EATING, FEEDING, AND FLESH: FOOD IN VICTORIAN SPIRUALISM

Marlene Tromp

Communing and Spiritualism

Victorian Spiritualism--the religion of tipping tks, spirit rappings, automatic writing,
and spirit materializations--often centered on “cmmion.” For Spiritualists, communion
implied connection with the spirits, God, and otBeiritualists, but it might also mean more.
Scholars have so far overlooked the penchant of/iBairitualists to engage in more literal
forms of communion. This involved the physical aCeating--sometimes wine and bread as the
body and blood of Christ, sometimes shared feassimgnetimes by physically feeding or being
fed by materialized spirits, all of which foregraad a parallel between the body and the
sanctified bread. Fascinating and heterodox, comwnuin the séance underscored many other
Spiritualistic disruptions of norms. Not only dite distribution of communion outside the
sanctioned church violate religious codes, butalleeation of bread and wine or other food was
often placed in the hands of women in the séaSiece women in the nineteenth century were
already largely responsible for food managemesetnthanipulation of food and drink in the
séance became a means for women to exercise soaseim@@f control over both the landscape
of the sacred and their bodies—especially signitiza countering perceptions of women'’s
bodies as passive spiritual receptacles. In 88ay | bring contemporary feminist food studies
into conversation with nineteenth-century mediumsto better understand gender roles and
their disruption in Victorian Spiritualism, explag narratives of communion and the flesh in
Spiritualism.

One might be tempted to say that Spiritualism wast Your everyday Victorian

religion” because it involved ghosts, Ouija boarts] an almost scandalous dabbling in the



other side that we don't ordinarily associate wiité Victorians. In reality, however, millions of
people identified themselves as Spiritualists l®yehd of the nineteenth century. Alex Owen
says that “by the time spiritualism reached itsdagyin 1870 there can hardly have been a
household in the land that had not been touchesplsitualistic fever.* What this meant in
practical terms was that people were holding séaimctheir homes or attending them in others’;
visiting the public halls of Spiritualist assoc@ts when they offered lectures, soirees, or
demonstrations; or experimenting privately on tlogn. Most people looked for the assistance
of a medium, who acted as an “antenna” for thatspff the dead, or hoped to develop
mediumistic powers themselves. Some Spirituatisteeved only a few had the medium’s

“gift;” others thought that anyone could develgphitough individuals had different levels of
native talent. Once contact with the other side made, the spirits might rap (“one rap for yes,
two raps for no”), speak (either through the medamn their own voices), draw, write, or
move objects through the room.

As the years went on, the séance became incregsitagerial. Physical objects
previously not present in the room would appeathenséance table or drop from above, often
fruits and flowers. Eventually, with the help ofraaterialization cabinet,” spirits began to
appear fully formed in flesh and blood, right beftihe eyes of the séance attenders, or sitters, as
they were called. This required a powerful medentering a cabinet (or some facsimile, like
the curtained recess of a room) and the spirit gimgy while the medium remained behind.
Séances generally called for low light—people oftempared the emergence of a ghost to the
development of a photographic plate—and typicaliyolved securing the medium in the cabinet
to ensure that he or she wasn’t the one comingnahie disguise of flowing white spirit

draperies. If sitters tied, chained, or otherviised the medium in the cabinet, they were



creating “test conditions,” which were believedstgpply more certain proof of the spirit's
presence.

Even while engaging in such ghost-seeking practpesple typically didn’t abandon
their “home” faith. In fact, most British Spiritlists had been raised in a Christian environment
and Spiritualism cut widely across churches angsels, from high to low and broad church
Anglicanism and Roman Catholicism to virtually @fllthe Dissenting faiths. Sometimes, even
disenchanted atheists returned to faith throughit8alism, regarding it as a rational proof of life
after death and of a sacred quality to that afeerlLike Evangelicalism, Spiritualism was not a
denomination, but rather an amplification or ovweda one’s denominational beliefs and
practices. Certainly, Spiritualism as an “overlajfected one’s personal practice and theology,
palimpsestically, just as Evangelicalism did. V&w religious leaders were hearty advocates
of Spiritualism, as they might be of Evangelicalisrawever. Spiritualism had no role for
clergy, though the movement had leaders and impomadiums. There was no dogmatic form
of confession or absolution; no sermons (unlesscont describe inspired spirit commentary as
such); no recitation of the Apostles’ Creed; aralftillowers were responsible for carving out
their own path to the higher planes of life. Ratihan drawing people closer to the church, it
may have drawn them closer to home. Perhapsstiby the influence of Spiritualism in the
period has often been underestimated. Even ertalleveys of Victorian religion exclude
Spiritualism? others describe it only as “the occult.” Certgjrdur contemporary sensibility of
Spiritualism as more secular and New Age may makgeuceive it as outside of mainstream
“religion,” though many Victorians did not. Morikely, our discomfort with the “supernatural”

elements of the faith and a suspicion that mediwere simply frauds who duped the bereft and



unwary matches that of many investigators in timeteienth century who dismissed Spiritualism
as poppycock.

In spite of our sensibility of its otherness, maéances contained traditional religious
elements—Bible readings, hymn singing and recitatibprayers. Moreover, many Spiritualists
thought of themselves as expanding or improvingrnaive religious practice in the séance, not
simply replacing it. This would not have been tdador most Victorians, for whom personal
practice and theology was more than a Sunday-mgmitinal. Quite simply, as Julie Melnyk
argues, “[religion permeated Victorian lives.While this does not mean that all Christian
Victorians were devout—it was, in fact, an age atfilot and disenchantment as well as
devotion—it was a wholly naturalized part of dayday life in the nineteenth century. It was
this very doubt and disenchantment, however, tteatenthe promise Spiritualism offered—
material proof of an afterlife—all that much moaatalizing. For those who came to the faith
and kept their feet in the world of traditionaliggbn, Spiritualism was a “movement” with the
power to transform day-to-day religious practicetdqyping into the spiritual insights from those
who had already crossed over. In spite of thettiggior faith systems, inserting anything
resembling the convention of communion into thenséanight seem puzzling. Why did they
need communion in the séance? Most Spiritualst&ever, emerged from traditions in which
the Eucharist was a fundamental aspect of theilwabgexperience. To participate in
communion, of course, meant incorporating the bafd@hrist and the principles of the faith.
This might happen metaphorically or literally, degig on denominational home and beliefs,
but it certainly involved physical ingestion byleast some people on some occasions, a linking
of body and spirit. This made Spiritualism, aHart which lines between spirit and body often

blurred, as I'll explain in more detail below, ateal location for communion.



Spiritual Foodways

For William Francis Cowper-Temple (politician, h&rboth Lord Melbourne and Lord
Palmerston, and the first Baron Mount Temple),ltbdy of Christ, human food consumption,
the spirit, and the fleshy body of the believerevietimately linked. Not simply a nominal
Anglican or Spiritualist, Mount Temple expressedeamest dedication to both. He hosted
annual Christian retreats with the theme “confeesran the Higher Christian Life” at his
Broadlands estate. “The conference requiremenphasized the attenders’ belief in God’s
immediate presence and called upon all preserg tippn to and moved by the Holy Spirit in the
moment, positions that the immediacy of Spiritualisnd its direct contact with the other side
encouraged. Each meeting included discussionsendes of Spiritualism, the role of
entrancement, the role of prayer, and the missid@oal in the world.* These are surely lofty
and largely respectable goals. Examining the weakehd these goals into his private life—an
effort in which he earnestly engaged—is telling.aljournal with the headnote, “Thoughts on
religious matters,” Cowper expressed a profoundgam the relationship between food, spirit,
and the flesh. Many of the entries in this notéo@volve around this triad. The body was
necessary, as he noted in his diaries, to “gldgibgd” and, because the “body was a temple of the
Holy Ghost,” what one chose to “eat [and] drink” shalso be done for the glory of God. “l am
entrusted with the care and management of [my ho@gwper wrote, “Food, appetite,
digestion have been given to me for it. ...| am resjide for the proper feeding of my bod.”
Eating was a spiritual act for this Spiritualigts E.N. Anderson has noted of the complex face

of food in faith, “food sharing is literally sacréualmost all religions®



While integral to traditional services and to thedlogy of the believer, communion was
likely the only material eating going on during church; wherets, #ance, food might take
center stage, right next to the materialized spiritVe might wonder why, when you’ve got
something as dazzling as the flesh and blood restion of the dead in the séance, you would
focus on something as mundane as food. Food stoffers in-depth analysis of this
phenomenon across cultures. From Levi-Straussaigdtet Mead, scholars have explored the
ways in which food reveals profound and often subtcial dynamics. Because food is
physically vital, it is always present, but theywiag processes of preparation, distribution,
consumption, and ritualization make it a great “med for social meaning. As Carole M.
Counihan has described it, “In every culture, foagisv[all the social practices surrounding food]
constitute an organized system, a language thatughrits structure and components—conveys
meaning and contributes to the organization ofteral and social world’.” Counihan also
discusses the ways in which food serves as a gigntfpath to both the supernatural and to
physical intimacy between peoplen its most simple terms, because we both eakisdwith
the mouth and because food is sustenance, romamtesacred communion, food is a socially
and spiritually fundamental construct.

The mainstream church provided strict control agheparation, distribution, and
consumption of spiritual food, managing it all witte leadership of consecrating (male) clergy,
but in the séance, access to spiritual food wasstlas orgiastic and diffuse as the spiritual
leadership was. This is not to say that there werrules, or that the séance was like
Woodstock, but instead that many Victorians imagiaeen the most sedate of Eucharistic
experiences as a “taste of the heavenly blisshefiterlife’ Nor was this heavenly bliss

always simply an intellectual or affective metapfwrthe erotic. John Maynard’s research on



religion and sexuality has shown that the Victosignappled very earnestly with questions of
physical sexuality and, moreover, that Charles Klieng religious leader of the Muscular
Christianity movement, and his wife actually usedrfimunion” as metaphor for physical
sexuality’® Certainly their metaphor was not unique amongdrians or unique to Victorians.
As several food studies scholars have argued, @t most significant domains of meaning
embodied in food centers on the relation betweerséxes, their gender definitions, and their
sexuality. In many cultures... [flood and sex ardgapborically overlapping. Eating may

represent copulation, and food may represent sigxtiat

Women, Food, and Power

It is not simply the eroticism | am interestechgre, however, nor the supplanting of
traditional religious hierarchies. | wish to drawt the yoking of the domestic and the disruptive
in the séance, especially in terms of spirituaharity and the body, because that pairing
provided a prime channel through which women mighve. Particularly significant to me is
the primary role women already played in the domegtace and with regard to food, and the
means this provided to make the disruptive aspdcEpiritualism functional for them. In
making this argument | will be building upon my ymis work inAltered States Here, |
contended that the séance provided women with afieddocial context in which to operate, an
“altered state” of mind and social codes that pt#edithem to engage in behavior—with the
authorization of the spirits—that would have be®olerable elsewhere, such as speaking with
authority on religious and political matters, aetiwshaping their own futures, traveling and
working on their own. In this essay, | want towlraut themes | did not touch upon in that

project. First, because the home was a womanigrmme, her landscape for management and



authority, it didn’t undermine her femininity tosest authority here. Though some of the
faithful encountered Spiritualism in public foruntise “domestic” séance formed the backbone
of Spiritualistic practice. Home séances providemday for the curious, new believers, and the
devout to explore Spiritualism or to develop thegdiumship. As Catherine Berry, a significant
nineteenth-century Spiritualist and promoter ofti@vement noted, “My knowledge of
Spiritualism, has, for the most part, been gainedxperiences in my own house. | have
devoted years to the investigation of the subpad, have spared no expense in securing the aid
of the most powerful mediums$®Woman, in Coventry Patmore’s famous Victorian uficf was
the “angel in the house.” She was the domesticlgss, and she had the freedom to assert
spiritual authority in the home, though women waraost totally absent from positions of
leadership in the churcfi. This was simply not true in Spiritualism. Infawhile this was a
complex and often vexed process, introducing taesginto this space was one way that
Spiritualism, in Alex Owen’s terms, “validated tfenale authoritative voice:*

The presence of food in the séance also operatsalithfy women’s authority. Not only
has food preparation in the home been linked tmnstof “spiritual health*® but food was
simply a women'’s responsibility and this placedhet the head of the table for this aspect of
spiritual leadership. While professional food egion might have been managed by men,
“Domestic cookery was” in the Victorian period,dikoday, “primarily the preserve of females,
whether paid women cooks or housewives cookinghfeir own families.*® In fact, the
management of food—from planning, to preparatiordistribution, as Andrea Broomfield has
explained, was a wholly gendered proc€sSo central was food to the Victorian woman'’s life
that over 900 pages (well over 80%) of the bedingeMrs. Beeton’s Book of Household

Managementvere devoted to the preparation and managemdabdf Food, apparently, was



far and away a woman'’s chief duty. As IsabellatBederself described it, “the influence of
[food preparation] is immense upon the happinesstafusehold™® In fact, food management,
as food studies has taught us, was always “deplagedmeans of gender distinctidfi“we

may be what we eat,” but eating and feeding alsodpces who we aré® For women, this
meant food management for the household. This doesuggest, however, that we can simply
read women’s management of food as oppressiveen@i/oski Avakian and Barbara Haber
have argued that feminist interrogations of food teelp us understand how women reproduce,
resist, and rebel against gender constructionsegsare practiced and contested in various sites,
as well as illuminate the contexts in which theseggles are located® With this backdrop, we
can turn to the séance to explore the incorporatfdood, an inclusion that again elevated
food’s spiritual importance. We can turn to therdir table—where the séances often took

place—to examine the relationship of food to reaimgn’s bodies and senses of self.

Making Food, Making Spiritualism

While most séances took place in the home, Splistmahad its public venues as well,
and women'’s production and service of food play&dyarole there. The Spiritualist
newspapers chronicled the food offered in the lémaims, and the significance of women in
that process. Accounts detail the “bevy of smilagjes with white aprons and tucked up
sleeves, [who were] cutting cake and other goaaythior the guests.” They indicate not only
how many attended (400, in this case), they alsordcehow many took tea (208). When events
are described as “well appointed,” there is no tjoleshat the author is referring to the food. At
these public soirees, designed to introduce pdodipiritualism and serve as a community

bonding place for Spiritualists, food was key.fdat, the preparation of food in this forum



echoed the comforts of the home space, providée s people to “take tea” and to come with
ease to “the gifts of Spiritualism.” In fact, tees no question that Spiritualists saw this fegdin
of the masses as one of the key factors in welogpméw devotees to the movement. In
Lancashire, the minutes of a soiree noted, “A feiwgd in the dancing which followed [the
spiritual manifestations], bumany moran the dessert, cake, and coffee, which brought th
proceedings to a close” [emphasis added]. Whagiilsaps most striking about this description,
however, is the author’s final summation: “Thehgaing was not only successful but highly
useful to the Movement in its present stéte Clearly, the food was a key part of what made it
so “useful,” and it was the “bevy of smiling ladi@gho made these things happen.

The focus on the details and the anxiety over progl preparation echoes the demand
placed on women evidenced in the range of househalthgement books likdrs. Beeton’s
So central were women to this process that, eveamwkrvants actually engaged in the physical
preparation, the hostess was still ultimately dbciasponsible for the success and failtfrén
another public Spiritualist event in Marylebone, éaample, the author raves, “such lemonade,
such cake, such oranges ... such dancing!” He guioldkes a complaint, however, that the
oranges “should have been cut across the endnoline with the pith, as it does not sever the
juice bags®™ While we might think of this as a wholly irrelesaand even obnoxious detail to
print in a newspaper with nationwide distributiarhat is striking about it is the way it reveals
the significance of food to the Spiritualist caudot just a jab at the “smiling ladies in white
aprons,” it underscores their role as food managedsthe importance of food preparation.
Even in more intimate events, such as a literasp &rmed by Spiritualists, food and drink were
crucial and hotly debated. The club was formedttencondition that no alcoholic liquors

should be allowed. When, however, the rough wintenths set in, this privation was deemed
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rather severe; some malcontents expressed doutatdteswisdom of these restrictions, thinking
that tea, coffee, lemonade, sugar-water and graeldwnot do for a man, however spiritual his
ambitions might be.* While the author may have been evoking the gerieran,” women
certainly would not have been at liberty to demalodhol from others, especially when there
were men in the group. Just as clear, howevéhngigact that women were the gatekeepers.
Their approval was required for the alcohol to benitted. Quite simply, women managed the
table.

It would be a mistake to read this responsibildyfbod as simply repression or
powerlessness. Elizabeth Langland has persuasivglied irNobody’s Angelshat, in general,
women’s management of “domestic practices” hadnammneous impact on a “community’s
political life.”?” Moreover, the Spiritualist faithful were whollprscious of the role that food
played in their Spiritual practice and the rolettihamen played in foodways. Not just the
highlight of the soirees, food was a meaty spiftitemsideration. They deliberated over food
practices in public forums and in their newspapés.James Gregory has noted in his excellent
studyOf Victorians and Vegetariansany Spiritualists were progressives and idesalisho
wanted their life practices to “reflect core spialist beliefs about the ‘sanctity of life, the
growth and dignity of the physical frame enclosihg immortal soul.”® Vegetarianism and
teetotalism flourished in the movement. James 8editor of one of the movement’s chief
organs,The Medium and Daybreatoured and lectured on vegetarianism and ran mesty p
vegetarian articles in the paper. Spiritualistefelt moved to experiment with their diets as a
result of such prodding or because of spiritualsagss or insights. Dr. T. L. Nichols, who gave
many Spiritualist lectures, described some of Bigpériments” with diet iThe Medium and

Daybreak Nichols gave up meat and alcohol and reportatiiib “felt better, and clearer, and
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brighter than usual.” “Pure blood,” which was pnodd by pure eating, he argued, “would give
perfect health.?® Chandos Leigh Hunt Wallace, a spiritually-insgiraedical practitioner and
health adviser, strongly advocated a vegetarian diBy far the greatest portion of the human
race are vegetarians,” she noted; “some becaisspatt of their religion, some because they are
too poor to procure flesh-meat, and a few throughtaral abhorrence to both the idea and the
taste. A minor butapidly-increasingportion, however, eat neither fish, flesh, nor fomdr
drink intoxicants, because they have discoveredsiieh things are not onguite unnecessayy
but also positively destructive to their moral, n&nand physical welfare’®

What neither Gregory nor others writing on thé loetween Spiritualism and
vegetarianism have noted, however, is the role woph@yed in the execution of this genuinely
significant spiritual scheme, as well as the cdrihis permitted women to assert over the bodies
of those around her. Hunt Wallace wrote her ows-@8y cookbook, complete with an in-
season meal planner, four courses per meal, addplaation of recipes. In this book, she
addresses herself directly to the mistress (asdist household books, likdrs. Beeton’s In
this way, Hunt Wallace acknowledged the role womlkayed in instituting spiritual food reform
in the household. Her book, she explained, wagyded to share information and educate, but
also “to be a blessing to many ladies ... who wishdé®aved the daily trouble of working out
the problem of ‘what shall we have for dinner torroav.” Knowing how the want of such work
has been long and keenly felt, its production heetpurely a labour of lové™ So clearly was
the diet of the family a woman’s province that JarBernes began a column in his newspaper
for his wife Amy, so she might address women diyereigarding the concerns that fell under the
women’s authority, including their role as hostesaed their supervision of household diet,

including alcohol and “flesh-meat.” Vegetarianigamd other Spiritualist dietary concerns) were
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not purely philosophical, however. For Spirituajsand for medical authorities of the day, what

an individual ingested had an enormous impact srohher spiritual and physical well-being.

Food of the Body and Spirit

A firm believer in the power of food, Hunt Wallaaggued that modern medicine never
cured anyone, but that almost any disease coutditeel by food, primarily fresh fruit and other
healthful foods? all of which would fall under the auspices of warisehousehold management.
Famous medium Elizabeth d’Esperance and her gpiigie agreed. When “Humner” wanted
d’Esperance to do service work in the communitytipalarly for poor children, he argued that

Medicines [often] set up another disease, in masgs, as harmful as the one to
be cured. His methods of remedy were chiefly oaenrmatural way of living,
simple diet, fresh air, physical exercise, anth@kedge of right and wrong
....'Give the children food,” he would write somegs) ‘and let the drugs alone.’
So that the medicines carried into some of thetsand alleys of the slums were
more frequently in the shape of oat-meal, breaidt, &nd similar comestibles,
than in unpalatable mixtures from the cheni$ts.
In fact, d’Esperance collected funds to distritieted to children, believing it to be both their
physical and spiritual cure. Moreover, Spiritualigreren’t the only ones who believed in the
role of food as a spiritual and physical healer.H&nry Thompson, a medical force in the
nineteenth century and court physican across Euramte extensively oRood and Feeding
and he too made these connections. The “relatiatonly between food and a healthy
population,” he wrote, “but between food and virthetween the process of digestion and the
state of mind which results from it, have occupeslibordinate place in the practical

arrangements of life** He, like Hunt Wallace (though without the samgov), encouraged

vegetarianism and complained that the Englishatéob much meaf.
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Naturally, all this focus on food and its spiritwedight gave added significance to the
role of women both in the culture and in Spiriteali Even lofty medical tracts on diet found
themselves dancing between audiences, since worentiae ones who would ultimately be
responsible for food management in the home. dotmre, it was clear, they recognized the role
of women as the arbiters of moral and physicalthedo wonder food was thought to have a
particularly significant effect on mediums and madship, as they served as the channels to the
spirit world. W.J. Colville, among others, lectdren the role of food for mediums. The level of
detail in his recommendations parallels the coneapressed about the “juice bags” of the
soiree oranges—nearly comic to a reader encougtérinday, but an index of its significance.
“Concerning diet,” Colville offered, “we state thait fruits have a most distinct effect upon the
minds of mediumistic persons. We would say tor@biums, you cannot do better than partake
of fruits freely; apples, pears, and grapes, ahthase fruits which are not designated as stone
fruits are beneficial in all case®>”While the instructions might just be given to riveds
alone—say, in a meeting of professional or privaggliums—nhis insights are offered instead to
a general audience precisely because it was thiedses in the home who would have supplied
the food and drink to a medium staying in their shidLater in life, one of the century’s most
famous mediums, Florence Cook, described the nyadterwoman of the household had over
her food intake. Her diet, food and drink, was ptetely dependent upon theéthWomen'’s
responsibility for this provision points to the pogen expectation that women had charge of
this crucial aspect of mediumship.

Moreover, Colville provided precise directions tma a seriousood-failurethat could interfere
with mediumship: “You should only partake, on thay of the circle, two meals previously; if

the circle is held in the evening, the first abome o’clock a.m. comprised principally, if not
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entirely, of bread and fruit. Some fruit we do retommend as being of the highest use to
weakly persons, but it is good for those who amengt.” For dinner, he notes,
Supposing the circle were held at eight o’clockhi@a evening, we would
recommend that you should take your second mdauabr five o’clock,
consisting of [flarinaceous food and fruit; beteave the coarser kinds of
vegetables out of the question, beans and lewtiissh convey that nutriment
which some persons distinctly require, may be ety before the circle.
Never partake of eggs, and it is not desirablesfmuld partake of butter and
milk freely, though some persons appear to neexkttiéngs moderately. We
should recommend pure vegetable oil to those whoire fatty substances.
Of course, this is related to digestion in the meslwell. “If you came to receive and digest
truth in your mind, then you will receive only thahich is beneficial for you.” While the
minutiae here might seem absurd, these remarkaidyleld warnings were in earnest.

So crucial was food intake to the spiritual langscaf the séance that the complete
breakdown of spiritual contact might be attributedhe medium’s diet. After a particularly
disastrous séance with a Miss Lawrerides Spiritualistspeculated that it was food that had
caused things to go deeply awry. Indeed, she hed out in pain and it had made her “utter
sentiments for which she had no sympathy’—one cdyimagine what kind of shocking
remarks she must have made to leave the room sstaghhe sitters consulted the spirits
separately from the medium to discover what haduy#d her. Their “reply was that she was
free from anything of the kind before she camedadon, because previously she lived a simple
life, subsisting almost entirely upon vegetabledioand never touching flesh—a kind of diet
which it is not an uncommon thing for spirits tausa their mediums to adopt. They added that
when she came to town she began to eat flesh &atithat was the chief reason why she had
become subject for the time to the occasional p@fspirits of a lower order® Such a caveat

indicates the power of a hostess to administeitsgily sound choices for those who enter her

domestic circle—or not to do so, depending uporvishes.
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The spirits of another popular medium, CatherineoW/@laimed that even incidental
physical contact with people who imbibed unhealhigstances could undermine the well-being
of the medium and the success of the séance, whkieimded a woman'’s food authority even
more broadly. Wood'’s spirit guide Pocka explaitieat séance “conditions were bad; that in
coming to the séance some drunken men had jogkadst the medium ... [and] their influence
would prevent any manifestations taking place #évaning.” Moreover, because of this random
contact, when being placed in the materializataireet and bound for test conditions, “the
medium had been controlled by a spirit who had catethsuicide by poison, and that she had
been injuriously affected by the control; that dage must be opened and the medium released
at once, taken home under control and put to Bemlldre than just a handy excuse for a failed
séance, this focus on the dangers unhealthy fawdisiinks indicates how they become
spiritually, as well as physically, toxic, and htvey affect the lives of people beyond
ingestion?® Women had been crucial in the temperance crusamess the United States and
Europe, and it is no surprise that their messatgzdd into food and drink management in
séances as well. “Banish the drink from your mid$gvout Spiritualist Alfred Smedley
warned, “do what you can to prevent its victimgrrbeing sent prematurely, or at all, into the
‘land of souls’; then will your hours of spirit-carunion be secure against such unwelcome
visitation.”! In the later years of her mediumship, ElizabeEsgerance also insisted that her
sitters avoid alcohol and tobacco for up to six therprior to a séance because their ingestion
might damage the spiritual energy and thus the grhenon of the séané&.Imagine the kind of
authority that dictated the diet of dozens of pedpl six months in advance of meeting them!
Only with pure food, she argued, could you be &cdindidate for communion with those passed

on to the world of spirit*
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Ultimately, all of these spiritually crucial foodgztices were in the hands of women.
While men of a household would certainly have weigtexpressing preferences, which a
woman would be bound to respect, the managemeérdusfehold food was always conducted
under her auspices. Men, in fact, must expressangerns through the avenue of the mistress
of the house, not to the servants directly, andgleith her responsibility for managing the
world of food came power. Women chose what foodldide served in the home and at the
hall. Women made decisions about what was safméatiumship or séances. The fact that the
Women'’s Christian Temperance Crusade found a hagpych in Spiritualism was a sign of
women’s authority in the séance, an emblem of tigility to manage the lives and bodies of
those in the movement. We cannot wonder, thehwbeen in the séance regularly called upon
the spirits to bring them food, and that the platod in the séance gave them an additional

metaphoric voice and layer of authority.

Eating Spirits

At some séances, food literally fell from the slequesting food of spirits became a
common proof of their presence and emerged aga foy success in the Spiritualist press.
With the lights low and the sitters arranged iarse circle holding hands, fruit would cascade
from the ceiling. At one séance, after sitters ensoime requests of the spirits that the hostess
found ridiculous (for a fox and an elephant), shastised the company and advised them that
“fruits and flowers are best to have brought.” ldemmand was duly executed, “and all around
asked accordingly—an apple, a pear, grapes,*&@h another occasion, the spirits brought
bunches of grapes, mushrooms, filberts, and branaha mulberry tre& Such delicacies were

not only “spiritually pure” foods, but also a crakpart of a well-laid table, as directed by any of
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the leading housekeeping handbooks of the day. B&ston recommended flowers as a table
centerpiece—even in December and January—and gwery hostess produced them regardless
of how difficult they might be to come by (thougbually not through spirit manifestation). On
another occasion, the hostess notes that “flowstderns [came down] in great variety,
followed by eight pears and seven apples. .... Wewew desired to leave the room in order to
enjoy the fruits he [‘Peter,’ the spirit] had bréiig Tea being on the table, some partook of that
and some of the fruit!® While a latent erotic quality in this moment—@up sharing the
heavenly fruit—may be subtle here, it wasn’t soarsthted in every séance, and | will flesh
those other examples out below. What is most fsogmit here is that the spirits not only spoke
women'’s language of food, but that food and eadtegame a means of crossing from the
spiritual into the material in the séance and thiatextended women’s authority to this process.
Unsurprisingly, mediums weren'’t the only ones wleraveating at séances; the spirits
partook as well, and their cultured tastes sergegldvate women'’s role again. Stephen
Mennell’s work on Victorian meal planning has shaat French cookery was considered to be
far superior to traditional English food, and ifeopraised the food prepared by a hostess, one
would be praising her as well, since she execttecthoice of foods and styté.Take, for
example, a séance in which Charles Malkin repdtiatithe spirits miraculously provided a
fancy “table,” straight out dirs. Beeton’swith “the table-cloth spread on the floor, deteda
with the cruet-stand, knives and forks, fox anddyboard, the table-mats, cups and saucers,
bottle of cayenne pepper, bottle of sautfe Elite food management was key in many séances
conducted by Spiritualist devotee and writer, CatigeBerry. Berry described one séance in a

letter to the Spiritualist press in which a spsfitl back “a vacant chair [at the table], and, in

answer to whether [the spirit] would have some dimsaid ‘Yes.’ | then asked it to select what
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it would take, when it chosgoquets des pommes de tefaeFrench way of dressing potatoes...)
| was desired to put this on a chair either intdetspoon or on a plate. | placed itin a
tablespoon, thinking that a plate might be brokena few seconds | was told it was eaten, and
looking, found the half of it gone, with the mastsowing the teeth? Her mastery of the
French table actually had the power to bring thietspnto the material world.

At this same séance, the spirits “took” a numbeslgécts that expressed their culinary
and social sophistication, including a “liqueurti®tvith a silver stopper, also a small china
teapot.” One might be tempted to speculate tleé\ser housemaid was getting the best of
spiritually benighted hostess (who, for her paopéd that other Spiritualists might find these
missing precious objects transported to their hobyethe spirits and return them to her), and
this wasn'’t the only less-than-flattering readtdttparticular séancd?unchoffered the more
pedestrian, but equally irreverent, suggestiontti@spiritual potatoes might have simply been
feeding Berry's cat’ She retorted in her book that cats prefer gamet tepotatoes and don't
eat from spoons. Though the eater of the foodtlamdaker of the objects, for non-Spiritualists
at least, might be less spirit and more profitdoteel, what was significant for Berry and other
Spiritualists (including her large reading audigneeas what the bite out of the potato meant. It
demonstrated to them that the spirits were reakegnt, and able to manipulate the world around
them, that food had been an avenue to crossingtlierephemeral to the material. It also
demonstrated that Berry’s table was pleasing tspingt world—powerful praise for a woman,
indeed.

It should be no surprise, given the kind of spaitacclaim Berry was receiving for her
croquets des pommes de terra form of praise Broomfield tells us that wouldsédeen akin to

praising her virtue and character—that many ofdéances crossed over into dinner. In one,
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John King, a spirit guide who famously graced thanses of mediums all over the country, was
offered wine, chicken, tongue, beef, and jelly—ediwhich were apparently readily available at
the séance, which must have featured a groaniefpcetd. Though King refused comestibles in
this case, he accepted a glass of ale, which mldasealate very much. The glass “was placed
under the table by the servant, in full sight dfpaésent, and the party proceeded to supper with
the ale glass under the table. No one moved. \WHegservant returned to the supper-room,
Mrs. Berry asked the spirit, ‘John, have you drtinkale?’ ‘Yes,” was the reply.” Below the
table they found the empty glass, with no sign thatdrink had been spilled out, but instead
every drop had been drunk.In other instances, the spirits proposed glasbesne be placed
under the table in similar fashion. So delightes\Berry with the spirit’s reception of her wine
cellar that this practice became routine. Berny her séance circle habitually left “the darkened
room and [sat] down to supper, and, as usual upesetoccasions ... asked the spirits if they
would take wine with us, which they accepted. Asglof wine was poured out” and drunk by
the spirits?

These moments are more than simply tributes toyBetable. Here, Berry marks the
spiritual moment by offering wine to the spiritdaieh they inevitably receive. This inversion of
communion practice suggests not only the kind efgrahat comes with feeding, but it serves as
a metaphor for the kind of spiritual power that veangained in the séance room. In fact, Berry
organized, authorized, and managed what must haeerded to hundreds of séances in her
home throughout the 1870s, and she was considere@fafigure in the movement for her work.
Here was a woman who lived without the directiomahan, but instead with the direction of the
“spirits.” She was the spiritual arbiter. Shedme a voice of authority in Spiritualist circles

and is remembered even today in Spiritualist comtiasn Alex Owen’s work and my own in
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Spiritualism have indicated that Spiritualism léself to boundary crossing for women. In
Spiritualism, women might provide the spiritualdeaship, not just as a passive vessel of moral
good, but as vocal administrators of theology ardfice. In fact, because women were
perceived to be ideal mediums, their voices wesplyesignificant in the revelation of
Spiritualist truths, even if the “spirits were sgieg through them.” In this way, Spiritualism
and mediumship “made possible a different way @iceiving of the relationships between men
and women and of ... reconfigure[ing] bodily and femé subjectivity.>® Naturally, rethinking
women’s subject position in the spiritual worldledlinto question their place in the material
world as well. This reconsideration of roles asetities was particularly true in full-form

materialization.

In the Flesh

As the years went on and phenomena in Spiritudbsoame more flashy, spirits moved
beyond a bite of fancy potato or a glass of wikall-form materialization, the flesh and blood
embodiment of a ghost, was one of the chief mataifiesis of the 1870s-90s, and one of the
most dazzling things the spirits could do was éda spirit could chew, swallow, and show
evidence of teeth, it could prove both its presear materiality beyond a doubt. Most sitters
who came to the séance believed in some form ot 8f&, but they longed for evidence of
materialization, the physical embodiment of theispif the spirit ate, the sitter could not be
experiencing a visual illusion, or some other debimental projection; it must be, in fact, a flesh
and blood being in their presence. As Sir Chddeam wrote, “If the form were a phantom
shape | could understand it. If it were the metesicor shell of a body it would be conceivable;

but it is indubitably a solid and complete humadyolt breathes; its cheek may be kissed; an

21



arm thrown round the waist with consent; it has, fe® they are shown, and they are attached to
legs—it may be presumed—for it walks. These amitied facts. The form is an indisputable
reality.”* This material body was considered one of thefehiglences of the spirit world
beyond and one of the most highly prized formspafitsmanifestation. It is here that the
violations of social norms become most apparentthadwomen’s acts—as mediums and
members of the Spiritualist community—reveal tHatrenship between spirit, flesh, food, and
transgression of norms most intimately.
When spirits ate, the tone of the séance recordnvasphant. One sitter noted of
séances with a spirit called “Joey” that the mateed spirit took food from the table and ate.
In a playful engagement that begins with her plegdnat he touch her, the sitter notes,
| teased him very much to shake hands with methsihe could not do, and
another lady begged a piece of his robe, and ugoconsenting | gave him my
little knife to cut a piece off with; but insteafldning so, he took up an apple,
and to our general astonishment commenced cuttidgeating it. ‘Have you
good teeth, Joey?’ | exclaimed; ‘Look,’ he replidgsplaying a set, which if his
own showed he was not dosed with mercury in thetsporld, and if false,—
well they have excellent mechanical dentists orother side.
To the delight of the whole séance room, Joey bejins to chew, “See and listen,” he
continued, placing a piece of the apple in his mpwhich every sitter could hear and see was
being thoroughly masticated>” Clearly, this séance wasn'’t just about proofstaghorically
rich, the engagement between sitter and spiriidged with sexual transgression. Just as Eve
supplied the fruit that Adam ate, so Joey’s meallteen supplied by the hostess, and this scene,
with its flirtatious requests for touching that end eating an apple implies women'’s role in
crossing the boundaries set for her by social norms

Often, food-mediated engagements with spirits adern with erotic tension that signals

the level of social transgression and managemenbafy pleasure available to women. In one
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séance, Berry was “brought two hot roasted potatmehkot that they could not be handled; one
of them came in contact with my lips as it alightadd | exclaimed that it had burnt me.” The
hot potatoes, the contact with her lips, and treg hee all suggestive elements of physical
intimacy. Her pain does not last, but insteaddeange was [immediately] placed in my hand.
A small piece had been bitten from it, the markghefteeth being visible. With this orange |
was made to rub my lip, whereupon the pain passeg.a[Then] a large beetroot [was] placed
in my hand.” The spirits amend the pain they’'vese by delivering more food—and food
marked with their presence. Moreover (one wondehss is part of the cure), events culminate
in the gift of a large beetroot. In these momgeAtise Ellis writes of Berry’s dinner séances,
“everyone felt the touch of spirit-fingers on hair,face, or hands. Sometimes the touches were
indescribably gentle or caressing, at others tineschievousness provoked much laughteat...
last Mr. Herne was stripped of his coat and waggtdois hands being held by those on his right
and left.®® At another séance, a young woman named Mary Whaddlived with Berry wrote,
“Mrs. Berry felt a moisture come upon her, andRs. Mr. Dickenson had a similar
experience. When a light was struck, it was fotiad a quantity of white froth was on the body
of Mrs. Berry's dress, and a large splat on the RievDickenson's forehead” These
violations of dining room etiquette—the strippinigatothing, the unidentified white froth—
emblematize the ways in which women are able totag their social standing and engage in
practices that would normally be beyond their a@ldeindscape. Moreover, by tapping into these
experiences through the channel which food and foadagement supplied, women can
approach transgression, while, paradoxically, raemgiin their feminine role.

On other occasions, the spirits sought out fooohftbe hostess. Remarkable in these

moments was the ability of the woman of the hoossupply pleasing conditions for the spirits.
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This becomes even more striking when examininglibriptions of social codes around food.
Most debunkers in the nineteenth century (and tfpdalfeved that the “spirits” were simply the
medium slipping from the bondage of the test camst and emerging in disguise to
impersonate a ghost. What this implies, therhas the women themselves were making
demands, violating a host of norms and all thesiaddraining. A remarkable example comes
from the Native American spirit Pocka, who exits thaterialization cabinet and says, “Me
hungry; me want something to eat.” Not satiatbd,dpirit keeps demanding more food until she
finally says, “If me don't have something to eatdie and you put me in de grave agafh.”
During Pocka’s clamoring, a form became visiblarfrbehind the curtains (evidence for the
sitters that the medium has remained behind imtaerialization cabinet, rather than
masquerading as the ghost—or for skeptics that#dium had a “confederate”). In response to
the spirit's demands, “two plates of cake and bmadl butter were brought into the room and
quickly eaten by the medium—still under control—shhile doing so, covering the food with
her arm, lest any portion of it should be takemrfieer.® Though Spiritualists understood the
large quantities of food as supplying the energgrtmluce the materialization, the strange and
insatiable demands, alongside the medium’s infamiarding of the cake and bread and butter,
suggest other readings as well.

Rejecting codes of polite consumption, both thetsand her medium greedily consume
unacceptable quantities of food and in ways thatldvbe unseemly for women. Taking what
theywant in defiance of social codes indicates thegyay¥ women in the séance to violate
normative limits on women’s behavior. This processkes it possible for a woman to exercise
control over her own body, even when the same elBoiould have been intolerable elsewhere.

Moreover, the scene has an erotic quality, evokmgial hunger and pleasure, as well as the
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resistance to polite boundaries for women. Sinyilanother spirit of the same medium engages
in a sexually charged encounter in which the sgakies a man’s finger in her mouth to prove her
materiality. When asked if she had any teeth, “&hence took hold of my hand and put one of
my fingers in her mouth and pressed it betweerideth, which, to the touch, were as perfect as
teeth could be, her warm breath being also felnbywhilst my finger was in her moutf’’So
striking were many of these scenes that when d#sgrthem to a friend, | asked, “Can you
imagine that happening in\&ctorian drawing room?” to which she replied, “Can you inmag

that happening in a drawing rododay?” Nor was this unusual at a seance. “Every tiaesat

at dinner,” Berry records, “we had not only spiriteices calling to us, but spirit hands touching
us.”®!

In some of the séances, the food sharing becanestliterally a holy communion. At
one of Berry’s séances, the spirits “prepared stfeahich she was called upon to examine with
a candle. Her book contains an elaborate drawfinigeoplacement of oranges and biscuits, in
positions that evoke a cathedral sanctuary (wheledacrament would be prepared and offered)
and transept. Berry initially perceives it as dienpmeal of which she is to partake, and she
leaves it, complaining that she doesn't like thetdaf oranges. She is later called back,
however, to the offering. “In a few minutes ttegsired me to look again, and | found they had
sucked four pieces of the orange, putting the resnai the biscuit, which formed a plafé 4nd
she invests the scene with more spiritual impdttis “feast” is a spiritual feast in which she is
specially called to participate, a sign of the isgifavor and of her significance in this setting.
Moreover, the erotic quality of the sucked orangeggests—Ilike Christina Rossetti’s fruited
communion between sisters in “Goblin Markét~a physical consumption that reflects a holy

communion. In a similar incident at one of CatheWood'’s séances, the materialized spirit
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Benny was offered an apple by a sitter. He doésmasume this apple himself, however. In a
blending of the Fall and the healing sacrifice @ihenunion, Benny returns the apple from his
mouth to theirs—apparently purified. He does e with a biscuit. As a sitter describes it,
Benny “at once stretched out his hand and todieityvas heard to bite a piece out of it; walking
close up to me, he placed the piece in my mouikthis manner the apple was divided into
about six pieces, which were in succession placéda mouths of as many different persons. A
friend gave him a biscuit, which he brought andtethin my mouth® At other séances, each
sitter was served, in turn, with the wine and fbgdhe spirit, echoing the distribution of
communion by the spirits to the faithffi. The violation of space, in the domestic séanteer
than the church; the violation of hierarchy, in #isence of clergy; and the violation of gender
codes, in the special call to women all signahtlags in which this special communion gave
women a new authority.
Ultimately, in many séances, the sharing of theasaent became quite explicit. After
one séance and during supper, Berry
was impressed to have a glass of wine poured ndtagiece of bread put on a
plate. We then adjourned to the séance room, eraking the bread inteeveral
pieces by impression, | gave the plate to the ladhg put her clasped hands over
it, and | took the wine, requesting the lights éodut out. Immediately, a piece
of bread was put into each person’s mouth, excgptin piece, which they
placed in my hands; they also took the wine from pogting it to the lips of all,
and then returning it to nf&.
In this spirit-driven communion, which Berry ordese is singled out as a high priestess, the
only one into whose mouth the bread is not direglced, so she may place it herself. Berry
then leads the Lord’s prayer. Though it would hbgen inconceivable for a woman to be

responsible for blessing, managing, and distrilgutiommunion in a mainstream church in 1874,

Catherine Berry and others were doing so withriggularity in the séance. Their engagement
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with the spirits, often through the world of fogve them access to a range of behavior,

personal and political, that was typically out lo¢it reach.

Food/Feminine Adulterations

| want to make clear, as | close this discussioat, kdon't believe women had unlimited
freedom in the séance or that Spiritualism or faede simple pathways to gender equality.
While Spiritualism and food management often predid means for women to remain within
the bounds of feminine behavior and to transgresgkscustom, the process was always vexed
and complicated. One cannot read the accoungapices and not recognize that there was a
good bit of room for profitable fraud in the darkelhroom—and that women came in for their
share of criticism because of this. Just as tivere pressing fears about adulterations in food in
the Victorian era, so were there fears about agitas in Spiritualism. Of course, earnest
Spiritualists worried that a medium might be terdgi@impersonate a spirit. Catherine Berry
fretted that the “demand” for spirit phenomena wasater than the “supply,” “and this has
induced deception. ...Let us hope ... there may be o mackslidings®” Berry still held a
favorable perception of mediums, remarking, “I htipe mediums will accept my word when |
say that | have no unkind feeling towards them, thiatl | deeply sympathise with them; at the
same time, whehknowsome are committing a deception, my love of tarid honesty, and my
duty to those who put faith in me, bid me comelf@md speak®

Others, like Edward Cox, were far less chary oénffing the mediums or other
Spiritualists, complaining that the spirits matkzed by mediums were “not shadowy shapes,
not mere surface presentations,” a fact that texibim. In the same way that women might be

marked as sources of bodily sin and danger, Coxtlsa\presence of the spirits’ bodies not as
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reassurance, but as soiled flesh marred by aldespiritual elements of the flesh, rendering
them far less holy: “They are perfect human boger$orming all the functions of the human
body, replete with flesh and bone, having hair aaits, lungs and saliva. They breathe, perspire,
emit the odour of perspiration, eat, talk, siigPor Cox, the perspiration and the saliva were not
to be celebrated, but were abject signs of deblagethn flesh. After witnessing several
debunkers “expose” the mediums and their spiritsresin the same, Cox wrote the spiritualist
press that he was convinced of the duplicity b@egetrated in the séance:
There was no mistake. | was witness to the wrasld,so were four other
spectators.... The medium and the spirit were shoviretthe same, beyond all
doubt. Many questions lie behind this as to pdsgiance action and probable
unconsciousness on the part of the medium. Buastproved in this instance the
form was that of the medium, and not that of arepehdent spirit, and if it were
so [in this case], is it not a strong presumptizat the like presentation of the
medium's body may be made on other occasiBns?

A similar threads run through the widespread “feddlterations” literature: a fear of
fraud that taints a system and perhaps even thbeeadminister it. Physicians and health
advocates expressed serious concerns about lggubrcdeavy metal-laced earth, and alum (and
also, less dangerously, fillers like wheat floug)ry introduced into food to improve its color,
flavor, texture, or volume. These additives causgepling health problems and even death.
The dangers were perceived as a subtle, creeping$s of contamination, like that of duplicity
in the domestic séance. Arthur Hill Hassall, pbigsi and sanitary reformer, argued the effects
of food adulterations were “slowly developed: $iubstances, although taken perhaps in but
minute quantity, gradually and insidiously deteaierthe health ... they accumulate in the
system until at length serious consequences aciped.” In fact, just as Edward Cox had

warned that scientific intervention was necessatyalance people’s too credulous approach to

full form materialization, Dr. Yeo warned that iraking “the selection of suitable kinds and
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sufficient, but not excessive amounts of food” coald not “trust merely to the sensation of
hunger or to the voluntary choice or desires oividdials.” Neither one’s own mind, nor one’s
own body could provide safe assurance of healtbhud intake or a rational basis for eating
properly. Yeo argued that it required, insteadctaate scientific data,” that would better
inform the mind and practice of people.Scientific prescriptions threatened to seize some
measure of food management from women’s handsdier do protect the family. Echoing many
concerns about fraud in the séance, Yeo remari@dfadulteration, “It is impossible for a man
to be guilty of adulteration and yet be an honastamoral mar which also “begets a loss of
confidence”™—another evil of adulteration.

The food that was perceived as most vulnerableltiteration was also seen as “the
most perfect:” milk. Milk was regarded, across liward in medical studies of food and health,
as the most vital foodstuff, the most nutritionadtymplete. Many medical practitioners believed
that it could supply everything a human body neebletithey also believed it was the most
likely to be adulterate’ Above all foods, milk was certainly the most gereti, a sign of
domestic nurturance and breastfeeding, a sign afemis subtle food-related power. Perhaps
people feared thatfamalemedium, above all, would be most likely to violttte codes—or, at
least, if she violated them the threat would beeymessing than if a man did because of what it
implied about women’s “nature.” When asked to tdgrthe source of adulteration in food, the
specialists wrote, “The great cause which accolanthe larger part of the adulteration which
prevails is the desire of increased profit; a sdamause is excessive and unfair competitiGh.”

In other words, if one tradesman adulterates alslfee cheaper, the other cannot compete

unless he also adulterates. Berry perceived tieasame was true in the séance: mediums
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wanted to get the best return on the séance ang was too much demand, too much dirty
competition.

The threat implied here for the séance was thatemowere consciously violating codes
and customs and seizing power without the spiriwahorization they claimed. This threat may
have been even less socially tolerable than pengittomen to have the power. Perhaps this
was why, in spite of exposure after exposure, nmadioontinued to thrive into the turn of the
century. The anxiety created by the dangers thgitlie beneath the vital process of feeding
and eating was no less serious than the dangecs lgineath the fear that women might be
frauds in the séance. Ultimately, in spite ofdineieties, dinner and the show went on. People
still ate, in spite of the danger, and Spiritualistill had séances in which women led the spirits
into the room. There is no question that womemitsplists often had a wider range of
movement than their non-Spiritualist sisters. Ttrayeled alone; they saw men without
chaperones; they spoke on stages to audiences hutidreds about politics, theology, and life.
Unlike the suffragists who were also in the pubdimms at the time, Spiritualist women
maintained their status as respectable womennasifee, even when they engaged in the most
dramatic and lively contravention of the normsiti€s have only begun to plumb the nuances of
this Spiritualist power. Food, as | have argued hgeems to have been one way in which

women gained access. Who could tell a woman “rledmshe was communing with the spirits?
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