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In his devastating essay The Sources of Madame Blavatsky's Writings (Appendix C, V.S. Solovoff, A Modern Priestess of Isis, 1895), W. Emmette Coleman claimed to have identified some 2,000 passages copied from other books without proper acknowledgment, and suggested that Isis was compiled from little 100 books and periodicals. Coleman also claimed that The Secret Doctrine was a rehash of other books and permeated with unacknowledged plagiarisms.

Coleman's charges are difficult to rebut, since they are specific and pedantic, although the conventional defence against plagiarisms is that H.P.B. received texts 'in the astral light', while it is well known that her collaborators were obliged to check and edit a mass of inchoate material before it could be shaped into a systematic presentation. G.R.S. Mead, perhaps the greatest scholar of the Theosophist movement, admitted that friends had 'devilled assiduously for H.P.B. at the British Museum and otherwise' *

*G.R.S. Mead "Facts about 'The Secret Doctrine'" Occult Review April 1927 p. 249.
Coleman's claim that Isis derived from 'little over 100 books' is supported by Col. Olcott's statement (Old Diary Leaves, First Series, Chapter XIII p. 207) that 'our whole working library scarcely comprised one hundred books of reference.' Coleman meticulously listed the number of passages 'plagiarised' from specific books. One source which he mentioned only in passing was 'the writings of Godfrey Higgins.' This source deserves closer examination.

The main works of Godfrey Higgins have always been rare books, difficult to obtain. These include The Celtic Druids (1827; 1829) and Anacalypsis (2 vol., [47] 1833-36). The first work, intended as an introduction to the second, has been long out of print. The major work Anacalypsis was first published in a limited edition of only 200 copies. It was partially reprinted in 1878, and in full in a limited edition of 350 copies in 1927. In 1965, I wrote a study of Higgins for an edition of 1,000 copies issued by University Books Inc., New York. I was struck by the similarity between certain basic ideas of Higgins and those of H.P.B. Because of the rarity of Higgins' books these similarities have not received the attention they deserve.

Godfrey Higgins (1772-1833), archaeologist, humanist, social reformer and author, was one of the most remarkable men of early nineteenth century Britain. Born January 30, 1772, he was educated at Cambridge (Trinity Hall) and studied law. During the threatened invasion of Britain by Napoleon, Higgins joined the Volunteer Corps, becoming a Captain in the Third West York Militia, commissioned as a Major in 1808. He resigned following a severe fever and was appointed a Justice of the Peace in the West Riding of Yorkshire.

As a magistrate, he courageously exposed the scandalous treatment of pauper lunatics and campaigned for Parliamentary Reform, criticizing excessive taxation, the Corn Laws and the exploitation of children in factories. In the course of time, he became preoccupied with the purpose of life and the meaning of religion. He became a member of the Society of Arts, the British Association for the Advancement of Science and other learned bodies. He attended lectures and spent some ten hours a day for many years in study of religious beliefs. In 1826, he published Horae Sabbaticae, a study of the origin of the Sabbath, in which he recommended that it be kept as a festival instead of a gloomy fast: His publication of An Apology for the Life and Character of Mahommed (1829) brought indignant criticism from dogmatic Christians. His book The Celtic Druids (1827) was a substantial work which was criticised by priests because it was [48] 'anti-Christian' and by Deists because it was 'superfluously religious.' In a Preface to the second edition in 1829, he stated that he was preparing a new work which would review 'all the ancient Mythologies of the world, which, however varied, and corrupted in recent times, were originally ONE, and that ONE founded on principles sublime, beautiful, and true.' This was his monumental work Anacalypsis. It was published in two large quarto volumes, totalling over 1,300 pages, with meticulous references to hundreds of other books.

There are two basic themes which emerge from his intricate discussion, end to which the whole work moves - that there were ancient civilisations that had achieved superior religious knowledge, much of which has since been lost, and that there is a universal basis to all religions.

The full title of this massive work is Anacalypsis; An Attempt to Draw Aside the Veil of the Saitic Isis; or an Inquiry into the Origin of languages, Nations and Religions. Higgins was a freemason, and well aware of claimed secret traditions. He referred to two Rosicrucian societies but stated that he was not a member. He has been claimed as a member of AnUileach Druidh Braithreaches, an ancient Druid order believed to be a precursor of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, although this has not been substantiated. In view of his extensive studies in The Celtic Druids, he was clearly aware of traditions of Druid orders.

Anacalypsis is an astonishing book. Like the later and equally erudite studies of Gerald Massey, it is limited by the scholarship of the time, but is full of extraordinary insights, and was the first large scale attempt at a synthesis of religion and science, a theme later echoed by the writings of H.P.B. As a prior attempt to unveil Isis and to propagate the existence of a secret doctrine throughout history, Anacalypsis is a precursor of the themes, method and ground plan of H.P.B.'s writings. Coleman's citation of Higgins'[ 49] writings as merely a source for unacknowledged quotations is a narrow pedantic view, which ignores the central theme and scope of Anacalypsis. Astonishingly it not only anticipated the title of Isis Unveiled, but also referred frequently to a secret doctrine and to cycles of reincarnation. The following quotations from Anacalypsis are surely significant when considering the later work of H.P.B.:

'Is it not possible that a golden age may really have existed; that is, an age when there were no wars; that a scientific or learned race of priests like those of Tibet, holding the system of the renewal of cycles - re-incarnation - which I have strewn existed in every part of the world, may have governed the whole?.... What is the secret doctrine? The mythos, the parable, is the fable under which the mystery is concealed; the mystery is the secret doctrine taught by Pythagoras, by Jesus, by Mohammed - the renewal of cycles, the inspiration with the holy ghost of persons, in every cycle, to teach mankind the doctrine of a future existence of happiness or misery, according to their conduct in this life.' (Vol. 2, Book IV, Section 31)
'The whole tends to support the doctrine of nearly all the learned men of antiquity, that, like the Mythological histories of the Gentile nations, a secret doctrine was concealed under the garb of history.' (Vol. 1, Book V, Chapter II, Sec. 7)
'Nothing astonishes me more than the absolute ignorance displayed in the writings of the ancients, of the true nature of their history, their religious mythology, and, in short of every thing relating to their antiquities. At the same time it is evident that there was a secret science possessed somewhere, which must have been guarded by the most solemn oaths. And though I may be laughed at by those who inquire not deeply into the origin of things for saying it, yet I cannot help suspecting that there is still a secret doctrine known only in the deep [50] recesses, the crypts, of Thibet, St. Peter's and the Cremlin.' (Vol. 1, Chapter III, Sec. 4)
Higgins traced the history of avatars and cycles in India and Judaea up to the ninth, the birth of Jesus and discussed the ninth avatar in the East and the tenth in the west. He cited Plutarch on the concepts of ages and races: 'On the priests of Etruria being consulted they declared, that a new age was about to arise, - that there had been EIGHT races of people, different in their lives and manners, - that God had allotted to each race a fixed period, which is called the great year, - that when one period is about to end and another to begin, the heaven or the earth marks it by some greet prodigy.' (Vol. 1, Book V, Chapter III, Sec. 5).

Of course, Higgins was concerned primarily with secret doctrine of mysticism rather than occult phenomena, but it is clear from quotations in the writings of H.P.B. that she was familiar with the books of Ennemoser and Eliphas Levi (A.L. Constant) which traced the occult tradition throughout history. The ground plan of Isis Unveiled and The Secret Doctrine closely resembles Anacalypsis with an occult dimension. Most of the other books punctiliously listed by Coleman supply secondary reference and were admittedly part of the library at Olcott's Lamasery.

It is not clear at what stage H.P.B. titled her work on the theme of the unveiling of Isis. In A Modern Priestess of Isis, V.S. Solovyoff cited a letter i which H.P.B. stated: 'I am now writing a big book, which I call by John's (i.e. the soi-disant spirit guide John King's) advice, Skeleton Key to Mysterious Gates.' Subsequently 'John King' was deposed as a spirit guide by Eastern Masters, and in a later letter, to her sister, Vera, H.P.B. wrote: 'You may disbelieve me, but I tell you that in saying this I speak but the, truth; I am solely occupied, not with writing Isis but with Isis herself. I live in a kind of permanent enchantment, a life of visions and sights, with open [51] eyes, and no chance whatever to deceive my senses! I sit and watch the fair goddess constantly. And as she displays before me the secret meaning of her long lost secrets, and the veil becoming with every hour thinner and more transparent, gradually falls off before my Byes, I hold my breath and can hardly trust to my senses!' (Quoted by Olcott O.D.L. Vol 1 p. 214)

According to Col. Olcott, he suggested 'he title The Veil of Isis, which was altered to Isis Unveiled when the work was largely in stereotype form, since Charles Sotheran pointed out that W. Winwood Reade had already used the title The Veil of Isis for his book on the mysteries of the Druids (1861). *

The significance of the Isis theme in the title of Higgins' Anacalypsis and his discussion of a secret doctrine are also echoed in another post-Higgins work titled Isis Revelata: An Enquiry into the Origin, Progress and Present State of Animal Magnetism by J.C. Colquhoun, published in 1837. This claimed to show that all faiths including Judaism, Gnosticism, Christianity and Masonry, are based on 'identical cosmical myths, symbols and allegories.' Surprisingly this work was not cited in Coleman's industrious list of sources.

It seems probable, however, that consciously H.P.B.'s Isis Unveiled was inspired by the Anacalypsis of Godfrey Higgins. Throughout his work, Higgins insists on 'a secret doctrine' of esoteric knowledge guarded by priests r it is significant that the phrase itself should form the title of H.P.B's second large treatise. It must be acknowledged that she brought to her writings a very individualistic genius and insight of her own, and her books have rightly had tremendous influence. It is surely time however, to acknowledge the priority of Higgins.

His style and methods were quite different from

* (The Theosophist Nov. 1892 p. 73. Not in book edition of "Old Diary Leaves". See also the publisher Mr. Bouton's letter on this, p. (43) of Introductory "Isis Unveiled" C.W. Edition 1972 Vol. 1)
[52]

those of H.P.B. end may be more acceptable to modern readers. He does not ask for anything to be taken on trust, and shares with us every stage of his search, while H.P.B. writes as an oracle. It is interesting to compare the different approaches of rationalism and occultism. When H.P.B. cites as reference those elusive akashic records written in the astral light, Higgins points to monuments of stone. It is typical of the rational approach of Higgins that he should modestly call his Anacalypsis an 'attempt' to unveil the Saitic Isis.

The resemblance between the work of Higgins and H.P.B. was immediately noticeable on publication of Isis Unveiled, but no critic attempted a detailed comparison. The massive work of Higgins demands a long period of study, and outside major libraries it was a rare book, difficult to obtain. The American Bookseller (October 1877) stated: 'in 1783 (sic) Godfrey Higgins published his Anacalypsis, a work of similar character and although only 200 copies were printed, at the death of the author, a number of years after, many copies remained unsold, and were disposed of in bulk by his executors to a London bookseller. The work is now exceedingly rare... The world has grown older since the days of Higgins, and Madame Blavatsky's book is of greater interest; but still the demand for it is quite remarkable, and far beyond the expectations of its publishers.' The literary critic of the New York Herald (September 30, 1877) commented: 'There is a great resemblance between the works.' There are also differences. (O.D.L. 294-5).

The word Anacalypsis is a rare one, deriving from the Greek and meaning an uncovering or revealing. According to Plutarch, the true devotee of the goddess Isis is he who ponders over sacred matters and seeks therein for hidden truth. It was Plutarch who described the veiled Isis in front of her temple at Sais, with the famous inscription 'I am everything that has been, and is, and will be, and my veil no mortal has uncovered.' Higgins' great work will stand as one of the [53] first and boldest attempts to answer this age-old enigma of human history and religion.

Leslie Shepard is editor of The Encyclopedia of Occultism & Parapsychology (revised edition 3 vol., 1984-5, Gale Research Co., Detroit, U.S.A.) All references to "Old Diary Leaves" (First Series) are to the 1941 edition, by T.P.H., Adyar.

CORRESPONDENCE

11 May 1985

Dear Friend

Thank you for the April issue of theosophical History, We are sending you, with our compliments, a copy of The Heart Doctrine, a selection of articles by W.Q. Judge, since three of them throw light on the relationship between the Masters and the outer Movement at the end of the active first quarter of the centennial effort to enlighten the world. They contradict Miss Jean Overton Fuller's belief that the Theosophical Society "ceased to be regarded by the Masters as the spearhead of their work from the moment Krishnamurti left it" (Theosophical History p. 20)

'Will Masters' Help Be Withdrawn After 1898?'

'The Closing Cycle'

'Are We Deserted?'

You may remember that H.P.B. wrote: "I trust Judge more than anyone in the world," and referred to him as "the Antaskarana between the two Manas(es), the American thought and the Indian - or rather the Trans-Himalayan Esoteric knowledge. DIXI." Letters That Have Helped Me: W.Q. Judge (The Theosophy Company edition pp. 281 and 278).

Yours sincerely,

UNITED LODGE OF THEOSOPHISTS

62 Queens Gardens, London, W

("The Heart Doctrine" is available at 45 p. (plus postage 28 p.) direct from U.L.T. Ed.)

[54]

S.P.R. Archives

THE BRITISH LETTER

In 1879, the first president of the British Theosophical Society, Charles Carleton Massey, received a letter from a "Brother". It was found in the B.T.S. minute book by Massey. Later Massey was shown a letter from H.P.B. to the medium Mrs Hollis-Billing, asking her to mysteriously convey an enclosed letter to Massey. He concluded that he had been imposed upon, and this incident, with the Kiddle case, led to his resignation from the T.S.

The incident is well-known to both psychical researchers and Theosophists. The former were told about it in the 1885 Report, page 207 and in more detail p. 397400, though the names of the medium and her guide were not given. Theosophists learned what the Mahatmas thought about the case when "The Mahatma Letters to A.P. Sinnett" were published in 1923. Unfortunately index references to Mrs Billing (and to her husband Dr Billing) have dropped out of the 3rd ed. 1962, at the top of p. 488, though an occasion when she is called Mrs Hollis-Billing is indexed. The explanation of K.H. is given in Letter 91B p. 409-13, and again on 379-80, with more data on Dr Billing in such places as p. 301.

The documentation in this case, such as it is, has never been published fully, and we reproduce below such items as are in the S.P.R. archives.

Athenaeum Club

Pall Mall S.W.

15/10/84

My dear Sidgwick

I enclose the three letters I reed (sic) from Mme. Blavatsky last May, two from Mrs. Hollis-Billing of an earlier date, and one from Olcott with "K.H.",'s views upon the subject in an original letter of the latter 's.
As I mentioned, Mme. B's have more direct refer- [55]erence to another matter, and to make the whole correspondence perhaps more intelligible I also send a copy of my reply to her first letter.
The simple question which neither Mme. B. nor K.H. has answered at all satisfactorily is why instructions ski. have been sent to Mrs. Hollis-Billing to get the letter delivered tome mysteriously if it was not to impress me with the belief that it was occultly conveyed by the writer (the 'Brother') himself - which was just such a test as we in London were asking for. While this point is evaded all the rest is mere verbiage. As to any part of the letter shown to me by Dr. Billing being forgery that is all nonsense. I had a thorough acquaintance with Mme. B's handwriting and style, and examined the whole letter long and carefully. It was hers' (sic–LP) throughout.
The other enclosures from Col. Bundy to Stainton Moses will explain themselves. S.M. sends them to me to be forwarded to you, as he is quite unable to write himself. But they seem to require no explanation.
Ever yours sincerely

C.C. Massey.

(Col. Bundy was editor of "The Religio-Philosophical Journal" of Chicago, a Spiritualist journal antagonistic to H.P.B. LP)

The second letter from Massey which follows rather gives the impression that he sent certain letters to Sidgwick a second time.

1 Albert Mansions

Victoria St. S.W.

6th Nov. 84

My dear Sidgwick

Myers wrote to me to Lynmouth desiring me to send you the letter of Mme. Blavatsky to Mrs. Hollis-Billing in which the former instructed the latter to procure the surreptious conveyance, to me of a [56] letter she enclosed, I have not the original, but have seen it and taken a copy, of which that I now send you is an exact transcript. At the time Mme. B. wrote to Mrs. Billing, she knew that I and other fellows of the Society here were extremely anxious for some producible (?LP) proof of the existence and powers of the "Brothers". The only conceivable object of the instruction to Mrs. Billing was to make me and others believe that we had attained that proof. While denying this motive, Mme. B. in her letters to me last summer on the subject has been unable to suggest any other rational or intelligible account. I will if you desire it forward you her letters, but the immediate occasion of them was another matter.

She says the letter she enclosed to Mrs. Billing for me really was from a "Brother", who gave it to be sent to me without any directions as to how it was to be forwarded. To the best of my recollection in reply to my questions in 1879 abt this letter, she returned an evasive reply; certainly the impression on my mind has always been that the letter I found in the minute book - which I did not for a moment suppose had been brought occultly from India - was not acknowledged by her at the time to be genuine. I was just left to think what I pleased about it. She knew that Mrs. Billing had failed to deceive me. I put the matter out of my mind, as one which I had no prospect of clearing up. And I will tell you privately, what no one else knows, (I think) that I have not got either the "Brother's" letter, or Mme. Blavatsky's to me, of that period. I have not let this be known because Mme. B.'s knowledge of it might have encouraged Mme. B. to make aspersions (sic–LP) or denial of facts, which as it is she has not ventured upon. And I could not have disproved anything she chose to say, probably.

Now how this happened is this. Three years ago, just after my father's death, when I was in a state of great depression, having also lost nearly all [57] interest in the Theos. Socy. and looking on my past life as broken off, on moving from my father's house, I destroyed an immense quantity of correspondence, among it many letters of Madame B.'s and Olcott's; some I retained as early mementoes or for other reasons. But I have few (?) doubts (?LP) that these letters of that time I destroyed, not thinking that anything wd ever turn up to make them important.

However, I think the case of an intended deception upon me, and the motive, are sufficiently apparent without more. There is a curious parallel between this instruction to Mrs. Billing and that in the alleged letter to Mme. Coulomb directing Damodar to be similarly imposed upon.

(cf. Stack Memorandum T.H. Jan. 85 p. 11 for same point, the other way round - LP)
In like manner, the statement that she had hidden cigarettes where they were to be found as proofs of occult agency has a parallel to an exactly similar charge of hiding the things at Mme. Tousseau's (sic-LP) wax works in London in 1879, which was made in Light of May 6th 1882 by a correspondent signing himself R.B.A. The statement was quite unsubstantiated by details and I wrote to Light very indifferently about it at the time. But it is curious that these two methods - sending letters to an accomplice, and hiding things herself - shd be alleged agst her from entirely unconnected quarters.

I should be happy to give you any further information in my power that you may require, and remain

Always yours sincerely

C.C. Massey

(The incident at Madame Tussaud's as Col. Olcott correctly calls it, is related by him in Old Diary Leaves Vol. 2 p.7. More details in a later issue.)
The enclosure with the letter now follows; Massey writes:

[58]

Copy of first part of a letter from Mme. Blavatsky to Mrs. Hollis-Billing, bearing date 28th June 1879, registered London post-mark 21st July, 1879.

"My dear good friend
Do you remember what Sky (sic - LP) told or rather promised to me? That whenever there is need for it, he will always be ready to carry any message, leave it either on Massey's table, his pocket, or some other mysterious place? Well now there is the most important need for such a show of his powers. Please ask him to take the enclosed letter and put it into his pocket or in some still more mysterious place.* But he must not know it's Sky. Let him think what he likes, but he must not suspect you had been near him with Sky at your orders. He does not distrust you, but he does Sky. (Also if he cd. treat L.L. with some oriental token of love it wd. be right, but none of them must suspect Sky of it, therefore it is more difficult to make it to do it. (sic) (Massey's comment - LP) than it wd otherwise be were it to be produced at one of your seances."
Massey continues:

"I copied the above from the original showed to me by Dr. H.J. Billing (who said he had found it in his wife's drawer) on 22nd May 1882. The rest of the letter was full of devotion to the "Brothers" and evidenced, to my thinking, a genuine belief in their existence. Or if not that it was cleaENDr that Mrs. Billing was only partially in the writer's confidence. "Koot Hoomi" however, Sinnett, denied the authenticity of the letter, and (word illegible) have put in brackets, referring to L.L. (Lord Lindsay?), while admitting the earlier part. Mme. B. herself has since admitted writing the earlier part. Mrs. Billing denies having ever seen the letter at all. Shortly after 21st July/79, a letter purporting [59] to be from a Brother, was found by me at her house in the Minute Book of the T.S. which she placed before me."
C.C. Massey

(* The published version of this letter has "some other still more mysterious place" in the first paragraph.) 

L.P.

We have not been able here, for reasons of space, to attempt any full account of what K.H. calls "the famous Massey-Billing letter affair" (Mahatma Letters p. 411). We have not even quoted H.P.B.'s own explanation. So we must caution anyone from jumping to conclusions on the evidence quoted. It has been quoted because it is unpublished, and needed to be in the public domain for a proper study of the case, not because it necessarily has merit. We understand that a careful account of the affair will appear in Jean Overton Fuller's forthcoming biography of H.P.B., and we advise readers to wait for this before reaching conclusions.
L.P.

All S.P.R. archival material is used by permission of the S.P.R. to whom grateful acknowledgment is made. It should be noted that writers commonly used shortened forms of words (such as cd. for could) and these have been retained.
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