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Preface

IT is probable that the
material surveyed in this book has been ignored because of
its intellectual unrespectability. The “occult”™ has mot
formed part of the overt concerns of members of the
academic fraternity. Any writer on the subject from outside
these cloistered courts runs the risk of being branded par-
rtial—not, it should be said, without justification. It is my
case that this quite natural state of affairs has led to a partial
view of history; that to ignore the occult revival of the 19th
century is to ignore a large slice of modern intellectual
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development; and that the proper understanding of the
workings of the occult mind explains much which has been
puzzling commentators on the history of the last fifty years
as well. In particular such an understanding can make
easier the journey into the “mind-set” employed by the
romantic revolutionaries of today—the hippies, commu-
nity-dwellers, the Movement, the Underground. The
reader will discover the terms “Underground” and
“Establishment” wsed throughout this bock to describe
cultural groupings very much earlier than those of the 20th
century. It seems to me amazing that no historian has so far
extended the terminclogy of the self-proclaimed Under-
ground back in time to discover whether a historical con-
tinuity exists, 1 did not start in this fashion; but was drawn
to using the terms through trying to answer a question now
discussed in Chapter Four of the second volume, The Ge-
cult Establishment. The dichotomy of Underground and
Establishment is one of the most important concepts to
have emerged from recent social changes.

Now, it would be perfectly poussible to write a history of
ideas taking as the criterion of final importance some totally
ignored standard such as the wearing of odd socks—that is,
supposing the information to be available. In this way, an
unknown if eccentric parish priest might be made to appear
the center of an entire schoal of ' odd-socks wearers.”” Bul at
any given time there is a measure of consensus as to what
are the more interesting or admirable activities of mankind.
This comprises a ¢ritical Establishment, itself an interesting
index to otherwise largely unimaginable ‘“climates of
opinion.” The occult has be excluded from the Establish-
ment consensus of what is finally “relevant,” and relegated
to the Niflheim of odd-socks wearers. But it is the very
nature of the occult that it cannot exist except in opposition
to and interrelation with that critical Establishment. It has
therefore been part of my task to maintain that the occult is
“important” and “relevant” to the aspirations of mankind;
further, that it is worth study in its own right.

As to the question of "significance” in the history of
ideas: a thinker may be significant in a number of ways. He
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may be a man of his time, an expert receiver and
transmitter of a hypothetical Zeitgeist. He may himself be
an original thinker, whose ideas are immediately relevant to
current problems. He may also exercise an influence over
an extended pericd of time—either his ideas stimulate
others to produce ideas of their own, or themselves mccet a
fortunate tide in affairs and are borne along on its crest.
There is also another thinker of significance, neither a
man of his time nor an influence on minds or socicty. This is
the individual whose concerns seem suddenly relevant to
the problems of a later age, although in his own time he
may have been ignored and subsequently forgotten. The
neglected genius is a familiar figure of mythology; but
there are also neglected lunatics who are worthy of study.
Thus, we might now discover—had history moved in that
direction—that the wearer of odd socks had been practicing
some “significant” form of social rebellion. Even on these
grounds the occult should have received better treatment
than it has so far encountered. The fact that occultists are
often delightfully eccentric should not blind the enquirer to
the existence of the occasional great man: the dedication
even of camp-foliowers has never been examined. This
study is an attempt to repair some of these omissions.

I owe thanks to the librarians and staffs of the University
Library, Cambridge; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; the
British Museurn:; the National Library of Scotland; the
London Library; the Warburg Institute, University of Lon-
don; and to Mr. Wesencraft of the Harry Price Library, the
Senate House, University of London.

To the Master of St. Benet's Hall, Oxford, Mgr. Alfred
Gilbey, Prince Tomohito of Mikasa, John Patten, William
and David Allen, and Robert Bziley-King ! am indebted for
hospitality, encouragement, and suggestions.

The expert knowledge of Miss Kathleen Raine on matters
of Traditional thought has here been as unavoidably
simplified and distorted as it was freely given.

To the extraordinary knowledge and generous tempera-
ment of Francis King | am very much in debt: his detailed
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acquaintanceship with matters occult was placed unstint-
ingly at my service,

Without the continued encouragement, hospitality, and
readiness to part with hard-won information shown by Ellic
Howe this book would never have been written; or written
in so partial a form that it could make no claim to survey
those neglected areas of 19th-century thought knewn so
well to Mr. Howe.

It need hardly be said that none of those who have so
witlingly proffered help is responsible for any errors or
aberrations of my own,

Bibliographical Note
There would be little point in listing every book used in the writ- .
ing of this study; and two reasons make it difficult to provide 2 IntrOd UCtlon
short classified bibliography following normal practice. The first
" is that I consider the most useful categories to be already defined
by my chapter-headings; and the second, that the extremes of
bias which are a eommon feature of occult literature rmake
general recommendations unwise. Therefore, to print 2 list of
beoks on “Rosicrucianism™ or “alchemy” would not only
duplicate what has slready been done—see, in particular, A. L.
Caillet, Manuel bibliographique des sclences psychiques {Paris, 3
vols.,, 1912}—but run the risk of seeming to support erroneous,
and sometimes lunatic, opinion. The notes which follow are thus
:i mmbinati;n of bibliography and reference. Bearing in mind the T I_ h f R
angers inherent in dealing with occult source-material, a
reference to a book is in no wgay meant to endorse its opiniens or he F Ig t rom eason
indeed any part of the work other than that specifically indicated.

A FTER the Age of Reason
came the Age of the Irrational. 1t has yet to be trapped, dis-
sected, and pronounced upon. The fact that it is with us
here and now is daily announced by the pundits; but no one
has bothered to anatomize the beast historically. The label,
like 2]l historical labels—and all tags hung round the necks
of apocalyptic Beasts—has only a limited use. If it serves to
indicate that the period has been in certain aspects one of
reaction against the logical consequences of too much logic,
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it serves its purpose well. It is of as much use as the Age of
Reason which went before it; and subject to the same
qualifications. For the century of Enlightenment was also
the century of shadows. In the time of the encyclopaedists
there flourished alchemists and disciples of Jacob Boehme,
whilst the belief of astrologers in lunar influence has sur-
vived the physical presence of man on the moen. Indeed
there is no good reason why it should not.

The abandonment of Reason has been an irregular
process. Sections of the populations of Europe and America
have been afflicted by various forms of anxicty at different
timgs. However, it is not arbitrary to define a period of
great uncertainty extending roughly irom the downfall of
Napoleon to the outbreak of the First World War. Men's
responses have been multiform. The response of those
whose chief education had been found in the pages of the
family Bible was different from that of the sophisticated up-
per classes of European capitals; and London differed from
Paris as London kas always differed from Paris. There is,
nevertheless, evidence thut Western man as a whole was
undergoing a severe trial of his capacity to adapt to an en-
viconrnent which for the first time seemed beyond his
powers to order. This is ironic, as it is common knowledge
that the achievements of the Industrizl Revolution and the
development of scientific methods of enguiry had at last
begun to put mankind in some sort of a commanding posi-
tion over the physical world. But as man advanced to
greater mastery of the physical, so his always precarious
hold began to slip upon the more intangible aspeets of his
relationship with the universe. His society, his awareness,
his methods of thought, and most importantly the con-
clusions he reached, were all changing round him. What is
more, they could be seen to be changing; and this was
frightening. '

The chief agents of the metamorphesis have all been
described as “revolutions.” The development of an in-
dustrial technology; the application of analytical method
to the natural world; the threatened changes in forms of

-
[}

Introduction

government and the rising clamor of the poor; even the
self-dramatizing attitude known as Romanticism; can all
be seen ss revolutionary changes. Add to these factors the
increasing contact of Europeans with the peoples of Asia,
and it is clear that Western man’s estimation of himself and
his place in the world required some drastic revision, The
Industrial Revolution reconstructed the European econo-
my. Man's relations with man were altered; the distribution
of population changed; communications improved so that
news became not merely of parochial interest; and the very
geographical barriers to speedy travel began to disappear.
The scientific method resulted in Darwin's theory of evolu-
tion and the zpplication of critical standards te accepted
notions of history and retigion, by people like Ernest Renan
and David Strauss. Ever since 1789 the threat of social
revolution had terrified the guiltier consciences of Europe.
In the short but significant upheavals of 1848 over fifty
viclent attempts took place to topple established
governments. The Romantie attitude placed a weight of
significance on the individual which not everyone was
prepared to accept. What was happening was the final
collapse of the old world-order which had first been
rudely assaulted during the Renaissance and the Reforma-
tion.

In the earlier period ideas of duty te Ged and King had
given way to a recognition of secular standards and the paer-
suit of profit. During the 18th century there gradually
developed an attitude of mind which enabled man to pur-
sue with more success bhis worldly activities. 1n its extreme
form this became Rationalism, and the Age of Reason was
characterized if not by a devotion to the things of this
world, at any rate by a neglect of things belonging to
another. The Industrial, Social, Scientific and Romantic
revolutions were all, in one way or another, the outcome of
this concentration. But just when the Age of Beason seemed
to be bearing fruit in the 19th century, there was an unex-
pected reaction against the very method which had brought
success, a wild return to archaic forms of belief, and among
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the intelligentsia a sinister concentration on superstitions
which had been thought buried. $o it might have appeared
to a disheartened Rationalist.

If it is true that to write a history proves that the subject
of discussion has become pretty lifeless, Reason died
sometime before 1865. In that year William Lecky publish-
ed his History of Rationalism, a compendivm of enlight-
ened Victoriana concerned largely with the elimination of
“superstition” and the growth of humanitarian ideals.
Witches are no longer burned, the slaves are emancipated,
rejoices Lecky, and invites his readers to join him in
celebrating the “progress” of the Western world. Although
rationalism had led to other things than the victory of
humanitarian principles, to a certain extent Lecky was able
to distinguish a mode of thinking for what it was. This
argues a clear perception of what went before; but also a
recognition of the dangers of the present. Lecky knew all

too well the difficulties of persuading others to acrept the
truths of sweet reason.

The immense majority either never examine the opinions they
have inherited. or examine them sc completely under the
dominating influence of the principle of education that
whatever may have been the doctrines they have been taught,
they conclude that they are so unquestionably true, that
nothing but a judicial blindness can cause their rejection. Of
the few who have obtained a glimpse of higher things, & large
proportion cannot endure a conflict to which old associations
and, above all, the old doctrine of the guilt of error, lend such a
peculiar bitterness; they stifle the voice of reason, they turn
away from the path of knowledge, they purchase peace at the
expense of truth. This is, indeed, in our day the most fatal of
obstacles to enguiry.”

This stifling of the voice of reason could lead to a
straightforward return to old ways of thought and old
methods of doing things. But such escapism became in-
creasingly difficult. In 1859 Darwin’s Origin of Species was
published, and the great battle broke out between the
evolutionists and those who still asserted the literal truth of
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the account of Creation given in Genesis. Meanwhile, the
historians were doing their best to destroy the notion of the
New Testament as unchallengeable narrative. Renan's Life
of Jesus appeared two years before Lecky's History.
Nothing previously held as sacred and immune from
tampering could escape the criticism of the scientific
method. Thus, for the more thoughtful a simple return to
the comforts of Christianity was unsatisfactory—although
such a return was widespread. For religion saw the new
science as an enemy. It was.®* To Christianity as understood
in the early 19th century the new theories about man and
the universe spelled total disaster if not contained within set
limits. To some doubters such conflict brought a dark night
of the soul in which the freedom of man from divine crder-
ing seemed a true and very terrible thing.

It is often stated that the influence of Darwin and the
new scientists had little effect on the faith of ordinary peo-
ple. In time, however, the new ideas were assimilated and
diffused. Anyway it has been observed that all the elements
necessary to the evolutionary theory were present before
Darwin’s flash of intuition that placed each component in
the right slot. The Origin of Species was a codification and
the focus of dispute, but “many had obscurely felt” what
Darwin stated openly.® And it was not only the efforts of
Darwin and a few intellectuals that threatened to take away
from man his few illusions of seeurity. Much more potent,
because practically observable, were the effects of the In-
dustrial Revolution and social agitation. I the findings of
the scientists meant for the thinking classes the destruction
of intellectual securities, alterations in the means of produc-
tion and consumption were establishing 2 new form of
society altogether, one in which the bases of wealth and
security were not known from experience and which was
therefore threatening. Among the classes deprived of the
means of politically regulating their own destiny, the cam-
paign for a say in the government of their countries
gathered momentum with the demand from the worst-off
for a more just distribution of the world's goods. Security,
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mental, physical, financial, and spiritual, seemed menaced
on every side. In order to live a tolerable life, some form of
mental adjustment had to be made. This book is often con-
cerned with those who failed te make the transition. But it
is as well to note that the forces of social “progress” were by
no means immune from the widespread anxiety about the
future of man.

The condition was aggravated—particularly for the ar-
tistic and literary worlds—by the attitudes instilled by
Romanticism. The word “Romantic” has been so defined
and redefined that 1 do not propose to enter into the game.
But two characteristics of Romanticism are important from
the point of view of this book; one a popular, the other a
scholarly definitien, ""Romantic’’ in everyday speech means
something uareal, pleasant, and dramatic. One charac-
toristic of the movement known by academics as Roman-
ticism is concentration on the self. The popular idea of
something Romantic as a pleasurable form of escapism
results from this concentration on the self. By and large the
opinion of the Age of Reason was that the universe revolved
round man. Al any rate man was the perceptible center of
things, and an extremely important part of creation.

Therefore, all his acts, his passions, his minutest doings -

must be invested with an awesome significance, as the
dramatic activities of the lord of the world. This reasoning
was all very well, but it placed on the individual an enor-
mous burden in exchange for his privileged position at the
center of things. Man was left to himself. He had only his
own kind to turn to. From this “"homocentric” vision of the
universe resulted the idea of the Romantic as a dreamer, an
unrealist. The overloaded personality might break down
under the strain of its own existence: pure escapism might
be the result, at best a heightened and hysterical insistence
on the overwhelming importance of one's every action.
In the middle of the 19th century it happened that the
consciousness of changes in society combined with intellec-
tual and artistic positions to produce a widespread flight
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from reason, whose findings appeared intolerable to the
dignity of man, and insupportable to his knowledge of
himself. This 1 have called the “ecrisis of conscicusness.”
The motive was not petulance with humanity's perhaps in-
significant place in the cosmos, but simple fear. A sense of
insecurity was made worse by the need to accept personal
responsibility in the society which was evolving. Under
God, or in a hierarchically-struetured society, the individual
had been spared the necessity of making decisions in the
frightening knowledge of the limitless degree of freedom
which he possessed. Of course, there were always practical
restrictions on what could and what could not be done. But
the knowledge that one is the arbiter of one’s own destiny is
always a frightening discovery; and during the 19th century
whole peoples began to realize the extent of that fear. Erich
Fromm has described some of the symptoms of such a
withdrawal from the prospect of freedom;* but it scems as
though historians have neglected the theories of the psy-
chologists as being outside their province.

In circumstances of anxiety and uncertainty, superstition
is likely to make a prominent showing. This is seen as
perhaps a regression to infantile attitudes, or to beliefs ac-
quired early in life and afterwards suppressed; or perhaps as
a means of obtaining some sort of illusory control over a
frightening situation.® During the 18th-century crisis of
consciousness this sort of situation was the order of the day;
and superstition flourished. The most interesting facet of
the flight from reason is the revival of the accult. Under this
widely misunderstood heading are grouped an astonishing
collection of subjects: hypnotism, magic, astrology, water-
divining, “secret” societies, and a multitude of similar
topics of doubtful intellectual respectability. The discovery
of the real nature of the occult makes possible a view of
history and society which I believe is new. But this book is
neither a complete history of the occult revival nor an
attempt to compile anintellectual history of the last century
and a half. Both would be superhuman tasks. kt is rather an
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attempt to show how the occult revival can be used as a key
to a crisis which we still have not resolved, and how the oc-
cult relates to the better-lit regions of society.

To understand this, one thing should be noted about the
expression of ideas. In terms of man’s vision of himself and
his place in the world, a real free-thinker is always a very
rare bird. In the mid-19th century one was for Revolution
or Reaction, Progress or Order. Likewise, there was an over-
limited conceptual vocabulary to allow of great sophistica-
tion in most people’s way of looking at the world. The terms
with which man was most familiar—and probably the terms
with which he is still most at home—to describe his
thoughts about his relationship with the universe were
religious or directly anti-religious. Thus it should not be
surprising to hear the prophet of a socialist paradise ex-
press himself in nearly religious fashion; particularly if the
boiling of social discontents is borne in mind as a constant
background to the crisis and its development. On the one
hand, the furnace of the revolution; on the other, the
blackness of the void. God was dying, but Nietzsche had
not yet officially erected his tombstone. 1848 was the year
of revolutions in Europe; it also represents the beginning of
Spiritualism in America. We shall find that the religious
and the political, the occult and the revolutionary, run in
the same paths, employ each other's language. Western
society was disoriented and dismaved in the midst of its
riches. Corporately it behaved rather like the irresolute
Rationalist described in Lecky's fulsome prose:

There is a period in the history of the enquirer when old
opinions have been shaken or destroyed, and new opinions
have not yet been formed, a period of doubt, of terror, and of
darkness, when the voice of the dogmatist has not lost its
power, and the phantoms of the past still hever over the mind,
a period when every landmark is lost to sight, and every star is
veiled, and the soul seems drifting helpless and rudderless
before the destroying blast. It is in this season of transition that
the temptations to stifle reason possess a fearful power.*
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Chapter 1
The Necromancers

THE gods came down to
earth again on 31 March 1848. The site of their appearance
was outwardly not propitious, but quite within the
traditions of proselytizing divinity. It was a small, wooden
cottage at Hydesville, Arcadia, near New York. The cottage
consisted of one story, an attic above, and a cellar below.'
But, as one ardent protagonist of the Spiritualist revelation
wrote:
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The humble frame dwelling at Hydesville looms up into the
proportions of a gigantic temple whose foundations are laid in
the four corners of the earth, and the rough and rugged path
which the bleeding feet of the Hydesville mediums seemed
doomed to tread amidst tears, shudderings and nameless
herror, has now loomed out into the splendid preportions of the
bridge which arches over the awful chasm of the grave, al-

tording a transit for millions of aspiring souls into the glarious
realities of eternity . . .?

Before such a gale of feminine convietion, one can but bow
gracefully and investigate the grounds for belief.

At the time the spirits appeared, the house had been
tenanted for three and a hall months by a family named
Fox. During the whole of the last fortnight in March, so
they afterwards testified, they had been troubled by a
mysterious rapping which shook tables and chairs, This is
the evidence of Mrs. Margaret Fox:

We went to bed early, because we had been broken so much of
our rest that [ was almost sick.

My husband had just gone to bed when we first heard the
noises this evening. I had just laid down when, it commenced as
usual. ! knew it from all the other noises I had ever heard in the
house. The girls, who slept in the other bed in the room, heard
the noise and tried to make 2 similar noise by snapping their
fingers. The youngest girl is about twelve years old. She is the
one who made her hand go. As fast as she made the noises with
her hands or fingers, the sounds followed up in the room. It did
not sound different at that time, but it made the same number
of raps the girls did. When she stopped, the sounds would stop
for a short time. The other girl, who is in her fifteenth year,
then spoke in sport, and said, "Now do just as | do. Count one,
two, three, four, ete.,” at the same lime striking one hand in
the other.

The blows which she made were repeated as before. It
appeared to answer her by repeating every blow she made. She
only did it once. She then began to be startled, and I said to the
nuise, “Count ten,” and it made ten strokes or noises. Then I
asked the ages of my different children successively, and it
gave the number of raps corresponding to the ages of each of
my children.
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I then asked it if it was a human being making the noise, and
if 50, to manifest it by the same noise. There was no noise. [
then asked it if it was & spiritP—if it was, to manifest it by two
sounds. I heard two sounds as scon as the words were spoken.®

Such is the “official”’ narrative of how communication
was established between the spirit world and the world of
living beings. 1 the homely utterances of Mrs. Fox do aot
seemn to carry much conviction today, we should not be sur-

rised that the movement spread. People wanted to
Eelieve; and no religion mulg give the consolation or
assurance of personal integrity that “proof” of survival after
death could bring. The Hydesville mediumship was
catching. Shortly after the initial incident, Maggie Fox
went to stay at Rochester, New York, with her married
sister, and Kate Fox went to Auburn. At both these places
the rappings broke out. The married Fox girl discovered
that she too was mediumistic, and by 1851 it was estimated
that there were 100 mediuvms in New York City alone.!

The first phase of Spiritualism reached its climax with the
presentation to Congress of a petition reqguesting the setting
up of a scientific commission to investigate the phenomena.
Attached were 1,300 signatures, including that of an ex-
governor of Wisconsin, and Senator James Shields made a
long and ambiguous speech interlarded with references to
Cornelius Agrippa, Cagliostro, and Dr. Dee. "This speech,”’
says the record, “was listened to with much attention, but
frequently interrupted by laughter.”

Mr. Weiler: What does the Senater propose to do with the
petition?

Mr. Pettit:: Let it be referred to the three thousand clergymen
{Laughter}.

Mr. Weller: 1 suggest that it be referred to the Committee on
Foreign Relations {Laughter).*

The hard-headed senators shelved the petition. There
had already been vociferous criticism of the Fox sisters, in
articular by three university professors from Buffalo, who
ad discovered that if the girls” feet were placed so that
they could not move their knee-joints, the “phenomena”
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ceased.® As early as the winter of 1850, a certain Dr. Potts,
while lecturing to a literary club on the stage of the
Corinthian Hall, Rochester, scene of the Spiritualists’ first
triumphal meeting, had delighted his audience by cracking
his toes to prove that he too could produce rappings.” In
April 1851, a Mrs. Norman Culver signed a statement,
afterwards published in the New York Herald, that the Fox-
es had admitted to her that they had produced the noise by
cracking their joints.®

Finally, in 1888, Maggie broke down and confessed. She
gave “séances” on stage before large audiences, showing
how the rappings had been produced. Her incredulous
sister wrote, “"They made $150,000 clear.”* More, it
seemed, could be made out of exposures than out of the
séances themselves. The tricks of two mischievous children
had got completely out of hand; and had not America been
filled with people begging for a revelation which was scien-
tifically demonstrable, the deception would have been
buried in Hydesville, where it began. The spirit who had
originally contacted the girls was supposed to have been
that of a murdered peddler whose grave lay under the Fox
house. Excavations produced some teeth and bones,
dubiously human.

To at least one of those in the secret, the morality of the
proceedings had become dreadfully muddled. Elisha Kent
Kane, the Arctic explorer, became infatuated with Maggie
Fox, whom he married a short while before his death. Once
he wrote to her:

When I think of you, dear darling, wasting your time, vouth
and conscience for a few paltry dollars, and think of the crowds
who come nightly to hear the wild stories of the frigid North, I
sometimes feel that we are not so far removed after all. My
brain and your body are each the sources of attraction, and I
confess that there is not so much difference.”

Kane was not far wrong. His tales of Arctic adventure
filled a need for escapist fantasy; in a way, so did the bogus

séances. The far-away world of the polar ice-cap was no
nearer the audiences to whom Kane lectured in New York
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than the “Summer-Land” of the spirits. In one aspect,
Spiritualism can be seen as pure wish-fulfillment, for
despite confessions and exposures the faith of the converts
held secure. The tenacity with which the early Spiritualists
guarded their dream is well illustrated by the attitude
adopted by Light, the London Spiritualist paper, on first
receiving the news of the Fox confession. " Mrs. Jencken™
(Kate Fox), it wrote, “"has for a long time been victim to a
deplorable habit which has apparently destroyed her moral
consciousness, and rendered anything she may say or do un-
worthy of attention.”'* Even more incredible is the state-
ment by Algernon Joy, Secretary of the British National
Union of Spiritualists, concerning the notorious exposés of
séance-faking given by the conjurors Maskelyne and Cook
at the Egyptian Hall in London. He declared that the per-
formers had developed into the finest mediums in the world
“for strong physical manifestations.” "

Spiritualist phenomena soon progressed beyond mere
table-rapping. The most famous of all mediums, Daniel
Dunglas Home, who displayed his talents before the Tsar
(he was expelled from Rome on the orders of the Vatican,
but eventually died a Catholic) was observed by Lord
Adare, the Master of Lindsay, and a gentleman called
Charles Wynn, to float out of a third-floor window at 5
Buckingham Gate, and back in through another seven feet
away." On another occasion, wrote Lord Adare:

Partially covering himself with the window ecurtains, but
holding the glass with the brandy in it above his head, between
us and the window so that we could see it, he was lifted off the
floor about four or five feet. While in the air, we saw a bright
light in the glass; presently he came down and showed us that
the glass was empty, by turning it upside down; he also came to
us, turned it upside down upon our hands; then going back to
the window he held the glass up and we heard the liquid drop
into it. He began talking about the brandy, and said, "It is un-
der certain circumstances a demon, a real devil, but, if properly
used, it is most beneficial.”” As he said this the light became
visible in the glass, and he was again raised in the air; " But,”
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he said, “if improperly used, it becomes so” {the light dis-
appeared} “and drags vou down, down, lower and lower” and
as he spoke he sank gradually down till ke touched the floor
with the glass. He again raised the glass above his head, and
the liquor fell over and through my fingers inte the glass, drop-
ping from the air above me . . .

No conjuror would have difficulty in recognizing a nice
line in patter—the slow descent of Home symbolizing the
fall into drunkenness; and under the right conditions, most
of these feats could be duplicated. After the spectacular
stage performances of the Davenport Brothers “'Ghost
Shows™ became very popular as 2 branch of conjuring, and
much attention has been devoted to duplicating the
phenomena of the séance-room.” In 1891 a repentent
“medium” published his Revelations, which contain amony
other secrets a method for performing one of Home's other
Eeats that of handling hot coals and bathing his face in the
ire. ™

1t is fair to say that if Home was a conjuror, he was a very
good cne. Most of his competitors did little better than
arrange for guitars and candlesticks to fly about in a totally
darkened room. The raps, of course, continued to be heard.
From the very early days spirits had “materialized”
themselves, forming a visible body from the mysterious
substance, “ectoplasm,” produced by the medium. The
“direct voice” séance, at which the medium went into a
trance and purported to speak with the voice of a dead per-
son, was another innovation. But few professional mediums
have escaped without at least cne exposure for cheating.
Home himself was convicted in the courts of having used
“spirit voices” to cozen some .£24,000 from a Mrs. Lyon. ™
The argument of the Spiritualists that one exposure does
not invalidate one hundred cases of evidence of survival
transmitted through mediums is unanswerable. But the
crucial fact is this—that with all the evidence to the con-
trary, with scoffers on every hand, people believed implicit-
ly in the Spiritualist revelation.

It is relatively simple to decide what motives influenced
the fraudulent mediums. The almost unanimous reply of
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the early critics was ‘‘'money.” This is probably only half the
story. Like the Foxes, the Davenports sprang from humble
origins. For those whose social position was not quite what
they could wish; for those who were unsure of making their
way according to the standards of conventional society; or
for those who felt in any way insecure, the spiritualist
movement formed a closed circle within which they could
demonstrate their essential worthiness. Any cult performs
for its members the function of status-giving, or “making
themn feel important.”*® How much more so Spiritualism, if
the devotee “discovers” himself to have mediumistic
powers. It is simply unrealistic to play the moralist in these
matters; for the line between self-deception and deliberate
frand is so delicately drawn as almost to seem invisible.

Sincere or fraudulent, however, the early mediums found
the terrain well prepared. Their success would never have
attained its remarkable proportions but for the efforts of
three men: a Swedish engineer turned prophet, an Austrian
physician branded unacceptable by the world of learning,
and a young American good-for-nothing who took to secing
visions.

The prophet was Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772). His
conversations with angels and spirits led him to publish the
weighty Arcana Coelestia in London, in 1749, It had a dis-
couraging reception: only two copies were sold in the first
two months.* But gradually Swedenborg acquired a
reputation which, although at first limited, was ten years
after his death consolidated in a church. Starting from its
chapel in East Cheap, the Church of the New Jerusalem ex-
tended its influence into Europe and—most importantly
from the point of view of Spiritualism—into the United
States. By 1828, the tenth General Convention of the
American New Chureh reported eighty places where the
true doctrine was taught, as opposed to the bare forty-nine
congregations claimed next year for Brituin, where the
gospel had first seen the light.*

Since 1736 Swedenborg had experienced mystical states:
supernatural flashes of light and other manifestations
assaulted his inner eye. His bent for mystical literature in-
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clined him to attach some importance to these occurrences;

and his scientific training encouraged him to frame his
visions as a system. Gradually he drifted into an increasing-
Iy “'spiritual” frame of mind, in which he saw the truth in
symbolic dreams, whose significance was hard to inter-
pret.” But soon his relations with the heavenly kingdoms
grew more direct, and he beld conversations with angels
and spirits. He described the process as follows: ©. . . when
angets sprak for a man they turn themselves to him and
conjoin themselves with him; and this conjunction of angel
with man causes both to be in like thought.” The angels
appeared to speak in his own language; but conversation
with them was a rarity, because the state of man had
become so chunged that *this commerce is no longer with
angels, but with spirits who are not in heaven.” Even this
sort of contact had become uncommon, however, because it
was dangerous,

Now here was a man who claimed, in the most matter-of-
Fact way, to have been in daily contact with the spirit world,
and described the types of ereature he encountered, such as
those who in life had been " entirely concerned about men-
surations” ® much in the manner in which the advanced
natural scientists were beginning to classify rocks, animals,
and other objects of their legitimate interest. Moreover, the
doctrine propagated by the Church of the New Jerusalem
well fitted the contemporary mood of apocalypse. Sweden-
borg had taught that there had already been two great
judgments which had fallen on mankind; and both had
signalied the end of an established Church. Thus, the Flood
had meant the end of a hypathetical Most Ancient Church;
and the Crucifixion that of the Ancient Representative
Church. Swedenborg had concluded that the Third Age,
that of the Christian Church, was due in its turn to be
overthrown. ™ This third judgment had been prophesied by
Christ and foretold in Revelations. It was in this tradition
that the Church of the New Jerusalem sought to inaugurate
the New Age. Robert Hindmarsh, one of the leading lights
of the carly “New Church,” with the hope of the new dis-
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pensation firmly upon him, felt—in common with almost
every mystic in Europe—that the Holy Alliance would
Fulfill every prophecy of the Millennium. Accordingly, he
dispatched letters to the three signatory monarchs, together
with parcels of books from the New Jerusalem Temple,
Salford, Manchester. There was consternation in Salford
when Frederick William of Prussia actually bothered to re-
ply, in an envelope emblazoned with the arms of his
house.”® The incident, unimportant in itself, is symptomatic
of the tenor of thought prevailing among the devotees of
the New Jerusalem. It was in this manner that the thought
of Swedenborg was transmitted outside the studies of the
intelligentsia.

To the prehistory of Spirituulism, Franz Anton Mesmer
{c. 1734-1815) contributed two things, a movement, and the
popularizing of the idea of trance. From the Mesmeric
movement other cults than Spiritualism were to take their
inspiration. But Spiritualism alone came to depend on the
notion of trance; for it was in trance that the spirits spoke
through the medium and gave messages from the departed.
The high points in Mesmer's carcer are easily charted. In
1765 he passed his medical examinations with honors. But
the title of his thesis harked back to the medicine of a cen-
tury before: De influzu planetarium in corpus humanum,
the influence of the planets on the human body—this
betrayed his preoccupation with the theories of Paracelsus
and even carlier medical speculators. It was in this disserta-
tion that he first broached his idea that the influence of the
stars on the body might be exercised by means of a “subtle
fluid,” a physical means of transferring force.™

For some years these ideas lay fallow, but in 1774
Mesmer was again inspiced by the teaching of Paracelsus.
In that year he heard of the astonishing success of the Jesuit
Father Maximillian Hell, one of Maria Theresa's court
astrologers, in curing his patients with magnets. This was a
Paracelsian preseription for transferring the supposedly
beneficial “subtle Fluids™ into the patient’'s body. Mesmer
now began to improve upon his master’s theories, for after 2
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period of experimentation he became convinced that the
cures which he also was obtaining were effected by the
means, not of his magnets, but of his own bodily in-
fluence.®™ His ideas became more elzborate, until in FParis
he drew up a Memorandum on his discovery of this new
force, which he called ~Animal Magnetism.”

Propositions

L. A responsive influence exists between the heavenly
bodies, the earth, and all animated bodies.

2. A fluid universally diffused, so continuous as to admit no
vacuum, incomparably subtle, and naturally susceptible of
receiving, spreading, and communicsting all motor distur-
bances, is the means of this influence.

3. This reciprocal action is subject to mechanical laws with
which we are not yet famnilar.®

From these relatively tentative conclusions all sorts of
strange gospels were to arise.

The most immediately obvious application of * Animal
Magnetism* was in medicine. The initial practitioners of

magnetic  cures were sometimes bizarre in their choice of
method. In 1782 a French commission, which included
Benjamin Franklin and that indefatigable sniffer in unlikely
places, the astronomer Bailly, reported on the cure as prac-
ticed by Mesmer's friend and disciple, D' Eslen. The hapless
patients stood round a tub, filled with bottles covered with
water. From this tub led iron rods, which they could place
on the afflicted parts of their anatomy. Sometimes they
held hands, to form a circle; sometimes singing took place.
Sooner or later the magnetic “erisis” set in, characterized
by convulsions, vomiting, hysteria, and the spitting of
blood; after which, unsurprisingly, the patients collapsed.
'fli‘h'e t:::lmmissiﬂn could find no evidence of the magnetic

uid.
: The chief agent of magnetic cures, however, was the
“mesmeric sleep.” In this miraculous state the mugnetizer
could persuade his subject that his illness was illusery. In a
more sophisticated version, the operator merely mesmer-
ized the subject, and while he was asleep carried out an
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Gperation by orthodox surgical means. Significantly for the
development of Spiritualism, it was in the English-speaking
world that the use of mesmerism in medicine obtaired its
earliest serious hearing. In 1838 John Elliotson was forced
to tesign his Professorship at University College Hospital,
London, because of his use of animal magnetism. Five years
Jater he started the Zoist to publicize his views, and the idea
of operations performed under mesmerie influence began
to gain ground. A Scot, James Esdaile, carried out the First
such operation in 1845, at Hooghly, India; and in response
to his success 2 Mesmeric Hospital was set up at Calcutta.
The movement found its first theoretician in James Braid
who, in 1843, published his Neuryprology, or The
Rationale of Nervous Sleep * But it never established itself
within the citadel of Establishment medicine. The reasons
for this, and the real significance of this rejection will be
discussed later, but at the moment it is sufficient to ohserve
that Elliotson's unorthodox views did not stop at animal
magnetism, but included the practice of phrenology—the
art of reading character from the bumps on the head—and
that in 1824 he had founded the Phrenological Society of
London.® We should not be surprised to discover further
minority movements combining in this fashion during the
course of the occult revival.

Elliotson, however, was the holder of a Chair: this could
not be said of the majority of those in America who affected
to practice mesmeric medicine, phrenclogy, and general
cure-all under the titles of “Doctor” or “*Professer.” The
most primitive superstitions became elevated to the status
of the new sciences; to the “magical’’ element already in-
herent in the mesmeric cure was added another, no less dis-
turbing. While subjects had been in this state of trance,
voices had spoken through them, purperting to be those of
dead people. Frank Podmore cites two interesting cases:
the first from as early as 1787, when the spirits were
questioned in Sweden through the mouth of a gardener’s
wife.® The second was brought to the notice of the public in
January, 1848, when the furniture-restorer, Alphonse
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Cahagnet, published an account of his lengthy observations
of Adéle Maginot, who produced in the trance state visions
of dead people very much like those that mediums ¢laim to
obtain today. Similarly, the German experimenter, Jung-
Stilling, had called attention to the apparent communica-
tion through those in trance with the spirit world.

Thus, when the rappings at Hydesville reached a more
than parechial public, when tables began to turn, twist, and
fevitate from New York State to St. Petersburg, the material
was at hand for the scholarly and the philosophical to con-
trive of it a system. Mesmeric thought was not te be exiled
to the domain of ' quack medicine” for a long time yet. The
experiments of the Mesmerists were part of the revolution
in scientific thought which was everywhere apparent.
Man's knowledge, it seemed, had long been confined
within a small, dark box of man’s own making. It was pot at
all unlikely that on breaking out from this constriction the
Kingdom of Heaven might also be found on the other side.

It was the mesmeric movement in its form as pepular
superstition that gave birth to Andrew Jackson Davis, the
“Seer of Poughkeepsie,” who was to become the first the-
oretician of the Spiritualist movement.™ Davis—and what
seer or poet does not do soP—describes his childhood as
misunderstood and sensitive. For his son’s nightmares,
fFather Davis preseribed brimstone and treacle; for the
daydreams and fantasies which were later taken as evidence
of a supernatural vocation, the diagnosis was “worms.” In
1843, when Andrew Jackson Davis was seventeen, there
appeared in Poughkeepsie a Professor Grimes who held the
Chair of Medical Jurisprudence at Castletown Medical
College, and was something of a theoretician of
mesmerism. He was a firtn believer in the “subtle fluid,”
which he called the “Etherium,” and he proposed to
demonstrate his theories to the gawping inhabitants of
Poughkeepsie by mesmerizing several test subjects, among
whom was Andrew Jackson Davis. With Davis, the attempt
at mesmerism was a failure; but after the professor’s depar-
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" ture, a tailor named Levingston decided to try his own

powers.”
Davis went into trance, he was afterwards to relate, with
the greatest reluctance. He felt as if he was dying.

Horrid thoughts of disorganization continued to distress me.
Naught but an eternal midnight clathed my tender spirit, and [
was filled with terror. The darkness became more dark and ap-
palling. And now 1 was scized with an unearthly shudder,
and—terrible to relate—1 found myself revolving in that
blackened gloem with an inconceivable velocity! [ seemed to
be revolving in a spiral path, with an orbit, wide at first, and
every revolution on my descending flight contracted my move-
ment. Down, down, I sank, tll immersed in that mighty acean
where conflicting elements were swallowed by a mountain
wave of darkness, which grasped me within its mighty folds,
and I sank to the lowest depths of forgetfulness.

Davis's own explanations for these unplezsant sensations
bear a remarkable resemblance to the accounts given by
those who have taken mescaline or LSD. They were, he
thought:

in a great measure attributable to the gloomy views of death,
and of possible subsequent conditions, instilled inta his mind
through early theological teachings. These sensations were not
experienced on subsequently entering the state ™

In other words, his bad trip resulted from the fear of hell-
fire.

Davis began to give demonstrations of his clairvoyance in
the mesmeric state. These seem to have been little better
than simple conjuring. For example, he would read a
newspaper blindfolded. But, according to his own account,
his powers developed rapidly, and he soon found himself
bodily transported around the countryside. Once he was
taken forty miles away into the Catskill Mountains, where
he met a mysterious stranger with a curious silver cane.
This opened up, and proved to contain all the secrets of
medicine, in the shape of small blocks, with the name of the
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disease on the outside, and a drug to cure it within. Davis
was not allowed to keep the silver cane, but nonetheless set
about practicing mesmeric medicine and opened two
successful “clairvoyant clinics,”” where he diagnosed the
illness of a patient while himself mesmerized. Throughout
his career he continued to practice wvarious Forms of
medicine; but it was not until 1886 that he obtained a
recognized medical degree, and his preseriptions strike the
reader as belonging to 2 much older world than that of
mesmerism, that of ghosts and goblins and the little people.
For a poisoned finger, frog's skin was to be applied; for
deafness rats” skins behind the ear, or oil from the legs of
weasels. His most orthodox cures contained an element of
the “folksy”: for example, part of the remedy for " Pain in
the Neck of Housekeepers® was to ““Squeeze your throat
whenever it is threatened with soreness, and gargle with
red-pepper. Chew a few chamomile flowers before break-
fast.”®

Tt is precisely this element of nature-wizardry in the early
career of Andrew Jackson Davis that should be emphasized,
because Davis himself was always insistent that he was a
man of the people. Of the fact there can be no doubt; but
the Seer damaged his case with over-much protesting. He
was fond of repeating that he had only read one book in his
life, and that a romantic novel. This statement is flatly con-
tradicted by the familiarity shown by Davis with the works
of Swedenborg and the socialist Charles Fourier—the latter
originally through a book called The Secial Desting of Man.
According to one of Davis's eatly supporters, the Rev.
George Bush, Professor of Hebrew at the University of New
York, Davis was able before 1845 to quote passages from
the Arcana Coelestia with the exact relerences. The date is
quite important, because it was in 1845 that Davis felt "im-
pressed’” to begin dictating in trance the work that made his
reputation, The Principles of Nature. A study of this com-
pendium of poor philosophy and ecstatic language reveals
an acquaintance with Swedenborg which is more than
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superficial; and Davis, at least, was far from illiterate, oc-
casionally rising to & moving pitch of visionary exaltation.*

In the beginning, the Univercoelum was ene houndless, un-
definable and unimaginable ocean of LIQUID FIRE! The
most vigorous and ambitious imagination is not capable of
forming an adequate conception of the height, and depth,
and length, and breadth thereof. There was one vast expanse
of liquid substance. It was without forms; for it was but one
Form. It had no motions; but it was an eternity of Motion. It
was without parts; for it was a Whele, Particles did not exist;
but the Whole was as one Particle. There were no suns, but
it was one Eternal Sun.*

We ate either forced to disbelieve the Seer of Poughkeep-
sie or to have recourse to the concept of “clairvoyance of
printed matter,” which has been put forward by his sup-
porters. As regards the conditions in which The Principles
of Nature were dictated by the entranced Davis to his
mesmerizer, Dr. Lyon, and amanuensis, the Rev. William
Fishbaugh, there is little to suggest the presence of an
organized fraud; and we must suspend judgment.® Dic-
tated by spirits, Davis's conscious or subconscious mind,
filtered through editors or not, The Principles of Nature is a
remarkable production, built by or around a village lad with
his head stuffed full of Swedenborg and second-hand social
theories, who became a prophet because he suited the
mood of the time. The book itself is a good index to that
very mood.

The mood was frankly revolutionary. His English
publisher, John Chapman, felt it necessary to introduce
Davis with a disclaimer which would absolve him from a
charge of subversive activities. The year, after all, was 1847,
and all kinds of apocalypse were at hand. “But those
readers who are acquainted with the general character of
my publications will not suspect me of being swayed by
such considerations . . .”* No, but they might well and just-
ly suspect Davis. It is the second volume which is from this
point of view the most interesting: the first containing
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Davis's hyperbolic if gorgeous cosmalogy. The sequel is en-
titled A Voice to Mankind, a title placing it squarely within
the polemical fashion of the day, and is a traet of the most
rabid socialism.

There are three classes of society:

The poor, ignorant, enslaved, oppressed, and working classes.
The semi-wegalthy, learned, enslavers, oppressors, and dictating
classes.

The rich, intelligent, enslaving, oppressing, and idle
classes . . .~

Society exploits the poor who, because they are un-
educated, are more easily enslaved by superstition and sup-
pressed by legal codes. The poor are nonetheless the basis
of society.

The poor are the sustainers, because they are the industrious.
They are the producers of wealth, and of ali the blessings that
circulate through other and higher societies; and yet they are
the forgotien, the despised, and the uneducated!®

Society is censtituted so as to preserve the status quo: the
professional classes are united with this end in view. But of
all professions “none is absolutely more unenviable and
more corrupting than that sustained by CLERGYMEN."*
The censtant fulminations of Davis against the clergy are in
direct contrast to his earliest recorded writings, dating from
his mesmeric period, the Lectures on Clgirmativeness.
There salvation is taught to lie in Christ alone; here the
gcclesiastics are denounced as keeping the people in subjec-
tion. Podmore has conjectured that the early work was sup-
pressed;'” and if this is so, it would seem that a case could be

made out for Davis changing his views to meet the demands
of the moment.

The human race, thinks the Seer, is diseased. Men are all
organs of the great human body. Ia this, certainly, there isa
divinely-ordered hisrarchy of ability through which in-
dividuals can progress, but the fundamental law is the law
of association. This is drawn directly from Fourier. “There
is a constitutional and mutual affection manifested between
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every particle and compound in Being. This is the latw of
association.” The solution to society s ills Davis finds in the
formation of cooperatives, and an equitable division of
Jabor. Over the whole derived theory is laid the gloss of the
Millennium. He prophesies the Golden Age, visualized
before him by David, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel,
Zechariah, Malachi, Confucius, Zoroaster, Brahma, Jesus,
Mohammed, and Fourier. In this remarkable time—"In
every continent, nations converse through the medium of
the electric fire.”” The New Age was imminent—it was
coming—now! “The tide of intelligence is rising, and is
flowing to and over all nations, even as an ocean of truth
and knowledge . . . 1T EBBS NOT AGAIN!"™

This was the man who became the leading theorist of the
Spiritualist movement. But it seems just as likely from The
Principles of Nature that he could have become a political
agitator, a Utopian socialist, or an itinerant mesmerist of
the backwoods. His association with the Spiritualist cause
was probably more a matter of chance than choice. The
vear after his great work was published saw the political up-
heavals in Europe, but also the spiritual bouleversement
nearer home. Davis, and the group gathered round him and
his paper, the Univercoelum, were acknowledged
authorities on the supernatural, and it was [rom this group,
which included Thomas Lake Harris, that most of the
Jeaders of the Spiritualist movement came.® Davis himself
went from strength to strength. He developed the power to
pass into the clairvoyant state without the need for a
magnetizer; he was called in to examine epidemics of rap-
ping for the presence of spirits; and the most important, he
exercised his new faculty in plotting the geography of the
“Summer-Land,” from which the spirits communicated
with those still on earth. Chiefly on the basis of recent
astronomical investigation into the rings of Saturn, he
argued the possibility of the resl, physical existence of this
area in the Milky Way; but spirits ascending upwards
through the six spheres to the Godhead soon lost all
material basis.® This is not the place to discuss his sources:
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for the Spiritualists fastened on to the Summer-Land, and
legions of spirits afterwards made it their own. But the Seer
of Poughkeepsie never lost his character as a social
reformer; and it is unsurprising to find that a resolution
moved by him and his wife Mary, at a Spiritualist Congress
of September 1856, was concerned not with the problems of
other-world geography, but with a greater degree of eman-
cipation for married women.®

Andrew Jacksen Davis was not the only prominent
Spiritualist to have a bent for social reform. At the age of
eighty-three Robert Qwen was converted by sittings with
the American medium, Mrs. Hayden. In his Retfonal
Quarterly Review he made a formal profession of faith, and
the next year {1854} brought out the first part of The New
Existence of Man upon Earth declaring that the revelation
of the spirits heralded the Millennium. Owen seems, in
fact, only to have been interested in the spirits as heralds of
his new order. At his séances he would ask whether various
Heads of State were the "' proper persons™ to inaugurate the
New Dispensation. At a convention on 14 May 1856, called
“The First Meeting of the Congress of the Reformers of the
World,” there were introduced, under his auspices but
emanating from a mediumistic source, detailed plans for
“Homes of Harmony,” of a strange new architecture.” It is
not Owen’s influence on the Spirituzalist movement which is
irnportant, but the mere fact that he could have seen the
spirits as the precursors of his long-awaited Millennium.
Movements which to us seem far apart could to contem-
poraries appear to run parallel: it is not really surprising,
because they responded to the same conditions. The same
erisis of consciousness was forced on socialist and primitive
mystic alike.

The areas in which Spiritualism first arose and obtained a
real hold were, according to a recent survey, those of the
highest educational standards and the lowest rate of ii-
literzcy. In this connection is noted the Lyceum movement
for adult education in the United States, which had its hey-
day in the 1820s and 1830s. By 1834 some three thousand
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Lyceums existed under State Boards™ Now it is worth
noting that the emphasis is placed on adult education: that
is to say, that there is a certain degree of self-education in-
volved. It was not necessarily in the areas of the highest
standards at the upper extreme of the scale in which
Spiritualism took root. It is noteworthy that Andrew
Jackson Davis betrays his chagrin at his own lack of
orthodox schooling all through A Voice to Mankind: the
poor are uneducated, society is designed to keep them so.
His public insistence on his lack of skill at reading can only
be reconciled with his establishment of a "'Children’s
Lyceum’' or ““Spiritualist Sunday School,” if we assume
that the image he desired to project was that of the depriv-
ed child making sure that others would have the benefits he
had lacked. There is unfortunately no evidence to prove the
connection between Spiritualism and the man anxious “to
better himself ’; but it might be 2 profitable line of enquiry.

In Britain, Spiritualism was almost purely an urban
religion. Again, its appeal was not confined to the working
class. But it is doubtful whether this statement helds out-
side London, for in 1878 one London Spiritualist was
recorded as saying that the bulk of Spiritualist support in
the North came from people whom he described as “utterly
illiterate to an astounding degree.””** There is not enough
evidence to allow of anything but speculation as to exactly
what sort of person joined the ranks of the new religion. All
that can be said is that Spiritualism gained converts from
every section of society, that the reasens for conversion
were most likely to be individual and personal; but that
there is a definite connection between the new Millennium
of the spirits, and that of the social reformers, made chiefly
in the writings of Andrew Jackson Davis.

At all events, the movement spread. In France, Davis's
“Summer-Land” found a rival theology in that of “Allan
Kardec.”™ Kardec had no pretensions to seership, but had
discovered what seemed to him to be a “ perfectly coherent
picture of the universe” through the mediumship of two
voung girls. This doctrine perhaps owed something to the
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contemporary interest in the Orient, for the lynch-pin was
reincarnation. Reincarnation took place in other worlds as
well as this, and at the end of the process the travelling soul
became pure spirit.* This process was not, however, incom-
patible with Christianity. Here Kardec follows Sweden-
borg; for he saw Spiritualism as the new revelation com-
plementing and supplanting those of Moses and Christ.*

Imperial Courls were not immune to the new concern. In
Russia the position of the Tsar with regard to the Orthodox
Church, and still more with regard to the censorship
regulations, did not permit Imperial opinion on the spirits
to be disclosed. But ardent Spiritualists fondly supposed
that, given the opportunity, the Romanovs would declare
for the new dispensation. Meanwhile they had to content
themselves with the knowledge that a Captain Perbikov of
the Imperial Navy was permitted to issue z periodical of
Spiritualist complexion, while the redoubtable Count Alex-
ander Aksskov—who was much too intellectual ever to
have had a wide public—was forced to publish from Leip-
zig.* .

In Austria, Imperial Archduke Johann became alarmed
at the spread of Spiritualism. He noted

that this modern superstition flourishes not only among the
weavers of the Braunauver country, or among the workmen and
peassnts in Reichenberg, but it has also fixed its abede in
numerous palaces and residences of our nobility, so that in
many cities of the monarchy, and especially in Vienna and
Buda-Pesth, entire spiritualistic sociaties exist, carrving on their
obscure nulsance without any interference.

He approached Baron Hellenbach, the most eminent
Austrian Spiritualist, 2nd arranged 4 series of sittings in the
archducal palace with the American materializing medium,
Harry Bastian. Three highly unsatisfying demonstrations
followed, culminating in the capture by the Archduke of
Bastian disguised as a spirit, "“half Roman, half knight, with

bare head, draped in white, perfect in every way, and
refulgent.”™
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In Berlin the Kaiser attended a séance in the home of the
von Moltke family, and was greatly discomfitted when the
young medium began to prophesy great ill-fortune to the
reigning house. As a result he forbade any public mention
of psychic matters.®® As for Britain, the Spiritualists began
as early as 1864* to claim Queen Victoria as a convert. The
Queen’s seclusion after the death of Albert, and her morbid
concern with the after-life in general, gave credence to the
most extravagant of rumors. Of the several stories linking
the Queen's name with the supernatural, the most
tenacious is the theory that John Brown acted as medium in
séances in which the spirit of Prince Albert made its
appearance. It is the most tenacious because of lack of
evidence to disprove it: the Spiritualists claim that the
records of the séances were destroyed in the bonfire
organized after the Queen’s death by Sir Henry Ponsonby
and the Dean of Windsor. In default of evidence the opi-
nion of Victoria's biographer must be respected that the
theory is extremely unlikely.®

Interesting as is the evidence of exalted contact with
Spiritualism, in showing how the new religion caught the
attention of even the most unlikely quarters, the attitude of
the learned world, of the intellectuals, and of the new breed
of rational scientific investigator is of far more significance.
It is of peculiar interest that the raticnalist approach
sometimes did not hold up under fire, that “scientific in-
vestigators”’ found themselves catapulted into faith, For the
inquisitive temper of the age could not suffer for long
reports of marvels unexplained. If in America the attempt
to set up an investigating commission had failed, in London
in 1869, the Dialectical Society appointed a committee to
look into the phenomena of Spiritualism, which included
the reformer Charles Bradlaugh among its members. The
Society had the temerity to invite T. H. Huxley to take part.
The retort was stinging:

In the first place, I have no time for such an enquiry,‘ which
would involve much trouble, and (unless it were unlike en-
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quiries of that kind I have known} much annovance. In the
second place, I take no interest in the subject. The only case of
“Spiritualism” I have had the opportunity of examining for
myself was as gross an imposture as ever came under my notice.
But suppaosing the phenomena to be genuine—they do not in-
terest me. If anybody would endow me with the faculty of
listening to the chatter of old women and curates in the nearest
cathedral town, 1 should decline the privilege, having better
things to do.

And if the folk in the spiritual world do not talk more wisely
and sensibly than their friends report them to do, 1 put them in
the same category®

It is a lamentable fact that Huxley's description of spirit
conversations seems apt; and if other members of his
profession had possessed z little more of Huxley's testiness,
the Spiritualist movement in particular—and the cccult
revival as a whole—would have lost much of its initial
impulse.

In 1882 the Society for Psychical Research was founded.
In effect it was a combination of those groups already work-
ing independently in the investigation of spiritualist and
other psychic phenomena (telepathy, clairvoyance, etc.). Of
these the most important was that centered round Henry
Sidgwick, Frederic Myers and Edmund Gurney, all Fellows
of Trinity College, Cambridge, and deriving its inspiration
from the Cambridge University Ghost Society, founded by
ne less a person than Edward White Benson, the future
Archbishop of Centerbury, As A. C. Benson wrote in his
biography of his father, the Archbishop was always more in-
terested in psychic phenocmens than he cared to admit. Twe
members of the Ghost Club became Bishops, and one a
Professor of Divinity.* Of the Benson family more will be
heard later; it is with Sidgwick, himself a close relation of
the Bensons, and his SPR that we are now concerned.

The Scciety was set up with the loosest of terms of
reference. It was t¢ examine “'that large group of debatable
phenomens designated by such terms as mesmeric, psy-
chical, and spiritualistic.”® Its investigations, as befitted a
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body of essentially academic origins, which issued—and
still issues—a Journal and Proceedings bound and printed
as learned publications, were to be of a strictly scientific
character. Among the famous names which appear in the
record of the activities of the Society for Psychical Research,
are William Crookes, Oliver Lodge, Andrew Lang, Conan
Doyle, and Arthur and Gerald Balfour. The honor of the
Balfours remains unimpugned, but whether there is a
significance in the inclusion in the roll of honor of two
tellers of tales, the reader must judge for himself.

For the moment, it will suffice to weight the case slightly
against the Society. That a large number of experiments
inte the most diverse phenomens were carried out in the
best of faith remains undoubted. That no corporate body
can ever be responsible for the vagaries of its several
members is an axiom which scarcely nceds recalling. But
the original members of the SPR could no more escape the
19th-century preoccupation with the irrational than could
any of their contemporaries.

William Crockes, afterwards knighted and President of
the Royal Society, was President of the SPR in 1896-9. The
investigation which tarnished his reputation was the case of
Florence Cook, a medium who produced materializations,
chiefly of a spirit called “Katie King.” Trevor Hall, who
seems to have made it his mission to explode certain Vie-
torian balloons of righteousness, has convincingly sug-
gested that Florence Caok, whom Crookes pronounced to
be genuine, was a fraudulent medium as well as sexually
rapacious; and that Crookes’s investigation of 1874 became
the cover for an affair.* His contemporaries evidently
thought Crookes's integrity to be in question; for despite
his undoubted eminence in his own field, the photographs
which were taken of him arm in arm with his materialized
“angel” nearly cost him his membership of the Royal So-
ciety.

Hall's verdict on the circumstances surrounding the
death of Edmund Guraey is equally depressing. Gurney
was found dead with a bottle of chloroform beside him in a
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Brighton hotel on 22 June 1888, There seems to be little
doubt that he died by his own hand. The diary of Alice
James, sister of William and Henry, speaks of Gurney's
suicide as a matter of common gossip.* The reasons which
made this speculation likely were Gumey's depressive
temperament, and the recent collapse of his life's work.
Gurney, from existing pleasantly on a private income, had
first tried to make his mark on music, then turned to
medicine, afterwards to law. No career was suceessful.
Eventuzlly he threw himself into psychie research with all
the force of his undoubted talents. With Myers and Pod-
more he wrote Phantasms of the Living, a laboriously
detailed work of over 1,500 pages, most of which he himself
prepared. He then, argues Hall, discovered that much of
the evidence on which he relied was false, based as it was on
experiments with a pair of telepathists who seemed to unin-
volved observers ta be obvious tricksters.* The case is that
Gurney's integrity was such that he could not go on living
with the knowledge that he had published false evidence,
and took an overdose, It is only [fair to add that competent
authorities have disagreed with this presentation of the
evidence,® and that Trevor Hall's view of the founding
fathers of psychic research is hotly disputed. Certain factors
should be borne in mind when assessing the controversy.

The first is the concentration of early SPR research on the
problems of Spiritualism and survival after death. It was not
until the 1920s that psychic researchers began to turn their
attention to the more respectable pursuits—from the point
of view of materialist science—of laboratory measurement
of phenomena that did not have so direct 2 bearing on
man’s conception of his status in the universe. The concern
of the early researchers with the possibilities of immortality
was by no means exclusive, and in view of the current
fascination with the claims of Spiritualism was perfectly
natural. However, it is difficult to escape the conclusion
that in certain cases the SPR fulfilled the function of
Spiritualist church for intellectuals. Even the function of
providing social status was part of its appeal. Frank Pod-
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more, who was found drowned in 1910 in a pool near
Malvern, seems to have been pressingly ambitious to mise in
the Society,™ and Ada Goodrich Freer, who had charge of
the SPR enquiry into second sight in the Highlands of
Scotiand, was obviously an incurable social climber.”™ These
remarks are made to show that despite the admirable inten-
tions of the Society, it cannot completely claim exemption
from considerations which would apply te the study of a
religious cult proper. The immense guantity of energy and
enthusiastn with which the pioneer researchers set out to
belabor the unknown with the big stick of the scientific
method is at least partly vitiated by the positions of several
members who were concerned with Psychical Research
because they wanted to believe.

Of none is this more true than of Frederic Myers. The
almost despairing shout of joy—if there can be such a
thing—which he gives at the end of his Human Personali-
ty and its Survival of Bodily Death is most revealing. He
believes that he has proved the existence of a universal
telepathic link connecting all mankind. We are not alone,
he shouts, we need no longer be afraid of the terrors of the
immeasurable universe. “The true security is the telepathic
law,” "

There is little to be gained by laboring the point that psy-
chical researchers have been as gullible as the rest of
mankind. The Society for Psychical Rescarch sprang from
its time, was inspired by the same crisis as were specifically
religious groups, and carried with it the burden of contem-
porary scientific dogma. In doing so it made at least one
fatal error, which is admirably categorized by the President
of the Anglican Fellowship for Psychic Studies:

Ne wonder that in 1882 the founders of the SPR looked with
admiration on the scientific method. No wonder that, quite
rightly, they scught to apply to the investigation of the psychic
the same methods as had been applied to the material. But 1
sometimes wonder, whether in doing so a factor has not been
left out of account. The matenial sciences are concerned with
whal can be measured and weighed. Psychic Research is con-
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cerned with what cannot be measured or weighed . .. We
should surely recognize that we often need a totally different
and less direct method of measuring. Electricity cannot be
measured like beer in a pint por.®

The SPR was a peculiar hybrid of Spiritualist cult and
dedicated rationalism; as such it defies classification.

The Spiritualist faith spread and held its ground. By
1927—admittedly these figures are swollen by the effects of
the First World War—the International Spiritualists
Federation was to claim branches in almost every
developed country in the world.™ Everywhere the bereaved
flocked to be comforted, the Frightened to obtain direct
reassurance of their immortality. In darkened rooms, in-
strurents would play. Flowers, and even fish, would land
on the laps of those present; and best of all, from a trance,
the medium would speak with the voice of a spirit from the
Summer-Land. About the state of medivmistic trance little
is known, although trances have a place in religious
ceremonies all over the world, Stewart Wavell deseribes a
ceremony in Malaya near Batu Pahat where dancers
mounted on hobby-horses “ride” for hours in an ecstasy
which is supposedly inspired by the hantv, or spirits of dead
horses—there are no horses in Malaya, and the men “ride”
remarkably well.™ When a mystic believes he is achieving
“Union with God” or the “Timeless Moment,” or whatever
he likes to call the fusion of the One and the Many, he also
may be in trance. The entranced person may thus be the
possessed or in a sense the possessor; but the Spiritualist
terms, the medium is always supposed to be in the former
state.

Trances come in several kinds. The Japanese distinguish
four—Muchu, ecstasy or rapture; Shisshi, Konsui-Jotai, a
coma; Saimin-Jotai, a hypnotic state; and Mugen no Kyo,
“the state of mind when the soul leaves the body and roams
about in the world of mystery.”™ All four sorts of trance
have been in evidence in the history of the Spiritualist
movement. There are certain correspondences between the
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sensations of mediums and of people who claim to be able
to free their souls from their bodies.

Recent experiments with an electro-encephalograph have
proved indefinite.™ Investigators have also been concerned
to find out whether the trance of the spirit medium is in
reality a sort of self-hypnosis; znd there is a certain amount
of evidence for the view that the personalities who speak
through the mouth of the medium are parts of his own con-
scigusness.

Frederic Myers once quoted an interesting case of what
he calied “ pseudo-possession.” ™ A Frenchman, Achille, was
morbid ang timid, but happily married. On his return from
2 business trip in 1890 he became morose and taciturn, said
goodbye to his family, and for two whole days stretched
himself cut on his bed. After lying motionless for this con-
siderable period, he sat up and burst into a terrible laugh,
“a lugubrious, satanic laugh which went on for more than
two hours.” To every question he answered, “There's
nothing to be done! Let's have some more champagne!”
Eventually he fancied himself possessed by devils, and
made several attempts at suicide. Under hypnosis it was dis-
covered that he had been unfaithful to his wife. The
pressure of guilt to which he had been subjected had ap-
parently brought about his * possession.”

The most famous case of " pseudo-possession” is that of
the Swiss medium, Helene Smith, whoe claimed to have ex-
isted in at least three previous incarnations: one as Marie
Antoinette, one as an Indian princess, and another op the
planet Mars.™ While in trance, Héléne, whose good faith
never seems to have been in doubt, would reveal details of
her former lives. 1t is possible that she had been influenced
by the theories of Allan Kardec. The Martian inearnation
was the most intriguing, for not only did the picture of Mars
hold together with remarkable consistency, but the story
was buttressed by a logically decipherable Martian
language. Thomas Flournoy, who made an exhaustive in-
vestigation of the case, concluded of Héléne's Mars: A
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wise little imagination of ten or twelve years old would have
deemed it quite droll and original to make people up there
eat on square plates with a furrow for gravy . . ." Whoever
was responsible for Hélene's Martian stories was not in-
terested in questions which would have concerned adults
interested in a Martian civilization. Héléne's Mars was con-
sistent, but it was completely derived from earthly ex-
periences, and over everything hung an aura of the sham
Oriental. Therefore, concluded Flournoy, the Martian
episodes were concocted by an infantile section of Héléne's
personality which was otherwise repressed.®

These conclusions were confirmed by an analysis of the
Martian language. Although perfectly logical, only French
roots had been used. Sample: “Mdde ké hed oné chandene
tése mune ten ti vi.” Flournoy's translation: **Mere, qu'ils
sont délicieux, ces moments prés de toi.” As she grew up,
Hélene had had German lessons, and it was unlikely that
she would only have used French components if an older
self had manufactured “Martian.” This seemed to clinch
the matter. Myers wrote: “For Héléne's one-in-a-hundred
mind substitute the one-in-a-million mind of {(Robert) Louis
‘Stevensnn; let him dream—not Hélene's insipid tale of

Essenale’ (a Martian), but ‘Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde," and
one sees at once the advantage of relegating voluntary ends
to automatic execution...”™ As well as being an in-
teresting comment on the processes of poetic inspiration, it
is a convenient summary of one possible explanation of
some mediumistic trances. But this does not really
enlighten the enquirer as to why there should suddenly
have arisen a large number of trance mediums at a certain
point in time.

Two suggestions may be offered. Either the mediums
arose to supply the demand, or a certain proportion of the
interest in Spiritualist phenomena was stimulated by an
astounding crop of mediums. If the first theory is true, it is
simple to fit the rapid access of trance mediums into a view
of Spiritualism as a response to the crisis of Western
thought. If the second is true, and there really was an un-

The Necromancers 43

paralleled increase in trance mediumship, despite the
perpetual attempts of Spiritualists to prove that their
miracles had an antediluvian pedigree, enough has been
said about the possibilities of “pseudo-possession” to
suggest that this increase represented to subconscious
recognition of that very crisis—that “'the fear of freedom”
in fact produced schizophrenia on a large scale—and that it
took the rather specialized form of mediumship because of
the social circumstances of the day and the particular bents
of those afflicted. Attractive though this is, we are led
regrettably back to the first conclusion.

The function of trance is much clearer. Among the
Akawaio Indians of Guyana, the tribal shaman goes into a
trance and functions both as doctor and law-court. Through
him the spirits can examine everyone concerned in a dis-
pute. “A good séance provides an opportunity for bringing
into the open all the troubles and problems of the group,
the petty disputes and offenses as well as the major causes
of disruption.” With the advantage of impersonality—the
spirits are responsible for all awkward questions, and the
séance is conducted in a darkness which conceals the reac-
tions of those taking part—the séance is an admirable form
of safely regulating society. In an industrial society, such
“primitive” means can still work well, in that the medium is
not the lawgiver—though he may still be a “psychic
healer” —but is able to use his privileged position much as
the shaman does. In this way the séance works today, and I
have been present on an occasion when the medium, who
was not in trance, made little pretense of clairvoyantly
attending to the spirits, but merely sorted out the very
tangled lives of two of the sitters.

Spiritualism is at once the most primitive and the most
comprehensible of responses to the crisis of consciousness.
As the tide of rationalism and the new science rose higher,
as the sense of collective insecurity waxed, men turned to
the ultimate consolation of the immortality of souls. They
could shout in the face of the bogey Darwin that they knew
they were more than the outcome of a biological process,
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that they too had “scientific proof” —and that theirs was of
the reality of the after-life. Death, the shadow at the backs
of every generation, had in the 19th century to be met by
many people face to face.

Small blame if they met him with primitive methods.
The terror was an ancient terror and was banished by an-
cient means. The ideq, if not the reality of possession, is old
as the hills. But the primitive reaction gathered round itself
a number of alien elements. To a large extent it grew out of
the Mesmeric movement, and the motley collection of ideas
which had fastened themselves to Mesmer were drawn
along in the baggage. It was also connected closely with the
millenarian expectations of the mid-century, both in social
and religious terms. This legacy Spiritualism inherited from
its time and its place of origin. Like the almost contem-
porary American adventist movements, Spiritualism
originated in the “burned-over” district.™ This term com-
prises the areas of New York State which had been as it
were exhausted by the religious revivals of the early 19th
century. It was also directly on the route West of im-
migrants from Europe; it had in fact recently been frontier
territory itself. In the “burned-over” district, successive
waves of disoriented immigrants joined those who had felt
the impact of the Revivalist preachers to create a confusion
of doubt and belief. In this area was a concentration of the
problems which beset the Western world. Spiritualism and
the other cults which thrived here found a ready public. As
Frank Podmore noted, Spiritualism was started by two
naughty children; and its appeal is to the child in man, who
is perpetually whistling in the dark.

And as a primitive reaction to uncertainty, the
widespread aceeptance of Spiritualism helped to prepare
minds in Europe and America for more sophisticated
revelations. From mere amused hospitality to the
miraculous, many strange and exotic fruits might grow.
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Chapter 2
Babel

AT the same time as
Spiritualist ideas began to spread throughout the Western
world, others were seeking the solution to life’s problems in
the East. If the nature of their seeking was abortive, it is im-
portant to understand why.

We can do no better than begin with a speech made by
Charles Carroll Bonney on 15 May 1893. Bonney's portrait
shows him as a man with an egg-shaped head and a long
straggly beard. His style of address was ponderous and
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flatulent. In this story he plays the part of chorus, for he
stands representative of so many qualities of his age. A
minor economist, politician, and legal reformer, he seems to
have reached his most prominent position as President of
the Congress Auxiliary of the World's Columbian Exposi-
tion at Chicago; a World's Fair which sprawled beside Lake
Michigan like an immense film set. Qutside the hall of the
Congress there stood the first Ferris Wheel, helter-skelters,
a captive balloon; ¥Fine Arts exhibits, electrical and shoe-
trades halls; Machinery, Mining and Manufactures; and
the buge Krupp Gun building, crowned with a tower in-
scribed with the word Deutschiand on all four faces, hous-
ing the Biggest Gun in the World. Inside the hall, there
stood Bonney, orating. He proclaimed:

The nineteenth century, richer in manifold wonders than any
which has preceded it in the august procession of the ages,
crowns its great achievements by establishing in the world the
sublime idea of a Universal Fraternity of Learning and Virtue.
This idea, long cherished by the Hluminatl of every clime,
descends at last from the luminous mountains of thought to

the fertile fields of actien, and enters upon the conquest of the
world.!

Surrounded by manifold wonders from every part of the
earth, the delegates could not but agree. If they had es-
caped becoming lost in Old Vienna, there were villages
from Lapland, Ireland, and Ching to entrap them; while
denying themselves the attractions of Hagenbeck's Circus,
they had still to avoid the Eskimos, the cliff-dwellers and
the mock-up of the Temple of Luxor. There was none-
theless a hope amongst some of the delegates present that
they would resolve the problems of this canfusion of
culture. It is only mildly overstating the case to compare the
atmosphere to that of the Congresses of Vienna or Ver-
sailles. At the more famous conferences, diplemats and
statesmen were concerned with redefining the boundaries
of nations, “"spheres of influence,” and matters of practical
politics. In Chicago, the more optimistic, like Charles
Bonney, were proposing in much the same fashion to
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redraw the spiritual map of the world; and their well-
intentioned efforts were equally unavailing.

But it is not to attach a false importance to the Parliament
of Religions to treat it as a parable of the wider situation.
The Parliament must be placed in a proper perspective.
The 1893 Columbian Exposition had been conceived as z
memorial to the voyage of 1492. It came a year late, largely
because of rivalry among various American cities for the
privilege of playing host. It was the latest of that suecession
of internaticnal exhibitions, begun by the London Exhibi-
tion of 1851 and continued in Paris, Vienna, and the USA.
The 1851 Exhibition had welcomed over six million visitors:
at Chicago over half this total was achieved in the course of
three Qctober days.! Had there been any tangible increase
in geod will among nations? The organizers of the Chicago
Exhibition lugubriously noted that since 1851 there had
been six wars in Europe, one in North America, and an un-
stipulated number in the south of that continent.® kt seemed
that the sublime ideas spoken of by Charles Bonney had
become stuck in the luminous mountains.

It was characteristic of the age to attach to a trade fair the
series of Congresses which were held at Chicago. The sub-
jects for discussion form an index to the contemporary con-
science. There were Congresses of Representative Women,
of Medicine and Surgery; Congresses on Art, Philosophy,
Commerce, and Education; a Temperance Congress, and a
Congress on Evolutien. Largest, most successful, and at-
tracting by far the most attention was the World Parliament
of Religions, where Shinto priests discoursed to African
bishops, Buddhist monks lectured at Cumberland Baptists;
Theosophists,