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Abstract 

 

The project "Sensational Spiritualism: The Study of 19th Century Reporting and Its 

Effect on the Spiritualist Movement" will explore sensationalism's effect on the Spiritualist 

movement in the United States from the mid-19th century through the 20th century. The project 

explores how sensationalism contributed to the movement's progression, which peaked during 

the 19th century due to the population's rising numbers and literacy rates. Newspapers are the 

bulk of the primary sources captured for the project, which depict the unique language and 

imagery that sensationalism brought forth, intriguing and influencing the interest of society, 

which directly impacted society's intrigue and interest in Spiritualism. Many scholarly 

interpretations of why the movement caught on so quickly and dissipated are discussed further in 

the project. 

The newspapers are in tandem with Spiritualism's historiography – its rise, fall, and 

resurgence in the 19th and 20th centuries. Scholarly secondary sources have been chosen to 

support the vast historiography of the movement. The newspapers will concur with the argument 

that the preferred choice of language and imagery that sensationalism became known for directly 

impacted the timeline and historiography of the movement. News agencies had a grasp and 

influence on society's attention and fascination – Crompton Burton calls it "sophisticated 

manipulation" - and this project strives to prove that these entities and tactics directly impacted 

their acceptance and eventual disinterest.1 

  

                                                           
1 6. Crompton Burton, “‘Despicable Journalism’: Sensationalism and the American Presidency in the 19th Century,” 
in Sensationalism: Murder, Mayhem, Mudslinging, Scandals, and Disasters in 19th century Reporting, ed. David B. 
Sachsman and David W. Bulla (New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), 106. 
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Introduction 

 

In 1888, Reuben Briggs Davenport wrote, “From such slight and trivial beginning came 

the great movement – great because of the number when it comprised and of the sensation which 

attended its progress – that for more than forty years has alternately surprised, puzzled, disgusted 

and amused the world.”1 The great movement referenced is Spiritualism, a religion founded on 

believing that the living could contact the dead in the afterlife. The movement made its way to 

the United States in the mid-1800s, with active scholarly debate on the exact year it started. The 

movement quickly gained traction and dissipated through the second half of the 19th century, 

sharing its fair number of skeptics. It then saw a resurgence during the 20th century, with a more 

scientific and philosophical approach, while trying to debunk its once-popular phenomenal 

practices. 

Scholars accredit Spiritualism’s rise, fall, and resurgence to times of mass casualties, 

such as the Civil War, the first World War, and the 1918 Spanish flu pandemic. They theorize 

that Spiritualism was a coping mechanism to deal with the loss of human life during these 

significant historical events. Emma Hardinge Britten, a leading figure of the Spiritualist 

movement, wrote: “that the [Civil] war added two million new believers to Spiritualism.”2 Other 

historians posit that Spiritualism’s reformist nature was attractive to a particular subsect of the 

populous that no longer felt compelled to adhere to stringent religious belief systems. In the 

journal article “Chief of a Nation of Ghosts: Images of Abraham Lincoln’s Spirit in the 

Immediate Post-Civil War Period,” Kimberly Kutz writes, “Many scholars have attributed the 

                                                           
1 Reuben Briggs Davenport, The Death Blow to Spiritualism, (New York: C.W. Dillingham Co., 1888), 16. 
2 Barbara Weisberg, Talking to the Dead: Kate and Maggie Fox and the Rise of Spiritualism (New York: Harper-
Collins Publishers, Inc., 2009), 211. 
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movement’s appeal among nineteenth-century Americans to a desire to resist Calvinist doctrine 

that consigned the souls of loved ones to eternal damnation.”3 The movement saw a spectrum of 

believers, practitioners, onlookers, and skeptics, with newspaper agencies there to capture it all. 

Sensationalism – a well-known journalistic tactic considered “the stock and trade of the popular 

mass media” and characterized by the dramatization of stories, a pointed use of colorful language 

and specific words and phrases, and detailed imagery – also became popular during the same 

timeframe as Spiritualism. The juxtaposition of the two creates an exciting dynamic; this project, 

discussed herein and showcased through an Omeka exhibit (link here), will show how the 

Spiritualist movement was portrayed and perceived by the public through sensationalism.4 

In exploring the effect of sensationalism on the Spiritualist movement, the project will 

answer the following questions: 

• What impact did the media have on the Spiritualist movement? 

• Was the media’s sensational coverage of the movement the catalyst for the rise of 

spiritualist practices in the United States in the years preceding and during the Civil 

War? 

• Did the media’s negative coverage impact and lead to the decline of the Spiritualist 

movement in the United States? 

                                                           
3 Kimberly N. Kutz, “Chief of a Nation of Ghosts: Images of Abraham Lincoln’s Spirit in the Immediate Post-Civil 
War Period,” The Journal of American Culture 36 (2): 113. 
4 John McLaren, “Sensational Spiritualism: The Study of 19th-Century Reporting and Its Effect on The Spiritualist 
Movement,” Omeka.net, accessed on January 4, 2023, Browse Exhibits · Sensational Spiritualism: The Study of 
19th-Century Reporting and Its Effect on the Spiritualist Movement (omeka.net). 
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• To what extent did media coverage of Spiritualism during and after World War I and 

during the 1918 Spanish flu pandemic play in its resurgence within the culture of the 

United States?5 

Based on the outlined research questions, the proposed research contends that: Media 

coverage of the 19th century was the catalyst for the rise and fall of the Spiritualist movement in 

the United States and was also a contributing factor to its resurgence in the early 20th century. 

The media’s distinct reporting style resonated with much of the population in the United States 

and was a facilitating agent of the movement during these historically significant moments in 

American history.6 The project will defend the outlined thesis through the enclosed chapters: 

Chapter 1, “Historiography,” will discuss the major trends and gaps within Spiritualism’s 

historiography and the literature that exists within it. This essay will make clear how the topic 

will add to this historiography. Chapter 2, “Methodology,” will dive a little deeper into the topic 

itself - specifically the lens(es) used, the research plan, the sources utilized, and the archive(s) 

accessed. Chapter 3, “Specialized Audience,” will focus on who the project is intended for and 

will be presented to. Chapter 4, “Project Planning and Historical Topic Research,” will explore 

how the project came together, including an overview of the topic and a detailed description of 

the project’s planning workflow. Chapter 5, “Recommendations and Ethical Considerations,” 

will ruminate on potential future research while also discussing the possibility of ethical 

concerns that could be borne out of the project (whether from the topic itself, unintended 

obstacles, the intended audience, or other aspects). Chapter 6, “Budgeting and Staffing 

Requirements,” will explore the costs associated with the public history project, including getting 

                                                           
5 John McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” (essay, Southern New Hampshire 
University, 2022), 3-4. 
6 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 4. 
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it started and maintaining it. The chapter will also discuss any need to examine grant proposals 

for the present or future. The conclusion will tie everything together in a comprehensive 

summary, recapping how the project contributed to the proposed thesis.  
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Chapter 1: Historiography 

 

To understand Spiritualism is to understand the lives of a sizable portion of American 

society, which makes this doctrine a significant and relevant cultural phenomenon. Spiritualism 

was one of the fastest-growing movements in the United States, arising from the Third Great 

Awakening, which included several religions still practiced today, such as Christian Science and 

Jehovah’s Witnesses. While Spiritualism is still practiced today, its practitioners have dwindled 

dramatically. Scholars attribute the rise of Spiritualism to the overwhelming death toll of the 

Civil War and depict how its practices were used as a coping mechanism to deal with the loss of 

loved ones. Scholars touch on a renewed interest in spiritualist practices during and after World 

War I, after a brief subdued period at the end of the 19th century. Newspapers played a pivotal 

role in perpetuating Spiritualism’s success and subsequent decline. Some mediums became high-

profile names across the country with the help of print media. While there have been assorted 

studies on sensationalism during its heyday, its application to the Spiritualist movement has not 

been reviewed and is a worthwhile topic.1 

The beginning of Spiritualism’s historiography focused primarily on its phenomenal 

aspects – “disintegrations of personality, genius, sleep, hypnotism, sensory automatism, 

phantasms of the dead, motor automatism, transpossession, and ecstasy.”2 This study would also 

include society’s fascination with those who engaged in these practices, such as the Fox sisters 

and their contributions to the movement whom some scholars have focused exclusively. As the 

movement’s popularity increased, so did the number of believers and followers. Mark A. Lause, 

                                                           
1 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 7. 
2 Review of Modern Spiritualism, A History and a Criticism, by Frank Podmore, The American Journal of 

Psychology, 14 no. 1 (1903): 116. 
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in his book Free Spirits: Spiritualism, Republicanism, and Radicalism in the Civil War Era, says, 

“By 1855 some spiritualists claimed 2 million believers, and the estimates continued up to 5 or 6 

million by 1860. Simultaneously, Spiritualist publications made more modest estimates by states, 

totaling 780,000 in 1857 and 1,537,000 by 1860. Either set of numbers would have made 

Spiritualism a significant force.”3 As the historiography progressed, scholars expanded the lenses 

through which they studied the movement. Multiple discussions and interpretations came out of 

these expansions. One interpretation focuses on the movement’s impact on society – emotional 

and cultural changes - during and after the Civil War. Another interpretation explored 

Spiritualism’s influence on sociopolitical subjects, notably Abraham Lincoln’s belief in 

Spiritualism, his family’s and administration, and the movement’s connection to reform. Reform 

movements such as abolitionism, secularism, and suffragism were supported by notable 

Spiritualists and emulated the same beliefs as the burgeoning Republican party. Sally Morita 

states, “In the middle of the nineteenth century, it became a subject of great interest in the United 

States. […] During the past few decades, historians have increasingly acknowledged this interest, 

partly because of the discovery that Spiritualism was linked with the impetus for reform.”4 As 

the study between reform and Spiritualism grew, so did studies of Andrew Jackson Davis and the 

philosophies of Spiritualism.5 

When the movement experienced its resurgence at the beginning of the 20th century, there 

was a renewed interest in its phenomenal practices. There was also increased skepticism towards 

the movement as it resurged, focusing on discrediting and debunking it. Harry Houdini was a 

                                                           
3 Mark A. Lause, Free Spirits: Spiritualism, Republicanism, and Radicalism in the Civil War Era, (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2016), Prologue. 
4 Sally Morita, “Unseen (and Unappreciated) Matters: Understanding the Reformative Nature of 19th-Century 
Spiritualism,” American Studies 40, no. 3 (1999): 99-100. 
5 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 8-9. 
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notable individual during this period of skepticism, “one of the best-known scoffers […] who 

spent a good part of his career medium-bashing.”6 Numerous articles and studies detail “the 

death blow to Spiritualism,” which was Margaret Fox’s “confession” on what happened during 

the spirit-rapping episodes that made the sisters famous.7 

The historiography of Spiritualism has been explored from numerous lenses and by 

several scholars; the study through the lens of sensationalism has yet to be uncovered. The topic 

does not alter the historiography of Spiritualism, but a new viewpoint is offered on how 

impactful the movement was on American society and culture. The union of Spiritualism and 

sensationalism allows scholars to explore the influence of newspapers and how they swayed 

public opinion. With “readers delighted in human interest and crime stories,” news agencies had 

a pulse on the time's social, cultural, and political events. As a result, sensationalism shaped the 

movement’s historiography and society’s changes in its belief and practice.8 

Spiritualism’s connection to reform is well-known. Lause concisely summarizes this 

when he states that politicians “always placed spiritualism alongside socialism, secularism, 

woman suffrage, diet reform, and other ‘isms,’ including abolitionism.”9 Studies concerning 

Andrew Jackson Davis, Modern Spiritualism, and the connection to reform are heavily spread 

throughout the historiography. There are multiple studies on the Fox sisters and other spiritualist 

mediums, their societal and cultural impacts on society, and how Spiritualism changed society’s 

views on grief, death, and religion. Kimberly Kutz goes into more detail on the societal changes 

on grief, death, and religion, as she explains: “Hopes for reunion with family members in the 

                                                           
6 4. Kenneth D. Pimple, “Ghosts, Spirits, and Scholars: The Origins of Modern Spiritualism,” in Out Of The 

Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural, ed. Barbara Walker (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1995), 81. 
7 Morning News, “Spiritualism’s Downfall,” The Morning News (Savannah, GA), October 24, 1888; McLaren, “9-1 
Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 9. 
8 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 9. 
9 Lause, Free Spirits: Spiritualism, Republicanism, and Radicalism in the Civil War Era, Prologue. 
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afterlife frequently brought the bereaved into Spiritualism’s fold. Many scholars have attributed 

the movement’s appeal among nineteenth-century Americans to a desire to resist Calvinist 

doctrine that consigned the souls of loved ones to eternal damnation.”10 

Sensationalism was on a parallel trajectory to Spiritualism during the 19th century. 

According to David W. Bulla and David B. Sachsman, “The 1830s saw the rise of the penny 

press when American journalism underwent a radical change. […] the freakish came to dominate 

local news coverage in the middle of the nineteenth century.”11 Sensationalism was used to sell 

more newspapers as the population and literacy rate increased. This created an increase in the 

number of persons indulging in newspapers and, thus, an increase in profits. As Bulla and 

Sachsman state, “Literacy in the United States was extraordinarily high throughout the 

nineteenth century, thus providing increasing audiences for American newspapers.”12 

Newspapers used a variety of topics, including the “unusual,” to generate revenue and influence 

public opinion. The Spiritualist movement became one of these sensational topics; with the 

movement’s strong connection to reform, sensationalism utilized the movement to “raise public 

consciousness and influence public opinion.”13 The incorporation of Spiritualism within 

sensational news stories significantly influenced the movement’s popularity almost as much as 

the individuals who firmly stood behind or vehemently opposed it.14 

                                                           
10 Kutz, “Chief of a Nation of Ghosts: Images of Abraham Lincoln’s Spirit in the Immediate Post-Civil War 
Period,” 113; McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 10. 
11 David W. Bulla and David B. Sachsman, “Introduction,” in Sensationalism: Murder, Mayhem, Mudslinging, 

Scandals, and Disasters in 19th century Reporting, ed. David B. Sachsman and David W. Bulla (New York: Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2013), XIX-XX. 
12 Bulla and Sachsman, “Introduction,” in Sensationalism: Murder, Mayhem, Mudslinging, Scandals, and Disasters 

in 19th century Reporting, XVIII. 
13 7. Jack Breslin, “Naughty Seeds of Sensationalism: Gossip and Celebrity in 19th century Reporting,” 
in Sensationalism: Murder, Mayhem, Mudslinging, Scandals, and Disasters in 19th century Reporting, ed. David B. 
Sachsman and David W. Bulla (New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), 117. 
14 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 10-11. 
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The topic would further emphasize the movement’s links to political, social, cultural, and 

economic issues during the 19th and 20th centuries. Lause reaffirms this with the statement, “The 

impact of spiritualism as a movement on the social and political course of the nation in a 

particularly critical period of American history merits reconjuring.”15 Sensationalism “insinuated 

itself into health issues, extreme weather, race, politics, and even the coverage of the natural 

world” for profit and growth as literacy continued to rise. This expanded to Spiritualism and the 

events and movements associated with it. More coverage of these events and movements meant 

an expansion of public opinion and discourse.16 Lause says, “Trial by committee reflected the 

civic mechanisms by which Americans then established a collective opinion. Any public meeting 

with such a purpose would appoint a committee to formulate resolutions or declare sentiments 

and return to the group with the results of their deliberations.”17 These discussions and 

committees would influence political decisions, candidacies, and various movements' progress, 

manipulating Spiritualism and sensationalism. The coverage and influence of newspapers on 

social, political, and cultural issues and the sway of public opinion and discourse still happens 

today.18 

There are a variety of debates surrounding Spiritualism. One such discussion centers on 

who started the movement in the United States. Most scholars believe that the Fox sisters and the 

“Rochester Knockings” in 1848 were the start of the movement. Some works within the 

historiography, such as R. Laurence Moore’s In Search of White Crows and Howard Kerr’s and 

Charles Crow’s The Occult in America: New Historical Perspectives, are on the Fox sisters’ side 

                                                           
15 Lause, Free Spirits, Prologue. 
16 Bulla and Sachsman, “Introduction,” XX. 
17 Lause, Free Spirits, Prologue. 
18 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 11. 
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of the debate. Other scholars, like Robert W. Delp, argue that Andrew Jackson Davis, “The 

Father of Modern Spiritualism,” was a more considerable influence and was the start of the 

movement due to his self-proclaimed healing abilities.19  

David Chapin’s Exploring Other Worlds: Margaret Fox, Elisha Kent Kane, and the 

Antebellum Culture of Curiosity explores the Fox sisters and the “culture of curiosity” their spirit 

rappings created during the 19th century.20 Scholars investigating the Fox sisters and their 

contributions to Spiritualism may find these works fascinating but limited. Chapin’s study, 

especially the movement’s decline in 1888, is a thrilling social view of Spiritualism. The lens 

from the lives of Margaret Fox and Elisha Kent Kane is narrow and may exclude other 

influences that could have contributed to the movement’s downfall. The same may be said for 

Nancy Rubin Stuart’s The Reluctant Spiritualist: The Life of Maggie Fox and Barbara 

Weisberg’s Talking to the Dead: Kate and Maggie Fox and the Rise of Spiritualism. Stuart’s 

work explores the life of Margaret Fox in detail utilizing primary sources, while Weisberg’s is a 

broader story about the Fox sisters. Unlike Stuart, Weisberg attempts to tie back to the more 

extensive historiography. To revisit the movement’s decline in 1888, Reuben Briggs Davenport 

reported on the Fox sisters’ confession in 1888 in his work The Death Blow to Spiritualism, 

deemed an essential work within the historiography.21 

Another historiographical debate is Spiritualism’s influence on how society dealt with 

grief, death, and religion. Elizabeth Lowry explains, “Many Americans had become disillusioned 

                                                           
19 Robert W. Delp, “Andrew Jackson Davis: Prophet of American Spiritualism,” The Journal of American History 
54, no. 1 (1967): 55; McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 18. 
20 Jonathan Dore, “Exploring Other Worlds: Margaret Fox, Elisha Kent Kane, and the Antebellum Culture of 

Curiosity, by David Chapin,” review of Exploring Other Worlds: Margaret Fox, Elisha Kent Kane, and the 

Antebellum Culture of Curiosity, by David Chapin, Rhode Island College, accessed on December 7, 2022, Exploring 
Other Worlds (ric.edu). 
21 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 18-19. 
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with Puritanical values and with strict Calvinist doctrine that denied emotion, espoused an excess 

of self-control and self-denial, and seemed to condemn pleasure. They wanted an outlet for their 

feelings,” which Spiritualism provided.22 As the death toll increased and the Civil War 

commenced, the need to express grief and emotion was found in spirit communication. 

Individuals “dabbled in these activities in hopes of finding something to validate their hopes for 

a loved one who had passed over or was in an afterlife.”23 Drew Gilpin Faust’s work This 

Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War focused on “the impact of the Civil 

War’s enormous death toll on the lives of nineteenth century-Americans.”24 Faust’s exploration 

of how Spiritualism changed America’s view of grief and death during the bloodiest conflict in 

the nation’s history is a praiseworthy work and paved the way for others to create similar 

interpretations surrounding death, reform, and politics. Examples include Molly McGarry’s 

Ghosts of Futures Past: Spiritualism and the Cultural Politics of Nineteenth-Century America 

and Mark A. Lause’s Free Spirits: Spiritualism, Republicanism, and Radicalism in the Civil War 

Era.25 

Spiritualism was revisited as an organized religion. Bret Carroll’s work Spiritualism in 

Antebellum America studies the movement as a “religious ideology,” creating a comparative 

study with other religious movements of the mid-nineteenth century.26 Other works attempt to 

mirror Carroll’s comparative work, utilizing other religious movements such as Mesmerism, 

Theosophy, and the occult. These include Shane McCorristine’s Spiritualism, Mesmerism and 

                                                           
22 Elizabeth Lowry, “Spiritual (R)evolution and the Turning of Tables: Abolition, Feminism, and the Rhetoric of 
Social Reform in the Antebellum Public Sphere,” Journal for the Study of Radicalism 9, no. 2 (2015): 8. 
23 Lause, Free Spirits, Prologue. 
24 “Drew Faust,” Department of History, Harvard University, accessed on September 22, 2022, Drew Faust | 
Harvard University | History Department. 
25 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 19. 
26 Bret E. Carroll, Spiritualism in Antebellum America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), IX. 
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the Occult, 1800-1920, and Tatiana Kontou’s The Ashgate Research Companion to Nineteenth-

Century Spiritualism and the Occult. Cathy Gutierrez’s Plato’s Ghost: Spiritualism in the 

American Renaissance takes a philosophical approach to how Spiritualism became the ideal for 

social, cultural, and religious practices in the 19th century. These works use a religious lens to 

understand Spiritualism’s importance to American society and culture and connect to the studies 

that Faust, Lause, Lowry, and McGarry were conducting on the impact on grief, death, and 

politics. The study of Spiritualism as a religion created historiographical interpretations of 

general comparisons to other faiths and further psychical research, especially during its 

resurgence in the 20th century. Catherine L. Albanese’s book A Republic of Mind and Spirit: A 

Cultural History of American Metaphysical Religion focuses on “exploring new models for 

narrating the story of religion in the United States.”27 Albanese’s overall conclusion is that 

Spiritualism, along with other metaphysical religions, was part of the foundation that shaped 

faith belief in the United States. In their work Religious Movements in Contemporary America, 

Irving I. Zaretsky and Mark P. Leone “[considers] three categories of religious movements: 

native American churches, recently founded religious groups, and syncretistic groups based on 

imported cults,” which includes Spiritualism, and how they influenced American culture, 

emotion, and behavior.28 James Obelkevich’s Disciplines of Faith: Studies in Religion, Politics, 

and Patriarchy is an “engagement with religion” and investigates the relationships between 

religion, radicalism, politics, and culture.29 Zaretsky and Leone’s work is an early attempt within 

the historiography to situate Spiritualism within the sphere of religion in America. Obelkevich’s 

                                                           
27 “Catherine L. Albanese,” Department of Religious Studies, UC Santa Barbara, accessed on September 22, 2022, 
Catherine L. Albanese – Religious Studies, UC Santa Barbara (ucsb.edu). 
28 “Religious Movements in Contemporary America,” Princeton University Press, accessed on October 9, 2022, 
Religious Movements in Contemporary America | Princeton University Press. 
29 Jim Obelkevich, Disciplines of Faith: Studies in Religion, Politics and Patriarchy, (New York: Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, Inc., 1987), 2. 
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work is reminiscent of Ann Braude as it discusses Spiritualism, feminism, and women’s rights. 

However, it can get lost due to its particularity in the broader discussion of Spiritualism and 

American religion.30 

Spiritualism’s influence on and involvement in reform and politics is a constantly 

evolving subject in the 19th century and is deeply discussed. Sensationalism focused on these two 

issues to set opponents against one another and sway public opinion. Many scholars examined 

Spiritualism during the antebellum period, including Drew Gilpin Faust, Molly McGarry, and 

Mark A. Lause. While Faust explored the emotional impact of the war and the response from 

Spiritualism, McGarry and Lause pivot and look into how Spiritualism was tied into the 19th-

century American political environment. Lause discusses how Spiritualism influenced 19th-

century politics and the movement’s penetration into the Lincoln family and administration. 

McGarry does touch on politics but mainly discusses reform, specifically secularism. This nods 

to Alex Owen’s The Darkened Room: Women, Power, and Spiritualism in Late Victorian 

England and Ann Braude’s Radical Spirits: Spiritualism and Women’s Rights in Nineteenth-

Century America. These works looked at the connection between Spiritualism and women’s 

rights through mediumship. They were the first to explore Spiritualism’s relationship to reform 

and the cultural impact of its phenomenal practices. These works help scholars move forward to 

understand Spiritualism’s complexity as opposed to continuing to focus on the singular lens of its 

phenomenal practices.31 

When the movement resurged in the 20th century, scholars investigated, debated, and 

picked apart the movement’s tenets. Initially, the base audience was attracted by Spiritualism’s 

                                                           
30 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 20-21. 
31 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 21-22. 
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phenomenal aspects, examined in William Crookes’s Researches in the Phenomena of 

Spiritualism and Ruth Brandon’s The Spiritualists: The Passion for the Occult in the Nineteenth 

and Twentieth Centuries. In R. Laurence Moore’s In Search of White Crows, he “chronicles 

Americans’ fascination with the paranormal” and how these practices transitioned into “religious 

and scientific mainstreams.”32 Skepticism still exists within the scholarly debate of Spiritualism. 

This is evident in E.J. Dingwall’s criticism of Spiritualism entitled The Critics’ Dilemma. Erik R. 

Seeman’s Speaking with the Dead in Early America channels Moore with his discussion of 

Spiritualism’s phenomenal practices, focusing on the progression of spirit communication from 

the Protestant Reformation through the 19th century to its integration into Spiritualism.33 Barbara 

Walker’s work Out Of The Ordinary: Folklore and the Supernatural discusses the validity of 

supernatural occurrences, including Spiritualism. As the historiography expands, scholars look to 

re-investigate Spiritualism’s phenomenal aspects, comparing the movement with other psychical 

practices. Gillian Bennett’s work Traditions of Belief: Women, Folklore and the Supernatural 

Today discusses the assumptions of and relationships between women and supernatural folk 

belief, which include ESP, fortune telling, and spiritualism.34 Arthur Wrobel’s work, Pseudo-

Science and Society in 19th-Century America, is an investigative piece looking at Spiritualism 

and other movements (such as Mesmerism and phrenology) as a “science,” discussing how 19th-

                                                           
32 “In Search of White Crows. By R. Laurence Moore.” Cambridge University Press, accessed on October 9, 2022, 
In Search of White Crows. By R. Laurence Moore. New York: Oxford Press, 1977. xvii + 310 pp. $12.95. | Church 
History | Cambridge Core. 
33 “Erik R. Seeman. Speaking with the Dead in Early America,” Oxford University Press, accessed on October 9, 
2022, Erik R. Seeman. Speaking with the Dead in Early America. | The American Historical Review | Oxford 
Academic (oup.com). 
34 Barbara Truesdell, “Bennett, Gillian. Traditions of Belief: Women, Folklore and the Supernatural Today,” review 
of Traditions of Belief: Women, Folklore and the Supernatural Today, by Gillian Bennett, Folklore Forum 21, no. 1 
(1988): 89, accessed on December 6, 2022, untitled (iu.edu). 
 



15 
 

 

century Americans felt “human perfection could be achieved with the aid of modern science” 

through the practice of these “pseudo-sciences.”35 

A critical perspective on the topic is examining the Spiritualist movement through 

sensationalism. David W. Bulla and Heather R. Haley’s contribution to Sensationalism: Murder, 

Mayhem, Mudslinging, Scandals, and Disasters in 19th-century Reporting discuss the 

progression and intensity of sensationalism from the mid-to-late 1800s. This timeline aligns with 

the passage of the Spiritualist movement. Amanda Frisken’s Graphic News: How Sensational 

Images Transformed Nineteenth-Century Journalism is an appropriate addition to the discussion 

of sensationalism. Her argument surrounds the impact of illustrations on sensational news 

production. Frisken’s essential work argues that this critical juncture in news publication and 

sensationalism increased news circulation, revenue, and audience engagement and contributed to 

the news’ influence on politics and society.36 

  

                                                           
35 “History of Science, Technology, and Medicine,” University of Kentucky, accessed on October 9, 2022, "Pseudo-
Science and Society in 19th-Century America" by Arthur Wrobel (uky.edu); McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I 
Submission: Research Proposal,” 22-23. 
36 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 23-24. 



16 
 

 

Chapter 2: Methodology 

 

Spiritualism has been explored through various lenses throughout the historiography – 

cultural, social, political, economic, scientific, gender, and religious. The topic of Spiritualism 

and sensationalism will be examined through a social lens. The social lens explores 

sensationalism’s impact on the Spiritualist movement and how it influenced society’s perception 

of and engagement with the practices. This is supported by numerous primary source material; 

the social lens explores “society at large” through various themes, including “social status,” 

“standard of living,” “modernization,” and “gender.”1 This lens and these accompanying themes 

will confirm how sensationalism was a significant contributor to the progression of Spiritualism 

and its evolving cultural context. Looking at the movement through the lens of sensationalism 

adds another layer to this understanding of Spiritualism. Scholars have not previously explored 

this gap within the more extensive historiography. 

Multiple online databases were used to collect primary and secondary source material: 

Newspapers.com, JSTOR, Internet Archive, and HathiTrust were the primary ones. 

Newspapers.com is the “largest online newspaper archive consisting of 797 million+ pages of 

historical newspapers from 25,200+ newspapers from around the United States and beyond.”2 

The database is crucial in identifying primary source material that will connect sensationalism 

and Spiritualism during the 19th and 20th centuries, with articles included as items within the 

Omeka project.3 

                                                           
1 Christoph Conrad, (2009), Social History, International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (pp. 
307-312), DOI: 10.1016/B978-0-08-097086-8.62127-X. 
2 “About Newspapers.com,” Newspapers.com, accessed on October 8, 2022, About Newspapers.com. 
3 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 12. 
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JSTOR is a digital library that “provides access to more than 12 million journal articles, 

books, images, and primary sources […].”4 Numerous sources were found through this database, 

including a critical source that is part of Spiritualism’s early historiography - an article written by 

John Townsend Trowbridge in 1908 for The North American Review entitled “Early 

Investigations in Spiritualism” where Trowbridge details his fifty-year experience with the 

movement. Secondary source material – supporting journal articles discussing various 

interpretations of Spiritualism’s historiography – was also obtained through this database. The 

historiographical information from the secondary source material will build the factual text to 

craft the exhibits within the Omeka project.5 

Internet Archive is a massive digital archive containing web history that goes back over 

twenty-five years. It is a non-profit that provides public access to its content and is “building a 

digital library of Internet sites and other cultural artifacts in digital form.”6 Their archives contain 

“38 million books and texts.”7 HathiTrust is another digital archive that is limited to digitized 

books and texts. Rare or out-of-print books that are digitized can be found on these sites. These 

two sites were vital in finding other necessary primary sources, outside of newspaper format, 

crucial to the beginning historiography of Spiritualism. This includes works by Emma Hardinge 

Britten, Eliab Wilkinson Capron, and the first complete investigation of the Fox sisters’ spirit 

rappings entitled the “Rochester Knockings” from 1851. These two sites were also crucial in 

finding digitized copies of older secondary sources from scholars exploring the historiography of 

Spiritualism, such as R. Laurence Moore’s In Search of White Crows, where they were not 

                                                           
4 “About JSTOR,” JSTOR.org, accessed on October 8, 2022, Home - About JSTOR (snhu.edu). 
5 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 12. 
6 “About the Internet Archive,” Internet Archive, accessed on October 8, 2022. Internet Archive: About IA. 
7 “About the Internet Archive,” Internet Archive, accessed on October 8, 2022. Internet Archive: About IA. 
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available through the Amazon Kindle app. Secondary source material published within the past 

ten years was easily obtainable through Amazon (either physical copies or Kindle). The 

historiographical information from the primary and secondary source material will build the 

factual text to craft the exhibits within the Omeka project.8 

Images were obtained through various scholarly websites, including Newspapers.com 

(images directly from selected articles), the Library of Congress, the Smithsonian, and LAMs 

(libraries, archives, and museums). The images are of various subjects: individuals (Spiritualists 

and skeptics), physical objects associated with Spiritualism, objects related to debunking 

Spiritualism, and clips of articles that display sensationalism. These images will be included as 

items within the Omeka exhibits to support the historiographical information displayed. 

The research plan was a methodical process. Secondary sources were already in 

possession due to prior research. The bibliographies and references were reviewed and compared 

to see which sources were repeatedly used by the authors. Notes were also taken on primary 

sources and put aside for a later study. Once a lengthy list of secondary sources was compiled, 

they were examined to ensure they were scholarly and peer-reviewed, with the list being pared 

down as necessary. Once the secondary sources were established, the primary sources jotted 

down were similarly examined for applicability. Then a search for newspaper articles – the 

majority primary source – commenced. Specific keywords were used, such as “spiritualism,” 

“spiritism,” “medium,” and “Houdini,” to match articles that would contain those words within 

the headlines or body. There were no exclusions to geographic regions, and the search targeted 

the years 1850 – 1920. Once a comprehensive list of articles was compiled, they were examined 

for sensational language, including “frequent use of multicolumn headlines that sometimes 

                                                           
8 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 12-13. 
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stretched across the front page,” “generous and imaginative use of illustrations," and 

"flamboyant and aggressive” language.9 As the newspapers were examined, some patterns 

emerged, and the articles were categorized into four groups. The categorizations/patterns were 

compared to the historiography to ensure they aligned with the proposed topic. 

The image search was handled similarly to the newspaper articles. Specific keywords 

were used in Google, such as “fox sisters,” “oscillator,” “seance,” and “Houdini,” to find images 

that would match significant themes or ideas throughout the historiography. Websites were 

checked for credibility, including their domains and usage. Once the website was thoroughly 

evaluated, the websites were bookmarked, and the images were saved. 

 

                                                           
9 1. W. Joseph Campbell, “Yellow Journalism: Why So Maligned and Misunderstood?” in Sensationalism: Murder, 

Mayhem, Mudslinging, Scandals, and Disasters in 19th century Reporting, ed. David B. Sachsman and David W. 
Bulla (New York: Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), 4. 
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Chapter 3: Specialized Audience 

 

The target audiences for the project are varied, given the union of Spiritualism and 

sensationalism. The first target audience, and the largest, would be academics interested in the 

social, cultural, political, and economic changes during the timeline of Spiritualism. This 

audience would include graduate students, professors, and historians. This audience is not easily 

quantifiable as the topic of Spiritualism can be blended into other subjects, as previously 

established. However, results from searches on academic databases reveal extensive and varied 

interest. For example, a search using the keyword “spiritualism” on JSTOR generated 55,974 

results across 83 subjects (the top three subjects being History, Sociology, and American 

Studies).1 A similar search on Project Muse yielded 6,585 results across 100+ research areas (the 

top three being Literature, History, and Religion).2  

Another target audience would be those interested in Spiritualism as a religion and other 

metaphysical religions. This would be a much smaller niche audience. According to Pew 

Research Center’s “Religious Landscape Study” conducted in 2007 and 2014, 0.4% of survey 

participants (35,000 Americans) identify as “Other Christian” – a subsect of that identification is 

“Spiritualist” which is <0.3% of the participants (or less than 10,000 individuals).3 A similar 

target audience would be those interested in new-age religions, given the comparative studies 

between Spiritualism and these religions. In Pew Research Center’s study, 0.4% of the 

participants identify as part of a new-age religion – another niche audience.4 However, according 

                                                           
1 “Search Results for: spiritualism,” JSTOR, accessed on December 1, 2022, JSTOR: Search Results (snhu.edu). 
2 “Search Results for: spiritualism,” Project Muse, accessed on December 1, 2022, Project MUSE (jhu.edu). 
3 Pew Research Center, “Religious Landscape Center,” Pew Research Center, last modified May 12, 2015, accessed 
on December 2, 2022, Religion in America: U.S. Religious Data, Demographics and Statistics | Pew Research 
Center; See Figure 1. 
4 See Figure 1. 
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to another survey by Pew Research Center, there is an upward trajectory of individuals switching 

from organized religion to being “religiously unaffiliated” or “religious ‘nones,” which this topic 

may spark intrigue.5 

Another target audience is those who believe in the occult and paranormal, given 

Spiritualism’s popular phenomenal practices. A Gallup poll in 2005 surveyed several Americans, 

giving ten “paranormal belief[s]” to review. The survey concludes that “about three in four 

Americans profess at least one paranormal belief,” including ghosts, spirit communication, and 

ESP.6 Pew Research Center conducted a similar survey in 2017, where “roughly six-in-ten 

American adults accept at least one […] New Age beliefs,” including mediums and 

reincarnation.7 These survey results reveal that Spiritualism's phenomenal practices align with 

the American population's general belief and curiosity, making this target audience the broadest 

and most varied.  

 

                                                           
5 Pew Research Center, “Modeling the Future of Religion in America,” Pew Research Center, last modified 
September 13, 2022, accessed on December 2, 2022, How the U.S. Religious Landscape Could Change Over the 
Next 50 Years | Pew Research Center; See Figure 2. 
6 David W. Moore, “Three in Four Americans Believe in Paranormal,” Gallup, last modified June 16, 2005, 
accessed on December 2, 2022, Three in Four Americans Believe in Paranormal (gallup.com). 
7 Claire Gecewicz, “’New Age’ beliefs common among both religious and nonreligious Americans,” Pew Research 
Center, last modified October 1, 2018, accessed on December 2, 2022, ‘New Age’ beliefs common among religious, 
nonreligious Americans | Pew Research Center; See Figure 3. 
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Figure 1: 2014 Pew Research Center Study “Religious Landscape Study” (Courtesy of Pew 

Research Center). 
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Figure 2: 2020 Pew Research Center Survey “Modeling the Future of Religion in America” 

(Courtesy of Pew Research Center). 

 

 

Figure 3: 2017 Pew Research Center Survey on American adults and New Age beliefs 

(Courtesy of Pew Research Center). 
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Chapter 4: Project Planning and Historical Topic Research 

 

The project is entitled “Sensational Spiritualism: The Study of 19th Century Reporting 

and Its Effect on the Spiritualist Movement.” It will be exhibited through the platform Omeka to 

easily narrate the timelines and key facts of Spiritualism and sensationalism and also incorporate 

a variety of documents, artifacts, and points in a visually appealing format to engage and educate 

a broad audience (see Chapter 4 “Specialized Audience” for further details). The topic and 

selected source material do not change the historiographies of Spiritualism or sensationalism. 

Instead, how the sources are applied and how the topic is presented creates an alternative 

perspective from the lens of sensationalism. The topic and project examine sensationalism’s 

impact on Spiritualism and its outcome within society, which makes a unique interpretation 

within the historiography (see Chapter 2, “Historiography,” to review details on how the topic 

adds to the historiography). With Omeka’s ability to “[share] digital collections” and create 

“media-rich online exhibits,” the platform was the perfect selection for this topic and project.1 

The Omeka project will be divided into three main exhibits, with pages to showcase a 

part of the exhibit: The first exhibit is the “Introduction,” which will present the audience with 

the topics of Spiritualism and sensationalism and prepare them for the main exhibit and the 

intended goal/questions it seeks to answer. The “Introduction” exhibit will have five pages/sub-

sections: 

1. “What is Spiritualism?” will provide audiences with key facts on what the movement 

is; 

                                                           
1 “Omeka.net,” Omeka.net, accessed on December 1, 2022, Omeka.net. 
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2. “Spiritualism – A Brief Timeline” will provide audiences with a high-level timeline 

of the significant events of the movement; 

3. “What is Sensationalism?” will provide audiences with key facts on what the 

journalism tactic is; 

4. “Sensationalism – A Brief Timeline” will provide audiences with a high-level 

timeline of the significant events of the movement; 

5. “Goal of Exhibit” will sum up what the exhibit hopes to achieve and provide a 

transition to the body of the exhibit. 

The next exhibit, entitled “Sensational Spiritualism,” is the body of the project, which 

will cover the historiography of Spiritualism through the lens of sensationalism. This will consist 

of three pages/sub-sections: 

1. “Rise of Spiritualism” will discuss the movement’s beginning during the mid-to-late 

1800s and how sensationalism contributed to its popularity and progression during 

this timeframe. Exhibit items to support this discussion will include photographs and 

newspaper articles, which will be discussed further regarding historical topic 

research; 

2. “Fall of Spiritualism AKA the ‘Death Blow’” will discuss the movement’s decline, 

starting with Margaret Fox’s confession in 1888, how society’s perception changed 

towards the end of the 19th century, and sensationalism’s contribution to this. Exhibit 

items to support this discussion will include photographs and newspaper articles, 

which will be discussed further below regarding historical topic research; 

3. “Spiritualism’s Resurgence” will discuss the movement’s slow return in the 20th 

century, society’s reluctance and skepticism towards Spiritualism, and the 
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investigative and scientific approaches to debunk or validate it. The exhibit will 

evaluate sensationalism’s contributions to these perceptions and events. Exhibit items 

to support this discussion will include photographs, objects, and newspaper articles, 

which will be discussed further below regarding historical topic research. 

The last exhibit will be the “Conclusion,” which will summarize all the information 

provided in the prior exhibit sections. Two pages/sub-sections will be found here: 

1. “Suggested Reading List” will contain a select bibliography, providing audiences 

with a choice list of primary and secondary sources to explore the topic further at 

their discretion; 

2. “We’d Love To Hear From You!” will contain a link to a feedback survey so the 

audience can provide comments, and responses can be collected. 

Chapter 3, “Methodology,” details the research plan and the sources obtained. It is stated 

in this chapter that four patterns emerged during the examination of the newspaper sources and 

were categorized accordingly. Articles supporting these categorizations are included as exhibit 

items throughout the Omeka project and are detailed in the “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibit 

section and sub-section to narrate the historical topic. The articles outline the rise and fall of the 

Spiritualist movement and highlight the repeated use of sensationalism, which is the outline of 

the project. 

The first category covers articles that reveal a society that accepts and is curious about 

Spiritualism. These articles were in the staunch belief of the movement and “[had] the most 

implicit faith in the mysterious manifestations as exhibited by the Fox sisters” and others.2 The 

                                                           
2 St. Louis Post Dispatch, “Last Of Famous Fox Sisters Dies,” St. Louis Post Dispatch (St. Louis, MO), November 
9, 1902. 
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Fox sisters became famous once their spirit rappings were discovered, with the help and 

perpetuation of newspapers. For example, from May 9, 1848, the Buffalo Weekly Republic 

claimed to “await further revelations with a good deal of interest.”3 The extensive, exploitative 

coverage of the Fox sisters drove the early progression of the Spiritualist movement. This 

promulgated one of the historiographical debates where scholars pinpoint the beginning of the 

U.S. movement to the Fox sisters and their knockings; R. Laurence Moore, Howard Kerr, and 

Charles Crow wrote their respective works based on this starting point. These are essential in 

establishing the movement’s start and “were published to entertain readers,” a staple of 

sensationalism.4 These examples will be discussed and showcased in the “Rise of Spiritualism” 

sub-section of the “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibit.5 

Another group of primary sources reflects a transition to disinterest or opposition to the 

movement. As the movement continued to transition and the Fox sisters became less popular, 

some newspapers began to question and discuss Spiritualism openly and whether those beliefs 

were “from the point of view of one governed solely by reason.”6 The articles align with the 

historiography, where society’s interest waned in tandem with the Fox sisters’ popularity. 

Articles reflecting this transition will be added as items throughout the Omeka project and 

detailed in the “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibit section, specifically in the “Fall of 

Spiritualism” sub-section. We can see some scholars within the historiography, such as Nancy 

Rubin Stuart and Barbara Weisberg, who were still interested in the Fox sisters, but on a more 

generalized basis, with no unique argument to tie back to the historiography. A review in the 

                                                           
3 Buffalo Weekly Republic, “The Ghost of Ganargwa,” Buffalo Weekly Republic (Buffalo, NY), May 9, 1848; See 
Figure 4. 
4 Bulla and Sachsman, “Introduction,” XX. 
5 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 13. 
6 Brooklyn Daily Eagle, “Spread of Spiritualism,” Brooklyn Daily Eagle (Brooklyn, NY), April 4, 1899. 
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Journal of the Early Republic states that both works “cumulatively present by far the most 

accurate chronology and account of the Fox sisters to date.”7 Some newspapers, like the St. Louis 

Globe-Democrat from March 26, 1893, wrote lengthy exposés that supposedly “exposed” frauds 

concealed as mediums and called out their deceitful practices.8 These articles and exposé pieces 

are classic examples of sensationalism, where colorful language evoked specific emotions 

toward the Spiritualist movement. The San Francisco Examiner from August 5, 1928, has a 

headline sprawled across the top entitled “Astonishing Confessions of Bogus ‘Spirit Medium’” 

and used keywords such as “fraud” and “trick” and enclosed some choice words in quotation 

marks like “evidence” to downplay belief in the movement’s phenomenal practices.9 The 

Vermont Farmer in 1876 viewed Spiritualism in the same light, with the use of choice keywords 

(“deception,” “dramatic,” “deceive,” and “credulous”).10 This would align with skeptical 

scholars later within the historiography, such as E.J. Dingwall, who openly criticized and 

supported criticisms of William Crookes, Florence Cook, Eusapia Palladino, and other mediums. 

Discussions of these, and supporting images, will be included in the “Fall of Spiritualism” and 

“Spiritualism’s Resurgence” sub-sections of the “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibit.11 

At the end of the 19th century and the start of the 20th century, newspapers started 

including images to strengthen their stories - the third group of articles. This directly relates to 

Amanda Frisken’s argument about how graphic illustrations were used to “increase circulation, 

                                                           
7 Mark Metzler Sawin, “Reviewed Work(s): Exploring Other Worlds: Margaret Fox, Elisha Kent Kane, and the 
Antebellum Culture of Curiosity by David Chapin; The Reluctant Spiritualist: The Life of Maggie Fox by Nancy 
Rubin Stuart; Talking to the Dead: Kate and Maggie Fox and the Rise of Spiritualism by Barbara Weisberg,” 
Journal of the Early Republic 25, no. 4 (2005): 670. 
8 St. Louis Globe-Democrat, “Exposures of Mediums,” St. Louis Globe-Democrat (St. Louis, MO), March 26, 1893. 
9 San Francisco Examiner, “Astonishing Confessions of Bogus ‘Spirit Medium’,” San Francisco Examiner (San 
Francisco, CA), August 5, 1928; See Figures 5 and 6. 
10 Vermont Farmer, “Spiritualism is America,” Vermont Farmer (Newport, VT), November 10, 1876. 
11 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 13-14. 



29 
 

 

expand revenues, attract constituencies, and influence political culture.”12 Some were for 

Spiritualism; an example is an article from the St. Louis Globe-Democrat in 1893, which called 

out Spiritualism’s skeptics by highlighting the movement’s phenomenal practices as legitimate 

and added images of spirit writing to the article to entice the reader.13 Another example is a 1923 

article from the Time Record News in Kansas, a simple advertisement for a “Gigantic Exhibition 

of Spiritism” with images of an angel and death.14 Other reports, like the San Francisco 

Examiner from March 3, 1907, utilize a large headline (“‘Our Seances Were Simply Frauds,’ Is 

Confession of Medium”) with a sizable image of an idol that was used to “dupe” individuals.15 

The full-page article also includes smaller sensational headlines, such as “Confess Fraud” and 

“Fake Medium Collapses When Accused.”16 The reports uncover further connections to 

sensationalism and the degrees of rhetoric, tone, and saturation an article may have on readers. 

This is validated by Bulla and Sachsman, who state in their journalism series that “The degree of 

the rhetoric exaggerates the sensational effect. The greater the degree of grotesque detail (that is, 

the repetition of such detail) used, the stronger the sensationalism. The assumption is that this 

saturation will make more of an impact on the reader. Large and all-caps headlines also 

heightened the effect, as did the use of exclamation points.”17 Frisken adds to this, stating that 

“such images built on now familiar visual strategies of transforming evidence-based images for 

emotional effect, with greater deniability and less vulnerability to protests than interpretive 

                                                           
12 Amanda Frisken, Graphic News: How Sensational Images Transformed Nineteenth-Century Journalism (Urbana, 
Chicago; Springfield: University of Illinois Press, 2020), 1. 
13 St. Louis Globe-Democrat, “Exposures of Mediums,” St. Louis Globe-Democrat (St. Louis, MO), March 26, 
1893. 
14 Times Record News, “Free to All At the Big Health Revival,” Times Record News (Wichita, KS), February 4, 
1923. 
15 San Francisco Examiner, “’Our Seances Were Simply Frauds,’ Is Confession of Medium,” San Francisco 

Examiner (San Francisco, CA), March 3, 1907; See Figure 7. 
16 San Francisco Examiner, “’Our Seances Were Simply Frauds,’ Is Confession of Medium,” San Francisco 

Examiner (San Francisco, CA), March 3, 1907; See Figure 7. 
17 Bulla and Sachsman, “Introduction,” XXI. 
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illustration.”18 As the movement’s progression enters the end of the 19th century and into the 20th 

century, the images become sharper and more precise; no longer are they pencil or ink drawings, 

but now photographic images (also a new medium at this point) that can no longer be left to 

interpretation as they are deemed more “authentic.”19 This transition of language and image use 

throughout Spiritualism’s historiography, as exemplified by the cited articles and images, will be 

included in the “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibit, specifically the “Fall of Spiritualism” and 

“Spiritualism’s Resurgence” sub-sections.20  

Harry Houdini was no stranger to the news, as he was a prominent skeptic of 

Spiritualism. He was outspoken about the Fox sisters and other mediums and authored numerous 

articles to debunk them. Houdini wrote a widely circulated article in 1924 entitled “Spiritualism 

Exposed” for The Pantagraph outlining Margaret Fox’s confession where she ‘exposed’ 

Spiritualism. He also “charged” other mediums with being a “thief” and “faker” and “other 

epithets” to reveal their deceit.21 Houdini’s skepticism aligned with Spiritualism’s 20th-century 

resurgence, where the phenomenal practices fell under scientific scrutiny to validate or debunk 

its credibility. An article from the San Francisco Examiner in April 1922 examined “How 

Science Traps ‘Ghosts’” with “elaborate scientific instruments” and “exact scientific methods.”22 

We can see the use of “authentic” photographic images as “evidence” to back up the skepticism, 

per Frisken’s argument, to sway the public’s opinion.23 These articles reveal a blueprint of the 

slow reintroduction of Spiritualism into society but with a progressive maturity as religion and 

                                                           
18 Frisken, Graphic News: How Sensational Images Transformed Nineteenth-Century Journalism, 201. 
19 Frisken, Graphic News, 201. 
20 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 14-15. 
21 San Bernardino County Sun, “Physical Combat Near When Houdini Says Mediums Are All ‘Fakers,’” San 

Bernardino County Sun (San Bernardino, CA), February 27, 1926. 
22 San Francisco Examiner, “How Science Traps ‘Ghosts’,” San Francisco Examiner (San Francisco, CA), April 16, 
1922; See Figure 8. 
23 Frisken, Graphic News, 201. 
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science begin to co-exist. This is evident within Spiritualism’s historiography, where skepticism 

continues to this day, such as E.J. Dingwall, who was critical of mediums like Florence Cook, 

William Crookes, and Eusapia Palladino. Spiritualism's skepticism and scientific scrutiny will be 

discussed in the “Spiritualism’s Resurgence” exhibit, with cited articles and images added as 

support. The articles also show another side of this reintroduction, where scholars think of 

Spiritualism beyond its phenomenal practices. This is where scholars’ interpretations within the 

historiography exploded. Spiritualism was revisited as a religion, a philosophy, an influence on 

politics and culture, and a catalyst for reform. The focus on Spiritualism’s phenomenal practices 

expanded, and while interest remained there, other interests emerged on its philosophical tenets. 

While the project does not delve into these various interpretations, nods to these arguments will 

be included in the “Conclusion” exhibit as they are essential to the overall historiography.24 

Other necessary primary sources obtained, not newspaper format, were influential in 

establishing the historiography of Spiritualism and creating the exhibit sections’ text. These 19th-

century sources were either published by known Spiritualists or those integrally involved with 

the movement and shared their experiences. Emma Hardinge Britten wrote Modern American 

Spiritualism in 1870. It comprises individuals and events involved with the Spiritualist 

movement between 1870 and 1890. Britten is herself a Spiritualist and discusses her mediumship 

and colleagues. It serves as an excellent reference for the early start of Spiritualism but contains 

biases, with Britten directly involved with some people and events. John Townsend Trowbridge 

wrote about his fifty-year experience with Spiritualism. It is an excellent example of how a 

skeptic turned into a believer and was vital in establishing Spiritualism’s credibility during its 

20th-century resurgence as it came under scrutiny. Trowbridge’s experience forms part of 

                                                           
24 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 15. 
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Spiritualism’s historiography and will be included in the “Spiritualism’s Resurgence” sub-

section of the “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibit.25 

Eliab Wilkinson Capron was heavily involved with the Fox sisters and the Fox family. 

He “became a public defender of Maggie and Kate,” and “his involvement with the Fox family 

soon extended into managing the sisters’ business affairs, organizing lectures, and generating 

press coverage.”26 Like Trowbridge, Capron kept track of the Spiritualist movement for years 

and “became a fairly successful writer” after the Fox sisters’ popularity died out, creating 

Modern Spiritualism: Its Fact and Fanaticisms, Its Consistencies and Contradictions in 1855.27 

It supported the movement and was a general work discussing its start, purpose, and how 

successful it was to that point. Another important work was Rochester Knockings!, which 

originally appeared in the March 1851 volume of the Buffalo Medical Journal. It was the “report 

of the full-scale investigation undertaken by the physicians [Austin Flint, Charles A. Lee, and C. 

B. Coventry]” who attended spirit rapping demonstrations in Buffalo to confirm or discredit the 

sisters’ validity.28 The work was essential in establishing scholars’ assumptions that the Fox 

sisters signified the start of the movement in the United States. It also found early in the 

historiography that “the Buffalo expose was deliberately ignored or suppressed by the growing 

band of spiritualists” and was simultaneously accurately captured by news media.29 This is 

discussed and captured in the “Rise of Spiritualism” sub-section of the “Sensational 

Spiritualism” exhibit.30 

                                                           
25 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 15-16. 
26 Daniel Gorman, Jr., “The Man Behind the Curtain: E.W. Capron and the Early Days of Spiritualism,” (part of the 
Post Family Papers Project, University of Rochester libraries, 2012), 2. 
27 Gorman, Jr., “The Man Behind the Curtain: E.W. Capron and the Early Days of Spiritualism,” 2. 
28 Vern L. Bullough, “Spirit Rapping Unmasked: An 1851 Investigation and Its Aftermath,” The Skeptical Inquirer 
10 (Fall 1985): 61. 
29 Bullough, “Spirit Rapping Unmasked: An 1851 Investigation and Its Aftermath,” 66. 
30 McLaren, “9-1 Final Project Part I Submission: Research Proposal,” 16-17. 
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The primary source material selected has been utilized by other scholars within the 

historiography of Spiritualism, as the project’s topic does not alter or change its timeline. The 

exhibit creates an alternate viewpoint that spans two centuries, so primary sources that address 

Spiritualism across an 80-year timeframe are being incorporated to examine the topic. How the 

primary source material was selected and applied differs from other scholars as it creates a new 

and unique interpretation. The topic’s examination through the lens of sensationalism confirms 

that the selection of images and newspaper articles are atypical of other scholars, given the 

sensational language and imagery related to the Spiritualist movement. This is an essential aspect 

and intended goal of the project. 

The numerous secondary sources selected are varied but essential in understanding 

Spiritualism’s substantial impact on American culture and society. Each source addresses a 

particular aspect or branch of the complex historiography, which will be used to build the 

“Introduction” and “Sensational Spiritualism” exhibits of the public history project. To 

understand the topic, one must understand the Spiritualist movement itself, the various 

perspectives of the religion, its timeline through the 19th and 20th centuries, and how society and 

scholars viewed it. Once established, the sources addressing sensationalism are utilized to build 

out the topic, the journalistic theories applied to the chosen primary source bases to highlight the 

specific use of language and images toward Spiritualism, which would have contributed to 

society’s and scholars’ understanding and belief in the movement.  
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Figure 4: Snippet from May 9, 1848 Buffalo Weekly Republic article (Courtesy of Buffalo 

Weekly Republic). 

 

 

Figure 5: Snippet from August 5, 1928 San Francisco Examiner article (headline) (Courtesy 

of San Francisco Examiner). 
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Figure 6: Snippet from August 5, 1928 San Francisco Examiner article (body) (Courtesy of 

San Francisco Examiner). 

 

 

Figure 7: Snippet from March 3, 1907 San Francisco Examiner article (Courtesy of San 

Francisco Examiner). 
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Figure 8: April 16, 1922 San Francisco Examiner article (Courtesy of San Francisco 

Examiner). 
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Chapter 5: Recommendations and Ethical Considerations 

 

 The examination of Spiritualism through the lens of sensationalism has brought forth 

some recommendations for further research. One research topic is the Canadian Spiritualist 

movement during the same timeframe covered in the project – the late 19th century and early 20th 

century. According to authors Walter J. Meyer Zu Erpen and Joy Lowe, “Although Spiritualist 

activities date from the 1850s in Eastern Canada and apparently from at least 1870 in British 

Columbia, academic study of the history of Spiritualism in Canada is virtually non-existent.”31 

The American and British movements are heavily studied, so this research would open the door 

for new interpretations and the creation of secondary sources which would further add to the 

historiography of Spiritualism. An excellent first step in implementing this research would be to 

delve into existing scholarly secondary sources to understand the historiography of the Canadian 

movement to understand any potential gaps and arguments. Browsing through existing sources 

used to create the “Sensational Spiritualism” project to gain insight into the Canadian movement 

would be a good starting point. Then, exploring databases for other sources (such as the 

“Education Books & Recommended Reading” section of the Spiritualist Church of Canada 

website) would be the next step to help continue building sources and expanding knowledge on 

the historiography.32  

 The intended audience for this uncovered research topic of the Canadian Spiritualist 

movement would be like the “Sensational Spiritualism” project - academics interested in the 

social, cultural, political, and economic changes during the timeline of the Canadian Spiritualist 

                                                           
31 Walter J. Meyer Zu Erpen and Joy Lowe, “The Canadian Spiritualist Movement and Sources for its Study,” 
Archivaria 30 (1990): 72. 
32 “Education Books & Recommended Reading,” Spiritualist Church of Canada, accessed on November 30, 2022, 
Education Books & Recommended Reading | Mysite (spiritualistchurchofcanada.com). 
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movement, as well as those interested in Canadian Spiritualism as a religion and in new-age 

faiths in general. Chapter 4, “Specialized Audience,” will revisit the academic audience in detail 

(graduate students, professors, historians), which would span across various geographic regions 

as scholarly search databases can be utilized by all educational institutions. For those interested 

in Canadian Spiritualism as a religion and new-age religions, this audience is, again, a niche 

audience. According to a survey in 2019 by Statistique Canada, 1.2% of the Canadian population 

identify as “Other religions and spiritual traditions” – no breakdown was provided. Still, it could 

be assumed that this would incorporate metaphysical religions such as Spiritualism.33 An Omeka 

exhibition like the “Sensational Spiritualism” project would be an appropriate implementation, as 

the sources and data to be presented are similar and could be showcased in a visually pleasing 

format for this new topic. 

 Another recommendation for further research based on the project is examining local 

historical events or individuals through the lens of sensationalism. Sensationalism has been used 

to highlight important national historical events, especially the “chaotic, violent nature of 

wartime events” such as the Civil War and the Spanish-American War.34 The way the news 

portrayed these national events “[illustrated] man’s inhumanity to man.”35 The communication 

and documentation of local events are just as important as national ones, as they can offer insight 

into a particular region's social, cultural, and economic aspects. The Library of Congress goes 

further to say, “Local events show how nationwide events, such as wars or economic downturns, 

                                                           
33 See Figure 9. 
34 4. Gregory A. Borchard, Stephen Bates, and Lawrence J. Mullen, “Publishing Violence as Art and News: 
Sensational Prints and Pictures in the 19th-Century Press,” in Sensationalism: Murder, Mayhem, Mudslinging, 

Scandals, and Disasters in 19th century Reporting, ed. David B. Sachsman and David W. Bulla (New York: Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2013), 61. 
35 4. Borchard, Bates, and Mullen, “Publishing Violence as Art and News: Sensational Prints and Pictures in the 
19th-Century Press,” in Sensationalism: Murder, Mayhem, Mudslinging, Scandals, and Disasters in 19th century 

Reporting, 61. 
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were experienced differently in different places.”36 Peering at these aspects through 

sensationalism provides unique perspectives on how various regions coped with differing 

external factors. It can provide unlimited interpretations and discussions on how society reacted 

to these events by exploring these real-time snapshots, with the added benefit of the 19th-century 

language and imagery used in local and regional newspapers. 

 The intended audience for this uncovered research topic of local historical events and 

individuals through the lens of sensationalism includes the local community where the event 

occurred/individual resided, local historians and journalists, and local historical institutions. The 

lens of sensationalism provides a unique “sense of meaning and identity” to the region where the 

local event happened/individual resided.37 An excellent first step in implementing this research is 

to decide on a region/individual and period to investigate and then delve into existing primary 

sources (newspapers, diaries, oral histories, and other archival material) to learn more about what 

was happening. Browsing through existing newspaper sources used to create the “Sensational 

Spiritualism” project to gain insight into the selected topic would be a good starting point. 

Exploring local archives, museums, libraries, and online databases for different primary sources 

to expand knowledge would be an appropriate next step. Once a sufficient number of primary 

sources are gathered, further investigation into the language and imagery to understand the 

sensational flair that was portrayed to these events is an excellent next step to understand the 

influence that was imbued on society and the ‘spin’ that was beginning to take hold on the 

chosen event/individual. Finally, rounding out the research by exploring scholarly secondary 

                                                           
36 “U.S. Local History: A Resource Guide,” Library of Congress, accessed on November 30, 2022, Introduction - 
U.S. Local History: A Resource Guide - Research Guides at Library of Congress. 
37 Thomas A. Woods, “Museums and the Public: Doing History Together,” The Journal of American History 82, no. 
3 (1995): 1111. 
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sources to understand the historiography would make sense on the next action item. Submitting a 

grant proposal to a local historical society or museum to create an exhibition based on the 

conducted research – utilizing a grant such as the Inspire! Grants for Small Museums - would be 

the most appropriate implementation for this potential topic. 

 A potential ethical consideration associated with the “Sensational Spiritualism” project is 

approaching sensitive situations – classism, racism, sexism – that were prevalent in a different 

period. Researchers may have problems with including some sources due to their sensitive 

nature. Francesca P. L. Moore says that “the personal nature of the information in these records 

raises questions about whether they are suitable inclusions in the public record.”38 While 

scouring newspaper sources for this project, there were multiple examples of out-of-date 

language use that could be found offensive nowadays, as well as crude drawings representing 

individuals to make jest or offend. Most articles dealt with individuals who held out hope to 

communicate with loved ones who had passed on, which can be a sensitive topic for some. There 

is also the matter of consent and privacy with local history. Moore also discusses this, bluntly 

stating that “the dead don’t answer questionnaires” and sharing information on individuals who 

are no longer here.39 Historians must practice sound, methodical research practices and treat all 

information ethically and respectfully when considering what to share with the public. 

Another potential ethical consideration to this topic is maintaining professionalism and 

avoiding prejudice when presenting historiographical interpretations. Religion and faith can be 

challenging topics, and historians must be aware of the potential conflicts these may present. 

They must also “be mindful of any conflicts of interest that may arise in their professional 

                                                           
38 Francesca P. L. Moore, “Tales from the archive: methodological and ethical issues in historical geography 
research,” Area 42, no. 3 (2010): 265. 
39 Moore, “Tales from the archive: methodological and ethical issues in historical geography research,” 263. 
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duties” when presenting a historiographical interpretation from a religious lens.40 This aligns 

with other organizations’ treatment of ethical research, such as the American Academy of 

Religion, which states that “when scholarship has an impact on the status or self-understanding 

of contemporary religious groups, the responsible researcher strives to judiciously balance the 

commitment to free and rigorous inquiry that is essential to the discipline with the responsibility 

to treat those s/he studies honestly and fairly.”41 Spiritualism is viewed in a variety of ways 

throughout its historiography – religion, philosophy, Halloween party games, new age beliefs – 

and must be recognized and respected as such to ensure equitable treatment. 

 An obstacle that may be encountered in the current “Sensational Spiritualism” project, as 

well as researching and implementing the outlined potential topics, is, in part, the size of the 

specialized and intended audiences (see Chapter 4, “Specialized Audience,” for details). There 

would be no issues with the academic audience, given the extent of who is included in this 

group. The other audience groups may present potential obstacles. With these groups being niche 

audiences, there is the potential for the scope of further research, audience reach, and interest to 

be too focused. It would be a challenge to convince historical societies and museums to 

potentially accept exhibitions if the topic is too small or too niche. Being cognizant of how 

Spiritualism, sensationalism, and local history branch out into other social and cultural entities – 

literature, journalism, philosophy, and sociopolitical issues, to name a few – and creating 

interpretations that creatively integrate these would combine and broaden audiences and build 

interest. 

                                                           
40 “Reputation and Trust,” Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct, American Historical Association, last 
modified 2019, accessed on November 30, 2022, Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct (updated 2019) | 
AHA (historians.org). 
41 “Responsible Research Practices,” A Statement on Standards of Professional Conduct for AAR Members, 
American Academy of Religion, last modified February 2016, accessed on November 30, 2022, Responsible 
Research Practices (aarweb.org). 
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Figure 9: 2021 Statistique Canada Study “Religiosity in Canada and its evolution from 

1985 to 2019” (Courtesy of Statistique Canada). 
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Chapter 6: Budgeting and Staffing Requirements 

 

The start-up and maintenance costs required for the “Sensational Spiritualism” project 

include supplies, equipment, labor, and indirect costs. The project and any further research have 

been considered for an eventual transition to a physical exhibition with a local historical society 

or museum. However, examining the average costs of a physical exhibition, the benefits would 

not outweigh the costs. According to a 2011 museum exhibition survey, “the average 6000 

square foot History Museum […] exhibitions are $204 per square foot with 17% spent on 

research, design and exhibition development.”42 Per the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, that 

$204 average cost in July 2011 (when the survey was conducted) has inflated to $269.09 as of 

October 2022, which is a 24.19% increase.43 Libraries, archives, and museums rely heavily on 

attendance records and various grants to maintain operations, so every dollar is scrutinized. In 

addition, numerous historical institutions have digitized, or have workflow projects in flight, to 

digitize their collections for public access. According to Alexandra Chassanoff, “Many 

institutions are digitizing portions of their archival materials and providing online access through 

search interfaces. […] Some of the major advantages of digital collections include the ease of 

using digital formats, fast access, and better searching techniques.”44 Digitization is well on its 

way to being the ‘future state’ for preservation and conservation purposes in terms of cost-

effectiveness and adaptation to evolving technology. With this, along with the project’s and any 

further research implementation’s specialized and intended audiences having niche tendencies 

                                                           
42 Mark Walhimer, “2011 Museum Exhibition Cost Survey Results,” Museum Planner, last modified July 18 2011, 
accessed on December 3, 2022, 2011 Museum Exhibition Cost Survey Results - Museum Planner. 
43 See Figure 10. 
44 Alexandra Chassanoff, “Historians and the Use of Primary Source Materials in the Digital Age,” The American 

Archivist 76, no. 2 (2013): 459, 463. 
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(see Chapter 4, “Specialized Audience,” and Chapter 6, “Recommendations and Ethical 

Considerations”), the project will remain virtual. Exploration and utilization of a grant, such as 

the Inspire! Grants for Small Museums, would be fitting to support this project and further 

research recommendations and implementations. This grant supports “efforts to serve the public 

through exhibitions [and] digital learning resources,” among other initiatives, and can offer 

anywhere between $5,000 to $50,000 in funds.45 Given the total estimation of this project, this 

grant would be a perfect fit as it would incorporate any unexpected or inflated costs. 

A budget of $2,250 for a laptop computer, external hard drive, printer, and flatbed 

scanner would be necessary to set aside to conduct research, store source material, and archival 

files, and back up any files as required.46 If files are not digitized, a printer and flatbed scanner 

will manually digitize any primary sources pertinent for further research recommendations. As 

technology evolves, there may be a need to refresh or migrate files or upgrade software; 

budgeting for this equipment and upgrades is necessary to “avoid the physical decay or the 

obsolescence of that medium” and to bring “all former formats into a limited number of 

contemporary formats.”47 These supplies and equipment would be deemed necessary once the 

researcher has reviewed their hardware and software capabilities during the project planning 

process. A detailed breakdown of the supplies and equipment costs for this project are reflected 

in Table 1.48 

Staffing and labor are one of the essential items of the project and the smallest budget 

allocation. As discussed in Chapter 6, “Recommendations and Ethical Considerations,” the 

                                                           
45 “Inspire! Grants for Small Museums,” Institute of Museum and Library Services, accessed on December 8, 2022, 
Inspire! Grants for Small Museums | Institute of Museum and Library Services (imls.gov). 
46 See Table 1. 
47 Northeast Document Conservation Center. Handbook for Digital Projects: A Management Tool for Preservation 

and Access, by Maxine K. Sitts, Andover: Northeast Document Conservation Center, 2000: 169. 
48 See Table 1. 
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project and any further research recommendations would be a great collaboration with local 

libraries, museums, and archives for digital exhibitions and collections (either as a special 

installation or quite possibly as a permanent one which may require transitioning from the 

existing Omeika platform to the institution’s established cataloging system). They would require 

a partnership with the institution’s staffing to execute successfully. Any volunteers assigned to 

the project’s exhibition would be unpaid, aligning with said institutions’ existing volunteer 

program. Any interns would also be unpaid, aligning with their particular internship guidelines. 

Overtime pay is also a consideration and should be budgeted. This cost is dependent on any non-

exempt salaried staff who utilize overtime hours to oversee volunteers and interns, who may be 

assisting with setting up the project, and their pay rate. According to the U.S. Department of 

Labor, employees are eligible for at least one and a half times their regular pay rate if they 

exceed 40 hours per week.49 Total labor costs for this project are unknown, given the pending 

decisions of the institution regarding headcount for interns and volunteers and overtime, and are 

reflected in Table 1.50 

Indirect costs include legal expenses, subscription costs, and membership fees. While the 

“Sensational Spiritualism” project utilized public domain sources, any further research 

recommendations may explore sources held by local libraries, archives, and museums. Costs will 

be set aside for copyright research and fees if permission is needed for artifacts outside the public 

domain for research. According to the United States Copyright Office Spring 2020 Fee Schedule, 

the average cost for registration, recordation, and related services is $275.51 Another cost is 

                                                           
49 “Overtime Pay,” U.S. Department of Labor, accessed on December 3, 2022, Overtime Pay | U.S. Department of 
Labor (dol.gov). 
50 See Table 1. 
51 United States Copyright Office, Proposed Schedule and Analysis of Copyright Fees To Go Into Effect in Spring 

2020, Spring 2020, p. 20-22, Proposed Schedule And Analysis Of Copyright Fees To Go Into Effect In Spring 2020, 
(accessed on December 4, 2022).  
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various subscription costs – the two most important being Omeka and Newspapers.com. The 

“Sensational Spiritualism” project is housed in Omeka and is currently utilizing a free trial that 

offers “a single site, with limited themes and plugins.”52 Further research would require 

additional sites; Omeka’s paid plans range from five to unlimited sites with various themes and 

plugins. To stay on the Omeka platform, transitioning from a single site to a host of unlimited 

sites would be ideal, costing $1,000 annually.53 This does not consider any partnerships with 

institutions where research could be transitioned to a preferable cataloging system. 

Newspapers.com is another essential subscription, given the nature of the research 

recommendations and implementations (see Chapter 6, “Recommendations and Ethical 

Considerations”). The site’s “Publisher Extra” subscription provides access to all the newspapers 

they partner with – over 25,000 – archived through the prior month. The subscription is biannual, 

costing about $75.54 It would be remiss not to include membership costs for professional 

organizations, such as the National Council for Public History, which can enrich a historian in 

their research endeavors by expanding networks and providing access to exclusive scholarly 

sources that can progress their study. The average cost for a standard membership is $50.55 The 

total indirect costs for this project are reflected in Table 1. 

  

                                                           
52 “Upgrade Plan,” Omeka.net, accessed on December 5, 2022, Omeka.net | Pricing. 
53 See Table 1. 
54 See Table 1. 
55 See Table 1. 
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Figure 10: CPI Inflation Calculator showing inflation rate of $204 between July 2011 and 

October 2022 (Courtesy of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics). 
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Conclusion 

 

Spiritualism is a multidimensional topic due to its influence on several external factors 

throughout the 19th century, including societal norms, culture, and politics. The phenomenal 

practices of Spiritualism – seances and spirit communication, to name a few – are still highly 

romanticized in many cultures and impacted 19th-century social and political movements. Once 

those layers are peeled back, researchers find that digging deeper into the Spiritualist movement 

provides a glimpse into its impact on several other vital movements, such as abolitionism and 

suffragism, through various historical lenses. David Walker says, “Such diversity has provided 

much analytical opportunity, and different writers have found in spiritualism a unique container 

of various interests and methods [...]."1 Through this historiographical examination of 

Spiritualism came the uncovering of how newspapers treated the movement through language 

and imagery. Sensationalism also became a popular journalistic tactic during this time, with the 

growing population and literacy rate. The project, highlighted on the Omeka platform, examines 

how sensationalism was a catalyst for Spiritualism’s rise in the 19th century, then its gradual 

downfall and resurgence at the end of the 19th century and turn of the 20th century. 

 The project utilizes newspapers as its main primary source material, exhibiting how 

language use and imagery influenced society’s perception of the movement during its 

historiography (see Chapter 2, “Historiography,” and Chapter 5, “Project Planning and Historical 

Topic Research” for details). The Omeka project outlines Spiritualism’s historiography in an 

easy-to-read, visually pleasing format for a public audience. It incorporates samples of primary 

                                                           
1 David Walker, “The Humbug in American Religion Ritual Theories of Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism,” Religion 

and American Culture: A Journal of Interpretation 23, no 1. (2013): 32. 
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sources to prove the topic thesis and written blurbs that walk the audience through the 

historiography of Spiritualism and the influence of sensationalism, as explained throughout the 

previous chapters. 

 The project is outlined to simulate Spiritualism’s timeline during the 19th and 20th 

centuries, proven by the timestamps of collected newspaper samples. It shows how Spiritualism 

was readily accepted in the mid-19th century, with that acceptance lessening as the years went on, 

then completely changing around the time Margaret Fox made her ‘confession’ in 1888. That 

perception switched to skepticism with a few notable characters, such as Harry Houdini, and the 

introduction of scientific tools in a movement to debunk, as it resurged in the 20th century. 

Sensationalism was used to amplify the events by choosing specific words and incorporating 

certain imagery, which aligned perfectly with the historiography supported by scholarly 

secondary sources. As stated throughout this project, the topic does not alter or change the 

historiography of Spiritualism. However, this project adds a new perspective and lens to the 

historiography, hopefully aiding future historians and the public who look to explore this topic 

further. 
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Appendix 1: Online Exhibition 

 

Sensational Spiritualism: The Study of 19th-Century Reporting and Its Effect on the Spiritualist 

Movement (omeka.net) 
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Table 1: Project Budget 

Cost Analysis Worksheet

Item Quantity Cost Rate Total Notes

SUPPLIES AND EQUIPMENT

Computer

If needed 1 $1,000 $1,000

As determined during project planning when evaluating 

hardware needs

Cost can vary depending on model/storage 

size/specifications

External hard drive

If needed 1 $100 $100

As determined during project planning when evaluating 

hardware needs

Cost can vary depending on model/storage 

size/specifications

Multifunctional printer

If needed 1 $150 $150

As determined during project planning when evaluating 

hardware needs

Cost can vary depending on model/specifications

Large format flatbed scanner

If needed 1 $1,000 $1,000

As determined during project planning when evaluating 

hardware needs

Cost can vary depending on model/specifications

Total Supplies & Equip Costs 3 $2,250 $2,250

LABOR

Volunteers TBA $0 $0

As determined by institution

Will require training

Interns TBA $0 $0

As determined by institution

Any hired interns would be unpaid

Will require training

Overtime Pay TBA TBA TBA

For any paid staff overseeing volunteers and/or interns 

who work any overtime hours assisting on the transition 

from Omeka to the institution's preferred cataloguing 

system. Subject to state and federal wage laws. Total cost 

will vary by number of paid employees as well as salary 

rate

Overtime pay is in excess of 40 hours per week and is at 

least a rate of 1.5 times regular rate of pay per the U.S. 

Department of Labor

Total Labor Cost TBA

INDIRECT COSTS

Legal Expenses TBA $275 $275

Copyright research, obtaining copyright permission (as 

needed)

All items obtained for "Sensational Spiritualism" were from 

the public domain

Cost outlined is the average cost per the United States 

Copyright Office as of Spring 2020

Omeka - "Platinum" Plan 1 $1,000 $1,000

Any further research would require additional exhibits, 

which can be provided through a paid Omeka plan

50 GB of storage, unlimited sites

Newspapers.com "Publisher Extra" 

Plan 1 $74.90 $74.90

Access to 25,000+ newspapers dating back to 1690, archived 

through the prior month

6-month subscription

Membership Costs TBA $50 $50

Average cost for an annual membership for a LAM or 

professional organization

Total Indirect Costs $1,399.90 $1,399.90

Project Total $3,649.90 $3,649.90

Final cost rate and project total is dependent on labor costs, 

specifically overtime pay, which is not a guarantee  
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