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    In a darkened room, the desire to hear the dead confronts the trained eye of a performer who knows how easily wonder can be manufactured. A Magician Among the Spirits stands at that charged intersection of grief, belief, spectacle, and deception. Harry Houdini approaches spiritualist claims not as a detached theorist but as a world-famous magician whose professional life depended on understanding illusion. The result is a work of investigation and argument, written for readers living amid intense public interest in séances and mediumship. Its subject is not merely whether extraordinary claims are persuasive, but how conviction takes hold when hope, fear, and theatrical effect meet.

Published in 1924, A Magician Among the Spirits belongs to the final period of Houdini’s life and career. Its author, born Ehrich Weiss and known internationally as Harry Houdini, had achieved fame as an illusionist and escape artist before becoming a prominent critic of fraudulent spiritualist practices. The book emerged during the 1920s, when Spiritualism commanded substantial public attention in the United States and Britain. In that setting, Houdini brought the practical knowledge of a conjurer to questions often treated as religious, emotional, or philosophical. He examines the claims made around communication with the dead while insisting that extraordinary demonstrations deserve careful scrutiny.

The central premise is straightforward yet far-reaching: Houdini investigates the methods, personalities, and assertions associated with séances and spirit communication, measuring them against the techniques of deception known to professional magicians. He does not deny the powerful feelings that draw people toward such experiences. Rather, he asks readers to distinguish sincere longing from reliable evidence. This premise gives the book an unusual dramatic energy. Its inquiry unfolds in a world of darkened parlors, public demonstrations, private testimony, and competing interpretations, where appearances can be carefully arranged and where the observer’s expectations may shape what seems to have occurred.

Houdini’s authority in these pages rests in part on a crucial distinction: he knew that an effect could appear impossible without being supernatural. Stage magic had taught him how attention could be directed, how objects could be concealed or substituted, and how an audience might infer more than it had actually seen. A Magician Among the Spirits transforms that professional expertise into a skeptical instrument. Its concern is therefore broader than individual performances. It considers the conditions under which deception can flourish, including secrecy, suggestion, selective reporting, and the understandable wish for reassurance in the face of loss. These concerns remain central to critical inquiry.

The book has earned classic status as an important document in the history of modern skepticism, popular magic, and the public controversies surrounding Spiritualism. It preserves the voice of a major entertainer who entered a prominent cultural debate with unusual firsthand knowledge of illusion. Its literary force comes not from fiction but from the tension between narrative, polemic, investigation, and memoir. Houdini writes with the urgency of someone persuaded that public credulity can have serious consequences. That combination of theatrical experience and evidentiary challenge has kept the work significant for readers interested in the boundaries between performance, belief, and proof.

Its enduring themes extend beyond the particular practices of the early twentieth-century séance. Houdini confronts the difficulty of evaluating testimony, the persuasive power of an apparently miraculous event, and the ethical responsibility borne by those who claim special access to hidden knowledge. He also reveals why skepticism need not be a shallow dismissal of human feeling. The book recognizes, by its very subject, that people seek mediums for reasons that cannot be reduced to simple foolishness. Yet it argues that compassion for grief and respect for truth must not be treated as opposites. That moral tension gives the work lasting seriousness.

A Magician Among the Spirits also occupies an important place in Houdini’s public identity. Although he was celebrated for feats that seemed to defy ordinary limits, he repeatedly emphasized that his own performances were illusions rather than supernatural events. This contrast gives the book its distinctive authority and irony. A man famous for creating marvels turns his attention to claims presented as genuine marvels, asking what separates entertainment from exploitation. The question is not incidental to Houdini’s career; it lies at the center of his approach. His knowledge of deception becomes a means of defending audiences from those who might use similar effects without acknowledging their artifice.

The book’s historical setting is essential to its meaning. Spiritualist movements had long attracted followers, and the losses of the First World War gave questions of death, survival, and consolation renewed public urgency. Houdini’s intervention took place amid a wider debate involving believers, investigators, journalists, performers, and intellectuals. He was not writing from outside that debate; he had attended séances and publicly challenged purported mediums. Readers should therefore approach the work as an engaged contribution to a live controversy rather than as a neutral academic survey. Its force derives from Houdini’s conviction that public claims should be open to meaningful examination.

As literature of investigation, the book helped establish a durable model for later skeptical writing: claims should be tested in light of known methods, circumstances should be examined closely, and confidence should be proportionate to evidence. Later writers concerned with paranormal claims, pseudoscience, and deceptive performance have continued to work within questions that Houdini made vivid for a broad readership. The enduring influence lies not simply in a set of conclusions, but in an attitude toward appearances. Houdini asks readers to observe carefully, to resist premature certainty, and to remember that the most convincing display may be designed precisely to discourage scrutiny.

The book should not be read merely as a catalogue of disputed phenomena. Its larger subject is the relationship between evidence and authority. Mediums may claim authority through intimacy with the bereaved, through ritual, or through apparently inexplicable manifestations; Houdini counters with the authority of practical knowledge and public testing. The resulting conflict raises questions that continue to animate journalism, science communication, and cultural criticism. Who is entitled to make a claim? What standards should govern its examination? How should an audience respond when emotional need and factual uncertainty are closely intertwined? Houdini’s work gains depth from refusing to treat those questions as trivial.

For modern readers, some of the book’s references and controversies belong unmistakably to its own era, but its central method remains recognizable. Contemporary life offers new channels for spectacular assertions, manipulated impressions, and rapidly shared testimony. The technologies and settings may differ from the séance room, yet the challenge of separating demonstration from verification persists. Houdini’s insistence on attending to procedure, opportunity, and motive remains a useful corrective to the seductions of certainty. At the same time, the book invites reflection on the human vulnerabilities that make extraordinary assurances attractive, especially when ordinary explanations feel inadequate.

A Magician Among the Spirits endures because it joins a memorable historical figure to a permanent intellectual and ethical problem. Houdini writes from the world of illusion, but his subject is the value of clear seeing. His investigations illuminate how performance can persuade, how belief can become resistant to challenge, and why claims touching grief and hope demand particular honesty. Read today, the book remains both a record of a defining dispute in Houdini’s time and a compelling call for disciplined attention in ours. Its lasting appeal lies in that union of theatrical insight, cultural history, and the persistent search for dependable evidence.





Synopsis




Table of Contents




    Published in 1924, Harry Houdini’s A Magician Among the Spirits is a skeptical investigation of Spiritualism, the movement that claimed communication with the dead through mediums and séances. Writing as a professional magician experienced in deception, apparatus, and audience management, Houdini frames the book as an effort to distinguish emotional conviction from demonstrable evidence. He acknowledges the powerful appeal of spirit communication, especially for people seeking reassurance after loss, while arguing that such hopes can make sitters vulnerable to exploitation. The book proceeds through accounts of investigations, descriptions of alleged phenomena, and comparisons between mediumistic performances and conjuring methods.

Houdini begins from the importance of method. He repeatedly emphasizes careful observation, control of the setting, and scrutiny of the conditions under which a phenomenon is produced. Rather than treating a séance as proof merely because participants are impressed or moved, he asks what information, objects, lighting, and opportunities for manipulation were available to the medium. This approach establishes the book’s central conflict: whether extraordinary claims should be accepted on testimony and experience alone, or tested against ordinary explanations. Houdini presents his knowledge of stage magic not as a claim to supernatural authority, but as practical evidence that convincing illusions can be created by human means.

A major part of the discussion concerns the social environment of the séance. Houdini describes how darkness, expectation, restricted movement, selective attention, and the authority of a medium can shape what witnesses believe they have seen or heard. He is especially concerned with situations in which investigators surrender ordinary safeguards in order to preserve the supposed conditions required by spirits. The book therefore treats belief as more than a simple matter of gullibility: it is connected to grief, trust, suggestion, and the difficulty of checking events that occur under unusual circumstances. Houdini’s critique focuses on procedures as much as on individual claims.

The book surveys several familiar categories of Spiritualist phenomena, including messages purportedly received from spirits, physical manifestations in séance rooms, and communications presented through specialized devices or materials. Houdini examines how such effects may rely on concealed access, substitution, prior knowledge, coded signals, or the manipulation of participants’ expectations. His descriptions draw attention to the difference between an effect that looks inexplicable and one that has been tested under conditions designed to rule out trickery. He does not present the spectacle of a séance as neutral evidence; instead, he asks readers to consider the practical means by which an impressive result might be arranged.

Houdini also addresses claims involving written communications, spirit photographs, voices, and forms said to appear or act independently of the medium. Across these examples, his argument remains consistent: a persuasive appearance does not establish a supernatural cause. He explains that magicians and other performers have long developed techniques capable of producing analogous impressions, often without audiences detecting the method. The emphasis is not solely on exposing individual performances, but on showing why an observer’s certainty can exceed what the circumstances justify. By placing allegedly paranormal demonstrations beside known methods of illusion, Houdini seeks to make hidden possibilities visible.

Personal encounters and public controversies give the investigation a broader human dimension. Houdini recounts his dealings with prominent believers and with mediums whose claims attracted attention, illustrating the tensions that arise when private faith meets public examination. The book is attentive to the fact that respected, intelligent people can interpret the same events differently. Houdini’s disagreements are therefore not presented simply as disputes over taste; they concern standards of proof, the reliability of testimony, and the responsibility of people who make claims to the bereaved. These episodes connect his technical analysis of séances to the cultural debate surrounding Spiritualism.

Houdini gives particular attention to the role of investigators, societies, journalists, and audiences in either challenging or reinforcing mediumistic claims. He questions investigations that rely on inadequate controls or that allow the person being tested to determine the conditions of the test. At the same time, he argues that exposure requires more than suspicion: it depends on patient observation and an understanding of the tricks that may be used. This balance shapes the book’s argumentative movement. Houdini asks readers not to dismiss every report reflexively, but to recognize that a meaningful inquiry must account for ordinary explanations before invoking extraordinary ones.

The work also reflects Houdini’s public identity as an entertainer whose career depended on creating seemingly impossible effects while acknowledging that they were illusions. That perspective informs both his confidence and his limitations as a commentator: he approaches Spiritualist performances through the trained eye of someone familiar with misdirection, secret devices, and theatrical presentation. His concern is sharpened by the contrast between acknowledged entertainment and claims presented as contact with the dead. The book argues that this distinction has ethical consequences, because the latter may involve money, influence, and the emotional needs of people hoping for messages from departed relatives or friends.

A Magician Among the Spirits endures as a significant document in the history of Houdini, modern magic, and early twentieth-century debates about psychical research and Spiritualism. Its lasting question is not merely whether a particular séance can be explained, but how people should evaluate compelling experiences when deception, belief, and grief may all be present. Houdini advocates disciplined skepticism, transparent testing, and resistance to claims that evade verification. Without reducing the emotional force of loss to a simple problem, the book urges readers to separate consolation from evidence. Its broader significance lies in its continuing challenge to examine extraordinary assertions with care, fairness, and informed attention.
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    A Magician Among the Spirits appeared in the United States in 1924, when commercial entertainment, mass-circulation journalism, organized religion, and newly professionalized scientific institutions all competed to define public belief. Harry Houdini wrote from the world of vaudeville and public demonstrations, but his subject was modern Spiritualism: the claim that the living could communicate with the dead through mediums. The book belongs to an urban, transatlantic culture in which séances were held in private homes and public halls, while newspapers and lecture circuits transformed disputed claims into national controversies. Houdini treats mediumship not as distant folklore but as a highly visible contemporary business and social practice.

The movement Houdini confronted had roots in the United States of the late 1840s. In 1848, the Fox sisters of Hydesville, New York, became famous for reporting mysterious rappings said to come from spirits. Their claims helped establish a model for séance communication that spread rapidly through lectures, newspapers, and local circles. Spiritualism developed institutions of its own, including congregations, speakers, periodicals, and conventions, while also attracting people who participated outside formal religious organizations. Houdini’s book reflects the movement’s long public history. Its skepticism is directed not merely at isolated performers but at a durable culture of mediums, believers, investigators, and promoters.

Nineteenth-century Spiritualism emerged amid broader religious change. Protestant revivalism, reform movements, and challenges to established clerical authority created space for religious experience based on individual testimony. Spiritualists often presented direct communication with spirits as an alternative to dependence on ministers, creeds, or inherited doctrine. Women were especially prominent as trance speakers and mediums, roles that could grant public authority otherwise restricted in many institutions. Houdini does not write a general history of these changes, but his attacks on mediums address their claim to special access to invisible knowledge. He insists instead that apparent marvels must be judged through observation, evidence, and practical knowledge of deception.

The book also belongs to the history of stage magic. By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, illusionists performed before large paying audiences in theaters connected by national and international touring circuits. Houdini, born Erik Weisz in Budapest in 1874 and brought to the United States as a child, built his reputation through escapes, handcuff challenges, and spectacular public performances. He understood locks, restraints, concealment, misdirection, and audience expectation as working tools. In A Magician Among the Spirits, that professional experience becomes an argument: phenomena that seem supernatural may be produced by techniques familiar to skilled entertainers.

Houdini’s career was shaped by the expanding popular press. Newspapers publicized his challenges to police restraints, his escapes, and his disputes with rivals, making his name recognizable far beyond a single theater audience. Illustrated magazines, books, advertisements, and lecture tours likewise enabled claims about psychic powers to reach broad publics. This media environment rewarded sensational stories, dramatic confrontations, and visible tests. The book uses that same environment while criticizing it. Houdini records demonstrations and controversies in a manner meant to persuade readers that publicity and repetition do not convert extraordinary assertions into proof.

Technological change gave Spiritualism a particularly modern vocabulary. The telegraph, telephone, phonograph, photography, and later radio made communication across distance increasingly ordinary, even when the mechanisms remained mysterious to many users. Spiritualist advocates frequently compared spirit messages with new forms of transmission, while photographers and mediums offered images or voices as possible evidence of survival after death. Houdini’s period had also seen the growth of mechanical and photographic trick effects in entertainment. His book urges readers to distinguish a striking apparatus or unfamiliar effect from a demonstrated connection with the dead.

Scientific authority was central to the disputes described in the book. The late nineteenth century saw new laboratories, professional associations, popular science writing, and public confidence in controlled experiment. Yet the same period produced organized psychical research. The Society for Psychical Research was founded in London in 1882 to investigate reports of telepathy, apparitions, mediumship, and related claims. Its existence showed that questions about spirits could be pursued as subjects of inquiry rather than dismissed without examination. Houdini shares the demand for investigation but rejects conclusions based on inadequate controls, credulous observers, or conditions arranged by the medium.

Houdini’s skepticism was not a rejection of all investigation into unusual claims. Rather, he repeatedly argued that investigators should understand conjuring methods before certifying a medium’s phenomena as genuine. This position reflected a significant tension between specialists. A scientist, physician, or prominent patron might be experienced in one field yet unfamiliar with the practical devices of a magician. Houdini maintained that this gap made investigators vulnerable to deception. A Magician Among the Spirits therefore presents expertise in stagecraft as evidence relevant to public inquiry, challenging the assumption that social standing or academic reputation alone could establish the truth of a séance.

The First World War gave Spiritualism renewed urgency across the United States and Europe. The conflict of 1914 to 1918 caused vast military and civilian loss, and bereaved families sought consolation and information about the dead. Interest in séances and mediumship was not created by the war, since Spiritualism had existed for decades, but wartime and postwar mourning enlarged the emotional stakes of alleged communication. Houdini’s book must be read against that grief. Its exposure of fraudulent practices is consequently also a moral accusation: he portrays deception in séances as exploitation of people seeking contact with deceased relatives and friends.

Houdini’s own hostility to fraudulent mediumship was connected to bereavement as well. His mother, Cecilia Steiner Houdini, died in 1913. Accounts of Houdini’s life document that he sought contact through mediums after her death and became convinced that purported messages were fraudulent. That personal experience did not make him the sole representative of public skepticism, but it gave his campaign emotional force. In the book, the question of mediumship is rarely treated as an abstract puzzle. It concerns the vulnerability of mourners, the authority claimed by mediums, and the ethical consequences of charging or gaining fame through assertions of spirit contact.

The 1920s also brought a national culture of consumer entertainment in the United States. Vaudeville, motion pictures, radio broadcasting, touring lecturers, popular magazines, and inexpensive books created expanding markets for spectacle and controversy. Houdini participated in several of these media: he was a stage performer, appeared in films, lectured, and published. Mediums likewise used public demonstrations, private sittings, endorsements, and press attention to build reputations. A Magician Among the Spirits addresses readers accustomed to evaluating sensational claims through mediated reports. It asks them to become more critical consumers of demonstrations marketed as extraordinary revelation.

One immediate setting for the book was the Scientific American investigation of Mina Crandon, known publicly as “Margery.” In 1922, Scientific American announced a prize for a medium who could produce convincing physical phenomena under test conditions. Crandon’s séances became the subject of prolonged examination and intense publicity. Houdini served on the magazine’s investigative committee, and he concluded that her effects were fraudulent. No prize was awarded. The controversy supplied a prominent contemporary example for Houdini’s larger case that mediums could exploit weak controls, darkness, and the expectations of observers. His discussion thus intervened in an ongoing public dispute rather than revisiting only old claims.

The Margery controversy revealed tensions among journalists, investigators, magicians, and wealthy or influential supporters of psychical research. Scientific American had institutional prestige, but the episode showed that prestige did not eliminate disagreement over methods or conclusions. Houdini emphasized safeguards such as careful observation, control of the medium’s movements, and awareness of possible concealed mechanisms. His emphasis reflects the broader early-twentieth-century ideal of the test: a claim should be examined under conditions that reduce opportunities for error and fraud. At the same time, the public nature of the controversy demonstrates how scientific language and popular spectacle could become intertwined.

Arthur Conan Doyle provides another important context. The British author, internationally famous for creating Sherlock Holmes, became an outspoken supporter of Spiritualism after the First World War. Doyle and Houdini initially knew one another, but their views on mediumship sharply diverged. Doyle interpreted some phenomena as evidence of genuine spirit communication, whereas Houdini publicly exposed what he regarded as trickery. Their disagreement illustrates an irony of the period: a writer associated with rational detection defended Spiritualism, while a theatrical magician became one of its most visible critics. Houdini’s book participates in this transatlantic argument over what counted as credible evidence.

Debates over Spiritualism were also debates about fraud, regulation, and public protection. Mediums could receive payment for private sittings, sell tickets to demonstrations, or gain income through associated publications and lectures. Critics argued that deceptive claims could harm grieving people financially and emotionally. In the United States, legal responses to fortune-telling and related practices varied by jurisdiction, while private séances often remained difficult to supervise. Houdini did not rely solely on law in his campaign. Instead, he used exposure, public demonstration, and print to make readers less susceptible to claims made under conditions that prevented independent checking.

The book’s method is inseparable from Houdini’s persona. He had made a career by openly presenting feats that appeared impossible while identifying himself as an entertainer, not a supernatural agent. This distinction allowed him to contrast theatrical illusion, where audiences purchased a performance, with mediumship presented as factual contact with the dead. The contrast could be rhetorically forceful even though both magicians and mediums relied on performance settings and audience attention. Houdini’s central demand was disclosure of category: an effect may be impressive, but it should not be offered as proof of a spirit world without evidence sufficient to exclude deception.

Published only two years before Houdini’s death in 1926, A Magician Among the Spirits stands as a document of the uneasy relationship between modernity and belief. It does not simply record a clash between science and superstition; it shows competing institutions—press, theater, psychical research, religion, and commerce—struggling to command public trust. The book mirrors an era marked by mass media, technological wonder, war bereavement, and faith in testing. Its enduring critique is directed at unsupported authority and hidden manipulation, especially when directed toward grief. Houdini turns the magician’s knowledge of illusion into a plea for scrutiny, safeguards, and ethical responsibility.
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    Introduction
Harry Houdini, born Erik Weisz in Budapest on March 24, 1874, became one of the most celebrated stage performers of the early twentieth century. Known above all for handcuff escapes, prison challenges, and highly publicized feats of liberation from locks, ropes, chains, and sealed containers, he helped make escape artistry an international popular spectacle. He was also a serious collector and writer on magic, publishing books and articles that defended historical accuracy and exposed fraudulent claims. His career joined theatrical skill, physical discipline, self-promotion, and a lasting interest in the history of conjuring and spiritualism.
After emigrating with his family to the United States as a child, Houdini adopted a stage name honoring the French magician Jean-Eugène Robert-Houdin. He first worked in traditional magic and variety entertainment, often with his wife and stage partner, Bess Houdini, before concentrating on escapes in the 1890s. International engagements in Europe and the United States established his reputation. His public challenges to police forces and his ability to turn news coverage into part of the performance made him a central figure in modern entertainment culture, while his books preserved his parallel identity as a historian and critic of magic.
Education and Literary Influences
Houdini’s formal schooling was limited. His family settled in Appleton, Wisconsin, and later lived in New York City, where he worked from a young age while pursuing theatrical ambitions. The available record emphasizes practical self-education rather than advanced institutional study. He learned from performers, studied locks and restraints, built a library on magic and related subjects, and developed a detailed knowledge of theatrical traditions. His later writing reflects this sustained research, especially his concern with distinguishing documentary evidence from stories repeated within the magic profession.
Robert-Houdin was an important early influence, both as a model and as a subject of revision. Houdini initially chose a name that signaled admiration for the French conjurer, yet his archival research eventually led him to challenge what he regarded as inflated claims about Robert-Houdin’s inventions and exploits. This conflict shaped The Unmasking of Robert-Houdin (1908), a polemical historical study. Houdini was also influenced by the practical literature of magic, by collectors’ catalogues, and by nineteenth-century accounts of séance phenomena, sources that informed his later investigations of alleged spirit communication.
Literary Career
Houdini’s writing emerged from professional expertise and collecting. In 1906 he began publishing Conjurers’ Monthly Magazine, a trade periodical devoted to magic, though its run was brief. His prose could be combative, especially when he believed performers or historians had made unsupported claims. At the same time, he sought to document techniques, personalities, and artifacts that might otherwise have been lost. His authority rested less on literary style than on firsthand knowledge of performance, access to rare materials, and a willingness to investigate popular legends surrounding magic.
The Unmasking of Robert-Houdin, published in 1908, was Houdini’s most forceful work of historical correction. It attacked the reputation of his former idol and disputed the attribution of several inventions and feats to Robert-Houdin. The book has remained controversial among historians of magic: its research drew on valuable sources, but some of its conclusions and its adversarial tone have been questioned. Nevertheless, it demonstrated Houdini’s ambition to be regarded not simply as an entertainer but as an informed custodian of magic’s history.
In the 1920s Houdini issued several substantial books. Miracle Mongers and Their Methods (1920) examined performers of remarkable physical and endurance feats; The Encyclopedia of Magic (1920) presented material on conjuring; and Houdini’s Paper Magic (1922) collected tricks using paper. His final major book, A Magician Among the Spirits (1924), gathered his investigations of spiritualist claims. These works favor explanation, documentation, and practical knowledge over fictional narrative. They also reveal the same showman’s instinct evident onstage: Houdini understood that explaining deception could itself command public attention.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Houdini’s best-documented public cause was opposition to fraudulent spiritualism. He did not deny that bereaved people sought comfort through séances, but he argued that many mediums used ordinary trickery and exploited grief. His experience as a magician convinced him that hidden mechanisms, sleight of hand, suggestion, and advance information could create convincing illusions. He attended séances, investigated claims, and publicly challenged prominent practitioners. A Magician Among the Spirits records this campaign and sets it within a broader effort to promote evidence-based scrutiny of supernatural assertions.
His anti-spiritualist work brought him into public disputes, including a well-known break with Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who supported spiritualist beliefs. Houdini’s objections were grounded in investigation rather than a literary or theological system: he repeatedly demanded controlled demonstrations and exposed methods he believed were deceptive. He also advocated professional standards within magic, objecting to plagiarism and to false historical claims. Through performances, lectures, journalism, and books, he presented skepticism as both a public responsibility and an extension of the magician’s specialized understanding of illusion.
Final Years & Legacy
During his final years, Houdini remained an exceptionally active performer, lecturer, writer, and investigator. He continued presenting celebrated escape acts while expanding his public attacks on fraudulent mediums. In 1926, he appeared in Montreal and Detroit during a demanding tour. He was hospitalized in Detroit with acute appendicitis and peritonitis, underwent surgery, and died there on October 31, 1926, aged fifty-two. Accounts surrounding blows he received shortly before his illness have long circulated, but the established medical circumstances of his death were appendicitis and the resulting peritonitis.
Houdini’s legacy extends beyond the individual escapes for which he became famous. His name became a common cultural shorthand for daring escape and seemingly impossible liberation. Performers continue to study his techniques of suspense, publicity, audience management, and physical preparation, while historians value his collecting and his imperfect but influential efforts to document magic’s past. His anti-spiritualist investigations also remain central to accounts of early twentieth-century skepticism. The books he authored, particularly The Unmasking of Robert-Houdin and A Magician Among the Spirits, ensure that his historical and critical work remains part of his public reputation.
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From my early career as a mystical entertainer I have been interested in Spiritualism as belonging to the category of mysticism, and as a side line to my own phase of mystery shows I have associated myself with mediums, joining the rank and file and held seances as an independent medium to fathom the truth of it all. At the time I appreciated the fact that I surprised my clients, but while aware of the fact that I was deceiving them I did not see or understand the seriousness of trifling with such sacred sentimentality and the baneful result which inevitably followed. To me it was a lark[1q]. I was a mystifier and as such my ambition was being gratified and my love for a mild sensation satisfied. After delving deep I realized the seriousness of it all. As I advanced to riper years of experience I was brought to a realization of the seriousness of trifling with the hallowed reverence which the average human being bestows on the departed, and when I personally became afflicted with similar grief I was chagrined that I should ever have been guilty of such frivolity and for the first time realized that it bordered on crime.

As a consequence my own mental attitude became considerably more plastic. I too would have parted gladly with a large share of my earthly possessions for the solace of one word from my loved departed—just one word that I was sure had been genuinely bestowed by them—and so I was brought to a full consciousness of the sacredness of the thought, and became deeply interested to discover if there was a possible reality to the return, by Spirit, of one who had passed over the border and ever since have devoted to this effort my heart and soul and what brain power I possess. In this frame of mind I began a new line of psychical research in all seriousness and from that time to the present I have never entered a seance room except with an open mind devoutly anxious to learn if intercommunication is within the range of possibilities and with a willingness to accept any demonstration which proves a revelation of truth.

It is this question as to the truth or falsity of intercommunication between the dead and the living, more than anything else, that has claimed my attention and to which I have devoted years of research and conscientious study. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle says in one of his lectures:

“When one has a knock at the door, one does not pause, but goes further to see what causes it and investigates, and sooner or later one discovers that a message is being delivered,...”

So I have gone to investigate the knocks, but as a result of my efforts I must confess that I am farther than ever from belief in the genuineness of Spirit manifestations and after twenty-five years of ardent research and endeavor I declare that nothing has been revealed to convince me that intercommunication has been established between the Spirits of the departed and those still in the flesh.

I have made compacts with fourteen different persons that whichever of us died first would communicate with the other if it were possible, but I have never received a word. The first of these compacts was made more than twenty-five years ago and I am certain that if any one of the persons could have reached me he would have done so. One compact was made with my private secretary, the late John W. Sargent, a man of mature years. We were very much attached to each other. The day before he underwent an operation he said to me:

“Houdini, this may be the end. If it is, I am coming back to you no matter what happens on the other side provided there is any way I can reach you. And if I can come, you will know it is I because I am going to will it so strong that you cannot be mistaken.”

He died the next day. That was more than three years ago and there has been no sign. I have waited and watched believing that if any man ever could have sent back word he would have been the man. And I know that our minds were so close to each other that I would have received the signal that my friend wanted to call me. No one could accuse me of being unwilling to receive such a sign because it would have been the greatest enlightenment I could possibly have had in this world.

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, a sincere and confirmed believer in Spirit phenomena whose acquaintance I esteem, advises me that I do not secure convincing results because I am a skeptic and I therefore want to make it clear that I am not a scoffer. I firmly believe in a Supreme Being and that there is a Hereafter. Therefore since their departure from this earth it has been my practice, as a final duty, to visit the sacred resting places of my dearly beloved parents, and ask their protection and silent blessings through the Omnipotent Almighty. The very first place I visit when I return from a trip is this same hallowed spot. Both promised me faithfully innumerable times in this life that if they could aid and protect me from their graves or from the Great Beyond, they would do so. My mind has always been open and receptive and ready to believe. In attending seances I have always made a pledge of honor with myself to banish all profane thoughts from my mind to the utmost of my ability. I further pledge myself to concentrate. I have persuaded my whole soul, brain and thought to a point where the medium has my attention to such an extent that at the finish I feel as much exhausted as the medium who shows to those present the effects of great strain irrespective of its cause. Thus it must be seen that I am not a skeptic. However, it has been my life work to invent and publicly present problems, the secrets of which not even the members of the magical profession have been able to discover, and the effects of which have proved as inexplicable to the scientists as any marvel of the mediums, and I claim that in so far as the revelation of trickery is concerned my years of investigation have been more productive than the same period of similar work by any scientist; that my record as a “mystifier of mystifiers” qualifies me to look below the surface of any mystery problem presented to me and that with my eyes trained by thirty years’ experience in the realms of mystery and occultism it is not strange that I view these so-called phenomena from a different angle than the ordinary layman or even the expert investigator.

A memorable incident in my life and one that shows how little the world at large understands the methods by which my mysteries are produced and also shows how easy it is for even a great intellect, faced with a mystery it cannot fathom, to conclude that there is something supernatural involved, has to do with Madame Sarah Bernhardt[1].

During one of my various engagements in Paris she had witnessed my performances and was anxious to see one of my outdoor exploits, so, when we were both playing at the same time in Boston, out of good camaraderie I gave a special performance at my hotel adding a few extra experiments for her benefit. As we were seated in the motor car on the way to my demonstration she placed her arm gently around my shoulder, and in that wonderful speaking voice with which she was gifted and which has thrilled thousands of auditors, but now stilled forever, she said to me:

“Houdini, you do such marvellous things. Couldn’t you—could you bring back my leg for me?”

I looked at her, startled, and failing to see any mischievous sparkle in her eye replied:

“Good heavens, Madame, certainly not; you cannot be serious. You know my powers are limited and you are actually asking me to do the impossible.”

“Yes,” she said as she leaned closer to me, “but you do the impossible.”

We looked at each other; she, the travel-worn, experienced woman of the world; I, the humble mystifier, nonplussed and thunderstruck at the extraordinary, unintentional compliment she was paying me. Then I asked:

“Are you jesting?”

“Mais non, Houdini, j’ai jamais été plus sèrieux dans ma vie,”1 she answered as she slowly shook her head.

“Madame, you exaggerate my ability,” I told her.

Each of the marvels of modern scientific achievement such as the telephone, radio, flying machine, radium, etc., were at one time classed as impossible and would have been looked upon as supernatural, if not Spiritual manifestations. Similar mysteries, but more frail in principle and constructive detail, were the instruments used by the priestcraft of ancient religious cults for the purpose of holding the mass of unintelligent beings in servitude.

It is not unusual for the eye or ear to play tricks with one but when such illusions and delusions are taken for the Spirit forms of the departed and voices of the dead instead of being recognized as some subjective phenomena brought about by a physical cause the situation takes on a grave aspect. It is this transfer of an inner reaction to an external object which constitutes practically all that is necessary to be placed in the category of “psychics,” who represent the priests and ministers of Spiritualism.

Distressed relatives catch at the least word which may remotely indicate that the Spirit which they seek is in communication with them. One little sign even, which appeals to their waiting imagination, shatters all ordinary caution and they are converted. Then they begin to accept all kinds of natural events as results of Spirit intervention. This state of mind is productive of many misfortunes, including suicides by those who think they are going to happiness with loved ones beyond the pale. When in Europe in 1919 finishing an engagement interrupted by the World War I was impressed by the eagerness of grief-stricken parents for the solace of a word from the boy who had passed on and my desire for the truth was renewed with fresh vigor. I am informed that so great has the “medium” craze become in Berlin that the grief-stricken residents have spent great sums of money in the hope of discovering mediums who will “guarantee them a glimpse behind the veil.” It is with the deepest interest and concern that I have watched this great wave of Spiritualism sweep the world in recent months and realized that it has taken such a hold on persons of a neurotic temperament, especially those suffering from bereavement, that it has become a menace to health and sanity.

Professor George M. Robertson, eminent psychopathologist, and Physician-Superintendent of the Royal Edinburgh Mental Hospital, made the danger of insanity resulting from strong belief in Spiritualism by neurotics the subject of a part of his annual report in 1920. He says:

“Those who had sustained bereavements during the war and bore them with equanimity in the days of crowded incidents and amidst the pressure of war activities, such as Red Cross and other work, find it much harder to bear up now, although time has elapsed. Some have broken down since the war came to an end. Many, as a solace to their feelings, have taken an interest in Spiritualism. Since Dr. Charles Mercier quoted in the preface of his book ‘Spiritualism and Sir Oliver Lodge’ my warning on the danger of neurotic persons engaging in practical inquiries of a Spiritualistic nature, I have received many requests to say more on the subject. I have little to add save to reaffirm the statement then made.

“I do not consider either Sir Arthur Conan Doyle or Sir Oliver Lodge to be safe judges, whose opinion should be accepted on this difficult and important subject, in view of their bereavement and unconscious desires. If the wish be father to the thought, it is mother to the hallucination of the senses.

“The tricks the brain can play without calling in Spiritualistic aids are simply astounding, and only those who have made a study of morbid as well as normal psychology, realize the full truth of this.”

I have read with keen curiosity the articles by leading scientists on the subject of psychic phenomena, particularly those by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Sir Oliver Lodge, in which they have discussed their respective conversions to a belief in communication with the dead. There is no doubt in my mind that some of these scientists are sincere in their belief but unfortunately it is through this very sincerity that thousands become converts. The fact that they are scientists does not endow them with an especial gift for detecting the particular sort of fraud used by mediums, nor does it bar them from being deceived, especially when they are fortified in their belief by grief, for the various books and records of the subject are replete with deceptions practised on noted scientists who have essayed to investigate prominent mediums. It is perfectly rational to suppose that I may be deceived once or twice by a new illusion, but if my mind, which has been so keenly trained for years to invent mysterious effects, can be deceived, how much more susceptible must the ordinary observer be.

During my last trip abroad, in 1919, I attended over one hundred seances with the sole purpose of honest investigation; these seances were presided over by well-known mediums in France and England. In addition to attending these seances I spent a great deal of time conferring with persons prominently identified with Spiritualism. In the course of my intense investigations I have met most of the famous mediums of our time. I have submitted to conditions imposed by them and religiously awaited results, but I still question any so-called proof of the existence of Spirits who are interested in any way, physically or mentally, in the welfare of mortal men. It is not within the province of this book, which is the result of my years of investigation, to give all the historical detail concerning every medium mentioned, though enough are furnished in each instance to establish my claims, each of which is based on a thorough study of the records as are also my statements many of which are supported by documentary evidence in my possession.

I have spent a goodly part of my life in study and research. During the last thirty years I have read every single piece of literature on the subject of Spiritualism that I could. I have accumulated one of the largest libraries in the world on psychic phenomena, Spiritualism, magic, witchcraft, demonology, evil spirits, etc., some of the material going back as far as 1489, and I doubt if any one in the world has so complete a library on modern Spiritualism, but nothing I ever read concerning the so-called Spiritualistic phenomena has impressed me as being genuine. It is true that some of the things I read seemed mystifying but I question if they would be were they to be reproduced under different circumstances, under test conditions, and before expert mystifiers and open minded committees. Mine has not been an investigation of a few days or weeks or months but one that has extended over thirty years and in that thirty years I have not found one incident that savoured of the genuine. If there had been any real unalloyed demonstration to work on, one that did not reek of fraud, one that could not be reproduced by earthly powers, then there would be something for a foundation, but up to the present time everything that I have investigated has been the result of deluded brains or those which were too actively and intensely willing to believe.

Houdini.
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Gladly would I embrace Spiritualism if it could prove its claims, but I am not willing to be deluded by the fraudulent impositions of so-called psychics, or accept as sacred reality any of the evidence that has been placed before me thus far.

The ancients’ childish belief in demonology and witchcraft; the superstitions of the civilized and uncivilized, and those marvellous mysteries of past ages are all laughed at by the full grown sense of the present generation; yet we are asked, in all seriousness, by a few scientists and scholars, to accept as absolute truth such testimony as is built up by their pet mediums, which, so far, has been proven to be nothing beyond a more or less elaborate construction of fiction resting on the slenderest of foundations, or rather, absolutely no foundation.

Not only educated men and women with emotional longings for some assurance of the continued existence of departed loved ones, but people of all phases and conditions of life, have completely surrendered themselves to belief in the most monstrous fiction, vouched for by only a single witness of the so-called phenomenon, and that too when the medium, through whom the phenomenon was supposed to have presented itself, had been caught cheating time and again.

I believe in a Hereafter and no greater blessing could be bestowed upon me than the opportunity, once again, to speak to my sainted Mother who awaits me with open arms to press me to her heart in welcome, just as she did when I entered this mundane sphere.

H.

Spring, 1924.
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CHAPTER I

THE FOUNDERS OF MODERN SPIRITUALISM[2]
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The story of modern spirit manifestations, so called, dates from 1848 and the “solitary farmhouse” of John D. Fox and his wife in the village of Hydesville, in New York State, and centres around their two little girls, Margaret, eight, and Kate, younger by a year and a half. Successfully exploited while still children; credited with occult power; becoming world-famous as “The Fox Sisters,”—their record is, without exception, one of the most interesting in the history of spiritualism.

John Fox and his wife appear to have been of the “good, honest,” but not mentally keen type of farmer folk. Of the two, the wife was the more “simple minded,” and when the “nervous, superstitious woman” began to hear unusual noises which she could not account for, and which seemed in some peculiar manner connected with her children, she concluded at once that the sounds were “unnatural” and began to brood over the matter. Her fears increased with the persistent recurrence of the mysterious sounds, and before long she took some of the neighbors into her confidence. They were as puzzled as the mother, the Fox home became an object of suspicion and the neighborhood set itself the task of solving the mystery.


With the increase of interest came a proportionate increase in the noises, which commenced to be known as “rappings,” and which, in spite of the positive denials by the children of any knowledge of how they were produced, regularly answered by an uncanny code questions asked the two girls. The possibility of duplicity in such children never occurred to any one in Hydesville, with the result that the timid hint of a “disembodied spirit” soon became a theory. Some one asked the girls if a murder had ever been committed in the house. The ominous sounds of the code answered in the affirmative and at once to the eager investigators, the theory became a proven fact and there flashed up in their minds the vision of a personality in the Spirit World endeavoring by crude means, which somewhat resembled telegraphy, to give to human beings the benefit of its vaster knowledge, the whole affair in some obscure manner being connected with two little girls.

At this critical moment a married daughter of John D. Fox and his wife came home to Hydesville for a visit. Twenty-three years older than little Margaret, of a very different type than either father or mother, she seems to have grasped instantly the possibilities in the “occult” powers of her little sisters and to have taken complete command of the Fox family’s affairs at once. Her first move was to organize a “Society of Spiritualists” and encourage crowds to come to the house to see the children. Hydesville became famous almost overnight. News of the peculiar “rappings” spread with lightning-like rapidity and soon became an absorbing topic of conversation, not only in the United States, but in England, France, Italy, and Germany as well. Women like Harriet Martineau and Elizabeth Barrett Browning were said to have given their whole thought to it, and men of the strongest intellect and will to be “caught in the meshes it had woven in contemporaneous thought.”

Hydesville became too small a field for the operations of Mrs. Fish, the older sister, very quickly, and soon she appears in Rochester with the girls, publicly exhibiting their feats to great crowds for money, realizing from one hundred to a hundred and fifty dollars a night in profits, which she pocketed. From Rochester she took them to New York City, and later the girls made a tour of the cities of the United States, attracting the “most prominent theologians, physicians, and professional men of all kinds, as well as great crowds everywhere.” There is no record that the girls were ever under the management of Mrs. Fish after they left New York City although she menaced them continually and Margaret feared her as long as she lived.

The grand tour over, Kate, sponsored by Horace Greeley, went to school and Margaret, just developing into an attractive young woman, and destined to become the more famous of the two mediums, began a series of seances[4] in rooms occupied by herself and mother at the Union Hotel in Philadelphia. There romance entered her life on a day in 1853 in the person of Dr. Elisha Kent Kane, the noted Arctic explorer.

His had been a remarkable career. Belonging to one of the most aristocratic families in Philadelphia; the son of a judge; handsome; still under thirty-four; graduated more than ten years previously from the University of Pennsylvania, he had gone out to China with Commodore Parker as “surgeon of the embassy,” later obtained a leave of absence and travelled through Greece on foot, went up the Nile, toured India, Ceylon, and the South Sea Islands, and even “dared the Himalayas.” The Mexican War had furnished him an opportunity to “win spurs for gallantry.” and, this over, he had joined a relief expedition which went in search of Sir John Franklin[3] in 1850.2

This much travelled, much experienced man of the world was instantly and irresistibly attracted to the young medium. An acquaintance was formed and it was not long before Doctor Kane determined that, regardless of all obstacles, she should be his wife. In spite of the efforts of his family, he soon made arrangements to educate Margaret, and she was placed with a tutor in a quiet suburb of Philadelphia, where an aunt of the doctor’s could have an oversight of her and where in addition to her other studies she was to be made proficient in French, German, and Italian, as well as vocal and instrumental music. Her vacations were spent with a sister of Senator Cockrell. For some three or four years she was thus sheltered from the world, while the doctor did all in his power to eradicate from her mind everything connected with spiritualism and “rappings.” Then came the turn of the tide.

The doctor became broken in health as a result of exposure in the Arctic and decided to go abroad. There had been neither civil or religious ceremony to mark his marriage to Margaret, but just before he sailed, in the presence of her mother and other witnesses, he declared that they were husband and wife. His health grew worse in London and he left there for the West Indies, where Margaret and her mother were to join him, but their preparations for the journey were cut short by the announcement in the papers of his death in Havana on the 16th of February, 1857. Margaret was prostrated by the blow. A long sickness followed and when she finally recovered it was to face the world, not only friendless and alone, but penniless as well, for, owing to a compromise, she did not share in the doctor’s estate. Disappointed, disheartened, and bitter she went back to her Spiritualism and “rappings.” For thirty years she wandered from place to place holding seances. For thirty years she suffered the tortures of remorse and ill health. She believed she was being driven “into hell.” She loathed the thing she was, and tried at times to drown her troubles in wine. For thirty years she lived in constant fear of her older sister. Then Margaret Kane found a temporary solace in the Catholic Church. But there were still more months of struggle before she finally found courage to tell the story of the world-famous “rappings” in a signed confession given to the press in October, 1888.3

“I do this,” she said, “because I consider it my duty, a sacred thing, a holy mission, to expose it (Spiritualism). I want to see the day when it is entirely done away with. After I expose it I hope Spiritualism will be given a death blow. I was the first in the field and I have a right to expose it.4

“My sister Katie and I were very young children when this horrible deception began. I was only eight, just a year and a half older than she. We were very mischievous children and sought merely to terrify our dear mother, who was a very good woman and very easily frightened.

“When we went to bed at night we used to tie an apple to a string and move the string up and down, causing the apple to bump on the floor, or we would drop the apple on the floor, making a strange noise every time it would rebound. Mother listened to this for a time. She would not understand it and did not suspect us as being capable of a trick because we were so young.

“At last she could stand it no longer and she called the neighbors in and told them about it. It was this that set us to discover a means of making the raps more effectually. I think, when I reflect about it, that it was a most wonderful discovery, a very wonderful thing that children should make such a discovery, and all through a desire to do mischief only.5

“Our oldest sister was twenty-three years of age when I was born. She was in Rochester when these tricks first began but came to Hydesville, the little village in central New York where we were born and lived.

“All the neighbors around, as I have said, were called in to witness these manifestations. There were so many people coming to the house that we were not able to make use of the apple trick except when we were in bed and the room was dark. Even then we could hardly do it, so the only way was to rap on the bedstead.

“And that is the way we began. First, as a mere trick to frighten mother, and then, when so many people came to see us children, we were ourselves frightened, and for self-preservation forced to keep it up. No one suspected us of any trick because we were such young children. We were led on by my sister purposely and by mother unintentionally. We often heard her say:

“‘Is this a disembodied spirit that has taken possession of my dear children?’

“That encouraged our fun and we went on. All the neighbors thought there was something and they wanted to find out what it was. They were convinced that some one had been murdered in the house. They asked the spirits through us about it and we would rap one for
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