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“The dead came back from Jerusalem.
where they found not what they

sought. They prayed me let them in,
and besought my word, and thus I

began my teaching.”

C. G. Jung, VII Sermones ad Mortuos, 
Sermo I



Module 1: 
The Genesis of the EHB Project

Materials (c) 2011 by The 
Emma Hardinge Britten 

Archive. All rights reserved.
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Modules
• Genesis

• Emma’s Pre-History

• 1823-1838: The Dark Period

• 1838-1856: Emma Floyd & Emma Harding, Performer

• 1856-1865: Opening America

• 1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety

• 1872-1875: The Electric Physician

• 1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist

• 1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist

• 1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands

• 1892-1899: Rewriting A Life

• What EHB Believed, and What She Left Us

4
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Genesis
• Dime Museums, leading to

• Evatima Tardo, leading to

• Harry Houdini, leading to

• Mina Crandon, leading to

• Modern American Spiritualism, leading to

• Emma Hardinge Britten, leading to

• Corruption

5
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Corruption

6

What did she do,
where and when?

Who were her
associates?

Who were her
parents?
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My Biases
• Material culture - real lives of real people

• Ideology -- belief systems, in competition 
with one another

• The persistence of the occult throughout 
human history

• Fact, probability and informed judgment

• History-as-narrative

• Raiding the inarticulate

7

So here I am, in the middle way, having had twenty years—
Twenty years largely wasted, the years of l'entre deux guerres
Trying to use words, and every attempt
Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure
Because one has only learnt to get the better of words
For the thing one no longer has to say, or the way in which
One is no longer disposed to say it. And so each venture
Is a new beginning, a raid on the inarticulate
With shabby equipment always deteriorating
In the general mess of imprecision of feeling,
Undisciplined squads of emotion. And what there is to conquer
By strength and submission, has already been discovered
Once or twice, or several times, by men whom one cannot hope
To emulate—but there is no competition—
There is only the fight to recover what has been lost
And found and lost again and again: and now, under conditions
That seem unpropitious. But perhaps neither gain nor loss.
For us, there is only the trying. The rest is not our business.

T. S. Eliot, “East Coker,” from Four Quartets

History, in its traditional form, undertook to ‘memorize’ the monuments of 
the past, transform them into documents, and lend speech to those traces 
which, in themselves, are often not verbal, or which say in silence 
something other than what they actually say; in our time, history is that 
which transforms documents into monuments. In that area where, in the 
past, history deciphered the traces left by men, it now deploys a mass of 
elements that have to be grouped, made relevant, placed in relation to one 
another to form totalities…in our time history aspires to the condition of 
archaeology, to the intrinsic description of the monument.

Michel Foucault, The Archeology of Knowledge
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Caveats
• This is social history...

• About non-canonical figures...

• Where previous work is filled with 
claims of allegiance and affiliation, 
but little evidence of care...

• Where papers and effects are lost or 
sequestered...

• And much secondary research is 
unreliable.

• This is archeology, not criticism.

8

"Confidentially let me say that I fear the young man [Wallis] 
is more or less psychologized and his opinions colored of 

late by that able, but awfully ambitious and selfish woman, 
Emma Hardinge Britten, whose regard for the truth, when 
in conflict with her prejudices, you can size up as well as I."

Colonel Bundy to Stainton Moses, December 1887

"[I] will prove to the Christian community from THE 
WRITINGS of the said Emma Britten that she is a 

blasphemer of the name of THE GOD of the Christian 
Scriptures...and a contumelious derider, scoffer or sneerer 

of the Prophets, and that even the mendicant itinerants the 
Faquirs... are better in their religious beliefs than the said 

Emma Britten.”

Advertisement in the Sydney Morning Herald, October 
1878

“Miss Hardinge is the more striking, but not the more 
convincing speaker [when compared to Cora Hatch]. Her 

discourses manifest a prompting intelligence of no common 
character, and her preleotions [sic] are in consequence, to 
our belief, much in advance of the range of even the best 

human intelligences. They constitute a garland of 
beautifully expressed truths so mathematically interwoven 

as to make the abstraction of one vitiate the character of 
the whole. This feature in her discourses hinders us from 

giving more than a mere notice of them. She is very 
beautiful and attractive in form and general appearance.”

Anonymous reviewer, in The Banner of Light, May of 1858
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Module 2

1810-1823
Pre-History
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1810 - Laying The “Sandford” Ghost

• Ann Sophia Bromfield, b. 1793

• Ebenezer Floyd, b. c. 1790

• The daughter of a well-to-do Liverpool merchant (on his second marriage and perhaps his 
third career), and the son of a Minehead merchant, shipowner and “gentleman”

• Did they meet in Sampford Peverell in 1810?

11

"It is now some thirty years ago since my mother (then a young unmarried girl) went to reside with 
her parents at the small collegiate town of Tiverton, in Devonshire, England. It was summer time, 

and during her first evening in the place, she remarked with surprise the immense throng of 
carriages which woke up the echoes of the quiet, secluded square in which she resided, all passing 

one way, and seemingly crowding forth at one especial hour. Upon inquiry, she learned that her host 
(a doctor, and the mayor of the town) was going to join the throng, and that the object of the 

assemblage (of whom the principal portion were clergymen of the Episcopal church) was to proceed 
to the village of Sandford, some four or five miles distant, there, in solemn and reverend conclave, to 

spend the night in a certain haunted house, for the purpose of "laying the ghost".

Emma Hardinge, “The Sandford Ghost”, in The Wildfire Club (1846?, 1856?, 1861)
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1819 - The Marriage
• 9 December 1819, by license, in an apparently private ceremony, in Minehead

• Ebenezer Floyd, “mariner”

• Corruption --> “Floyd Hardinge, sea captain”

• Ann(e) Sophia Bro(o)mfield

• Ann Sophia was, either at the time, or instantaneously thereafter, pregnant with the 
Floyds’ first child, Frances Ann, named (I believe) for Frances Bromfield, Ann’s elder 
sister

• The marriage does not have the “shape” one would want it to have

• The bride is married in the groom’s home town

• No banns -- but licenses were also an indication of means

• Ann Sophia may have paid a significant price for love, or necessity....

12
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1819 - The Milieu of the Marriage
• The French Revolution, the Napoleonic 

Reaction, the Congress of Vienna, the 
Six Acts

• No training, no assembly, no 
revolutionart speech acts -- but 
why a tax on paper?

• The de-stabilization of European 
national economies

• The second wave of industrialization: 
steam, speed and concentration

• The omnipresent fear of revolution, 
and enthusiasm

• The acceleration, and devolution, of 
literacy and numeracy

• The real beginning of globalization, and 
policed civilization

13
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1819 - The Milieu of the Marriage
• Independent judgment is by no means considered a 

‘natural right’

• Plurality of opinion is considered by most 
commentators to be a sign of a diseased culture

• Science has not, as yet, undermined the (religious) 
basis of consensual truth... although that process is 
beginning

• Class, station, place are viewed as hard-and-fast 
boundaries

• Women’s existence is largely privatized

• Men’s existence is largely monetized, but there is as 
yet no understanding of “unemployment”

• A great deal of submerged anger, in every class

14

 I met Murder on the way -
He had a mask like Castlereagh -
Very smooth he looked, yet grim;
Seven blood-hounds followed him:

All were fat; and well they might
Be in admirable plight,

For one by one, and two by two,
He tossed them human hearts to chew

Which from his wide cloak he drew.

Next came Fraud, and he had on,
Like Eldon, an ermined gown;
His big tears, for he wept well,

Turned to mill-stones as they fell.

And the little children, who
Round his feet played to and fro,

Thinking every tear a gem,
Had their brains knocked out by them.

Clothed with the Bible, as with light,
And the shadows of the night,

Like Sidmouth, next, Hypocrisy
On a crocodile rode by.

And many more Destructions played
In this ghastly masquerade,

All disguised, even to the eyes,
Like Bishops, lawyers, peers, or spies.

Last came Anarchy: he rode
On a white horse, splashed with blood;

He was pale even to the lips,
Like Death in the Apocalypse.

Shelley, “The Masque of Anarchy”, 1819
(written after the Peterloo “Massacre”)
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1819 - The Milieu of the Marriage
• John Varley the Elder, whom we will 

meet in a couple of decades, is a 
confirmed occultist and expert 
astrologer who is frustrated by his 
inability to see spirits

• His friend and colleague, William 
Blake, has no such difficulty

• During seances in 1819 amd 1820 in 
Varley’s home, Blake described 
encountering spirits, and Varley 
asked him to draw what he saw in his 
vision

• This is one of those drawings

15

William Blake, The  Ghost of a Flea, 1819



Module 3  

1823-1838
The Dark Period
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1823 - Bethnal Green

• Emma’s elder sister, Frances Ann, has been born, and has died, young -- as did ~ 30% of 
children at this time (25% in London, 58% in Manchester)

• Ebenezer has become a schoolmaster, in Bethnal Green, which is becoming (but is not, as 
yet) among the worst of the slums associated with the “great wen” of London

17

A Bethnal Green garret - room for a family of 10, circa 1860Bethnal Green c. 1820 - still mostly open fields
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1823 - Bethnal Green

• The Episcopal Jews’ School - a place of worship and education for the children of 
voluntarily-converted (?) Jewish families. Funded by the London Jews’ Society 
(established 1808). 

• Contained 38 boys and 44 girls, in 1832 - they were transported from “all over London” to 
attend school here

• Associated with “missions to the Jews”

18

“Bethnal Green, Middlesex,  once a hamlet of Stepney, from which
it was separated in 1743, and formed into a distinct parish....[includes an]

old mansion, now called Bethnal-Green House, [which] was built
in the reign of Elizabeth, by Mr. Kirby, a citizen of London, and is still
called in the writings Kirby Castle. It is now the property of  James

Stratton, Esq., and has been long appropriated for the reception
of insane persons. A considerable increase of building has been made

of late years in this neighborhood, and a neat chapel, with schools
for converted Jews, has been erected.

John Bew, The Ambulator, or a Stranger’s Guide for
a Tour Round London (1820), p. 29.
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1823-1833 - The Children & Their Christenings
• Emma -- 1823 -- London (A)

• Thomas -- 1826 -- Calne (B)

• Margaret -- 1830 -- Bristol (C)

• Ebenezer is variously

• Schoolmaster, then

• Boatman (?), then

• Apothecary (at a time when this 
occupation required several years’ 
apprenticeship)

19

What drew
them westward?
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1830s - Bristol

20
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1830s - Bristol
• Well-educated and politically active urban 

working class, making full use of the emerging 
machinery for organization, propagandizing 
and -- when necessary -- destruction

• Intensely prosperous in the late 1820s and 
early 1830s, and intensely unstable

• Traditionally, an area dense in folk-occult 
practices, particularly astrology

• (Relatively) cosmopolitan -- wide class 
spectrum, international influences

• Emma and family are probably living in the 
St. Mary Redcliffe area, near the world-
famous floating harbor... surrounded by 
members of Ebenezer Floyd’s family and their 
children

• Ebenezer is buried at St. Michael on the 
Mount Without

21

John Sell Cotman, St. Mary 
Redcliffe, Bristol (c. 1805)

(A) St. Mary Redcliffe ; 
(B) St. Michael on the Mount Without
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1834 - Ebenezer Dies
• May 5, 1834

• Emma is 9

• Thomas is 6

• Margaret is 2

• Ebenezer is of sufficient stature to warrant a death notice in the papers of the area (at 
least 3) -- this is important, but we do not know what it means

• Ann Sophia is in her late 30s or early 40s, depending on how we date her birth, of very 
limited practical skills, and possibly estranged from her family, whose wealth may or may 
not be deteriorating anyway...

• This is an unmitigated, horrific disaster.

• And then, a cholera epidemic sweeps through Bristol in the summer of 1834...

22



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1834 - Ebenezer Dies

• In some respects, this is the true-est statement Emma made about herself, and her 
childhood, throughout her long and contradictory life

• Whether Ebenezer called her back from the brink in 1834, and whether he later became 
one of her spirit guides (as she would claim) is beyond knowing

• But his death left her, at 13, the only economically competent member of her family

23

I am quite sure I suffered the bitterness of death when my good father, to whom I was
passionately attached, passed away from earth. With a breaking heart, I, a little eleven-years-

old child, was sent out to earn my bread as a pupil-teacher of music. Hating
my life, and longing to join my father -- somewhere, anywhere with him -- I resolved to follow 
him, and thus I stood one dark night by the river's brink, and was only saved from seeking a 
winding sheet in the Avon's depths at Bristol, by the sound of my dead father's voice bidding

me return to school, and leading me back, as I distinctly felt, by the hand. 
To me it seemed as if I had died then...

EHB, Autobiography (1900)
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1838 - March 16

• This is the only known occupation ever held by Ann Sophia Bromfield Floyd - a “gift” 
living as a housekeeper at a charity school for boys

• And it, too, represented a disaster -- for entirely different, and psychic, reasons...

• And it was short-lived: at best, a year or two

• Emma feels the pressure: to earn.

24

“The Charity Trustees met yesterday, when several applications from 
descendants of Alderman Robert Kitchen were read and referred

to a committee. Several charitable donations, to poor prisoners in Newgate, were
ordered to be distributed by such members of the board as are magistrates of

the borough. Notices for the purchase of some land in Congresbury by the
Exeter Railway Company were referred to the solicitor. An advestisement [sic]

was ordered for tenders for some building at Week St. Lawrence and another for
provisions &c., for the schools. The applications for the office of housekeeper

to the city school were then taken into consideration, and the election
was declared to have fallen on Mrs. Ann Sophia Floyd.”

Bristol Mercury, March 17, 1838
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1838 -- November 28

25

"A young lady, named Miss Floyd, made a very 
promising debut; she possesses a voice of more 
than ordinary sweetness and flexibility, and of 
great compass, and, judging from the manner 
in which, under all the disadvantages of of a 

first appearance, she executed some very 
difficult passages in the music assigned to her, 

we should say she will prove a valuable 
acquisition to the musical profession."

Bristol Mercury, November 29, 1838

On stage, Miss Floyd...

In print, E(rnest)
Reinhold

(EHB’s first pseudonym,
at age 15)



Module 4  

1838-1858
Emma Floyd & Emma Harding, Performer
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1838-1839: Bristol & T. Machlin
• Margaret has, in all probability been shipped off to live with Frances Bromfield Jackson, 

Ann Sophia’s sister, by 1838

• Ann Sophia has taken work to free Emma to pursue her public career, and Thomas is 
working, but...

• Thomas could not have earned much

• Nor could Ann

• And Emma is supplementing public performances with music publication, as 
E(rnest) Reinhold

• She turns to, or is recruited by, T. Machlin, a Bristol impresario, who manages her career 
until (I think) early 1840, when he sends her to London, and a three-year articling to 
Thomas Welsh, London musical career-maker

• What she does, during this three-year articling, is of profound effect on her subsequent 
career, and life

27
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1840 - Back To London
• Ann Sophia, Thomas and Emma may be living 

south of the Thames, in St. Mary’s, Lambeth

• We don’t know what Thomas is doing, but 
he’ll be in the English Navy, and almost 
immediately thereafter dead of sickness 
in the South China Sea, in 1841

• Emma is articled to Thomas Welsh, until 
1843

• Ann is not working (almost certainly)

• Was Emma also an artist’s model at this 
time (age 17)?

• Money is still the hard god around which 
Emma’s life is organized

28

1841 UK Census for Larkhall Lane, 
Lambeth

Mrs. A Floyd (wrong age) “Independent 
means”

Emma (wrong age) -- the “D” is for “ditto”

Neighbors are merchants, clerks, builders 
and artists -- but the majority are 

recorded as
“independent means”

This is not a “working-class” 
neighborhood.



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1840 - Thomas Welsh
• Once an artistic force to be reckoned with -- 

author, composer, performer, venue builder -- 
T. Welsh has gone from impresario, to....talent 
development

• Better performers --> the theatre, the opera, 
the concert rooms

• Middling -->rented out, for short-term 
engagements, private functions, and the like

• Low-talent -->placed with wealthy families and 
provincial schools as music teachers

29

Nice work, if you can get it...
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1840 - What Emma Says

• Fiction, based on fact -- four words of fiction, to be precise

• In the main, accurate -- I believe Emma was discovered to be a magnetic subject -- a 
clairvoyante -- while articled to Thomas Welsh, and while acting as a demo dolly for 
Pierre Erard, in London

• She was not to become an actress until the 1840s, and did not see Paris until 1855, 
with the Wallack Company 

30

At that time (the time of Ebenezer’s death), in my grief and blighted prospects, I died to the 
lyric stage and tried to commence a new life as a pianiste and composer. Dear good Pierre 

Erard, the venerable founder of the grand pianoforte magasin in Paris, gave me the loan of a 
lovely instrument on condition of my coming every day to the warehouse and practising there 
for the behoof of buyers. Endless were the great and notable personages who came to Erard's 
to hear the child pianiste, but when it was found that I was also a magnetic  subject. and by a 

wave of the hand above my head, and even an unspoken wish on the part of my audience, that 
I could play any air desired, my poor mother became  astonished and frightened at this new 
and unusual accomplishment, anxiously consulting a medical man on the subject -- then so 
rare and ill-understood -- she and others of my best  friends were assured that I was under 
some evil, perhaps Satanic, influence, and that  unless I was stopped in this mad career it 

would either end in permanent lunacy or death. Stopped, of course, my career as a musician 
was, and thus, I returned to England, adopted the stage as my profession, and became an 

actress.
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1840-1843: The Orphic Circle

31

Never understood by those around me, it was only in after years and when I became 
called and associated with a secret society of Occultists and attended their sessions in 

London as one of their clairvoyant and magnetic subjects, that I myself began to 
comprehend why a young girl fairly educated, and blessed with many advantages, 

should be branded with such peculiarities of disposition as must inevitably shut her of 
from all companionship with children of her own age and standing.

The society of Occultists to whom I can now only allude, and who are named in "Ghost-
Land" as the "Orphic Circle," obtained knowledge (by means I am not at liberty to 

mention) of those persons whose associations they desired.
None of the members were known as such outside their circles, the existence of the 

society was undreamed of, and those whom they chose to affiliate with they knew of and 
called. I having been thus favoured obtained a clue to my own exceptional early 

experiences, which the subsequent developments of Spiritualism stamped as natural 
Seership.

Autobiography (1900)

 When quite young, in fact, before I became acquainted with certain parties who sought 
me out and professed a desire to observe the somnambulistic tendencies for which I was 
then remarkable. I found my new associates to be ladies and gentlemen, mostly persons 

of noble rank, and during a period of several years, I, and many other young persons, 
assisted at their sessions in the quality of somnambulists, or mesmeric subjects...  Lord 
Lytton, the Earl of Stanhope, and Lieut. Morrison (better known as “Zadkiel”), and the 

author of “Art Magic,” belonged to this society.

“By One Who Knows,” in “Occultism Defined” from The Two Worlds, 18 November 1887
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1840-1843:  The Orphic Circle
• I believe the ‘Orphic Circle’ is related to the Gore House circle 

around Marguerite, Lady Blessington

• Conversationalist, writer, respectably wicked woman, she lived 
with her lover, the Count D’Orsay, from 1830 or so until he fled 
to the continent to escape persistent creditors in 1849

• Her “circle” in this period was shot through with the occult -- her 
friend, the artist John Varley the Elder, was her court occultist, 
astrologist and crystallomancy authority

• D’Orsay was reputed to have employed an alchemist, to make 
gold, to pay his debts

• Mesmerism was the rage within her circle

• Frequent visitors -- intimates -- include Dickens, Disraeli, 
Forster, Chauncy Hare Townshend, Edward Bulwer Lytton, and 
other (now canonical) luminaries with whom Emma claimed 
acquaintance: all with occult tastes

• And she well may have rented pianists from T. Welsh

32

Marguerite, Lady Blessington
(1789-1849)

Alfred, Count D’Orsay
(1801-1852)
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1840-1843: The Orphic Circle
• The ‘Orphic Circle’ draws from the Mercurii 

(aka The London Astrological Society)

• A mutual-aid society for “sidereal artists” 
literally oppressed by law

• R. C. Smith, John Varley the Elder, Thomas 
Oxley, R. J. Morrison, George Graham and 
John Palmer (at least) -- astrologers, skryers 
and alchemists

• Publicly active from the mid 1820s until the 
late 1830s

• Varley and Morrison are both ‘connective 
tissue’ between this group and other social 
groups

• Links to the Denley circle as well (Hockley, 
Bulwer Lytton)

33

The Monthly Critical Gazette, February 1825

Oxley’s Celestial Planispheres (1830)
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1840-1843: The Orphic Circle
• The “Orphic Circle” formed, I think, around Bulwer-Lytton 

-- who was living, in the early 1840s, apart from his wife, at 
least in part at Craven Cottage, on the banks of the 
Thames, outside London proper - a dark place for dark 
deeds.

• The interior of the cottage was done up, by a prior owner, 
as the inside of an “Egyptian tomb”

34

Edward Bulwer-Lytton (1803-1873)

“That Bulwer was a Spiritualist there is no question. He may have done, as so 
many others do -- shrunk from public avowal of a belief the foundation of which 
is knowledge; but that he accepted Spiritualism as an infallible truth there can 

be no doubt. I dined with him when he was living at Craven Cottage, on the 
banks of the Thames, near Fulham. Some persons, of whom I had the honor to 
be one, were invited to meet Alexis, then a lad who had obtained renown as a 
clairvoyant. Lord Brougham was of the party. Dinner was delayed waiting for 

the "marvelous boy." When the bell rang, Bulwer, accompanied by two or three of 
his friends, left the room to receive him. In the hall was the card-tray: Bulwer 
took from it a dozen or so of cards, and placed them in his coat pocket. After 
dinner Alexis went into "a trance." Bulwer placed his hand in his pocket, and 

before withdrawing it, asked whose card he held; the answer, after a brief pause, 
was given correctly. The experiment was repeated at least a dozen times -- 
always correctly. Alexis was a French boy, who had been but a few days in 

England. The cards were all those of Englishmen. I need not say how great was 
our astonishment. "Clairvoyance" was a term that probably most of the guests 

heard there for the first time."

Samuel Carter Hall, Retrospect of a Long Life (1883)
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1840-1843: The Orphic Circle
• Charles Dickens, rising literary lion and practicing 

mesmerist, writes in his journal for May 21, 1841 that 
he’s seen the famous  ‘magnetic boy,’ Alexis Didier, at 
Chauncy Hare Townshend’s house, and that he’s told 
Countess Blessington that Didier is “marvelous”

• Dickens had no patience with Spiritualism, but he 
believed mesmerism was science, and that he was 
possessed of extraordinary mesmeric gifts

• Emma will claim Dickens as “my old friend,” while she 
is editing The Two Worlds, and they are known to 
worked together in the theatre, and to have 
corresponded...

• And then there’s the whole Outcast Women 
thing....

35

Charles Dickens (1812-1870)

Dr. John Elliotson (1791-1868),
Dickens’ mesmeric instructor,
attender of Emma’s lectures
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1840-1843: The Orphic Circle
• The use of young female clairvoyante 

subjects by mesmerists and occultists 
was not only common; it was 
theoretically sound

• As was skrying, with and without 
female clairvoyantes

36

The plaintiff stated that the had heard of the wonderful (crystal) ball 
as in the possession of Lady Blessington and sold among her effects. 

He himself bought it in 1849 from a London dealer in curiosities. Here 
the ball itself was produced and put in evidence. It was a rock crystal, 

three or four inches in diameter, with several flaws, handled by 
means of a ribbon, and carefully kept in a cushioned box....The 

plaintiff then went on to say that his son, a lad of thirteen years of 
age, was the first who professed to see visions in it; the scenes 

described to him were laid chiefly in the Arctic seas and appeared to 
relate to the fate of Sir John Franklin and his crew...(Plaintiff testified 
that) several persons of distinction had at different times desired to 

see the crystal, and it seems from the evidence to have been quite the 
rage at one time to engage Zadkiel and his crystal as an additional 

entertainment, at evening parties. The plaintiff ran over a long list of 
persons to whom, at their own request, he had exhibited the crystal. 

Among these figured Baron (Christian) Bunsen, several countesses, a 
bishop, an archedeacon and a member of Parliament....

NYT summary of the testimony of R. J. Morrison (Zadkiel) during his 
prosecution of Sir Edward Belcher, for libel, in 1862 Paper edited by E. L. Blanchard, friend of

EBL and colleague of Miss Emma Harding
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April 1842: The Covent Garden Company

• April 1842 dates her earliest advertised performance as a member of the company (in 
“The Plighted Troth”), but she may have done the summer provincial tour before the 
company’s return to London in August

• She is  “Miss Floyd” -- because she is still, she thinks, marriage-able (I believe) and she is 
still primarily a singer/musician, not an actress per se

• She almost certainly meets at Covent Garden a man who will profoundly influence her 
thinking as an occultist: Hargrave Jennings
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April 1842: The Covent Garden Company
• (John) Hargrave Jennings (1815-1890)

• Novelist, on-site secretary (manager) of 
the Covent Garden company, Freemason, 
friend of Dickens, historian of the occult

• Auto-didact (like Emma), and omnivorous 
(like Emma), and working in the same 
fields as Emma

• Life-long bachelor

• Majority of the illustrations for Art Magic 
are lifted from Jennings’ The Rosicrucians 
without change

• Is he the mysterious betrothed mentioned 
in the Autobiography?
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The Era, November 18, 1860

This is not The Rosicrucians (1870).
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1842-1845: Finding Work
• From April of 1842, until January of 1844, 

Emma is a member of the Covent Garden 
company, as “Miss Floyd”

• In Jaunary of 1844, she is advertised as a 
member of the company of the (ill-fated, 
short-lived) Princess’s Theatre in Oxford 
Street, as Miss Floyd, with Paul Bedford 
(with whom she seems to migrate)

• But at the end of January of 1844, the 
performer “Miss Floyd” disappears from the 
records of the London theatre community 
entirely, and (as far as can be determined) 
forever.

39
Morning Post, January 30, 1844.
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress
• 1844: “Miss Emma Harding” - she has 

crossed an economic line, into a place 
from which there is no returning, a place 
requiring a pseudonym

• Emma Harding a sympathetic 
character in Camilla Toulmin’s 
popular novel, Sweet Revenge (1844) 
-- coincidence?

• Her occupational trajectory  thusfar: 
Covent Garden -> Princess’ -> Sadler’s 
Wells

• She is staying within the broad domain of 
musical theatre, dragging along her 
heritage and early promise as a singer....
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress

• Another, different, version -- at this point in Emma’s career (1860), the actress had to be 
obscured

• But her point -- that she had no formal higher education, and no time for self-study -- is 
true enough

41

The death of a noble father, and the entire disruption of family ties, sent me out into 
the world at this early period of my life, first as a teacher of music in a school, and 
subsequently as a concert player and vocalist. I beg, distinctly, once and for all, to 

claim, that I never went to school in my life as as student; that the common branches 
of English education were received only in the family circle of accomplished English 

ladies, and the life page of good society; and that in no science but the theory of 
music, and the all-absorbing page of harmony and composition, did I ever receive any 
instruction, or pursue any study. From the age of twelve, my public life commenced; 

and any one who has become acquainted with the severe studies which musical 
artistes are called upon to pursue in Europe, (especially when in addition I had to 

provide a home for myself and my mother by my teaching, etc.) will scoff at the idea 
that any leisure could have been afforded me for those metaphysical and scientific 
studies in which certain of my American friends confidently affirm "my youth was 

absorbed." 

EHB, Preface to Six Lectures on Theology and Nature (1860)
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress
• The London theaters at mid-century were a heterotopia: a place where many of the normal 

social strictures were loosened or suspended, where classes mixed freely, where subjects 
otherwise forbidden were discussed

• Theaters were “deregulated” in 1843 (EBL a prime mover) -- which created no new 
theaters for 20-odd years, but significant employment opportunities, and an expanded 
range of materials performed

• Licensed and unlicensed, ‘legitimate’ and transpontine -- a demimonde into which very 
nearly everyone went (in plain clothes, or in disguise)

• Many mid-Victorian cultural standard-bearers wrote for, and on occasion acted in, the 
legitimate London theatre: Dickens, Bulwer Lytton, Browning

• Very lucrative for the owners and promoters, who on occasion  could “rise” into polite 
society -- W. C. Macready, for example

• Actresses -- particularly leading ladies -- could find themselves the paramours, or even the 
wives, of culture heros (Ellen Terry, GF Watts)

• But “actress” was still a synonym for “fallen woman”
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress
• Mostly at the Adelphi - a legitimate company

• Never a leading lady; secondary female roles, and 
minor characters

• Often grueling performance schedule -- she is, 
without question, a working actress with a 40-
week season, year after year

• She moves her mother to Westminster, to Tufton 
Street, and hires a servant

• Her reviews use the words “creditable,” 
“serviceable”, “interesting”....

• She is uniformly viewed as a beauty, and cast in 
roles that put her on display, physically
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Miss Emma Harding in “The Phantom
Dancers” in 1847
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress

44

He was a man whom no description can fully represent to the inhabitants of the western continent, for he was of a class unknown in 
American experiences -- a peer of the British realm; the elder brother of a wealthy, noble and far-descended house, and marked actor in 

that peculiar drama which is only played amongst the members of the British aristocracy.

You could not follow me, my American friends, were I to attempt for you a description of the stately earl and his peculiar sphere of action; 
happy for you you cannot; for the sum of all is told when I translate his life in this: His birth, position, the law of primogeniture, and other 
specialities, had manufactured a rich nobleman and a capacious mind into a bad man, notorious for his enormous gallantries in public life, 

and his equally enormous tyrannies in private life. This man had lived for self, and used time, talents, wealth and station, for no other 
purpose than the gratification of self and selfish passions....

In my youth I had known this man. I had often read Shakespeare to him, sang and played for him; and, despite some awe with which his 
singularly stately presence inspired me, I returned his regard for me with perhaps more of interest than the young and innocent 

generally yielded to him. My full understanding of his character was a revelation of after years. Since I have been in America, the journals 
of home have brought the intelligence of the great man's transit into "the land of rest".

EHB, “A Vision”, 1872

Of some years of strange and varied experiences at the Adelphi and other London theatres I do not propose to speak in detail; as a curious 
indication, however, of how the web of human life destiny may be spun out without either the volition or agency of the individuals most 
concerned, I will come to the closing chapter of my English theatrical experiences, only premising, in justice to others, what more than 

one living witness could, if they would confirm, and that is that perhaps few young girls in narrow circumstances, leading a busy 
struggling life, were ever subject to more sore temptations from a vicious aristocracy than myself...By one cruel and remorseless 

persecutor, in the person of a baffled sensualist, several of the theatrical entrepreneurs by who I was engaged or in treaty with, were 
induced by specially prepared golden arguments to cancel any engagements with me, so that I might be driven to the last necessity of 
placing myself under my millionaire enemy’s kind protection....I endured this terrible taboo for a time, but under my good and beloved 

mother’s counsel I determined at length to baffle it.”

EHB, Autobiography, 1900

The Baffled Sensualist
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress

45

The Baffled Sensualist?

Philip Henry, 4th Earl Stanhope (1781-1855) Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Lord Lytton
(1803-1873) Benjamin Disraeli,

1st Earl of Beaconsfield (1804-1881)

Charles Dickens (1812-1870),
Lord of the People’s Universe
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress
• Emma’s career as a member of the Adelphi 

company ends in June of 1854, at the end of 
the season

• In September of 1854, Emma performs in a 
benefit staging of Dickens’ Hard Times at the 
Strand

• From October 1854 until May of 1855, Emma 
is a member of the Royal Surrey Theatre 
company, on the “wrong” side of the river 
Thames

• In June of 1855, the Wallacks form a touring 
company to do Shakespeare in Paris, and 
Emma joins the company (brought in by an 
old colleague, George Honey)

• 1838-1855: from age 15 until age 32, a 
working actress

46
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress

47

Robertson's first substantial acting engagement since he had struck out on his own in 
London was ironically due to family connections. William Robertson and J. W. Wallack in 

1855 were managing the Marylebone Theatre. Robertson's brother 
Craven and his sister Madge were playing juveniles. Tom rejoined the family. They played 

a season. Then, whether it was because the touring instinct was overpowering or the 
Marylebone vein had been exhausted, the Robertsons were off on another fantastic 

gamble a visit to Paris to produce Macbeth at the Theatre des Italiens. The company was 
impressive, including the Wallacks, the William Robertsons, Mrs. Arthur Stirling, and 

George Honey, but the name of the angel was prophetic: Monsieur Ruin de Fee. The 
foreign tour lasted less than three weeks; the company received one week's salary, and 

the actors straggled back to London as best they could.

Maynard Savin, Thomas William Robertson: His Plays and Stagecraft (1950)

Once again, between the straits (sic) of Dover and Calais, I died to the London stage and 
arrived in Paris a new being. We had friends and acquaintances in the gay city, and

though the Wallack Company was a total financial failure, and paid nobody, we spent 
many pleasant weeks in Paris when not busy at the theatre amongst my musical

associates. I had nothing to regret, but still another new experience to learn, whilst 
another note of preparation rung out, in anticipation of my approaching future -- 

magnetism and magnetic experiment were just then the rage in Paris.... The last night of 
the English Wallack Company's performances had arrived; on that occasion I played in a 

little character piece of my own writing, and at its close, our most intimate friend in
Paris, being, as was his custom, behind the scenes, introduced me to a gentleman whom I 

found talking with this friend and my mother, and endeavouring to convince her
that the best and most attractive spot on earth for the display of my peculiar talents, etc., 

etc., was the B__ Theatre, of New York, of which he himself was the manager.

EHB, Autobiography (1900)
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1845-1856: Miss Harding, Actress
• August 22, 1855 -- The Collins’ Line steamship, the Pacific (which will figure prominently 

in Emma Hardinge’s perfection as a medium) docks, from Liverpool, in New York City

• Amongst the passengers are a group of young unmarried women with French surnames...

• ..And a Mrs. and Miss Harding (ages 45, and 25, respectively) -- Ann is on her way to 60, 
and Emma is 33
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Intermission  

Traveling-as-Network
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Traveling-As-Network
• Emma and Ann Sophia came across the Atlantic between the two major nodes in the 

Anglo-American network -- Liverpool & New York -- on a Collins’ Line steamship that was 
making the crossing in an average of 13 days, bankrupting Collins in the process (were it 
not for the generous subsidies paid by the Federal government to Collins for carrying US 
mails)

• The women (think about it) arrived at a time when the US was undergoing a profound 
infrastructural transition, on top of which Emma would build her life, and her career

• The growth of railroad and steamship networks

• The growth of public accommodation -- hotels and boarding houses

• The growth of printing press capacity, and the decline in the cost of printing

• Telegraphy -- Internet 1.0

• Emma’s life was all about how people and information travel
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Traveling-As-Network
• Railroads

• Began as private affairs, or to link major 
metropolitan ‘hubs’ to immediate outliers

• Long-haul rail was highly politicized when 
Emma and Ann Sophia arrived in the US, and 
stymied, to some extent, by limitations in the 
printing system -- the hand-etching process for 
producing maps that could be used to plan 
routes

• Watching Emma’s itinerary unfold in her 
Western adventures between 1863 and 1881 is 
to a large extent watching the railroads get 
built

• In the right-of-way, telegraph poles....
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Why did Emma not
speak in Salt Lake City
before the late 1870s?

Because she could
not get there, 

economically, before that 
time.

Salt Lake City Daily Tribune, May 21, 1880

Railroad Miles: US 1850-1890
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Traveling-As-Network
• Hotels And Boarding Houses

• Q: Why did Emma spend so much time in 
Lowell, Massachusetts?

• A: Because she could.

• As hotels and short-term boarding houses 
sprung up (along transportation arterials, to 
support trade) in the 1850s and after, they 
created

• Accessibility

• Places for the exchange of information 
among strangers

• Points where the foreign was injected into 
the local
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A. K. Sandoval-
Strausz, Hotel: An 
American History.

People who do work like 
mine depend on this 
feature of every local 

newspaper in the 19th 
century

Salt Lake City had three 
hotels ‘worth watching’ in 

1880

New York City has eight 
or ten.
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Traveling-As-Network
• Printing & Publishing

• Hardening and automation (paper --> 
press --> bindery/folder)

• Pre-press (typewriter [1847, 1857, 1873], 
Linotype/Monotype])

• Post-press distribution (see railroads)

• The penny press (2-8 pages for 1 cent) 
exploded after 1830, and made 
millionaires -- cost-of-goods-sold about  a 
tenth-of-a-cent per page

• A New York Mercury meme could be in 
the Chicago Inter-Ocean in 7 days or less 
by 1875, or in the Medium & Daybreak in 
London in 12 days, and in the Glasgow 
papers in a further 2 days

• Emma’s exposure in 1881 took 48 hours 
to get from “live” in New York to “in print” 
in Salt Lake City

• Not Twitter speed, but getting 
there....
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Approximately 80% of what I think I know about EHB, I learned by 
reading period newspapers and periodicals.

Today, people of EHB’s relative cultural “weight” do not make it to 
the pages of USA Today or the New York Times.

But they’d have a blog, and a tweetstream, and they’d self-publish
e-books on Amazon.com
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Traveling-As-Network
• Telegraphy -- The Metaphor of the Movement

54

JH Colton & Co., 1871
www.loc.gov
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Traveling-As-Network
• Informational Distance and Speed

• You can measure the distance between two points in miles, or in informational 
distance: road miles, or information minutes

• Information cannot travel faster than c (186k mps), or cause-and-effect relationships 
are compromised (Einstein)

• 1775: The battles at Lexington and Concord occur on April 19; are published in the 
NY press on April 23; in Philadelphia on April 25; in Baltimore on April 27; in 
Charleston on May 9; in Savannah on May 31

• ~1100 hours (45 days) to travel 1100 miles - 1 information mile per hour

• 1872: the London-to-Calcutta undersea cable is lit 

• 3 hours to travel 6900 (overland) miles: 2300 information miles per hour; 38 
information miles per minute

• During this same period, the informational distance between many places within the 
US and the UK remained unchanged, and very low (in terms of i-mph)

• Globalization is about compression of road-miles, and information-minutes
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Traveling-As-Network
• Informational Speed

56

Event Year Distance (Miles) Elapsed Time Until Arrival in 
London (hours) i-MPH

Battle of the Nile

Battle of Trafalgar

Kutch Earthquake (India)

Treaty of Nanking

Charge of the Light Brigade

Indian Mutiny

Treaty of Tien-Sin

Lincoln Assassination

Archduke Maximilian Assassination (Mexico)

Alexander II Assassination

Nobi Earthquake (Japan)

Source: Clark, A Farewell to Alms (2008)

1798 2073 1,488 1.39

1805 1100 408 2.70

1819 4118 3,672 1.12

1842 5597 2,016 2.78

1854 1646 408 4.0

1857 4176 1,104 3.78

1858 5140 1,968 2.61

1865 3674 312 12

1867 5545 288 19.3

1881 1309 12 109

1891 5916 24 247
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In the 1870s,
i-MPH eclipsed

p-MPH for the first
time...and it has been
that way ever since.

Information Miles-Per-Hour
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Traveling-As-Network
• The network in microcosm

• A boarding house on Broadway in NYC in 1860: 
French from Pittsburgh; Culbertson from 
Cincinnati; the ‘Hardings’ from England; J. J. 
Mapes and sons from Philadelphia/NJ; 
Benjamin Coleman on a fact-finding visit from 
England -- all sitting around the parlor, talking 
spiritualism, holding seances, planning to rent 
halls, take out ads in the local papers, and make 
Spiritualism pay

57

...
Thomas Culbertson

E. J. French
Elizabeth P. French

Mary L. French
Belle French

Anne S. Harding
Emma Harding

...
J. J. Mapes 
(“Phoenix”)

Charles Mapes
Arthur Mapes
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1856-1865
Opening America



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1856-1865: Opening America
• Emma’s first role at the Broadway Theatre is as a leading lady -- something she never 

achieved on the English stage

• Mrs. Bracegirdle, in The Tragedy Queen, which opened in September of 1855 (Emma 
claims, in 1858, that she wrote this piece)

• Her last recorded role, as Azurine in King Charming, was in June of 1856

• In between, at least one play Emma claims to have written (and perhaps two, if we count 
The Tragedy Queen), but none that ran well or long.

• EHB records, and the published primary materials would agree, that there was some kind 
of dispute between her and the theatre management

• She wasn’t working, she was being paid...something... and she had time on her hands...so 
she began exploring Spiritualism
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1856-1865: Opening America
• “The ship ‘Pacific’ was due on the memorable 

day when I became developed as a medium, to 
wit, on Tuesday, February 19, 
1856.” (Autobiography)

• Emma claimed to have received a 
communication, on this day, from a crew 
member of the Pacific, which had sunk (and 
which indeed never made port in NY)

• This could date Emma’s “perfection” as a 
medium accurately, but the ship was due some 
two weeks prior to this date, and the NY 
papers were carrying stories of the Pacific’s 
likely loss a week before this date

• Imponderable....
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1856-1865: Opening America
• From June of 1856 until July of 1857, when Emma gave her first public trance lecture at 

Troy (NY), the chronology is troubled

• She visited mediums in the company of Augustus Fenno, a fellow actor, and possibly 
others 

• The mediums she visited are still unclear -- Conklin, Kellogg, Hoyt, Mansfield are 
all named in various biographical snippets

• 1858: “I lived in the house with two mediums” 

• She claims to have experienced revulsion at hearing, in one medium’s circle, a 
caustic critique of the Bible-as-literal-history (mark this!)

• She claims to be disturbed by the rapping and alphabetic communications she 
experienced in these circles -- possibly, an odd claim for a former clairvoyante 
subject of an occult group to make

• Clairvoyants generally claimed to have no memory of events while under-the-
influence; Emma wavered on this point

• It was at this time (late 1856, I believe) that Emma fell in with, and under the influence of, 
Elizabeth J. French, a woman who would change Emma’s life, irrevocably
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1856-1865: Opening America
• A pioneer in both Spiritualism, and galvanic 

medicine

• Early producer of spirit drawings and early 
direct-voice medium

• Already, at this time, the survivor of a significant 
public fraudulent-medium case

• Living, openly, with her lover (and her children 
from her abandoned marriage), practicing as a 
clairvoyant physician, and conducting test seances 
that included direct voice and the production of 
drawings -- very much ahead of the mainstream of 
the movement

• Connected to, but not precisely accepted by, the 
prosperous and proper NY Spiritualist community

• By 1860, of trans-Atlantic fame....thanks to 
Benjamin Coleman, whom we shall meet again 
shortly

• Centerpiece of Coleman’s Spiritualism in 
America
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Elizabeth J. French (1821-1900), circa 1873
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1856-1865: Opening America
• By March of 1858, EHB and EJF are, in 

essence, in business together

• Emma has passed through

• an editorship at the Christian 
Spiritualist (organ of the SDSK)

• a (short 10-month) period as a test 
medium for the Society for Diffusion of 
Spiritualist Knowledge

• an attempt to found a music school, 
and earn by publishing music

• a period as the chorale director for the 
NY Spiritualists

• And will be on her way to becoming perhaps 
the most well-known trance medium in the 
US (but see Cora Hatch...)

63

“The Footsteps of
Angels” may already have
been published in England

by “E. Reinhold”

Reinhold did set
other Longfellow
pieces to music.
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1856-1865: Opening America
• Emma speaks of 1855-1860 in the 

US as a difficult time for her and her 
mother - she claims her 
introduction to trance speaking was 
the result of an advertisement in 
which she offered her services as a 
music teacher in a private home, in 
desperation -- which she did

• But there may have been another, 
different, difficulty for her: one that 
drove her to trance mediumship, 
and taught her a significant lesson 
about.... trace-ability

• And made her, publicly, a life-long 
opponent of “free love”

• Cora Hatch was later to claim that 
she had been rescued from her 
husband, in Connecticut, by none 
other than William Britten.

64

“We have seen a  medium who was employed, during the day, 
in giving communications to persons from the other world, 

on retiring with her widowed mother, use language and 
expressions which would well befit the Five Points. We have 
seen spirits giving communications through this medium to 
a gentleman stating it was his departed wife, desiring that 

he should marry this medium.” 

John F. Whitney, one of the driving forces behind the SDSK, 
writing in 1856, and quoted in B. F. Hatch’s Spiritualists’ 

Iniquities Unmasked (1859)

S. Young? or E. Harding?
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1856-1865: Opening America
• By early 1858, she has embraced her 

calling as a medium and is making a 
name for herself -- in a more-or-less 
friendly rivalry with Cora Hatch -- on the 
Eastern seaboard between Boston and 
Baltimore

• She is publishing the stories that will 
become The Wildfire Club (1860), 
serially, in The Spiritual Age, as 
“Ezra” (probably written in 1853/4, and 
offered to Dickens)

• In July of 1858, A. B. Child publishes a 
biographical sketch of her in The Banner 
of Light

• By the end of 1858, she is covering the 
country east of the Mississippi, booked 
months in advance, and getting coverage 
in European spiritualist papers

65

"Miss H. lived in the house with two Spiritualists; but to 
this time had never heard or known anything of 

Spiritualism, and did not know what it meant. When she 
learned that it implied communication with the dead she 

was so horrified that she half resolved to leave the house."
“I find, upon reviewing the circumstances of my early 

history, that I was a medium from a child. I was a most 
incorrigible sleep-walker, and I do not question that what 
were deemed the brain-sick fantasies of a delicate child, 

with a very morbid, unhappy temperament, were, in 
reality, spirit manifestations, and the fancied voices, 
forms and imaginings, with which my childhood were 

marked, were the realities, not the visions, of my 
surroundings.”
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1856-1865: Opening America
• The Home for Outcast Women: a project on 

which Emma worked, in Boston, New York, 
Philadelphia and Portland, Maine, from late 
1858 or early 1859, until at least the middle of 
1862

• The premise of this philanthropy was very 
much like that of Burdett-Coutts’ and Dickens’ 
Urania Cottage (1846-1857): a transitional 
home for fallen women, at which they would 
learn new economic skills and be re-introduced 
into productive society

• Emma understood herself as just-barely-
escaped-being-fallen

• She circularized organizations for support, 
submitted petitions to the NY state legislature, 
and (in Boston at least), raised significant 
amounts of money to purchase a suitable 
property for the institution
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The Boston solicitation committee for the
Home for Outcast Women reads like a who’s-who

of Boston high-culture philanthropy.

Ultimately, more than $3000 was returned to Emma by her 
Boston committee, when the plan

was ultimately folded.

Caroline Wells Healy Dall
(1822-1912), recording

secretary for Emma’s outcast 
women mission

 in Boston
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1856-1865: Opening America
• The Chicago lectures of 1860 mark the 

first organized appearance of Emma’s 
repertoire: the particular collection of 
themes that mark her body of work

• Her style as a trance lecturer is still 
much the same as it was at the outset, in 
1857: an inspired address (either on a 
pre-arranged topic, or a topic suggested 
by a committee or the audience), followed 
by questions-and-answers, either pre-
arranged or spontaneous

• Mesmerism, psychology, Freemasonry, 
astrology, comparative religion
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1856-1865: Opening America
• The Chicago lectures of 1860 mark the first 

organized appearance of Emma’s 
repertoire: the particular collection of 
themes that mark her body of work

• Her style as a trance lecturer is still much 
the same as it was at the outset, in 1857: an 
inspired address (either on a pre-arranged 
topic, or a topic suggested by a committee 
or the audience), followed by questions-
and-answers, either pre-arranged or 
spontaneous

• Mesmerism, psychology, Freemasonry, 
astrology, comparative religion
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Still hedging...
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1856-1865: Opening America
• By 1860, Emma has been taken to 

school by someone with a decent, 
broad knowledge of comparative 
religion, who is also familiar with 
Freemasonry, and the broad currents 
of what will soon become the new 
science of anthropology -- possibly the 
freethinker Gilbert Vale

• The Six Lectures are Art Magic, in 
germinal state, mixed with Spiritualist 
mainstays

• In 1860, she is focusing on three 
things:

• the knowledge of God

• the immortality of the Soul

• “a Perfect Standard of Life 
Practice”
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“If ye know God, ye have your model. If ye comprehend our God, 
ye at once comprehend his laws, his purposes, and

with them your duties.”

“Whether the religions have been good or bad, is not the 
question now.

The great question is, by what means has the name of religion 
usurped the 

sovereignty of the whole earth?”
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1856-1865: Opening America
• Emma’s broadening exposure in the eastern US is bringing her in contact with Spiritualist 

groups with far different intellectual pedigrees than that of the NY Spiritualists (from 
whom she imbibed a good deal, on the mesmerism front)

• In Boston, she is involved with a group of intellectually-engaged people with deep political 
commitment to social improvement, and a tradition that was European, internationalist, 
and transcendentalist

• In Philadelphia, St. Louis and Ohio, she is being exposed to novel medical theories 
involving homeopathic models of cure, light therapy, Jewish mysticism and galvanic 
medicine...and the occult teachings behind them (not to mention perpetual motion 
machinery)

• In the deep South, and particularly in New Orleans, she is a witness to other kinds of 
spiritualism -- the African, filtered through the Caribbean and through slavery

• It would be difficult to prove her range of exposure was unique at the time, but it was 
certainly rarely rivaled
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1856-1865: Opening America
• Emma’s reputation, scope of operations and repertoire 

continue to expand in 1861 and 1862

• Outcast women project taken up in NYC

• She is lecturing, in “normal” state, on political topics as 
well as in trance on ancient faiths and Rosicrucianism

• She is developing a reputation, at second-hand, in 
England, through the spiritualist press and the 
mainstream press

• She is becoming interested in spirit photography

• She is spending more time, after 1860, in Philadelphia than 
in any other location; she buys a house in Delanco, NJ, 
names it “Rose Cross”, and installs Ann Sophia there

• Did she meet Seth Pancoast here, now?

• In April of 1863, she publicly announces her intention to go 
to California

• Leaves Philadelphia in October of 1863; is lecturing at 
Platt’s Hall in San Francisco by early November
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EHB, circa 1863, spirit photograph

ASF, circa 1863, spirit photograph



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1856-1865: Opening America
• In California, Emma falls in with the 

literati set around The Golden Era: 
Bret Harte, Adah Isaacs Menken and 
others

• She travels, often unaccompanied, into 
the wilder of the California and Nevada 
mining towns, and is received with 
enthusiasm (SL Clemens records her 
reception in Nevada in a letter home to 
his family)

• She exhibits (among other things) 
detailed familiarity with the first three 
degrees of orthodox Masonry, the 
history of witchcraft, and practical 
magic

• She is lecturing weekly out of Platt’s 
Hall and Dashaway Hall
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Adah Isaacs Menken (1835-1868), written
for EHB in California in 1864
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1856-1865: Opening America
• In September of 1864, Emma is invited 

to tour the state, on behalf of the 
Republican Party, advocating for 
Lincoln, and she accepts

• Her speech “The Coming Man,” is well 
received everywhere; she delivers it 
more than 100 times across the state

• In the end, she extends her stay in 
California until the end of 1864, largely 
in order to “deliver California for 
Lincoln,” which local politicians give 
her significant credit for doing

• She is, by the end of 1864, becoming 
famous in US secular culture...and she 
likes it.
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Now, if instead of an odd fancy about Odd-Fellowship, I have 
been thinking about the "Coming Man," the whole reverie 

would have been less odd -- indeed would have been in some 
danger of being even. I am glad Emma Hardinge regards my 

venerable friend Abraham Lincoln as the Coming Man; it 
shows good taste as well as a clear insight into the National 
sympathies....The next time there is a great mass meeting 
where front seats are reserved for the ladies, I am going. If 

Miss Hardinge stumps the state I shall offer myself as aid-de-
camp. One thing will then be certain, I shall have an 

opportunity to witness the coming of a great many men to 
hear her address. Long live Abraham Lincoln! As long live 

Emma Hardinge!

Frances Fuller Victor (Florence Fane), in The Golden Era for 
October 2, 1864

Frances Fuller Victor
(1826-1902), historian,

essayist, door-to-door
saleswoman
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1856-1865: Opening America
• In January of 1865, Emma is back in New York, 

and her lecture titles are decidedly more 
secular -- “Politics versus Principles”, “Politics 
in the Pulpit”, “The Reign of Terror”, “The Day 
of Reconstruction”

• Her eulogy on Lincoln is widely attended and 
widely circulated

• In July, she issues a “Valedictory -- Farewell to 
Her American Friends” through the Banner of 
Light

• On August 5, 1865, Emma and Ann Sophia 
depart for London on the steamer “City of 
London” -- but why did she leave the US?
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New York Herald, August 7, 1865:
“looking after a legacy”

City of London, commissioned 1863



Module 6 

1865-1872
Transatlantic Notoriety
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• Emma and Ann Sophia are in England by early 

September of 1865

• The “legacy which has been left [Ann] by a relative” 
seems to have occupied the time of the family, now 
including Margaret, until December of 1865

• Bromfields near Tiverton?

• At that time Emma is introduced to the London 
Spiritualists by Benjamin Coleman, whom Emma 
met when Coleman came to the US in 1860 to 
investigate spiritualism, and fell in with... Elizabeth 
J. French

• (She is not the first US medium in England, but she 
is early....)

• And she is now becoming... irregularly... Miss or 
Mrs. Hardinge
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New York Herald, August 7, 1865
Not one whiff of Spiritualism.
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• The Winter Soiree Lectures: November 1865-

February of 1866

• “In What Particulars are the Teachings of 
Christianity and the Facts Recorded in the 
Gospels Elucidated and Confirmed by 
Spiritualism?”

• “It has been alleged that Modern 
Spiritualism is the witchcraft or 
necromancy referred to in the Old and New 
Testaments: will you be good enough to 
define the difference between them?”

• Attended by a who’s-who of English 
Spiritualism, mesmerism and occultism at the 
time

• And Emma is recognized as Miss Emma 
Harding, the actress...
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First Winter Soiree 
Address

Among the late reinforcements to the army of female speech-
makers is an Englishwoman, calling herself "Miss Emma 
Hardinge", about whom there has been some interesting 

discussion in the newspapers. The World, editorially alluding 
to Miss Hardinge some few days since, stated that common 

rumour affirmed that she first made her appearance in public 
as a ballet-dancer in a London theatre, which provoked a 

sharp reply from the offended Emma, denying the assertion, 
so far as it related to dancing in public, but admitting that she 
"was educated as an opera-singer, and in process of training 
for her professional duties became an actress at the Royal 

Adelphi Theatre, London.

Liverpool Mercury. April 1, 1865
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• Benjamin Coleman is a significant figure at 

the time, inside and outside of Spiritualist 
circles -- notably for his attack on a 
corrupt railway company in the late 1850s 
and early 1860s

• A merchant, financier and 
controversialist, he is actively promoting 
Emma, while simultaneously conducting a 
pitched battle in the courts with Edwin 
Askew Sothern, a US medium/museum 
performer/actor who is actively 
‘debunking’ Spiritualism, while involved in 
a very public divorce action as a co-
respondent...and who acted with Emma in 
the Broadway Theatre company in 1855/6

• Emma is almost certainly feeling at-risk, 
personally and professionally
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Portion of Coleman’s expose of Sothern, in Spiritual Magazine 
for February 1866

Spiritual Magazine, January 1866
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• While she is lecturing to the Spiritualists, she 

is also, it seems to me, testing the waters for 
a career as a secular lecturer on American 
topics, in London

• She ran the experiment until March of 1866, 
but...

• Her secular lectures were not well-received, 
either in content or in form of delivery

• And she’s being confused with the 
Confederate spy Belle Boyd, who’s married a 
Hardinge and is living in London

• By mid-year, she’s back to Spiritualist topics, 
solely...
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“The Flaneur” is Edmund Yates
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• After June of 1866, Emma disappears, for 

the most part, from the US and UK press

• Emma leaves the UK (alone?) in October of 
1866, returns to the US, and is lecturing in 
the US through March of 1867, based in NY

• She is talking up “a history of Spiritualism 
in America, which will be published in two 
volumes” -- this information is picked up by 
US papers from NY to Galveston to Salt Lake 
City

• Some time in April of 1867, she returns to 
England, and for the next two years, lives a 
largely private life, working on what will 
become Modern American Spiritualism

• She does appear in reminiscences of this 
period, often as a presiding or attending 
medium in private Spiritualist circles, in the 
UK
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Catherine Berry, My Experiences in Spiritualism (1876)

Emma Hardinge and Thomas Shorter at a seance.
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety

• From 1867 until the end of 1869, Emma is traveling in Spiritual circles in and around 
London -- does she meet Marie, Duchesse de Pomar at this time?

• Emma returns to the US again, in late 1869, and is lecturing continually in the East 
through 1870

• The general belief has always been that she’s moving back and forth across the Atlantic to 
arrange publication of Modern American Spiritualism...but she has an agent, Charles 
Edwards Lester, doing that for her....

• Her dedication for the first edition is dated December 15th, 1869, from “New York City, 
229 East 60th Street”

• I suspect there was a more...powerful...reason for Emma’s trips back and forth between 
England and the US during this period
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Jersey City (NJ) Gazette, October 13, 1870

Emma and William’s Marriage Record - She is a widow, not a spinster
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• William Godwin Britten

• Born in London to Daniel, a 
goldsmith and Jane (or Elizabeth?), 
who named their son after a radical 
English philosopher

• Came to the US in September of 
1858, as a “gentleman” in cabin 
class on the steamer City of 
Washington

• Became almost immediately 
involved in the Hatch scandal 
(rescuing Cora from BFH?)

• May have worked in logistics during 
the 1860s in the US

• “William the Cipher” (Paul Johnson)

82

William Britten 
(1826-1894), photo 

circa 1878 (?)Why does Emma marry William, at age 47?
And why in an Episcopal church?
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• Modern American Spiritualism was self-

published, with high production values in the 
first edition, and went through between 6 and 
12 printings between 1870 and 1872 -- perhaps 
10,000 to 15,000 copies, in various states, with 
and without plates

• Distribution of the first edition in the US was 
through the Banner of Light, and her printer in 
NY, the American News Company

• In style, it was Emma through and through: 
“scissors and mucilage”

• Far and away, the most referenced of her work, 
and still treated as (accurate) history by many 
modern scholars
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Various editions/states of MAS, offered in the UK in 1871

“Oress” by Henry Bielfeld (1802-1892), 
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
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“Were we permitted to consider the volume before us as the veritable work of Mrs. Emma
Hardinge, we should say that she was a lady of imperfect education, some cleverness, and a

fine capacity for self-delusion....If we understand her, she professes that its pages have
been inspired by [her] invisible guides. This being the case, we cannot but regret their

deficiency in literary skill, and especially the art of coordination.”

The New York Times, January 24, 1870

“But if she is to be commended for the candour with which she admits the errors of indiscreet
believers in Spiritualism and the warmth with which she denounces the impostures of
knavish imitators of true mediums, Miss Hardinge is no less praiseworthy for the zeal 

with which she combats the infamous doctrine and abominable assertions of those 
blind leaders of the blind who delight in declaring that the blessed spirits, with all

their elevations of tables and knocking at wainscots, never accomplish anything for the
material advantage or any obvious good of humanity...”

The (London) Athenaeum, August 13, 1870

“It is a work which on many accounts we cannot recommend to the general reader....partly, 
no doubt, on account of the author’s style, which is but moderately attractive, partly on

account of the lumbering and pretentious language in which it seems natural for
spiritualistic writers to veil their conceptions, partly, again, from the great sameness

which pervades the multitudinous manifestations which are recorded, and, once more,
from the alternating monstrosity and childishness which characterizes these

manifestations.”

The Month, October 1871

(ouch....)
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• On October 31, 1870, Emma gives a “farewell 

address” to the NY spiritualist community at 
Apollo Hall in NYC

• On 2 November 1870, EHB and WGB sail for 
England on the Abyssinia

• In the 1871 UK census, the extended menage 
is living in Kensington

• Ann is the proper age -- as is Gilbert 
Wilkinson, Margaret’s husband -- but 
everyone else is telling fibs

• Ann and William are “annuitants”, 
Emma is an “actress” (!!!)
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Extended family at 6 Vassal Terrace, in Kensington, in
1871 UK Census

Approximate location of Vassal Terrace
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1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• From April through July of 1871, Emma is 

lecturing in the UK, on spiritualist topics

• On April 30, 1871, at Cleveland Hall, she 
delivers “The Creed of the Spirits, and the 
Influence of the Religion of Spiritualism”, 
which promulgates two of the founding dicta 
of organized Spiritualism: 10 Spiritual 
Commandments & 10 “Laws of Right”

• In July, Gerald Massey, JM Peebles and 
others bid farewell to Emma at St. George’s 
Hall, giving her some 300 pounds

• Her final lecture in the UK is in Liverpool, on 
ancient magic and witchcraft, on August 9, 
1871
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Ten Laws of Right

Temperance
Justice

Gentleness
Truth

Charity
Alms-Giving
Self-Sacrifice

Temperate Defense
Industry

Love



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1865-1872: Transatlantic Notoriety
• Late 1871 to May of 1872 is a mystery 

period;  William may be in school in Ohio 
with J. B. Campbell, but ASF is with them 
for at least part of this time

• Lecturing in Boston in May of 1872; 
public & Spiritualist; by early November 
of 1872, Emma is back in NY, lecturing 
before the NY Spiritualists at Apollo Hall, 
but she won’t stay long

• In late November, she’s in Boston, and 
lectures through January of 1873, then 
she’s in Philadelphia where she lectures 
on physiology

• In April 1873, she delivers “Is 
Spiritualism A Failure?” at the Music Hall 
in Boston: implies she is leaving the 
movement

• Later in the year, an interesting set of 
advertisements begin to run in the Boston 
area papers
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The old allies, practicing “electrical cranial diagnosis”



Module 7

1872-1875
The Electric Physician
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1872-1875: The Electric Physician
• In July of 1872, Emma begins publishing The 

Western Star

• It will run for only six months, its funders hit 
hard by the Boston Fire of November 1872

• Today, it is chiefly noteworthy for two things:

• Fragmentary publication of the promised 
second volume of Modern American 
Spiritualism

• The first publication of sections of the first 
volume of Ghost Land, as (at that time) by 
“Austria”

• All pseudonymous, with evidence of collaborators
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1872-1875: The Electric Physician
• The first serial publication of Ghost Land (Volume 1) differs from the book-length 

publication of 1876

• Characters’ names change (slightly)

• The text is otherwise modified

• “Sirius” -- who will one day be conflated with the author of Ghost Land and Art Magic -- is 
a separate pseudonymous contributor at this time

• We will return to this issue -- Art Magic, Ghost Land, and the author(s) thereof -- in the 
next section
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1872-1875: The Electric Physician
• From January of 1873 until mid-1875, Emma and 

William are, as far as can be determined, plying their 
new trade as electric physicians

• She is still lecturing (with J. M. Peebles, among others) 
on spiritualist and medical topics, during this period

• She bids a formal farewell to Spiritualism in Boston, in 
April of 1873 in an anti-reincarnationist, anti-free-love, 
anti-Woodhull lecture -- but doesn’t leave the rostrum 
entirely
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Philadelphia Inquirer, February 10, 1873

“Man the Microcosm”... occult, or
homeopathic?

Boston Daily Advertiser, October 29, 1874
Boston Daily Globe, December 6, 1873

Boston Journal, January 6, 1874
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1872-1875: The Electric Physician
• Her galvanic medical practice was closely associated 

with (a) Spirit Vitapathy, as practiced by John Bunyan 
Campbell and (b) cranial diagnosis via electricity, as 
practiced by Elizabeth J. French

• The “French System”
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Marie, Countess of Caithness, 
Old Truths In A New Light (1876)

Illustration from a JC Bunyan Patent
(606887)

JC Bunyan’s central work

EJ French, advertising similar treatment
in New York, in 1856

Advertisement in March of 1875
in The Spiritual Scientist
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1872-1875: The Electric Physician
• The publication of The Electric 

Physician, or Self-Cure Through 
Electricity (1875) is coincident with 
Emma’s return, in a very public way, to 
the pages of Spiritualist periodicals

• “Self-cure” -- is she scorching the 
galvanic-medicine earth with the 
book?

• Beginning in September of 1875, 
Emma and William are advertising 
their galvanic medicine practice in NY

• They have moved... why?
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1872-1875: The Electric Physician
• By the fall of 1875, Emma has become 

connected (or re-connected) with Henry 
Steel Olcott

• On September 7, 1875, an inventor and 
self-taught mathematician named 
George Henry Felt delivers a lecture on 
the Greek canon of proportion, in 
Blavatsky’s rooms, before Emma, 
William, HSO, HPB and others...

• In the winter of 1875, she is arranging 
rooms for Helena Blavatsky in New York 
City, while loaning Olcott her skrying 
crystal

• And Emma’s world is changed, 
irremediably, once again.
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In 2011, a team of researchers from different disciplines
have traced what remains of George Henry Felt’s

The Egyptian Kaballah up through the later 1940s.

This is a copy of one of the plates from Felt’s work, made
by Claude Bragdon and/or Viola de Gruchy from Felt’s

materials, and currently in the Bragdon collection
at the University of Rochester.

Felt claimed that, on the basis of his research and findings, he
was able, at will, to conjure elementary spirits.
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1875-1877
Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• October 1875
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New York Herald Tribune
October 2, 1875

Page 8

Publishers’ Weekly
October 9, 1875

p. 558
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
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Our enemies profit to this day by our mistakes...
The cycle of “Adepts,” used as sledge-hammers

to break the theosophical heads with, began twelve
years ago with Mrs. Emma Hardinge Britten’s “Louis” of

Art Magic and Ghost-Land [sic], and now ends with
the “Adept” and “Author” of The Light of Egypt....

HPB, The Key to Theosophy (1889)
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• That there was a rivalry between HPB and 

EHB is certain -- from EHB’s perspective at 
least

• I believe Art Magic was a product of that 
rivalry

• It is a curious fact that HPB was singularly 
gentle, kind and complementary toward 
EHB, at least in public and in print, 
throughout her life

• And it is a curious fact that EHB waited 
until HPB was dead to savage her

• Neither Judge nor Olcott had much respect 
for Emma, in spite of Serapis’ plea to 
Olcott....
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I pray thee, Brother mine, to take necessary steps to 
adjourn the meeting untill (sic) Saturday which will be. 

Sister (that is, HPB) has a labour to perform. Be friendly 
to the English seer Emma for she is a noble woman and 

her soul hath many gems hidden within it. Begin not 
without our Sister. Unto the regions of Light I send for thee 

my prayer.

Serapis to HSO, Fall of 1875
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• Art Magic (1876)

• Extremely odd circumstances of 
publication, even given the subject matter 
and historical period

• The first textbook of the (first) 
Theosophical Society?

• A race against HPB?

• The second work (in terms of publication 
history) by the author of Ghost Land?
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“By magnetism the imponderable, all-pervading 
life element termed Astral fluid is communicated 

from one body to another. By psychology the power 
of one mind subjugates and controls that of 

another, and it is in these two spheres of operation 
that all the marvels of magic transpire.”
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• Art Magic (1876) -- a melange of disguised 

material from other sources

• Knit together with an overriding metaphor: 
magnetism and psychology are the twin pillars 
of the temple of Spiritism -- the (Masonic) 
temple of Spiritism

• The book bears some structural resemblance 
to Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851) -- it begins as 
one book (anthropology and history of 
religions), but ends as quite a different book 
(practical occultism)

• Nevertheless, the book is a bellwether in the 
renaissance of western occultism, and 
widely....mined...by succeeding generations of 
occultists, including the HBofL
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• Art Magic is in the hands of its US 

subscribers in January (?) of 1876, and its 
European subscribers in April, after which 
Emma and William return to Boston (and 
begin advertising their galvanic medical 
practice again)

• And Ghost Land (the first of two promised 
volumes) arrives, hot on its heels, in 
November of 1876

• GL is now more than just a collection of 
provocative stories about various occult 
practices -- it represents the bona fides of 
the author of Art Magic.

• Louis de B______, the protagonist of 
Ghost Land, is the author of Art Magic
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The Spiritual 
Scientist, 

November 23, 
1876

The Jennings Rose Cross and the Mark
Mason Cipher on the cover of the first edition

of Ghost Land

Jennings, 1871
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• Who was Louis De B____?

• Who wrote Ghost Land?

• Marie, Countess of Caithness is on her honeymoon with 
her second husband, Earl Caithness, his daughter, and 
her son, the Duc de Medina Pomar, in the US, from 
October 1872 until April of 1873

• MCC meets with both Elizabeth J. French and Emma 
during this visit, and Emma’s acquaintance with her 
may date back to the late 1860s in London...

• If Emma had a collaborator, was it the young Duc?

• And was the young Duc just a cut-out for Caithness 
herself?
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HPB’s drawing of Louis De B_____

The Duc de Medina Pomar, novelist,
son of Marie, Countess of Caithness

“I knew it only represented our poor sufferer as he then was, not as 
he generally appears, still he entreated me to send it as it was for his 

Madonna (emphasis original) -- as he calls you -- because he had 
made such a great exertion to have it taken, and only for you.”

EHB to MCC, discussing a drawing of Louis e B____, as transcribed in 
HSO’s Old Diary Leaves.
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1875-1877: Emma Hardinge Britten, Occultist
• In January of 1877, Emma begins a series of 

lectures based on Art Magic, in Boston; they 
run from January through March and are well-
attended and spirited. Emma does not always 
defend the positions taken by the author of Art 
Magic

• In May, the Theosophical Society buries Baron 
de Palm, and Emma participates (and Olcott is 
disgusted with her, I think)

• In September, Emma and William are in 
Cleveland, and then Salt Lake City, “on her way 
to California”

• They take ship for Sydney, Australia on the 
steamer City of Sydney in late January 1878, 
and arrive there on February 15..... to almost 
instant controversy.
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Medium & Daybreak, February 1, 1878

Boston Daily Advertiser, January 15, 1877



Module 9

1877-1881
Itinerant Propagandist
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1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist
• In general, Emma is doing her standard missionary 

work in Australia and New Zealand

• But her work is becoming tinged with politics, and 
with a strong “anti-churchianity” (as Peebles had it) 
flavor

• And the Hatch scandal has followed her to Australia, 
professionally and personally

• The papers -- and many of her comrades, it appears -- 
are unkind

• And she is followed around by debunkers, from city to 
city, throughout her sojourn down under
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Brisbane Courier, March 9, 1878

Sydney Morning Herald, February 28, 1878

Sydney Morning Herald, April 5, 1878
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1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist
• For the majority of 1878, Emma is lecturing 

either in Sydney or in Melbourne, with brief stops 
in between, alternating with Thomas Walker, 
another notable Spiritualist propagandist and 
controversy magnet (who’s not happy she’s 
there)

• She is also conducting (advertised) private 
lessons in practical occultism

• And she is publishing a raft of material, including 
The Faiths, Facts & Frauds of Religious History, 
the third major work in her philosophical 
trajectory

• But she’s tilled the ground perhaps too well by 
December of 1878...nevertheless, she and William 
remain in Australia until April of 1879
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Sydney Morning Herald, September 23, 1878

Sydney Morning Herald, December 3, 1878
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1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist
• Faiths, Facts & Frauds (Melbourne, 1879) is 

Art Magic’s comparative religions material, 
rewritten

• And notably with source attributions, 
for the first time

• It is the text EHB had republished most 
during her own life, which means 
something...
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Granted that modern discoveries, by disinterring the tombs
of ancient faiths, entirely strip Christianity of her arrogant claim
to divine favour, through an original and special revelation; the

problematical question still remains as to whence arose the
primeval ideas upon which all theological systems are founded?

To remove the source from Judea to Egypt, and from thence
back to ancient India, or even to trace its threads of ideality to

the still more antique conceptions of the wandering Aryan, is only
to complicate the difficulty, and shift the ground plan, without

explaining the significance of the primal legend. Why, then,
do we fear to advance to the mysterious shrine wherein the
veiled "Demiurgus" sits enthroned, and boldly question its

nature, personality, and right to rule?

EHB, Faiths, Facts and Frauds

The sources for Faiths, Facts and Frauds (and
Art Magic, as well)
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1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist
• In April, Emma and William arrive in Dunedin, on the 

South Island of New Zealand -- which is at the time 
quite cosmopolitan and free-thinking....and adversarial

• Emma is guarded, on stage, by William, during some of 
her lectures on free-thought topics

• She is also involved in the lives of the communities she 
visits (schools, funerals, openings)

• Dunedin --> Invercargill (June) --> Dunedin (July, 
August) --> Nelson (September) --> Wellington 
(October) --> Nelson (October) --> Auckland 
(November): following the money

• Emma and William leave for San Francisco, from 
Auckland, on December 11, 1879
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Southland Times, April 23, 1879

Nelson Evening Post, October 17, 1879
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1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist
• From January through May of 1880, 

Emma is deeply involved, it appears, in 
practical occult experiments, in San 
Francisco, with Albert van der Naillen and 
others

• In May, Emma and William set off for New 
York, stopping only (as far as can be 
determined) in Salt Lake City and Ohio

• From July 1880 through October 1880, 
Emma is lecturing in NY

• And then, the Tanner incident, on August 
15th

• Ironically, during a lecture on the 
core subject matter of her body of 
work
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Emma’s fateful mis-step, during “Magentism & Psychology,”
on August 15, 1880

Henry S. Tanner (1831-1919)

Salt Lake City Herald, August 17, 1870
(telegraphically received)
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1877-1881: Itinerant Propagandist
• Emma and William arrive in London in January 

of 1881, at a time when Anglo-American 
Spiritualism is the early days of a significant 
institutional crisis

• By June of 1881, she will be resident in 
Manchester, where she will be based for the rest 
of her life

• Having devoted nearly a quarter-century to the 
international Spiritualist cause, she is about to 
go local, and become the Spiritualist Queen of 
the Midlands...
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Light, February 26, 1881



Intermission  

The Universe As An Occult Object
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Science In 1850
• The constitution of matter -- the (classical) theory 

of limited divisibility and bedrock atomic particles 
is one of two contending schools of thought; the 
other allows for unlimited divisibility, which leads 
to “unparticled matter”

• The luminiferous aether -- (fluid, gaseous or novel) 
undetectable medium in which light propagated

• Nature of electricity - a “subtile fluid”

• Constitution of gases

• Catastrophism

• The origin-less universe
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Joseph Bayma, The Elements of Molecular Mechanics, 1866

John Phillips, A Treatise on Geology 1852

Geology and astronomy are,
of themselves, incapable of giving us any distinct and 

satisfactory account of the origin of the universe, 
or of its parts.

William Whewell, 
History of the Inductive Sciences (1858)
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Science In 1850

113
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Science in 1850
• Distinctions drawn between “spirituality” and 

“science” at war with one another in the 19th 
century also serve to place all combatants on 
one side or the other of a single bright line, 
which is not how history works

• The fact is: when Emma said that Spiritualism 
was science, she meant it

• Unparticled matter, the luminiferous aether, 
the “subtile fluid” of electricity, the emergence 
of long-scale geological and astronomical time 
in an origin-less universe, evolution as 
teleology -- Emma’s “religion” was consistent 
in most respects with either the majority or a 
minority opinion within scientific communities 
in 1860

• She and her compatriots would lose most of 
their scientific ground by 1890
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T. R. Pynchon, An 
Introduction to 

Chemical Physics 
(1881)The question

of the “fundamental
nature” of things is 

everywhere a
derogated topic.

“Influence” of apparently 
un-connected and 

undetectable things upon 
one another is

everywhere alleged.

The universe is occult.
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Science in 1850
• Many of the alternative sciences 

practiced today were amenable or 
sympathetic with spiritual science, 
and integrated with it -- to this day

• Homoeopathy and naturopathy

• Vitamins, tonics, herbals --> the 
entirety of what we now refer to as 
nutritional supplements

• Complete with a conspiracy 
theory about medical science 
excluding these from the materia 
medica in 1875

• Anti-vivisection, vegetarian, and anti-
vaccination movements

• Exercise and ritualized movement 
regimes, including yoga -- staples of 
early 20th century occult practices
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Frances Power Cobbe, Illustrations of Vivisection (1888)

Letter next door to
a notice of EHB’s lecture on

“Occultism, Witchcraft,
and Spiritualism” in

The Medium & Daybreak
for January 11, 1884

What if animals have souls, too?
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Science in 1890
• The constitution of matter -- periodic table, limited divisibility, no “unparticled matter”

• The luminiferous aether -- Michelson-Morley experiments in 1887; the death of aether, 
and the beginning of (modern) wave/particle duality

• The nature of electricity -- James Clerk Maxwell’s unified model of eletromagnetic energy 
(1864)

• These three are, collectively, the end of mesmerism as science, but it had already 
been co-opted by psychology anyway

• The constitution of gases -- helium (1868), argon (1895), krypton, neon and xenon 
(1898) 

• krypton --> “hidden” gas

• Catastrophism -- dead as the dodo; uniformitarianism and gradualism prevail

• The origin of the universe - still proscribed, occult territory (we do not discover the 
universe-wide red shift until 1912)

• Does this explain the shift, after 1900, to the astral plane?
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Science & the Occult in 2010
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The occult operates, at any given time, in the white spaces created by the dominant 
ideology.

At present, that white space includes: Egyptology, genetics, neuroscience, energy 
systems, quantum mechanics, subatomic physics, and string theory.
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1877-1892
Queen of the Midlands
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• In July of 1881, settled in Manchester, Emma 

announces that she is working on a book on the 
international Spiritualist movement

• It is a difficult time for the movement: very 
public scandals (exposures and criminal 
behavior by media) have caused the private 
cash that sustains the movement to dry up, to 
some extent
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Light, July 30, 1881Light, September 17, 1881
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• By September of 1881, Emma is (at age 58) on a grueling lecture schedule

• October 23: Blackburn (A)

• October 30: Macclesfield (B)

• November 6: Sowerby Bridge (C)

• November 13/14: Keighley (D)

• November 20: Liverpool (E)

• November 27-December 4: Nottingham (F)

• December 11: Oldham (G)

• December 18/19: Halifax (H)

• December 24-26: Batley Carr (I)
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On today’s roadways,  about 450 miles of driving, but
Emma did it by train, in a hub-and-spoke pattern, from

Manchester

Variations of this circuit will be
the backbone of Emma’s life until
the founding of The Two Worlds

in 1887 - when she is 63...



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• By mid-year 1882, life on the road (again) is taking its toll on Emma, and William Britten 

writes to The Medium and Daybreak to say that “in consequence of severe attacks of 
quinsy sore throat, Mrs. Hardinge-Britten [sic] has been unable to fulfill her engagements 
for the past two Sundays, and...her lectures here and elsewhere must be discontinued till 
farther [sic] notice.”

• Death for a traveling speaker...

• And where does Emma go to recuperate?

• From the fall of 1882, through all of 1883, she is again on the circuit, though with less 
rigorous scheduling
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The Medium and Daybreak, June 30, 1882
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• Nineteenth Century Miracles 

appears in January of 1884

• Its advertising is rather 
extensive, in comparison to 
other works of hers

• It is not reviewed by the 
mainstream press

• And it does not appear to have 
been a particular money-maker, 
as she’s back on the road in early 
1884

• In April, she announces a return 
to the US...
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• In the spring of 1884, Emma returns to the US, 

almost certainly to market Nineteenth Century 
Miracles....

• But perhaps also to test her relevancy in the US, 
after an absence of three years

• There is scant coverage of her time in the US, but 
she does draw a crowd estimated at 8-10,000 
people at Lake Pleasant, NY in August of 1884

• She was in company of at least some of her TS 
associates (HJ Newton, for example)

• In May of 1885, she announces her return to 
England in The Medium and Daybreak, and her 
availability for work
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The Medium and Daybreak, April 4, 1884

The Medium and Daybreak, May 8, 1885
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• For the duration of 1885, all of 

1886, and most of 1887, Emma 
returns to the Spiritualist circuit, 
moving within a triangle bounded 
by Liverpool, Newcastle & 
Nottingham, roughly

• How, precisely, she is earning her 
living is unclear, but it is certainly 
to a large extent dependent on what 
she receives in fees from the local 
societies before whom she speaks

• Even today, her schedule would be 
seen as extreme for a man or 
woman of her age...
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By the middle 1880s, Emma is ruthlessly mining
her own life, and her eclectic collection of ideas, for 

lecture topics. She’s also embracing the
methods and practices of other successful lecturers,
and learning how to pair up her lecture topics and

her periodical appearances for maximum marketing effect.

“Illustrated by splendid limelight views” = PowerPoint 0.1
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• November 18, 1887: the inaugural issue of 

The Two Worlds

• Emma will occupy the editor’s chair until 
1892, when she is forced out as the result 
of a stock manipulation scheme 
perpetrated by William

• Occultist as well as spiritualist in its 
orientation from the first issue

• Definitely a middle-class Spiritualist 
undertaking, with tendencies toward small-
s socialism

• But behind it... someone’s money
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• During Emma’s editorship, The Two Worlds 

serves at least four purposes

• Major coordinating vehicle for Spiritualism 
outside London, and for the emerging 
national coalition of Spiritualists

• Platform for the launch of ‘new voices’ in 
the movement (J. J. Morse, Wallis, A. E. 
Waite, among others)

• Emma’s personal platform -- for her 
propaganda, and for her fiction (several 
EHB novellas published serially during her 
editorship)

• The voice of the ‘amorphous opposition’ to 
Theosophy (Deveney) -- led by “Sirius”
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The Two Worlds, August 16, 1889

This admirable treatise...
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• The Amorphous Opposition (to Theosophy)

• Led by EHB, and the HBofL

• Peter Davidson’s 1871 work on the violin 
was published, in Glasgow, by...

• Hay Nisbet, who was a champion (and 
publisher) of the materials emanating 
from...

• David Duguid, the painting-and-writing 
medium, employed in the bicycle works 
owned by...

• James Robertson, who wrote the only 
posthumous biographical sketch of...

• Emma Hardinge Britten, who knew 
Robertson, Duguid and Nisbet well...

• The AO’s social network is vast, diffuse, and 
yet very robust
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Paul Gaunt is beginning to plumb the depths of
the influence that Scottish Spiritualism has had on the movement 

and on the modern occult.
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• Organizing Spiritualism

• The Lyceum Union Movement

• “The children of today are to be the men 
and women of to-morrow, our 
representatives, pioneers and 
instruments of communicating spirits....it 
is our duty to teach them, and their 
birthright to be taught, that which we 
know to be true concerning our spiritual 
natures...”

• The National Organization

• “What can take the place of the fast-
decaying forms and tottering edifices of 
antiquated worn-out faiths? Nothing 
under heaven but proofs, direct and 
palpable, of a higher and nobler revelation 
-- one founded on facts, proved by reason 
and demonstrated by science -- the 
handiwork of the creator. Spiritualists! 
You have all this!”
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• There are a number of financial crises of one 

sort or another during Emma’s tenure as 
editor, and the organization’s financial 
reports (published in the paper) never make 
sense, except to show that the paper is loss-
making, and something funny’s going on, 
financially

• In January of 1892, a scandal erupts at the 
board of directors level

• William Britten has received anonymous 
“gifts” of more than 2000 pounds between 
1890 and 1892, and invested it in shares for 
the Brittens in the corporation, creating a 
controlling interest for himself and Emma, 
rather than issuing shares to the donor, or 
treating the cash inflow as extraordinary 
revenue
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
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The Two Worlds, February 26, 1892

Manchester Courier, February 21, 1892
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• Emma wastes no time in launching her 

successor publication, The Unseen 
Universe

• Despite the second volume of Ghost Land, a 
very interesting novella, The Mystery of 
No. 9 Stanhope Street, and the promise of 
“many able and talented contributors”, the 
periodical is largely Emma (and Margaret, 
her sister, the librarian of the Manchester 
Foreign Library), and lasts only for 12 
issues

• The start of several “books”

• UU is concluded hurriedly, hacking up the 
novella-in-progress rather badly
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• Ghost Land, Volume 2 (1892)

• Advertised as in existence since the 
publication of Volume 1 in 1876

• Covers Louis De B____’s experiences 
in the United States, which are 
astoundingly similar to those of EHB, 
and those EHB records in MAS and 
NCM

• Louis is a witness to some of the 
events in MAS and NCM

• Will be included in the annotated 
edition of Ghost Land, in preparation 
(The Typhon Press)
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• The Mystery of No. 9 Stanhope Street (1892)

• To my way of thinking, the most interesting 
fiction Emma wrote (and on a word-count 
basis she wrote as much explicit fiction as 
non-fiction, during her life)

• Ann Sophia is dead (d. 1886), Emma is 69 
years old, and still the primary breadwinner, 
after 54 years

• She is, I think, wrestling with the daemons of 
her childhood in this novella

• The mother does not fare well; nor does the 
daughter.
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• The story turns in part on a young girl, corrupt 

and corrupted by a cast of characters, including 
the girl’s mother, who rents her out as an artist’s 
model to painter Richard Stanhope (who lives at 
No. 9 Stanhope Street...are we repeating Stanhope 
enough?)
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One of the grandest triumphs of this wonderful 
picture was that this reptilian form conveyed to 

every beholder the impression of human 
intelligence in the very act of speaking, whilst an 

equally irresistible sentiment of conviction seemed 
to pervade the veiled yet nude and unexceptionably 

modest angel of the flowery bushes—gleaming in 
her eager, large, azure eyes, and revealing 

eloquently in her bending form—that she was 
listening. The picture was at once a marvel of 

history, revelation, and artistic perfection. After a 
long and almost breathless pause of admiration the 

visitor murmured —"Matchless! Perfect! 
Supermundane!”

Eve Tempted, by John Roddam 
Spencer Stanhope (1829-1908) -a version

of this painting, with less genital decoration, was and is in the permanent
collection of the Manchester Galleries
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• JRSS’ work was on display in various 

forms (oil, tempera) from 1877 onward

• Though Spencer Stanhope was a habitue 
of the London theatre, and Emma’s age 
peer, there’s really no evidence that they 
knew one another

• But Richard Stanhope is clearly John 
Roddam Spencer Stanhope, down to 
physical description, residence, body of 
work

• Was she telling us that the sensualist was 
JRS Stanhope? Or Philip Henry 
Stanhope? Or what?
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1881-1892: Queen of the Midlands
• March of 1893: The Unseen Universe folds after twelve issues, rather hurriedly

• Emma obliquely cites “private and personal motives [that] must of necessity actuate 
every individual in the conduct of life-work,” but declines to elaborate -- she’s strapped

• And angry: “My second reason for suspending the monthly record of what I hoped to 
make an aid in this great work of spiritual progress is because I have been constantly 
solicited, by those who know in fragments something of my past wonderful life, to give its 
fuller details, in such an autobiography as will show what wise, strong, and loving spirits 
can do, and have done, for a young, un-friended foreigner in a strange land conducting 
missionary work in the face and defiance of popular opinion.
 When the good spirits, who 
have thus led and supported me, combine with the good friends who have still found me 
out, even in the midnight obscurity of Manchester Spiritualism, and urge me to the 
writing of this autobiography, I cannot refuse their plea; in fact, compliance is inevitable.”

• Her life is all she has left to sell.
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1892-1899
Rewriting A Life
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1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• March 1893: The Unseen Universe folds after 

twelve issues

• November 24, 1894: William dies

• October 2, 1899: Emma dies

• This is another period of local, organizing 
activity in Emma’s life, punctuated by the 
announcement of The Spiritualist Encyclopedia, 
the publication of the The Two Worlds Album, 
and Emma’s last crusade: the School for 
Prophets

• She is publishing (in Light and in The Two 
Worlds) and lecturing regularly: on fraudulent 
mediums, the effects of mediumship on health, 
and her occult topics
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Emma at the General Conference of Spiritualists,
in London, in May of 1895 (as reported in

Borderland)

Photographic News, October 9, 1896

The Coming Day, January 1895

Medical Times, July 1898
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1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• William’s Death

• To the end, a cipher -- Emma’s parrot gets more treatment in the Autobiography than 
does William (who gave it to her)

• 100 pounds and change: William’s estate is meagre, at best -- working class men who 
died in the same year left their heirs more robust estates than William left Emma

139



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• The Encyclopedia of Spiritualism

• Not a new idea of Emma’s

• Likely planned as a recycling of previously 
published material

• Likely a subscription publishing

• But without Emma’s papers, we will never 
know, for sure
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Yearbook of Spiritualism, 1871
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1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• The “Two Worlds” Portrait Album

• Emma featured prominently, 
but perhaps not her work - in a 
letter to TTW, Emma treats it as 
Wallis’ work

• A wonderful collection of 
workers-in-the-field at the time, 
without any interest to those 
not included, I would guess

• A boundary marking the 
decline of the first generations 
of Spiritualists, and the 
fragmentation of what might 
have been an international 
movement
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Ida Ellis’ full-page advert in the back of
The Two Worlds Album. Ida, her brothers

and her husband were in the business, running a
correspondence school, among other things. 

Ida deserves a biographer. Any takers?

Emma made the world safe for the likes of Ida.
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1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• 1895: The School for Prophets

• Proposed in Light in 1895, and widely re-
reported

• Not a new idea for her -- explicitly suggested in 
Art Magic

• As it seemed to Emma, the only method of 
ensuring orthodoxy, and limiting exposure of the 
movement by rogue media

• Associated with “old age homes” for retiring 
workers in the field, much along the lines of 
Masonic homes being built during this period -- a 
topic that must have been on Emma’s mind at the 
time

142



The Emma Hardinge Britten Archive: www.ehbritten.org. All rights reserved.

1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• 1898: The republication of Art Magic and Ghost Land 

by JR Francis at The Progressive Thinker, as a 
premium

• New editions, new type, new titles, new errors -- 
Emma’s involvement was marginal, and it is not clear 
that she received any compensation from the new 
editions
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Corrupted front cover image of Progressive Thinker
edition of Ghost Land: the rose cross gone, the cipher

garbled

Progressive Thinker advertisement

A new kind of marketing is taking root in occult circles.
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1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• The Autobiography (1900)

• Clearly a work-in-progress for 
years, out of the famous lost 
scrapbooks

• Not clear that it was withheld 
until after her death (or that 
there was any reason for 
withholding it)

• Very uneven, as autobiography

• Speaks explicitly and implicitly 
of a huge body of primary 
material “behind it” that other 
people (James Robertson for 
example) saw as well

• Fails to list either Art Magic or 
Ghost Land on the title page, 
amongst her other publications
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1892-1899: Rewriting A Life
• The Autobiography has 21 chapters

• Chapter 1 covers 1823-1855

• 2-17 cover 1855-1865

• 18 covers 1865-67

• 19 covers 1867-1872

• 20 covers the Australian tour, 
largely the resuscitation of the 
Hatch scandal

• 21 covers New Zealand, the trip 
home, Joey (10 paragraphs), and 
William’s death (1 paragraph)

• Is this authorial intent, or an indication 
of where she was stopped, by her death?
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Where is The Two Worlds? Art Magic? Ghost Land?

“Religion, Theology, Social Science and Reform”



Module 12  

What EHB Believed,
And What She Left Us



Yes, but what did she actually
believe?
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What EHB Believed
• Emma was a propagandist, and proud of 

it

• She was on the side of Gorgias, rather 
than Socrates -- she pleaded her client’s 
case, using all means at her disposal

• And she was always aware of the fact 
that there was an audience, that she was 
“on stage”

• And that the past is always present

• She didn’t tell whoppers, but she did 
prevaricate, shape, and elide

• Knowing what was “in her heart,” as we 
like to say, at any time, is impossible, 
without her papers (and perhaps 
impossible with her papers)
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Emma and Joey
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What EHB Believed
• Her core beliefs -- or at least the themes she returned to, again and again, from different 

angles and with different degrees of precision -- are encapsulated in Six Lectures, Art 
Magic and Faiths, Facts & Frauds

• The Creed of the Spirits is Emma, regardless of its origin

• Her political principals are embodied in the Home for Outcast Women, the School for 
Prophets, and her overtly political writings

• Incremental reform, enlightened self-interest, private philanthropy --> perfectibility

• She did believe in the existence of a lost wisdom tradition, but she could not follow its 
threads back in historical time -- because she was insufficiently well-educated (and, when 
she relied on secondary sources, she paid the price, in public, for doing so)

• She was all about replacing what she saw as a repressive, destructive Christian tradition 
with a new religion, premised on the survival of personality after death, and perfectibility 
-- a scientific (as she saw it) faith
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What EHB Left Us
• Her body of work is probably interesting mostly for how it was used by those who came 

after her

• Including, but not limited to, Burgoyne & Davidson and the HBofL

• What she means, to modernity, is of course highly personal, but, for me:

• She was a lone intelligent de-classed female

• Making her (economic and emotional) way on the frontiers of knowledge and 
capitalism, advocating for marginal discourses

• At a time of great, systemic change in Anglo-American culture

• And she found herself, with other strong, smart women, leading an international 
movement -- a new religion

• New Thought, New Occult, New Age -- she and her peers carved the channel that 
allowed the emptying of the river of the occult into the sea of modern culture -- 
theoretically, mechanically, structurally
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What EHB Left Us
• The supernatural has become natural, 

commonplace perhaps (Podmore)

• “Spiritual, but not religious” is a 
legitimate denomination

• Much of what Emma believed -- 
“magnetism and psychology” in the 
main -- survive in our cultural 
discourse and in our own individual 
world-views - we just use different 
terminology

• Science has compromised anyone’s 
ability to claim, as Emma did, the 
hard, high ground of “facts,” but we 
are all, to some extent, her children...
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Coda
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John Thomas Perceval (1803-1876), from Perceval’s Narrative (ed. Gregory Bateson)

Where Spiritualism
is concerned,

we are...Victorians.


