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Introduction

Necrodialogues and Media is an edited volume gathering a variety of investiga
tions into the ways in which, starting in the twentieth century and until today, 
the living attempt, fail, or succeed at communicating with the dead through imag
inary, ritualized, or technically sophisticated practices. Contributors from a range 
of disciplinary perspectives reflect on the ways in which the attempt to contact 
the dead and to decipher their messages constitutes one of the most important 
ways of giving meaning and value to the inevitable and potentially mysterious 
event of death. Practices and methods of communicating with the dead involve a 
variety of communicative acts (verbal, visual, aural, haptic, or ecstatic) that 
strongly interact with the meanings and values ascribed to death and life within 
belief systems, social groups, and cultural contexts. It is at this intersection that 
the case studies of this volume are located. The chapters in this book approach 
the phenomenon of communicating with the dead as a cultural, historical, and 
media theoretical construct, without taking a stance on the ontological reality of 
such communication. Instead, they focus on the narrative, ritual, and technologi
cal practices that shape these interactions in different contexts in order to de
scribe and interpret them as cultural objects.

The desire to communicate with the dead has taken many forms and has had 
a varied life in different literary and cultural traditions, where its themes and 
narrative structures have been reinterpreted and adapted in different contexts. 
In the eleventh book of Homer’s Odyssey, the Greek hero Odysseus travels to the 
Underworld to encounter the souls of the dead. The main reason for this venture 
is the search for guidance during his difficult journey home. In talking with the 
dead, Odysseus aims to gain insight into his future and to learn from the dead 
how to overcome the challenges that await him as he attempts to return home to 
Ithaca. The nekyia, as this literary passage is called,1 implies a ritual background 
that puts great emphasis on the means by which the line of communication to the 
Underworld is opened. Odysseus himself tells how he sailed to the land of the 
Cimmerians, to the entrance of Hades, following the advice of the sorceress Circe. 
There he digs a well and offers sacrifices to all the dead, “first with milk and 
honey, thereafter with sweet wine, and in the third place with water” (Hom. Od. 
XI, 27–28). To the seer Tiresias, whom he wishes to consult, he offers a black ram 

� See Rohde (1895); Matijević (2015, 101–122); Gazis (2018). In antiquity, the eleventh book of Hom
er’s Odyssey was already called nekyia.
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(32–33), and with “vows and prayers” (34) he offers sheep, whose blood attracts 
the dead. Only through these specific communicative practices and the use of par
ticular objects or mediators, the shades of the dead grant Odysseus the chance to 
talk to them.

A few years ago, we started a conversation on the historically variable, as
toundingly disparate, technical and narrative ways in which human beings have 
tried, as long as the historical record goes, to establish contact with the dead. This 
reflection was prompted by our respective research in literary fields differently 
connected to the realities of death, loss, and mourning and their different places 
in individual and social life, but it then grew in directions that an exclusive focus 
on literature could only have found limited answers to. So the idea of an interdis
ciplinary approach to these questions was born, which could be fulfilled only by 
opening the discussion to scholars who have been thinking about them from 
their specific methodological and epistemological angles.

For two decades, scholarly research has shown a growing interest in old and 
new rituals and mourning practices intertwined with communicative acts and 
medial practices of communicating with the dead in different cultural spaces 
around the world. Mediumism, divination, trance, possession, and cults of the 
dead continue to be practiced and represented in contemporary societies, in 
churches, on television, on the internet as well as in private and domestic set
tings. The interdisciplinary opening of the question of communicating with the 
dead in this volume is guided by an awareness of the continuities across tradi
tional, religious, ritualized settings and the literary imagination, which operates 
parallel to and in exchange with the technological innovations informing the 
modification or reinvention of rituals and communication opportunities with the 
dead as they constantly reshape the medial landscape of the living.

At the starting point of our investigation, we could not have anticipated how 
quickly and profoundly the world would be invested, with the rise of the COVID- 
19 pandemic, by a new proximity with death that for many months would dra
matically change or altogether hinder many of the ritualized mourning practices 
we have long been accustomed to, by preventing physical contact with the dying 
and the bodies of the departed. While the recent historical horizon of this junc
ture looms in the background of this volume, the specific stakes of the pandemic 
are not explored here. This globally harrowing experience, however, has turned 
our reflections into an even stronger need to tether our investigation to a histori
cally primed and disciplinarily broad approach to our initial question, one that 
would take stock of symbolic but also material and medial aspects involved in 
communicative relationships with the dead.

Our aim in this volume is to offer a significantly diversified sample of the 
ways technical and medial possibilities intercept the needs and desires, the fears 
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and hopes entailed in opening the channel between the living and the dead. Tap
pings, writing hands, mirrors, telegraphic machines, radios, telephones, found ob
jects, vibrant matter, possessed bodies, ritual connections: the communicative ef
forts expounded in the cases of this book call for the specific understanding of 
the medial conditions of each contact, but also point towards a communicative 
urgency and pervasiveness that is reinstated in endless material and discursive 
configurations.

Although the last years have seen a global expansion of digital communica
tion also in relation to mourning practices (Huberman 2017; Moreman and Lewis 
2014; Savin-Baden and Mason-Robbie 2020; Recuber 2023), in this volume the digi
tal is not methodically foregrounded, but certainly hovers in the reflections that 
guide the volume, directing its open questions towards future research.

Necrodialogues
The timeframe of this volume encompasses the twentieth century from its begin
nings and the twenty-first century until the present day. Behind our chronological 
frame are specific cultural-historical reasons that make the end of the nineteenth 
century a time of intensified contact with the dead, especially thanks to the trans
atlantic Spiritualist wave. The possibilities of communication opened up by Spiri
tualism through this transatlantic wave are far from being the only ones explored 
in the context of communicating with the dead. Our focus consequently is not ex
clusively informed by an understanding of communication with the dead as it 
takes shape within the Spiritualist séance, but rather includes literary restagings 
and imaginative acts of speech, radiophonic and filmic renderings of encounters 
with the dead, the revamping of older, traditional genres, the ritualized or private 
enactment of a yearning for an exchange with the departed. Speaking to the dead 
is as much a sacred as a profane business, as much an institutionalized and codi
fied process as a personal, idiosyncratic, and secretly kept act. Often, however, 
communication with the dead is confined to being a liminal activity, frequently 
even forbidden in religious institutional settings, and certainly marginalized in 
intellectually sanctioned ones. In the first part of the volume, a variety of case 
studies already attests to this oscillation between private and public sphere, and 
the negotiation of imaginary and symbolic spheres to allow for this communi
cation.

In the second part of the volume, we open up the field of contemporary prac
tices located in the twenty-first century to an even stronger interdisciplinary ap
proach. Communicating with the dead in contemporary societies can only mean 
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an array of differentiated beliefs and practices that hinge on media representa
tions and technical possibilities that are changing by the day. The case studies of 
the second part reflect continuity alongside innovation – a dialectic that remains 
significant for defining communication between the living and the dead. The vari
ety of case studies, historical moments, and disciplinary angles taken up by each 
chapter represents for us an invaluable resource to interrogate from multiple fac
ets phenomena of communication with the dead. In each case study, a specific 
angle is set by a specific discipline (such as media studies, history of religion, liter
ary studies, and anthropology), each lending their conceptual vocabulary and 
methodological insights into distinct settings. This results in a choral approach to 
the questions posed by communication with the dead, allowing for a comprehen
sive investigation of this cultural sphere.

In organizing this variety, we rely on a conceptual grid that allows the au
thors and will allow the readers to navigate the vast array of phenomena at hand 
while maintaining a course. In proposing the notion of “necrodialogues” to de
scribe this broad display of communicative events and settings, we intended to 
break up the boundaries of disciplinary expectations as well as the history of lit
erary genres, merging the codified forms of speech assigned to the dead with 
ever-changing attempts at seeking out contact between the world of the living 
and that of the dead. With the aim of making available different cultural practices 
of communication, in this book we are interested in the summoning of the de
ceased through various, time-sensitive, and evolving media techniques as well as 
in the interpretation and use of the messages sent and exchanged, shaped by cul
tural imagination and connection to traditions.

As literary scholars interested in the interdisciplinary intersections of practi
ces of communication, we are particularly aware of the literary traditions under
pinning historically transforming forms of contact between the living and the 
dead, rooted in ancient ritual and literary traditions as a variety of communica
tive instances between the living and the deceased, and retrievable in reports 
and stories of necromancy in ancient Near-Eastern, Egyptian, and European liter
ature that go back to more than 2000 BCE, such as the already-mentioned nekyia
and various journeys into the Underworld known as katábasis (plural: katabáseis, 
from the Greek “katabainein,” which means “to go down” [Bernabé 2015, 17, 19]). 
The living strive to initiate contact with the dead for various purposes as well as 
to decode messages from them, undertaking transformative, risky enterprises, 
often proper journeys, either figurative or concrete, leading to the territory of the 
dead, or facilitating, through no less perilous practices, the appearances of the 
dead amid the living. Besides the example of Odysseus, the exploits of Gilgamesh, 
Orpheus, Hercules, and Aeneas all provide tales of descent into the Underworld 
aimed at encountering and speaking to the dead. Dante Alighieri’s medieval katá
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basis supplied European literature with a highly organized journey plan into the 
Christian Otherworld, one that would keep shaping the katabatic genre from then 
on. The conditions for the descent are as disparate as the reasons for it. For exam
ple, while Gilgamesh and Orpheus make the journey primarily for reasons of loss, 
grief, and mourning, Heracles and Aeneas enter the realm of the dead to fulfil a 
mission, consult ancestors while being chased by predictions, all while also recon
necting to the repertoires of traditional knowledge. Dante similarly undertakes 
the journey as a spiritual and moral mission of personal rebirth (in his narrative, 
he has lost his way through a “dark wood,” or selva oscura), while indeed pursu
ing the ambition of a clear reorganization of traditional knowledge. Such discur
sive traditions have shaped the intermittent, yet continuous communicative possi
bilities explored by literary, religious, and otherwise ritual or personal ways of 
finding, intercepting, and communicating with the dead.

Until today, conversations between the living and the dead keep on informing 
and guiding literary and cultural narratives. Much attention has been paid to the 
interpretation of the narrative motif of katábasis and nekyia in psychoanalysis, 
especially in the works of Freud and Jung (Gardner et al. 2022). Contemporary 
scholarship has demonstrated how katabatic and necromantic communication 
has informed twentieth-century literature and culture, thereby tracing the conti
nuities of cultural memory (Falconer 2005; Fletcher 2019; Scherer and Falconer 
2021). Within memory studies, historical and cognitive approaches have explored 
the functioning of memory, with particular intensity for the early modern period 
(Pieters 2005; Bolzoni 2023). Parallel to this, memory studies have engaged with 
the politics of remembering and forgetting. The political dimension of communi
cation with the dead is connected to functions that the Underworld and afterlife 
fulfil, across public and private life, as artistic resources as well as repositories of 
identity and personal experience, producing complex interactions with fictional 
and cultural processes of remembering and commemoration (Erll and Rigney 
2009; Ruin 2018).

By proposing the coinage of necrodialogues we are also signaling the rele
vance of a particular textual tradition successfully established in antiquity by Lu
cian’s nekrikoì diálogoi (Dialogues of the Dead, second century), later successfully 
reproduced in subsequent moments of European literature until the present 
(Baumbach 2002). In this richly documented and highly codified form, the dead – 
often chosen exemplarily for their unique recognizability within classical cultural 
memory – engage in instructive, edifying, or revelatory conversations with each 
other, while the living (traditionally under the disguise of the author) record and 
thereby broadcast these dialogues. This operation can be intentional and pro
grammatic or accidental, for example if the dead are heard speaking d’outre 
tombe, as in Dostoevsky’s novella Bobok from 1873, in which a drunken, mediocre 
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writer eavesdrops on them in a graveyard. The ancient satirical-critical genre of 
dialogues with the dead experienced a major revival during the Enlightenment – 
bolstered by the possibilities of serial journal publication – in the works of Ber
nard Le Bouyer de Fontenelle (Nouveaux dialogues des morts, 1683), François de 
Fénelon (Dialogues des morts, 1692–1696), and David Fassmann (Gespräche in dem 
Reiche derer Todten, 1718–1740).2 Along the lines of this tradition, literary authors 
until now have been refurbishing the format of such a theatrical, dialogic, and 
potentially irreverent literary genre, expanding its narrative and medial potential 
to a variety of literary settings. Some of the most famous literary examples in the 
twentieth-century of the restaging of the Lucian format range from Fritz Mauth
ner’s Totengespräche (1906), Edgar Lee Masters’s lyrical reinvention at the site of 
graves of the dead, Spoon River Anthology (1915), Jean-Paul Sartre’s theatrical 
staging of a claustrophobic and talkative Otherworld, Huis Clos (1943), Arno 
Schmidt’s critical-satirical necrodialogues (e.g., Dichtergespräche im Elysium
[1940/1941]), to Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s philosophical and intellectual Dia
loge zwischen Unsterblichen, Lebendigen und Toten (1999).

Both forms of the traditional genres of katabatic journey on the one hand, 
and dialogues with the dead on the other, have informed our notion of necrodia
logues. These forms have historically produced a multiplicity of hybrid forms that 
for example display both conversations between the living and the dead and 
among the dead. As early as the fifth century BCE, for example, Aristophanes’s 
comedy Frogs provided a satirical critique of the religious and literary-historical 
tradition of the descent into the Underworld, paving the way for Lucian’s later 
satirical dialogues. In the twentieth century, Bertolt Brecht’s radio play, Das Ver
hör des Lukullus (1939), staged, through the katábasis of a fictional Roman gen
eral, socio-critical conversations among the dead regarding the misuse of mass 
media by right-wing parties (Ghyselinck 2021). In our coinage necrodialogues, we 
aim to cover the ends of the spectrum, thereby overcoming rigid distinctions sup
plied by genre definitions, showing instead their productive intertwining, espe
cially as the not strictly literary forms of necrodialogues investigated in this vol
ume exceed in any case the regulatory structures of literary codes, even while 
often interacting with them.

While our approach in this volume is interdisciplinary, moving across the 
boundaries of the imaginary, the ritual, and the religious, it is undeniable that the 
religious and spiritual dimensions occupy a privileged position, perhaps the most 
productive one, for the configuration of the communication with the dead. This 

� On Fassmann’s dialogues, see Dreyfürst (2014), and on the German Enlightenment tradition of 
dialogues of the dead see Suitner (2016).
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explains why our chronological point of departure is the aftermath of Spiritual
ism: that is the transatlantic success of a new practice of communication with the 
dead established by the famous Fox sisters in Hydesville, New York, as early as 
1848 (Natale 2016). The ensuing rise in spirituality and proximity with the dead 
spread expansively in the culture of fin-de-siècle Europe and beyond, intersecting 
with research strands and scientific developments of the time, ultimately leading 
to that part craze, part cultural revival in society at large and also among a multi
tude of artists and intellectuals, including figures like Wassily Kandinsky, William 
Butler Yeats, and Rainer Maria Rilke among others (Bauduin and Johnsson 2018; 
Pytlik 2005; Fabietti 2024), that goes under the maximalist but effective definition 
of “occulture” (Partridge 2005). For a long time, a consideration of Occultism in 
relation to modernity has been obstructed by the secularization narrative spread 
and supported by sociological theories and diagnostics.3 In the last decades, how
ever, Spiritualism and Occultism have increasingly become the subject of a 
branch of academic studies as a result of a sustained revision of late nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century sociological accounts of modernity based on the assump
tion of a decline of religion in the form of a general disenchantment of the world. 
Several scholars have recently claimed that secularization is not an index for the 
decrease of enchantment; on the contrary, “Secularization seems to amplify en
chantment,” as Josephson-Storm put it provocatively (Josephson-Storm 2017, 17, 
32). Perhaps less paradoxically, cultural historian Christopher Partridge has at
tributed the expansion of “alternative spiritual lifeworlds” to secularization itself, 
claiming that “in that pluralism, the privatization of belief, and the decline of reli
gious monopolies have created a context within which they can thrive” (Partridge 
2016, 316). Similarly, the cultural context of the rise of parapsychology in the late 
twentieth century, coinciding with the flourishing of New Age philosophies and 
their holistic approach to spirituality (Hanegraaff 1996), has certainly facilitated, 
intensified, but also transformed the possibilities and forms of contemporary 
communication with the dead. New Age movements, through their syncretic inte
gration of ancient wisdom, Eastern philosophies, and esoteric traditions, have fos
tered a belief in the interconnectedness and the potential for direct communica
tion with spiritual entities, which has added new layers to the Spiritualist 
assumptions of the previous century, emphasizing personal transformation, self- 
discovery, and spiritual growth. If mediumship experienced a resurgence in pop
ularity, its social form had been transformed: spiritual gatherings and psychic 
fairs became platforms for individuals to seek guidance, closure, or communica

� As pointed out in Asprem (2014); Bauduin and Johnsson (2018, 5).
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tion with deceased loved ones through skilled mediums, and often through the 
revival of Spiritualist automatic writing (Kalvig 2016).

At the same time that the narrative of secularization has been unsettled and 
made unusable to the understanding of a crucial set of modern and contempo
rary cultural manifestations, the study of religion has been, in its turn, deeply af
fected by a media turn. This shift has put an end to the prevailing idea that reli
gion and spirituality are incompatible with technology and progress. As Hent de 
Vries and Samuel Weber have argued, “there are reasons to suspect that religion 
was never fully taken out of reason, secularization, mechanization, technization, 
mediatization, virtualization, and so on” (de Vries and Weber 2001, 28). Under the 
influence of a growing attention to contemporary world religions in relation to 
the development of mass media, religious practices of modernity have been 
shown to hinge increasingly on what has been called “the technologization of reli
gion” and “the religiosity of technology” (Stolow 2013, 4). In cultural anthropology, 
scholarly fieldwork on trance media practices in several different cultures has 
shown how technical media are in fact integrated into established media practi
ces, for example during burial rituals at the intersection of public ritual and the 
private sphere (Zillinger 2013; Dreschke and Zillinger 2014). If these religious di
mensions and medial elements are constitutively interlaced, communication with 
the dead poses an even stronger case in point, since its purpose and scope are to 
open up and make accessible a channel that may make the invisible, the absent, 
and the vanished available.

Necrodialogues and Media
In describing necrodialogues we have emphasized the long-standing and continu
ous presence of a variously codified tradition that includes forms of communica
tion located in ritual as well as in literary settings. Crucially, however, these codi
fied forms are constantly open to change and transformation through the 
establishment of new media and new practices. A main focus of the book is there
fore the material and medial means through which contact with the dead is con
tinually imagined, be it in the literary imagination or in broader cultural do
mains.

Our notion of “media” includes both technical and personal media (Hahn and 
Schüttpelz 2009; Schüttpelz 2025), using a productive heuristic distinction that re
mains open to the intertwined forms of agency at play in communicative practi
ces across different media. In both discursive strains of necrodialogues, the cross
ing of ontological boundaries is made possible by mediatory acts conducted by 
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human mediators using all kinds of technologies and objects, while also under
standing, speaking, and translating (more or less successfully) the language of the 
dead and making it meaningful to the living. Often, but not exclusively, mediators 
find themselves or bring themselves into altered states of consciousness, such as 
trance, intoxication, or hypnosis. Relying on their assumed or performed herme
neutic capabilities, these mediators, often figures of a transitory, liminal nature, 
produce the knowledge of the dead at the intersection between expectations, de
sires, and authority. Typically, katabáseis are enabled by (divine) third parties or 
mediatory agents thanks to the use of a tangled web of objects, technology, and 
skills. As we have seen above, Odysseus is able to enter the Underworld (without 
actually descending) by sacrificing a black ram. Traditionally, the technical appa
ratus provided by the ritualized necromancy of the day can also be bypassed, and 
the mediation can also rely simply on the socially sanctioned skilled nature of the 
mediator. In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, for example, it is the figure of Horatio, Ham
let’s friend and fellow student, who is called upon for help to address the ghost of 
Hamlet’s father appearing at the city ramparts. The guards seem in fact con
vinced that Horatio has the necessary skills to talk to the dead because he studies 
at the university: “Thou art a scholar, speak to it, Horatio” (1.1.43). Mediators use 
their bodies, their knowledge, their technical skills to transmit messages from the 
dead. Mediums, acting as intermediaries between the living and the spirit realm, 
employ various techniques to enter altered states that enhance their receptivity 
to spiritual messages – more or less spectacular, but always radically transforma
tive. Typically through trance, mediums allow a spirit entity to temporarily take 
control of their faculties. During trance, mediums may exhibit changes in voice, 
mannerisms, or even physical appearance, channeling messages purportedly 
from the spirit world, reflecting the belief that accessing different levels of con
sciousness is essential for communicating with the dead. Altered states of con
sciousness within Spiritualist mediumship are not limited to trance alone, but 
may include practices such as meditation, deep relaxation, or rhythmic chanting 
conducive to spirit communication (Matthiesen 2007; Hahn 2023; Schüttpelz 2025).

Whereas the need and desire to connect with the dead obviously transcends 
historical epochs, in this book we selected a timeframe that allows for a better 
focus on modern and contemporary forms of necrodialogues informed by cul
tural-religious configurations, at the same time suggesting that necrodialogues 
gain prominence during junctures marked by significant changes or shifts in 
media history, as individuals and societies adjust to possibilities and limitations 
in the processes of mediation, and specifically those in the timeframe we have 
undertaken to explore. As already mentioned, characteristic of the rise of modern 
Spiritualism in the nineteenth and early twentieth century is its close connection 
to the rise of modern (mass) media and the technological development of new 
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communication devices, such as the telegraph, photography, radio, and tele
phone, but also the entertainment industry at large (Natale 2016, 6–8). This con
nection in its turn has laid the foundations of our modern and contemporary 
thinking and vocabulary of communication, as Peters explained in his inquiry 
into the history of the idea of communication, Speaking into the Air. Communica
tion is for Peters “a registry of modern longings” and the rapid expansion of com
munication technology since the nineteenth century discloses a utopian desire for 
perfect communication, free from misunderstandings (Peters 1999, 95, 100).

In a similar vein, the late twentieth-century resurgence of interest in parapsy
chology and New Age spirituality fostered innovative practices in communication 
with the spirits of the dead (Kalvig 2016, 30). While generally viewed with skepti
cism by the mainstream scientific community, parapsychologists sought in fact to 
apply rigorous scientific methods to explore extrasensory perception, telekinesis, 
and other paranormal phenomena, such as Electronic Voice Phenomena (EVP), 
the purported phenomenon of capturing unexplained voices or sounds on elec
tronic recording devices, often during paranormal investigations or in spaces as
sociated with spiritual activity (von Sydow 2024). Controlled experiments, labora
tory studies, and statistical analyzes aimed to explore the existence of telepathic 
communication and contact with the spirit world. Advancements in technology, 
particularly in the fields of psychology and neuroscience, provided parapsycholo
gists with new tools to investigate and measure psychic phenomena.

Yet the history of media and communication with the dead is not just one of 
progressive enhancement and sophistication through technical possibilities. As we 
will also see repeatedly in this volume, it is not unusual for this communication to 
be hampered while trying to establish contact with the Otherworld within the 
channel of an outdated medium. Conversely, it often happens to successfully slip 
through the archaeological traces of obsolete routes. In Paul Auster’s last novel, 
Baumgartner, an aging academic who had lost his wife to an accident nine years 
earlier opens a telephone line with what appears to be the voice of his wife’s con
sciousness trapped in the formless Otherworld in which consciousness is allowed 
to keep existing as long as there is a living being communicating with it – as the 
ghost of Anna explains on the first phone call: “as long as he is alive and still able 
to think about her, her consciousness will continue to be awakened and reawak
ened by his thoughts” (Auster 2023, 62). The telephone line accessed by this charac
ter appears not to have been dismantled by the technological obsolescence of the 
cabled telephone in question. If the telephone as a device provides, with its medial 
configuration of an intrinsic permanent absence, a “hermeneutics of mourning” 
(Ronell 1989), as a more general rule, new technical media do not just replace older 
ones in the purported communication. On the contrary, and apparently counter- 
intuitively, old media keep holding space for that communication, a space that 
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once carved out seems resistant to disappearing, or that exists in an ontological di
mension evading that of ordinary reality. In other words, the dead seem not that 
interested in employing the latest gadget, as much as their need for finding a com
munication line may seem their absolute priority. While this order of things allows 
the staging of what is often an inexorable failure for the living to implement com
munication, reflecting the metaphysical uncertainty surrounding the destiny of the 
dead with the instability of media, this tendency to avail themselves of outdated 
technical media also corresponds, in the necrodialogues, to the persistence and te
nacity of codified traditions in shaping the communicational setting between the 
living and the dead. When trying to establish contact with the dead, the older op
tion may seem the best suited, providing a comfortable lineup of previous attempts 
at an intrinsically risky enterprise.

The contributions gathered in this volume explore necrodialogues as a dy
namic and multifaceted phenomenon, encompassing various media, literary gen
res, and cultural contexts of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. The various 
chapters collectively contribute to a broader understanding of how communica
tion with the deceased is shaped by historical narratives, while at the same time 
crossing temporal and cultural boundaries, thereby allowing for a deepening and 
expansion of temporal and personal dimensions in the world of the living. As 
they delve into various cultural and linguistic contexts, our contributors empha
size the shared human endeavor to connect with the dead through a variety of 
modes of communication – a verbal or otherwise symbolic exchange produced 
through a broad spectrum of technological as well as metaphysical representa
tions.

The first section of the volume presents necrodialogues conducted or staged 
through the medium of literature. Here a crucial intertwining takes place be
tween the medial form of literature and the media staged within the literary re
presentation. This double mediality, which pertains to literature as a representa
tional medium, is intensified in the case of necrodialogues, where on the one 
hand the dead and the living trying to communicate are those whose stories are 
told in the text, and on the other the narrating voices vicariously prolong the 
agency of the departed by passing on their messages through the medium of 
writing.

In the first essay of the section, entitled “When Spirits Write: Mediumism as 
Writing Practice in the Work of W.B. Yeats,” Elena Fabietti explores this peculiar 
mediality offered by literary writing in the case of the modernist writer 
W.B. Yeats. This chapter looks closely at the years-long practice of contacting the 
dead and interrogating them to which Yeats and his wife George, both devoted 
occultists, dedicated themselves, documented through the notebooks of those sé
ances and later elaborated in cosmological essays by Yeats. The necrodialogues 
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ensuing from this practice become the setting of a writing scene of a complex yet 
elusive literary project. The mediumistic practice, culturally codified (for example 
through the implementation of a female medium and of automatic writing) opens 
up fundamental questions about creative and authorial agency in relation to the 
use of the speech of the dead to produce literature, but also to assist, guide, and 
cure the living and their relationships (in this case, a couple and their specific 
relational issues). While resting on the cultural premises of Spiritualism, with its 
syncretic metaphysical (but also scientific) aspirations, the Yeatses’ case sheds 
light more broadly on the authority lent to the dead by the living in assigning 
meaning to life within literary discourse and beyond. By emphasizing the bodily 
mediation implemented by George Yeats as a conscious performance allowing for 
creative choices as well as interpersonal negotiations, the chapter aims at show
ing the active and vital role played by the dead at the crossroads between creative 
and personal life.

In the second chapter of the section, “Long Live the Medium: Transgressing 
the Boundaries of Authorship in Jean Cocteau’s Orphée,” Zoë Ghyselinck discusses 
the notion of authorship in French artist Jean Cocteau’s reinterpretations of the 
Orpheus myth, focusing on his adaptations for stage and screen. Drawing upon 
the literary representation as well as the transition between literary media, Ghy
selinck explores the means and conditions through which Cocteau’s Orphée com
municates with the dead, as it is his artistic practice, not his wife, which is “dead.” 
The essay focuses on the mediating agents (both personal mediums and technical 
media) involved in the author’s resuscitation of his art. Connecting the discussion 
to occultist (Spiritualist) and scientific discourse of late nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century culture, the necrodialogues embedded in Orphée’s katábasis
are read as mediumistic attempts at contact with the Otherworld, attesting to the 
belief that new media allow contact with the dead, even if this largely fails. The 
explored distribution of authorship unravels mediating agents who navigate a 
delicate balance between representing higher authorities, engaging in boundary- 
crossing activities, and taking (or refusing) responsibility for their actions. Ghyse
linck suggests that as the process of artistic resuscitation unfolds across different 
media adaptations, Cocteau’s artistic transition from drama to cinema can be 
viewed as a meta-medial aspect of the authorial transgression represented in the 
literary texts.

The prominence of the literary medium and its potentials in communicating 
with the dead is displayed from a different perspective in the chapter of Nicholas 
De Sutter, titled “In limine leti: Necrodialogues and Liminality in Nineteenth- and 
Twentieth-Century Neo-Latin Literature.” The chapter delves into the exploration 
of the Latin language’s status and use in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
By focusing on the recurrent theme of liminality in modern Neo-Latin literature, 
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often expressed through necrodialogues, the essay interrogates the cultural and 
collective (although intellectually and socially selective) ways in which tradition 
is appropriated and reenacted. The text discusses how Neo-Latin literature, de
spite the decline of Latin in its use as a literary and scholarly language, is being 
actively revived through the “Latinitas viva” movement, for example through the 
literary medium of Latin magazines and the resurgent genre of poetry contests. 
De Sutter explores how Neo-Latin writers navigated this transitional state, often 
reflecting on contemporary issues of technology through a classical lens, and dis
cusses Latin literature’s engagement with contemporary phenomena related to 
the communication with the dead, such as Spiritualism and mediumistic practi
ces, thereby emphasizing the intertwining of the medium’s liminal position with 
cultural concerns of transition and conservation of tradition.

In “Contact Failures: Metaphysical Fantasies in German-Language Post-War 
Radio Plays,” Luisa Drews analyzes a broad corpus of texts from German litera
ture that after the Second World War engaged with the medium of the radio (in 
the format of radio plays) and its possibilities. The chapter seeks to establish a 
connection between the radio play productions from the late 1940s to the early 
1960s and the coeval interest in metaphysical forms of communication. In the 
pieces she investigates in her chapter, the dead or their placeholders (which are 
described through the figures of the absent and the numinous) attempt to get in 
touch with the living but fail, in most cases, at initiating a dialogue. The central 
experience staged by many of the radio plays analyzed in the essay is that of the 
“acousmatic sound,” the uncertain and unretrievable source of which spurs the 
metaphysical interrogation underlying the various narratives, and which gener
ates specific acoustic reactions in the listeners too. A unique necrodialogic situa
tion ensues from the acousmatic situation staged by these radio plays: one that 
makes the literary acoustic medium an essential way for the listeners to engage 
reflectively with an otherworldly dimension and with the medial possibilities of 
sound transmission.

In his contribution “The Necrodialogue as a Modelling System in the Work of 
Arno Schmidt (1914–1979),” Ralf Simon discusses the generic code of the necrodia
logue through a media-theoretical lens. Drawing upon a threefold concept of me
diality to define the role of an unstable medium, he argues that the necrodialogue 
enables the transmission of otherwise impossible conversations through media, 
especially texts; establishes an intermediate state between life and death as a pre
carious moment of mediation; and suggests an oscillation between narrative and 
“sujetless” states, in which the mediality of the genre becomes questionable. 
Simon sees the generic code of the necrodialogue incorporated in the entire 
œuvre of the German author Arno Schmidt. In an extensive overview of several 
of Schmidt’s works, Simon delves into the structural aspects of necrodialogues 
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across various levels of transformation in Schmidt’s work. This spans formal 
genre structures, the transformation into radio essays, connections with journeys 
into the afterlife narratives, repeated interconnections with the same generic 
model, and the compenetration of ontological levels, ultimately turning the entire 
textual reality into a necrodialogue. Simon contextualizes Schmidt’s literary en
deavors in the post-1945 period, emphasizing his unique approach to addressing 
the aftermath of German fascism. Schmidt’s blend of sharp realism and interior 
monologue techniques, influenced by major metaphysical concepts like Gnosti
cism and Schopenhauer’s philosophy of negativity, challenges a hermeneutics of 
vivification and sets him apart in German post-war literature.

In the last chapter of this section, “Mediatic Muses, Sacrifices, and Survivors: 
Klaus Theweleit’s Pattern of Male Art Production,” Michael Lorper analyzes the 
critical work of Klaus Theweleit, who dedicated significant studies to the icono
graphical and rhetorical description of art production and male authorship, pri
marily throughout Modernist arts. The figure of the female medium, more often 
the sacrificial victim of Orphic creation, constitutes the centerpiece of Theweleit’s 
critical account of Western artistic agency. Lorper reconstructs the cultural dis
course that shapes this interpretative pattern of Modernist arts in the context of 
Feminist theory and media studies. While strongly invested in a discursive politi
cal deconstruction of the figure of female sacrifice in its sublimated use within 
Western art, Lorper asserts that Theweleit, following a thread of thought re
trieved in Elias Canetti’s work, proposes an alternatively affirmative, less deadly 
relationship to the figure of dead mediators for art production, outlining a dialog
ical relationship intrinsic to art that can eschew sacrificial victims.

The second section of the volume investigates a diverse array of cultural 
practices grounded in contemporary societies. The disciplinary approaches range 
here from religious studies to public health to cultural anthropology and gender 
studies.

In her essay “Familiarized Necrodialogues through the Lens of Nordic Cul
ture,” Anne Kalvig presents ethnographic research on Nordic European culture 
under the general coordinates of the contemporary understanding of Spiritualism 
and mediumism in religious as well as secular contexts, especially in the case of 
revivals of a mythological Norse and Viking past. Kalvig shows how this revival of 
tradition plays out as a way to imbue personal life with amplified meaning, re
sulting into a beneficial, intimate, and comforting communication, which she de
fines as “familiarized necrodialogues” to convey the accessible, integrated aspects 
entailed by this array of different practices, with a focus on family, relationships, 
and healing. Based in the specific metaphysical and cultural landscape of New 
Age, the particular ontology explored and implemented by the necrodialogues 
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she reflects on is one defined by “horizontal” relations and agency, pointing to an 
expansive dimension of life including the living, the dead, and nature.

In her chapter “A Message from Babe: Necrodialogues in Pregnancy Loss,” 
Claudia Mattalucci offers an anthropological reading of the contemporary culture 
of infant mourning (in the specific case of perinatal loss) and some of the commu
nicative practices it entails. Focusing on the field research conducted by the au
thor among families in Italy, the chapters explores how couples who experienced 
pregnancy loss enter into dialogue with their dead children by writing letters and 
messages to their little dead, which they keep in their home, leave on their child’s 
grave, or post on social media as ways to stay connected, cultivate memory, and 
convene their presence. Communication does not flow in only one direction, as 
many parents learn to detect signs of their dead children: a found object, a butter
fly, the shape of a cloud, or a squirrel are taken as messages that allow them to 
maintain a connection with the little dead, who are thereby enabled to continue 
their journey among the living. The communication ensuing in these necrodia
logues therefore not only transforms the mourning of the parents into a vital and 
life-oriented communication, but opens up and maintains other modes of exis
tence for miscarried, stillborn, and dead children.

In his essay titled “Hearing Spirits: The Work and Technique of Controlled 
Clairaudience,” Adam J. Powell examines aspects of labor entailed in contempo
rary mediumship, especially in its (prevalent) forms of clairaudience (hearing 
spiritual communications). Powell demonstrates how contemporary mediumship 
reflects societal values of efficiency, labor, and the incessant drive for control. He 
therefore relies on the concept of technology, as explained by the French philoso
pher Jacques Ellul, who distinguishes between technology as material innovation 
and technique as the integration of the machine into society, emphasizing its to
talizing search for the best absolute means. Interviewed mediums describe their 
work as a constant discipline and a duty, often feeling the need to manage the 
relentless influx of spirit voices. The essay connects this phenomenon to Spiritual
ism’s historical evolution, from early divination practices to the internalization of 
the spirit communication process, and argues that this transformation in medi
umship aligns with the broader cultural shift towards prolonging labor and effi
ciency in the era of 24/7 work engagement, suggesting that late-capitalist tech
nique has influenced the way we seek and interact with the transcendent.

In her chapter “When the Victims Speak: Necrodialogues in Selva Almada’s 
Dead Girls,” Eva Van Hoey discusses Almada’s chronicle Dead Girls (2020), explor
ing its use of necrodialogues to address gender violence in rural Argentina during 
the 1980s and throughout the present. Van Hoey examines the interplay of the 
specific genre of the chronicle and the representation, within them, of esoteric 
practices, especially necrodialogues, where the narrator herself communicates 
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with the deceased through a personal medium who receives messages from the 
dead girls. The inclusion of spectral elements in contemporary Latin American 
chronicles like Dead Girls is analyzed further in relation to Jacques Derrida’s con
cept of hauntology and Avery Gordon’s notion of social violence. Ultimately, Van 
Hoey reads the chronicles as an alternative discourse that counters the normali
zation of gender violence and emphasizes the agency and humanity of the vic
tims, while challenging both the dominant narratives perpetuated by society and 
the sensationalist discourse of mainstream media. The spectral presence of the 
victims serves as an agent in the fight against gender violence, ensuring their voi
ces can influence and transform the present and future.

The necrodialogues of this volume, as culturally diverse and discursively spe
cific as they are, all show how engaging with the dead generates affirmative rela
tions that can be creative on the artistic, personal, or collective level. The case 
studies of this book display the often-reviving effect played by communicating 
with the dead in different domains of cultural life, dwelling in an ontological di
mension describable as “being with the dead” (Ruin 2018). Rather than haunting 
the living, throughout necrodialogues the dead appear as their vitally necessary 
interlocutors. Our aim has been to show a historical variety of forms while trac
ing the continuity of a fundamental need and of cultural traditions in inventing, 
reshaping, and maintaining a relationship to the dead. Through the interdisciplin
ary journey undertaken in this book, a shared appreciation for some of the di
verse ways in which individuals, across the globe, continuously and vitally engage 
in the practice of communicating with the departed shall emerge.
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