ariridlends to restore.

Significantly, the most relevant exceptions totéredency of leaving aside the anti-spiritualist
discourse came from fields involved in the studyistial culture, such as art and
photography history. Both Jennifer Mnookin and Jemiucker have acknowledged how the
rise in the 1860s of spirit photography, a spitigigractice that involved the uncanny
appearance of images of dead persons on a phologpte, resulted in a debate that
guestioned the value of photography as a juridigadence and a scientific means (Mnookin
1998; Tucker 2005). Moving from this perspectivecivel Leja linked the raising of doubts
around the objective status of photography witluiaiper of deceptive practices that were in
use in end-of-the-century America, focusing in jgatar ontrompe I'ceilpainting (Leja

2004). As these works contribute to demonstratth thie growing of popular concerns on
trickery and frauds, the capacity to exercise atsca perspective became central in turn-of-
the-century American visual culture. The possipitit perceptual delusion involved means
that before were widely regarded as objective, iketography itself (Orvell 1989), and
intersected with fields such as advertisement, [@oguess, and show business. As Leja put
it, ‘the visible world was becoming an enchantealmewhere fantasy and reality were
difficult to distinguish’ (Leja 2004: 4). In thigtécle, the link between anti-spiritualist
criticism and these concerns will be underlinedyrider to understand how the debate on the
‘spirit message’ played a role in the shaping efptical perspectives in nineteenth-century

America. Rather than focusing on photography aedsthl image, | will stress how anti-
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spiritualist criticisms involved the discussiontbie capacity of audiences of spectacular
entertainments to distinguish between reality dndion. Thus, | will argue that the debate
around spiritualism anticipated questions thattiedoe central for the discussion of cinematic
spectatorship. After having sketched the main asyumand the rhetorical means used by the
opponents of spiritualism in nineteenth-century Aigee | will particularly focus on two

types of spiritualist exposés — as anti-spirituaigosures were often called during the
nineteenth century — on the one side, anti-spirguperformances played on the stage by
professional magicians, and on the other, psyclhcdbwritings that questioned the
phenomena of the spiritualist seances. In bothestsitthe spirit medium came to be
understood as a performer, and the sitters asapextaddressing questions of spectatorship
and visual competence. Analysing texts such astfileory pioneer Hugo Minsterberg’s
‘Psychology and Mysticism’ (1899a), | will thus etis how the exposure of spiritualist
trickery shaped a discourse on perception and sahdelusion that mirrored in many ways

the characterization of spectatorship in contemyoresual entertainment, such as cinema.

‘A moral duty’: Exposing mediumship in nineteenth-century America

Following most spiritualist sources, the first digery of a spirit’s attempt to communicate
with the living took place in Hydesville, a smailln in the state of New York. During the
first months of 1848, the Fox family, living in adse that had a reputation of being haunted,
was unsettled by the mysterious noises by whiclspi of a dead contacted the two
younger daughters, Kate and Margaret Fox, who yustenine and twelve years old at that
time. According to this narrative, a kind of foundimyth for the spiritualist movement, the
Fox sisters are thus the first spiritual mediumkisfory. Although ghost stories and spirit
messages are surely much older than this, durméptlowing decades spiritualism became a

widespread and relatively cohesive movement, witlydad of circles, journals, associations
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and mediums, in the United States and abfoad.

The exposure of spiritualist phenomena is as slshéitualism itself. Popular press
and publications reported, discussed and oftentiquesl the reliability of spiritualist claims.
As early as 1853, for instance, a booklet inforrtredr readers about the deceiving character
of ‘spirit-rappings’: ‘Nothing is more easy thandeceive completely, by calling the attention
of persons present to sounds from a certain paositiairection, while in reality the sounds
are made elsewhere and in a remote quarter’ (P& 43). The Fox sisters were
themselves the object of several exposeés, in @ staepeated exposures and counter-
exposures that culminated in their confession, ntegddoy theNew York Heraldn 24
September 1888, that the mysterious spirit rapsblead actually produced by a voluntary
movement of their feet’s joints and toes. Shouhgf, Reuben Briggs Davenport published a
book titledThe Death-Blow to Spiritualisntelling ‘the true story of the Fox sisters’ wih
stated confession of the two mediums, in the hbpe‘the world will now form its ultimate
conclusion upon this flagrant and audacious systehumbuggery’ (1888: 13). His book was
reprinted several times, up to the recent yeaishisudefinitive’ exposure had to be neither
the last, nor the most effective one. Shortly aftez Fox sisters returned to spiritualist
mediumship, refusing to confirm the authenticityttegir confession.

Although the ‘spiritualist madness’ soon sprea&toope and to other parts of the
world, in the nineteenth century it was usually emrstiood as something eminently American.
L. S. Forbes Winslow, editor dhe Journal of Psychological Medicine and Mental
Pathology informed his readers of the ‘religious insanthat still kept being professed
despite ‘the many exposures of collusion, self-ggoa, and imposture in connection with
the so-called “spirit-mediums™ (1877: 5), assegtithat ‘America is to blame for the
propagation of these spiritualistic views’ (p. [f) fact, explained the British psychologist,

‘this form of delusion is very prevalent in Amerj@nd the asylum contain many of its
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victims; nearly ten thousand persons having gosana on the subject are confined in the
public asylum of the United States’ (p. 6). Accoglio Winslow, the number of spiritualist
believers in the United States amounted to a miljist five years after spiritualism had been
in existence. Although, given spiritualism’s ladkrecognized leadership and organic
protocols, it is quite difficult to estimate theta&l number of the spiritualist believers, other
sources gave even higher estimates, such as 8mAlinericans at least peripherally engaged
with the movement by the 1850s and over 11 milbgrihe 1870s (Moore 1972: 481).

The strategies used by spiritualists to rejetitism followed well-established
patterns. Quite often, spiritualist supporters oesied to the exposure of dishonest mediums
claiming that the fact that some of them were sieks demonstrated neither the fallacy of
their doctrine nor the dishonesty of other mediuniis, in an 1860 edition of tt&piritual
Magazine an editor was keen to point out that ‘an impqsioa thousand impostors, [...]
will not remove a single fact’ (cited in Lamont 2D@99). Another way to question their
opponents was to oppose their spiritual approatheanaterialism of others. In an address
delivered before the National Spiritualist Assaciatin 1895, for instance, a speaker that
defined himself as a man of science distinguishedrhaterial’ from the ‘psychic’ science,
arguing that ‘accumulated facts in the domain efgiritual, which cry aloud to heaven for
recognition and appreciation, outweigh those oftematgiving birth to what he called ‘the
everlasting shame of materialistic scientists’ @ad896: 7). Despite the alleged refusal of
materialism, however, spiritualists gave the utniogtortance to the collecting of empirical
and supposedly scientific evidence of spirit comioation. The involvement in the
spiritualist movement of scientists such as thenemti British chemist William Crookes, who
in 1861 had discovered the element thallium, wapeatedly pointed as supporting what was
frequently called the ‘spiritualist science’. Mowen, the use of photography and of a number

of other recording devices, measuring among otiiegs the movements of the table during
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the seance, was frequently underlined in ordeetaahstrate the objectivity of spirit
phenomend.

The importance of maintaining a sceptical pergpe was evoked again and again, by
the opponents of the movement as well as by théwggdists themselves. In a somehow
paradoxical way, the latter used to understand sebras as sceptics, too. In an article
published inThe North American Review spiritualist recalled in this way the circunmstas
that brought him to embrace his faith: ‘such wasskegpticism, however, that months elapsed
before accumulating evidence compelled me to cenfesfull satisfaction’ (Newton 1888:
663). Quite often, spiritualists firmly attackeas$e of them who had been exposed as
fraudsters. Daniel Douglas Home, one of the mdsbcated spirit mediums, who had been
giving seances in Britain and in the United Staliesng the 1860s and 1870s, wrote a book,
Lights and Shadows of Spiritualig877), that could be reasonably listed amongrbst
relevant anti-spiritualist writings. In reportingnamber of cases of trickery, however, Home
punctually distanced his authentic mediumship fthetrickery of those fraudsters. Others,
like the group of intellectuals that gathered abthre British Society for Psychical Research
(SPR) and its American analogue, rejected the slaihthe spiritualists only to concentrate
on more ‘scientific’ phenomena, such as the stuidglepathy and clairvoyance. Following
this pattern, the 1886 repd?hantasms of the Livingrguably the most influential
publication of the British SPR, attempted to explspirit phenomena by evoking a telepathic
contact with persons who were still in life, rattiean with the spirits of the dead (Gurney et
al. 1962).

Among straighter exposures of the spiritualltpomena made by insiders, a
particularly effective one waRevelations of a Spirit Mediymwhere the anonymous author,
presented in the preface as ‘a “working” mediumthar last twenty years’ who ‘is not

guessingor theorizingin what he has written’ (A Medium 1891: 3, empkasioriginal),
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went so far as to openly stress the rivality betwaediums and stage magicians, who
explicitly performed tricks for entertaining pur@ss ‘the “medium” has no apparatus, or, if
he has, it cannot be found, and he gives his “&&ini strange rooms, with but a few
minutes of preparation.’ This superiority in thé @frtrickery, the author suggested, made of
the spiritual medium a veritable ‘artist of hisdirfp. 17).

Authors of anti-spiritualist writings regarddgemselves as virtuous defenders of the
victims of the mediumistic humbug. Thus, an M.Eridaexposing phenomena such as
clairvoyance, trance-speaking and materializatioitended to make ‘a warning and guide to
the innocent and over-credulous young men’ (1888nvH0 were ‘a ready prey for the
unscrupulousdic] and inhuman professional practitioner of legerdemwho cruelly, out of
the most tender ties, feelings, and emotions ofdrubosoms, make a harvest and find a
ready spoil’ (p. 36). Spiritualist mediumship wasdguently evoked in relation to fears about
financial frauds and swindles. The fact that mediwsed to ask money for conducting their
seance was emphasized over and over, and exptiottigected with other forms of pecuniary
abuse, such as those practised by confidence rhermdney was not absent in the
symbolism of a spiritualist seance: the phenomepargenced may include the temporary
disappearance of a wallet or other objects frontt@r's pocket.

P.T. Barnum, who pioneered some of the entenigiand advertising techniques of
modern show business, was himself an author ofsaitualist writings. In his 186%he
Humbugs of the Wor]dvhich was intended to be an exposure of deceptiodertaken in
several fields, such as science, literature andeimeg he dedicated a large space to the
exposure of spiritual seance. After having expldihew spiritualism had artfully started with

the Fox family’s lucrative humbug, Barnum arguealth

An aptitude for deception is all the capital thagtesison requires in order to
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become a ‘spirit-medium’; or, at least, to gain teputation of being one.
Backing up the pretence to mediumship with a shb®omething mysterious,
is all-sufficient to enlist attention, and insuhe tmaking of converts. (1865:

61)

Quite predictably, Barnum focused on the underlyngnomical reasons that had to be found
under the activity of probably every medium, anigi@d high rewards to the spiritualists who
could demonstrate their claims following deceptmoef conditions.</UIP>

Among the figures most involved in the exposafrepiritualist phenomena, stage
magicians played a particularly relevant role atend of the century. Under the auspices of
French clockmaker Robert-Houdin, the greatest niagicf every time according to many
popular histories of magic, conjuring had beconpepular entertainment practice in the
second half of the nineteenth century. Magicianthisfkind were technically skilful stage
performers, whose sketches included the use ofalpliusions, magic lanterns, automata,
mechanical effects, electricity and, later, eaittp$ (Barnouw 1981; Solomon 2006). Anti-
spiritualist shows, usually advertised as ‘spilisiaxposé’, were soon inserted in the
repertoires of stage magic: John Henry Andersorm, bdsides Robert-Houdin is considered
one of the founders of modern magic, started t@sgspiritualist humbugs as early as 1855.
However, this kind of spectacle became particulamnigortant in coincidence of the growing
success of two mediums, the Davenport brotheradm Ira Erastus and William Henry
Davenport, who toured America from the late 185t later moved to Britain, explicitly
presented their spirit seance to large audiencaskasl of show. Their performances seem to
have exerted a great fascination among stage @sjulohn Nevil Maskelyne, probably the
leading stage magician in late-nineteenth-centuraid, started his career with a stage

exposure of the Davenport brothers’ spirit cabiRetcalling its first contacts with
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spiritualism, Maskelyne wrote in 1891

| was able in a few months to reproduce evem it¢ the Davenports’ cabinet
and dark séance. So closed was the resemblaniee toiginal, that the
Spiritualists had no alternative but to claim usresst powerful spirit
mediums, who found it more profitable to deny tesistance of spirits.
(Weatherly 1891: 190)

Maskelyne’s 1876 booklodern Spiritualisrexplained in detail how the Davenports’ seance
effects were produced. The condition of darkness avee of the most important features of
how he described their seances: all their tricksevikept hidden from the audience, ‘either by
the cabinet doors being closed, or the gas indfidudrned down. To say the least, this
antipathy of “spirits” to the light is extremely fomtunate!’ (1876: 66). American magician
Harry Kellar was also influenced by the two mediuis was hired by the Davenports as an
assistant in 1868, and acquired much of his illistoskills during this apprenticeship. After
breaking his association with them, he specialinezh-stage exposés of spiritualist seance
tricks, which set attendance records in New Yoikgc{@nati and Chicago (Cook 2001: 199).
As cultural historian Simon During (2002: 71) pe&adtout, ‘what was magic show one night
could (without technical changes) be presentedsgsrdualist séance next night’. </UIP>

By the turn of the century, anti-spiritualistrfoemances had become an established
genre of magic show. Harry Houdini, the most popAlaerican conjurer of his time,
claimed in his 1924 Magician among the Spiriteat he had intended the exposure of
spiritualist tricksters as a moral duty (1924: Iree years later he donated to the Library of
Congress what he described as ‘one of the laripeaties in the world on psychic
phenomena, Spiritualism, magic, witchcraft, demoggl evil spirits, etc., some of the

material going back as far as 1489’ (cited in Salaca 1942: 325). This large collection is



Natale 10

revealing of how anti-spiritualist activities natlg played a part in his shows but were a sort
of obsession to him. As vaudeville historian AldeitLean suggested, even Houdini’'s
celebrated escape art may have originated in thveriperts’ spiritualist shows (McLean
1965: 157). In fact, the Davenport brothers useiktthemselves at the beginning of the
seance, in order to ensure the ‘spontaneity’ optienomena, and Maskelyne’s exposure of
their tricks already involved some kind of escapevs (Maskelyne 1876: 66).

Historians have given different interpretatiafishe involvement of magicians in anti-
spiritualist exposés. According to During, magicaould establish in this way an implicit
link with the supernatural, thus profiting from thmeteenth-century fascination for the
occultist world (2002: 71). However, their link Wwianti-spiritualism has probably also to do
with a particular strategy by which magicians, iogllattention to the existence of an audience
which did not recognize similar tricks as such @hters of a spiritualist seance), bound their
public in a relation of complicity, opposing thar#palists to the more sceptical spectators of
their own shows. Performing spiritualist exposésl-ef-the-century magicians played with
the contrast between scepticism and credulity,camyerted it into a spectacular practice.
The prosperity of this kind of shows was not onlygdo the appeal of deceptive practices but
also due to the fact that against their sceptpetttors, the paying public, they were
positing a credulous ‘other’: the spiritualist les#er. Thus, the call for a scepticism-driven
spectatorship has to be understood in relatiohdgossibility of being deceived that the
craze for spiritualist seances implied. In the mEadagraph, | will move to anti-spiritualist
criticism developed in the psychological field,arder to show how spiritualist sitters were

increasingly depicted as non-sceptical spectatotisis context, too.

Sensorial delusions: Spiritualism, psychology andpgctatorship

James Andrew§ he Psychology of Scepticism and Phenomenafisiiiished in Glasgow
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in 1874, is one of the books collected by Harry siauand now conserved at the Library of
Congress. In the first lines, the author definesvtlord ‘phenomenon’ as ‘that which appears
to be, but it is not what it appears’ (1874: 1)eTdroblem of perceptual delusion and its
consequences are the subject of his study: ‘Wedexeived, there is no blinking the fact. We
cannot look, listen, or move, without being deludsapearing to see, hear, or move, what we
neither see, hear, nor move’ (p. 2). A scepticaspective is pointed out as the prime solution
of this problem. Scepticism ‘does not deny thetexise of reality; it insists that we cannot
distinguish the reality from its appearance [...]Jefecism does not negate reality, it only
points triumphantly to its mocker, appearance-phemwn’ (p. 3).</UIP>

As Jonathan Crary (1990), among others, hasestied, the physiological study of
perception in the nineteenth century was hauntetthdydea of illusion and sensory
deception. Art historian Michael Leja has recedynonstrated how visual experience was
becoming a matter of ‘looking askance’ in turndoétcentury America: ‘at one, the aspects of
things in the world were recognized increasinglyleseptive; at the other, the human eye
was revealing a dull tool, inadequate to its tafkseeing had ever been a basis for believing,
it certainly was not now’ (2004: 1). In the lastddes of the century, some of the leading
American practitioners of a young and still unstadtience, psychology, developed a
discourse on deception, scepticism and creduldyanginated from a critical discussion of
the spiritualist claims. Probably influenced by nicgamns’ stage version of the spiritualist
tricks, this discourse took often the shape oflzatkeon spectatorship and on the spectator’s
liability to delusion. Following this perspectiibe medium was assimilated to the role of a
performer, and seance-sitters to a kind of audience

Among the writers of a ‘psychology of spiritisah’ was George Miller Beard, a U.S.
neurologist still remembered for having coinedtéren neurasthenia in 1869. In 1879 he

published an article imhe North American Revigewiming at furnishing a psychological
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explanation for phenomena such as trance, mediynasia spirit communications. Pointing
to ‘the unscientific state of the principle of esitte as derived from human testimony, that
made spiritism a possibility and a power in theselenn days’, he categorically asserted that
spirits ‘only dwell in the cerebral cells’ (18797)6 Beard explained the belief of sitters in
spiritual phenomena as a result of the emotioneitexent that characterized the seance
situation, to which he interestingly refers as fsrsse’:. ‘suspense is the strongest of human
emotions, and in an ordinasgancehe emotions are kept in constant suspense’ (6phasis
in original). Under this condition, the brain mayate objects accorded to what is repeated,
desired or apprehended: ‘the eye seeing whatksléar, the ear hearing what it wishes or
fears’ (p. 68). A psychologist, concluded Beard] hauch to gain in observing the way people
reacted to the alleged spiritual phenomena: ‘slism is, indeed, a precious mine of
psychology, the veins of which grow wider and rictie longer we work them’ (p. 77).
Another American neurologist, William Alexandéammond, underlined the
environmental condition that was customary in spaliseances, and produced in the sitters

false sensorial impressions or mind-created illsio

In the dark, or in the uncertain light of the moor of artificial illumination,
the liability to self-deception is very much incsed; and if, in addition to the
defect of light, there are continual sounds aneémtheans of engaging the
attention, it is exceedingly easy to induce semasaonfusion, and thus to

impose upon the intellect. (1870: 235)

This description of the influence of darknesgtmaudience recalls similar issues regarding
theatrical performances and, later, the cinemagctacle. Among other factors increasing the

opportunity of sensorial delusion, Hammond listedrdion, that when concentrated upon
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any particular thing or part of the body might l¢adrroneous perception, and the sleight of
hand: ‘the perfection to which this art is carrligdaccomplished performers is really
remarkable, and is much more wonderful than woelddal visitations of spirits’ (p. 241).

The most interesting text that investigatesitslism from a psychological
perspective is probably Hugo Miinsterberg’s ‘Psyofgland Mysticism’, published by the
Atlantic Monthlyin 1899. The German-born psychologist, who hadeddwe the United
States in order to undertake the direction of Halggpsychological laboratory, was probably
the most important psychologist of the Americandaoaia at the turn of the century.
Nevertheless, his scientific work is mostly forgottoday, perhaps also in consequence of his
efforts to stop America’s entry into World War | behalf of the Allies (Carroll 1988: 489).
However, his pioneering book on film theofy)e Photoplay: A Psychological Studyas
rediscovered in the 1970s by the psychoanalysesitwd film scholarship and is today
regarded as a classical work in film studies (Méristrg 1970).

Munsterberg was concerned by the unstable stgggychology as a scientific
discipline, which ‘on account of the many changeegecent years, have so far not had the
time to crystallize’ (cited in Bruno 2009: 91). Thkeged link between psychology and
paranormal phenomena or psychical research wathddtlarvard professor, one of the
obstacles that had to be overcome by American péyglsts for acquiring the status that
they deserved within the scientific world. Therefarefusing conjectures that ‘experimental
Psychology treats of spiritualistic experiment#gd in Bruno 2009: 97) was an urgent task
to him. In ‘Psychology and Mysticism’, as well asTihe PhotoplayMunsterberg attempted
to apply psychology to issues of public interestider to stress the practical importance of
this young science. The two texts share the saswdtical background, which pointed to the
interdependency of mind and body. In an articlelighbd in an 1899 edition &ciencewith

the title ‘The Physiological Basis of Mental Liféhe Harvard scientist had thus summarized
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his view: ‘every sensation without exception is gibjogically an innervation sensation, as it
must have reached some degree of vividness tosyshologically at all’ (1899b: 446). His
exposure of mysticism, defined as ‘the belief ipesmatural connection in the physical and
psychical world’ (1899a: 67), found an inherentifisation in this framework. In fact,
Munsterberg refused every depiction of psycholdgictvities that were described as
independent from physiological processes. Cohefergl grounded his refusal of psychic
phenomena such as telepathy in the need for aqattysediation between the transmitter and
the receiver: ‘the psychologist insists that eyagyception of occurrences outside of one’s
own body and every influence beyond one’s orgamsarst be intermediated by an
uninterrupted chain of physical processes’ (p. 880, spiritualism had to be rejected by the
psychologist as ‘the most repulsive claim of mystic (p. 84) because it rested upon a
psychical influence accomplished without physiotadiintermediation.

Munsterberg’s exposure of spiritualism did alsdude a link between seance-sitting
and spectatorial experience. Discussing the reagsbgpdie avoided spiritualist seances, the

German-born psychologist compared them to a thegiirey:

It is not because | am afraid that they wouldkshay theoretical views and
convince me of mysticism, but because | considendignified to visit such
performances, as one attends a variety show, fasament only, without
attempting to explain them, and because | knowlteabuld be the last man to

see through the scheme and discover the trick.78p

It is interesting to note that his refusal okatting seances involved an acknowledgement of
his own vulnerability to the medium's humbugs. dmtcast with the majority of earlier anti-

spiritualist writings, that accorded to the scishé higher capacity of discerning truth from
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trickery, Munsterberg's text allowed the possipitdr him to be deceived by the mediums: ‘I
should certainly have been deceived by Madame Bikyathe theosophist, and by Miss
Palladino, the Medium. | am only a psychologist, amaletective’ (p. 78). Apparently,
although he claimed not to be afraid that a s@hsi seance ‘would shake my theoretical
views’ (p. 78), his knowledge of the mechanismbuhan perception did not seem enough
for MlUnsterberg to protect his senses from beirggidled. Some years later, however,
Munsterberg decided to accept the challenge oktkpsitualists that were asking him to
attend a seance under ‘test conditions’, and was\vad in one of the most celebrated
exposes of the early twentieth century: the unnmaséf the famous Italian medium Eusapia
Palladino, whom Miinsterberg caught while performartgck (1969: 117-48). However,
reporting the circumstances of this exposé, thev&tdrprofessor did not forget to mention
that any kind of person may be the subject of ainme'd deception. In fact, he reasoned, the
scientists are poor witnesses of these cases, thiegare trained through their lives to
breathe in an atmosphere of trust: ‘if there wepeadessor of science who, working with his
students, should have to be afraid of their makiragtical jokes or playing tricks on him, he
would be entirely lost’ (p. 121). In this way, Milegerg helped to explain to contemporary
readers how it was possible scientists such asamilCrookes or the French astronomer
Camille Flammarion had come to accept the spiigtialaim. It is interesting to note that this
point also shares some similarity with MUnstertsefigh theory. In fact, the idea that
everyone might be perceptually tricked and deluttedhich he referred in both his anti-
spiritualist essays, was also at the core of thedrscreen analogy in his work on cinema.
This theory inaugurated a tradition of scholarshifilm theory that remains influential even
today.</UIP>

Psychologist Norman Triplett dedicated one Yatar, in 1900, a long essay to the

‘psychology of conjuring deceptions’, comparing gpectatorial strategy used on the stage
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by magicians with those of spiritualist mediumsplgtt, who was teaching at Clark
University in Massachusetts at that time, arguedl tiagic tricks profited of the audience’s
emotional state: ‘were the spectator in an ordinaritical state he would know very well
that blowing on a card is not an adequate caustaonsforming it into another [...]. He is not
at his best intellectually. The rational elemenhiabeyance’ (1900: 497). A similar argument

was used by Triplett in the discussion of a spaligi seance:

It is difficult for the scientist to read himsétito the peculiar state of mind of
the ‘sitters’ who firmly believe that the spirit tfeir departed friends are really
with them in the room, and who, by having theielligence paralyzed by a
belief in the supernatural, are easy marks foctialatans who, despite
frequent exposures, are continually springing ugake advantage of human
frailty. Much of the effect is accounted for whér tmise en scéne’is held in
remembrance: everything is so disposed as to bomérto an atmosphere of
mystery. A darkened room; a circle of suggestiblgiects infecting each other,
and all strained to the highest pitch of vivid exjpdéion: their psychical centers
hyperaesthetically excited by the desire to ledntheir loved ones whose
images fill the mind, and whose actual presenéeltisThese are not
conditions conducive to sharp sight and logicabpment, but they make the
work of the medium easy. In this abnormal statthefsubjects the sensorial is
almost at the mercy of the preperceptive elememy. iistling noise is
attributed to spiritual agency; every light refiectis taken for a spirit form.

(pp. 487-88)

Here, the depiction of the environment, the ‘@aed room’, as a possible cause for
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sensorial delusion, coexists with the relevanadated to the ‘particular state of mind’ of

the sitters, ‘having their intelligence paralyzgdabbelief in the supernatural’. The contrast
between the credulity of these sitters and theewsagf Triplett’s writing, who should have
been able to rationally distinguish between realitd trickery, recalls the magician’s
complicity with its audience in performing an agpkitualist expose. Triplett's essay testifies
the intention of providing not only a rational eapation but also the intellectual resources to
distinguish between reality and illusion. His primaeferences were turn-of-the-century
magic handbooks such as Hopkik&gic: Stage lllusions and Scientific Diversions,
Including Trick Photographyl897). The number and diffusion of these publaai
demonstrates that such books were meant to benhpoa@uide for amateur magicians but
also a curiosity for readers interested in inqgjtine reasons of their own sensorial deception.
However, the fact that such tricks could be ratilgrexplained and understood did not mean
that the spectator could be immune to deceptioa.bEyginning of Triplett's essay, which
explores the ‘origins of conjuring’ from the ingtirof playing with perceptual deceptions in
animals and children (440-47), clearly fixes thderining reasoning of his work: anyone
can be and is deceived. Coherently, the admiskgtretverything happening on the stage
might be a trick was an explicit acknowledgementhefvulnerability of our senses. Relying
on magic literature for writing an essay on peraaptelusion, Triplett seems to share with
other contemporary psychologists the attempt ofatestrating how ‘we cannot look, listen,

or move, without being deluded’ (Andrews 1874: 2).

Conclusion
The analysis of anti-spiritualist criticism cadbtrtes to link the rise of a discourse on
scepticism and visual competence in late-nineteeatitury America with the exposure of

occultist theories and practices. In a historieiqu that was experiencing the spreading of
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increasingly complex advertising practices, drastinosformations in the urban environment
and the introduction of visual technologies suckiaema, the faculty to maintain a non-naif
perspective and to distinguish between reality dgexkption was being intensively called into
guestion. As others have shown (Cook 2001; Lejat28€niti 2002), a sceptical perspective
was central to visual practices such as magic sloowsmpe I'ceilpainting, which

experienced an unprecedented success in Amerigagdbese years. In connecting these
developments with anti-spiritualist literature sthairticle shows that the positing of a non-
sceptical counterpart, the spiritualist believeaisvan inherent and relevant part of the process
by which the fact that every spectator was suligsensorial deception was taken into
account.

A similar trajectory can be observed in othentaf-the-century spectacular practices,
and especially in early cinema. In particular, tbesequences of a discourse that inquired
spiritualism as a matter of scepticism and sperghip can be better understood by recalling
the ‘train-effect’ debate in film studies. One bétmost common narratives that appears in
connection with early cinema depicts the spectasrearfully reacting to the moving
images. Following this tradition, early audiencesig have in some cases temporarily
forgotten the fictional character of cinema: spertawould have screamed, or got up and run
away from the hall. Because this narrative was lsnannected with the image of an
oncoming train, Russian film historian Yuri Tsivianccessfully called it ‘the train effect’
(cited in Bottomore 1999: 177). Recent scholarsisipally agree about the fact that such
accounts have not to be taken literally. Howeviénoaigh they were at least in part
apocryphal, they do suggest something about earénta reception. In a widely cited essay,
Tom Gunning has put this cinema’s ‘myth of origmtonnection with visual entertainments
such as magic theatre, which challenged their apmstwith a ‘vacillation between belief

and incredulity’ (1989: 114-19).
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Much of late-nineteenth-century American fictitime works of Mark Twain in
particular, is inhabited by the figure of the urtatgéd bumpkin who takes theatrical
production literally, and thus mistakes deceptimnréality. Lisa Gitelman referred to this as
‘the narrative of the alien naif who mistakes milmegpresentation for reality’ (Gitelman
1999: 121). Such narratives were usually relatesbtaal, racial or sexual differences:
countrymen, savages and other peripheral groupgshwiere put in contrast with a more
informed and sceptical urban population. As manyehoted (Bottomore 1999; Gunning
1989), one of the peculiarities of the early traffect accounts is that the spectators who
reportedly panicked before the screen were usnallylescribed as urban audience, arguably
the most relevant public for early cinema. Cohdyenith the ‘narrative of the alien naif’,
countrymen, savages and madmen were reportedimdlsecommon victims of cinema’s
excess of realism. Many texts that criticized sritualist madness’ share a similar
perspective, implying that a sceptical observerldowt be tricked by mediums and accept
the spiritualist claims.

However, the analysis of scholarship such asdwiberg's ‘Psychology and
Mysticism’ suggests that the depiction of ingenuand non-sceptical viewers, the spiritualist
believers, did not always cover the fact that eseeywas vulnerable to sensorial delusion.
Increasingly, American psychologists were acknowileg that scepticism and culture were
not a sufficient protection against the fallacyaf senses. Even the psychologist had to
admit the possibility of being deceived. It is pably not a coincidence that Minsterberg
moved with apparent ease between film theory aaxposure of spiritualist phenomena.
Although he would have visited a spiritualist seanca movie theatre with the same
unshakable scepticism, the German scientist knatwirttboth cases his senses were going to
be deceived.
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