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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

• By January of 1856, she wasn’t working regularly, she was being 
paid...something... and she had time on her hands...so she began 
exploring Spiritualism

3



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

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

• 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

6

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...)
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“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”
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“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
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• "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

12

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
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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


