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This chapter covers the background to the Theosophical Society’s foundation in 1875 and 

the main events until the end of the nineteenth century. It is a complex story, involving 

many nations and characters, but they all revolve around Helena Petrovna Blavatsky 

(1831-1891), the prime mover of the Society and one of the most influential women of all 

time. 

HPB, to call her by her preferred sobriquet, was born in Ekaterinoslav on the Dnieper 

on 31 July 1831, Old Style (12 August in the Julian Calendar; see de Zirkoff for 

biographical data, except as noted). Her family was both aristocratic and intellectual. Her 

maternal grandmother, Helena Pavlovna de Fadeyev, was a polymath and a 

correspondent of several European scientists. Her mother, Helena Andreyevna, was a 

successful novelist. Her male antecedents held high administrative or military positions in 

the Russian empire. HPB’s father, Peter Alexeyevich von Hahn, descended from the 

north German nobility and was a Captain of Artillery. Owing to his continual re-postings 

and to his wife’s illnesses and early death (1842), it was the Fadeyevs who brought 

stability into the lives of HPB and her sister Vera. Their education came through English 

governesses and the library of their great-grandfather, Prince Paul Dondoukov-Korsakov, 

which included hundreds of books on mystic and occult subjects. HPB had read widely in 

them before she was fifteen. Like all Russians of her class, she learned fluent French, and 

beside that could draw and play the piano well.  

In 1849 she married Nikifor Vassilyevich Blavatsky (1809-after 1877), a provincial 

governor. The marriage was probably unconsummated. Much later, to counter charges of 

immorality, HPB had a gynecological examination that revealed a deformity obstructing 

intercourse and prohibiting childbearing (See Fuller 1988: 189-192). After a stormy 

honeymoon HPB left her husband, but her status as wife of an imperial administrator 

served her well in the travels that followed, as did the financial support of her family. 

Although Boris de Zirkoff, editor of HPB’s Collected Writings (hereafter BCW), 

took extreme care in compiling his chronology of the 1850s and 1860s, much of it was 

based on HPB’s testimony alone. The researches of Jean Overton Fuller and Paul 

Johnson, working respectively from trust and mistrust of HPB’s veracity, expand our 

knowledge of her milieu and acquaintances. However, even the best-seeming 

corroborative evidence, such as that of Albert Rawson, sometimes turns out false (see 

Deveney 2004). Other evidence from disinterested sources is uncorroborated by her own 

memoirs, such as that on leaving her husband, HPB went straight to Tibet with a caravan 

of Buddhist Kalmuck pilgrims (Reigle 2005: 9). The following summary of these years, 

therefore, must be read unless otherwise credited as “by her own account.” On this first 

trip she mentions Odessa, Constantinople, Greece, Eastern Europe, Asia Minor, and 

Egypt, where she met the Coptic magician Paulos Metamon. In 1850-51 she was in Paris, 

where the magnetizer Victor Michal found her a “marvelous subject” though of divided 

personality (Godwin 1989: 5-6), and in England, where she first met her master “M.” 
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Johnson argues that “M” here was the Italian revolutionary Mazzini (Johnson 1994: 40). 

HPB then made her first circuit of the world via Canada, the Americas, and India. By 

1854 she was back in London, where she met her master again in the entourage of the 

Maharaja of Lahore. In a second circuit she crossed the Rockies with a caravan of 

emigrants, then sailed from California to Japan and India again. She also visited Burma, 

Siam, Assam, Java, and perhaps Tibet. In 1858 she returned to Europe, passing through 

France and Germany before definitely arriving in Russia late in the year, for on 

Christmas night she appeared unexpectedly at her sister’s in Pskov. 

HPB remained in Russia until 1863, living with the Fadeyevs and spending a year 

reconciled with her husband in Tiflis, Georgia. Accounts of the following years tell of 

mysterious illnesses, paranormal powers, and travels round the Balkans and the Middle 

East, always with the suggestion of meeting adepts. During this period HPB renewed her 

friendship with a Hungarian or Serbian-Italian opera singer, Agardi Metrovitch, who 

belonged to the Carbonari revolutionary movement. She had saved his life in 

Constantinople in 1850, and again saved him from the gallows in Vienna. She also 

acquired an infant ward called Yury, possibly the illegitimate son of a relative. 

Metrovitch was with her when Yury died in Italy in 1867. In November of that year HPB 

was present at the Battle of Mentana as a supporter of Garibaldi, and was badly wounded. 

Within a month or two she was off on her travels again, going overland to India and 

possibly entering Tibet. 

In 1870, HPB sailed from India through the Suez Canal to Greece, survived a 

shipwreck, and settled for a time in Egypt. In Cairo she took up with Metamon again and 

started a “Spiritualist Society.” This lasted for some years after her departure (see 

Johnson 1994: 76); likewise there is no doubt that in Cairo HPB met her future nemesis, 

Emma Coulomb. In 1872 HPB passed through the Middle East and paid a short visit to 

her family in Odessa, then left for Paris, where she had relatives and friends among the 

spiritualists. The following year she suddenly received orders to go to America, and 

sailed for New York. Here for the first time she was almost destitute and took menial jobs 

to survive. She was soon noticed in the press, and made contact with the flourishing 

spiritualist movement. In 1874 she met Henry Olcott while they were both investigating 

the phenomena produced by the Eddy brothers at Chittenden, Vermont, and struck up a 

lifelong friendship with him. With that, HPB’s public life began, and we are no longer 

dependent on her own testimony. 

 

Theosophists in New York 

Col. Henry Steel Olcott (1832-1907) had nothing mysterious in his background, only a 

general curiosity about spiritualism and its manifestations. He had trained in scientific 

agriculture and written a standard textbook. He enlisted on the Northern side in the War 

between the States, and headed a campaign to uncover corruption and graft in the military 

economy. In 1865 he was one of three colonels charged to investigate Abraham Lincoln’s 

assassination (see Murphet 1972: 17-20). After the war he qualified as a lawyer and 

wrote another textbook, on insurance. During a business trip to London in 1870, he took 

the opportunity to attend some séances, and thereafter mixed journalism with his legal 

work.  

Olcott had gone to Chittenden on commission by the New York Daily Graphic, with 

an illustrator who drew the various apparitions. In HPB’s presence they became much 
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more colorful than before, some with exotic costumes and weapons and others with 

family connections to herself. She translated Olcott’s articles for publication in Russia, 

then accompanied him to Philadelphia. There they investigated the Holmeses, a couple 

known for materializations but suspected of fraud, and HPB again demonstrated her own 

superior powers. In Philadelphia, believing her husband to have died, she married 

Michael Betanelly: another puzzling episode, since they hardly lived together and he 

divorced her shortly afterwards. 

In 1875 HPB wrote to Hiram Corson, a professor at Cornell University who hosted 

her for the summer: “I am here, in this country, sent by my Lodge, on behalf of Truth in 

modern spiritualism, and it is my most sacred duty to unveil what is and expose what is 

not.” (Cranston 1993: 117.) She later explained that from childhood she had been able to 

produce the typical phenomena of raps, bells, thought-reading, and levitation of objects 

without any aid from spirits. Her mission was to replace spiritualist belief with the 

philosophy of occultism (Cranston 1993: 122). When Olcott published his newspaper 

articles as People of the Other World (1876), he gave publicity to HPB’s occult powers 

and aired the theory that the spiritualist movement had been a deliberate creation by an 

unnamed Order of living men. 

We turn to some other characters already in place on the American stage before HPB 

started her life’s work. The spiritualist movement dated its beginnings from the 

“Hydesville rappings” of 1848, in which the young Fox sisters apparently communicated 

with the spirits of the dead. By the time of HPB’s arrival in America, spiritualism had 

become, on the one hand, a substitute for conventional religion, and on the other, an 

object of scientific interest. The phenomena of the séance-room—messages, levitations, 

apports, materializations—were a challenge to materialist philosophy, and prominent 

scientists were paying attention to them. One of the points of contention was whether the 

phenomena and messages were caused by humans now dead, or whether other agents 

were at work, such as non-human beings (angels, demons, elementals), or even living 

humans using paranormal powers. The popular success of the movement had always 

depended on the first view, which gave reassurance that people survive death and can 

communicate with the living. An early proponent of the second view was Paschal 

Beverly Randolph (1825-1875), himself a medium. Instead of passive spiritualism, 

Randolph taught the development of one’s own occult powers and communication with 

non-human entities through the magic mirror, sexual magic, and drugs. His methods 

would form the basis for the teachings of the Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor, an order of 

practical occultism that became public in 1884. 

Emma Hardinge Britten (1823-1899), a famous trance medium, historian of 

spiritualism, and editor of books and journals, had come to a similar philosophical 

position. During her teenage years in England, she had served as medium for a secret, 

aristocratic group known as the “Orphic Circle.” Emma became a musician, then an 

actress, and in 1855 came to America for a theatrical engagement. When this closed she 

began a new life as a professional medium. She maintained good relations with 

spiritualists of the first persuasion, helped their educational projects, and wrote two large 

histories, one of American and the other of worldwide spiritualism. For a time Emma was 

an international figure as famous as HPB, and much less controversial. Her trance 

lectures became a vehicle for the ideas of “Chevalier Louis de B__,” reputedly a member 

of the Orphic Circle and scholar of comparative religion and symbology. The question of 
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his identity, if distinct from Emma’s imagination, is still open (see Mathiesen 2001; 

Britten 2011). Emma edited two books by the mysterious Chevalier, Art Magic and 

Ghostland. The core of their teaching was that psychic or magical powers exist 

potentially in all humans, and that these, when developed, have given rise to all supposed 

miracles and religions. The inherent value of religion was thus downplayed, while the 

existence of non-physical realms and their denizens was asserted. 

Emma and her husband Dr. William Britten were among a small group in New York 

interested in practical occultism with this kind of philosophical basis. Another participant 

was Charles Sotheran (1847-1902), an English bibliographer, freemason, and socialist. 

He had already been involved with descendants of the Orphic Circle, and with an order of 

magical experimentation founded in 1873 as the Fratres Lucis or Brotherhood of Light 

(see Board 1988). Albert Rawson (1828-1902), an Orientalist and illustrator, claimed a 

long-standing acquaintance with HPB and collaborated with Sotheran in masonic and 

fringe-masonic orders. Rawson had co-founded the “Nobles of the Mystic Shrine,” an 

order influenced by his enthusiasm for Arab culture and his initiation into a “Brotherhood 

of Lebanon.” Sotheran and Rawson supported the Free Thought (secularist) movement in 

its opposition to the established churches and Judeo-Christian dogma. 

George H. Felt (1831-1906) was a mechanical engineer, an inventor, a 32˚ freemason 

(see Santucci 1997), and a member of Rawson’s “Shrine.” In 1872 the press noted that he 

had discovered the “Kabbalah of the Egyptians and the Canon of Proportions of the 

Greeks,” consisting of a geometrical figure and a set of proportions, but the promised 

book on it never appeared. Felt also believed that he had discovered a way to make 

elemental spirits visible by chemical means. He gave paid lectures to a group of about 

twenty who first gathered in HPB’s apartment on 7 September 1875. Although Felt 

eventually disappointed by not delivering on his promise, it was at this meeting that 

Olcott and William Judge (see below) suggested forming a society for occult research. In 

October the group met in the Brittens’ residence to elect officers and draw up the bylaws 

of the Theosophical Society (the name being suggested by Sotheran), and on November 

17, Olcott delivered his inaugural address as President. 

Olcott was thrilled when he received a communication from “Tuitit Bey,” who HPB 

said was a living Egyptian adept of the Brotherhood of Luxor. Another Master, “Serapis 

Bey,” wrote Olcott letters delivered through HPB that often used Randolph’s motto 

“TRY.” Others came signed by “John King,” a spirit well known in séances on both sides 

of the Atlantic, whom Olcott had encountered in London. These letters advised Olcott on 

his private and financial affairs and on the progress of the infant society. Few will doubt 

that HPB was using them to draw him to her cause, encumbered as he was with an 

unsympathetic wife, children, and a lucrative law practice. This was a time of marvels for 

Olcott, as a daily witness to HPB’s phenomena and physical meetings with oriental 

“Brothers” on the streets and in the apartments of New York City (see Anon. 1994). 

Occult training, particularly in astral travel, was the main object of the early 

Theosophical Society, and this caused an almost immediate retreat from the public eye. 

In January 1876 pledges of secrecy and a series of nine degrees were instituted, and soon 

after, quasi-masonic passwords and signs of recognition. As for the trainers, Robert 

Mathiesen suggests that beside HPB, Emma Hardinge Britten, Felt, Sotheran, Rawson, 

and the Kabbalist Dr. Seth Pancoast were all qualified in various fields of occultism. 

Emma in particular had long nurtured the ambition to found a “school of prophets” 
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(Mathiesen 2001: 36-38). During that year she published Art Magic, which passed as her 

own manifesto on occultism. HPB had started writing her first book, Isis Unveiled, while 

staying with the Corsons, and when it appeared in 1877 with its devastating judgments on 

spiritualism, relations with Emma were already cooling. 

Isis Unveiled, a work of over 1300 pages, is divided into a volume on Science and 

one on Theology. Its message to a post-Darwinian era preoccupied with the “war of 

science with religion” was that through occultism the two sides may find their errors 

corrected, and be reconciled. HPB draws on the esotericists of the Renaissance, the 

Catholic historians of magic and witchcraft, the mythographers of the Enlightenment 

period, the French mesmerists and occultists, authorities on oriental religions and on 

Kabbalah, and the latest findings of science. She tells of marvels witnessed in exotic 

lands by travelers, including herself, and hints of adepts concerned with the progress of 

the individual and of the human race. Some of the early Theosophists helped with the 

work, notably Sotheran, Olcott, and Alexander Wilder, a physician and scholar of 

Neoplatonism, who wrote the Preface and edited the whole. Olcott and Corson testified to 

its phenomenal production by one who had never written a book before, much less in 

English. HPB appeared to write in a dissociated state, or to be possessed by another 

personality, and to have the ability to quote at length and verbatim from sources that were 

not to hand (Gomes 112-113, 123-124). She herself confirmed that the book was written 

through, rather than by, her (Gomes 125). Consequently, Isis Unveiled should be 

classified in part as an example of channeled writing. 

During 1877 suggestions came from London to found an English branch of the 

Society. Those interested included Charles Carleton Massey, a barrister who had been 

present at the inaugural meetings in New York; Capt. Francis Irwin, who had founded the 

Fratres Lucis and was close to all the English occultists; John Yarker, a specialist in 

fringe-masonic degrees, who conferred one on HPB; and the Rev. Stainton Moses, a 

writing medium for a source called “Imperator+.” They belonged to a subculture of 

mesmerists, Rosicrucians, crystal gazers, fringe masons, alchemists, and astrologers 

whose roots went back to the eighteenth century. The Orphic Circle was an earlier 

symptom of it; the Golden Dawn a later one (see Godwin 1994: 205-225). Massey and 

Moses, especially, were displeased with the anti-Christian attitudes of the New York 

Society, and wanted those eliminated from the “Objects of the Society,” which Olcott 

formulated in May, 1877 as follows: 

 (1) a serious attempt on the part of each member to study and develop his “inner 

psychic self”; 

(2) to oppose the materialism of science and every form of dogmatic theology, 

especially the Christian; to make known “the facts about Oriental religious 

philosophies, especially the pure esoteric teachings in the Vedas, and in the 

philosophies of the Buddha, Zoroaster and Confucius”; 

(3) chiefly to aid in “the institution of a Brotherhood of Humanity, wherein all good 

and pure men will recognise each other as the equal effects (upon this planet) of one 

Uncreate, Universal, Infinite, and Everlasting Cause.” (Ransom 1938: 105.) 

The Objects and Rules of the Society would alter several times during the succeeding 

years (see Ransom 1938: 535-553 for texts), notably raising the “Brotherhood of 
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Humanity” to first place. Recent historians see in this a clean break with the earlier 

Society, and a deliberate turning away from its emphasis on occult training (Deveney 

1997a: 56, 68-69). However, after the fiasco with Felt, efforts continued to obtain 

guidance beyond what the members were able or willing to provide. One member was 

sent to find an Arab magician in Tunis who would be willing to come and display his 

powers. In 1878 the society made contact with Dayananda, whom HPB believed to be an 

initiate controlled by a Himalayan adept (Deveney 1997a: 60-61). 

Swami Dayananda Sarasvati (1824-1882) had recently formed the “Ârya Samâj” in 

Bombay, an organization for reforming popular Hinduism and restoring the pure Vedic 

religion. Johnson writes that “absorption of other organizations was one of the hallmarks 

of Swami Dayananda’s policy” (Johnson 1994: 112). So taken were the Theosophists 

with what they took to be his ideas that in May 1877 they renamed their society “The 

Theosophical Society of the Ârya Samâj of India.” The next month the British members 

formed a Branch under the name of “The British Theosophical Society of the Ârya Samâj 

of Âryavart,” with Massey as President (Ransom 1938: 106-107). 

Two notable events occurred shortly before HPB and Olcott (henceforth “the 

Founders”) left for India. HPB obtained United States citizenship, and Thomas Edison 

(1847-1931) joined the society, lending his new phonograph to record the Founders’ 

farewells. 

  

Theosophists in India  

The Founders set sail on 17 December 1878, and broke their journey for a fortnight in 

London, where they were fêted by the English Society. When they reached Bombay on 

16 February 1879, the members of the Ârya Samâj greeted them, including their chief 

correspondent Harichandra (Hurrychund) Chintamon. He helped to settle them into a 

rented house, then presented a large bill for his services. Soon after, Chintamon 

embezzled a donation intended for the Ârya Samâj, and was expelled from both 

organizations. It became evident that Dayananda was neither a great adept, nor 

sympathetic to any doctrine but his Vedic fundamentalism, and the Theosophists ceased 

relations with the Ârya Samâj. 

Olcott immediately began writing and lecturing on behalf of the Society, while HPB 

wrote Indian travelogues and stories that earned her money through publication in Russia. 

The Society’s first journal, The Theosophist, appeared in September. HPB edited it for six 

years, opening its columns to learned Indians who were otherwise ignored by colonial 

society. At every opportunity the Founders praised and defended native ways, and 

especially the Hindu and Buddhist religions. This aroused the opposition of the Christian 

missionaries and caused the police to put the Founders under surveillance.  

Already in New York, Olcott had corresponded with the Buddhist leaders in Ceylon 

(Sri Lanka). The Founders were welcomed there, too, and spent three months on the 

island, during which they made formal profession (pansil) of the Buddhism. Olcott’s 

lifelong support of the Singhalese Buddhists kindled a national and religious revival that 

is still commemorated in Sri Lanka on February 17, “Olcott Day.” 

From the start, Theosophy had two important allies in the colonial community: 

Alfred Percy Sinnett (1840-1921), editor of The Pioneer, the largest daily newspaper in 

India, and Allan Octavian Hume, C.B (1829-1912), formerly Secretary to the 

Government. The Founders spent the autumn of 1880 as guests of the Sinnetts in Simla, 
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the summer capital of the British administration. After this, police surveillance stopped 

and the colonial authorities became friendlier (Cranston 1993: 220). Sinnett and Hume 

were both avid for miracles, and to please them HPB performed many phenomena, such 

as materializing messages and small objects. Since she was constantly referring to her 

Masters, or Mahatmas as they were now called, Sinnett and Hume wanted to be put in 

touch with them. HPB agreed to convey their letters, including Sinnett’s suggestion: that 

to prove the Mahatmas’ existence and occult powers, they should produce a copy of the 

London Times in Simla on the day of its publication. The Mahatma Koot Hoomi 

(henceforth K.H.) replied with the first of the “Mahatma Letters,” giving his reasons for 

declining. Numerous letters followed from K.H. and “M.” (Morya), addressed to Sinnett 

and to Hume until the latter’s disaffection. The Mahatmas set out a cosmological system, 

a history of seven “root races” through which humans incarnated on earth, an analysis of 

the human being into multiple principles, and the requirements for “chelas” or disciples. 

They continued themes treated in Isis Unveiled such as the esoteric teachings behind 

religions, the occult traditions of East and West, and the folly of belief in a personal God. 

As troubles arose with the London Theosophists, the Mahatmas gave practical and 

strategic advice, making disparaging remarks about many people, including HPB. 

These “Mahatma Letters,” now in the British Library, are in a variety of 

handwritings and media, and set grave problems for graphological analysis. Common 

opinion long held that they were all written by HPB or her minions, but in 1986 Vernon 

Harrison, a member of the Psychical Research Society and a professional expert in the 

forgery of documents, declared this untenable (see Harrison 1985). Several questions 

remain open: what was the source of the doctrines and opinions contained in the letters; 

who created the physical letters; and by what means were they created and delivered? 

In 1881 Sinnett left for England, and on the boat wrote a book based on the 

phenomena he had just witnessed: The Occult World, published in London the same year. 

As letters from K.H. and M. continued to arrive, some were published in The Theosophist 

as “Fragments of Occult Truth.” Sinnett based his second book, Esoteric Buddhism 

(1883) on these. The success of both books made Blavatsky and the Himalayan 

Mahatmas, somewhat unwillingly, into household names. 

Among the learned Indians drawn to the Society was T. Subba Row (1856-1890), a 

pleader (advocate) at the Madras Court. Though young, he was already a master of 

esoteric philosophy and familiar with the Mahatmas and their doctrines. He and 

Blavatsky regarded each other as their only peers within the Society. His presence in 

Madras was one reason for the Society’s move to a suburb of that city, Adyar, late in 

1882. A fine riverside estate became available at minimal cost, and it remains the 

Society’s headquarters to this day.  

While Blavatsky remained at Adyar editing and writing, Olcott toured the 

subcontinent promoting Theosophy and defending the rights of Hindus and Buddhists 

against colonial and missionary interference. Although disappointed to have never 

developed much as an occultist, he now discovered a gift for therapeutic mesmerism 

(hypnotism). To the end of his life, he used it to heal thousands of sufferers. 

Meanwhile in London, a new figure had entered the Theosophical stage: Anna 

Kingsford (1846-1888). She had left her clergyman husband to follow a medical career. 

Since women were barred from studying medicine in London, she and her companion 

Edward Maitland moved to Paris, where she qualified as M.D. and became an anti-
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vivisectionist. She also developed mediumistic powers, and in trance or lucid dream 

delivered a “new, revealed gospel” of a Christian Hermetic character. Maitland was in 

touch with the London Theosophists, who found Kingsford’s doctrines more palatable 

than the orientalism of the Founders. In January 1883 they elected her President of the 

London Branch. Sinnett moved to London, having been dismissed by The Pioneer, and 

dissensions began to form. 

In February 1884, the Founders left for Europe. Blavatsky’s doctors had insisted on a 

spell in a healthier climate, Olcott needed to make political representations on behalf of 

the Singhalese Buddhists, and the London Lodge needed sorting out. They landed first in 

Marseille, where the French Theosophists welcomed them. Foremost among these was 

Marie, Countess of Caithness and Duchess of Pomár (1830-1895), who hosted the 

Founders and their entourage in Nice and Paris. Lady Caithness was a medium, a 

Catholic, and a devotee of Mary, Queen of Scots. She was a loyal friend of both Anna 

Kingsford and HPB, and tried to reconcile the eastern and western factions within the 

Society. 

William Quan Judge (1851-1896) also joined HPB in France. He had been a member 

of the New York Society from the start, and received private teaching from HPB 

(Cranston 1993: 133); some regard him as a third Founder. Since 1878 the New York 

Society had been almost dormant, and Judge, who was not wealthy, was busy with his 

personal life. Early in 1884 the Mahatmas summoned him to help HPB in writing The 

Secret Doctrine. He became a major player from then onwards, revivifying the New York 

Society as soon as he returned and starting a journal, The Path. 

On 6 April 1884, HPB suddenly left Paris and appeared the next day at the London 

Lodge. The Sinnett faction had just unseated Anna Kingsford from the presidency, and to 

mollify her HPB allowed her to start another branch, called the Hermetic Society. 

Kingsford’s esoteric Christianity, which embraced reincarnation and the validity of other 

religions, reappeared with the later Theosophists (Besant and Leadbeater). 

During the Founder’s months in England, they met with the Society for Psychical 

Research (S.P.R.), which had a sympathetic interest in the reports of phenomena in India. 

However, in May 1884 the Coulombs, employed at Adyar, became so aggravating that 

after an exchange of cables with HPB and the Board they were fired. They went straight 

to the Madras Christian College with stories of how the phenomena had been faked by 

HPB and her helpers, and produced letters from HPB confirming this (The letters are now 

lost, so their authenticity remains in doubt.) The Christian College published the 

Coulomb’s material, which called into doubt the existence of the Mahatmas, the integrity 

of HPB and, by association, that of the whole Theosophical enterprise. 

Judge arrived in Adyar in August 1884, with authority to take charge. He discovered 

that Mr. Coulomb, a carpenter, had begun to alter the “Shrine Room,” where many 

phenomena had occurred, to look as if objects could be passed in from the adjoining 

room (Cranston 1993: 269). In October 1884 the Founders left separately for India to 

answer the growing criticisms. When HPB stopped in Egypt to gather data on the 

Coulombs’ past history, Charles Webster Leadbeater (1854-1934), a young Church of 

England clergyman who had thrown in his lot with the Theosophists, joined her for the 

voyage. They arrived almost simultaneously with Dr. Richard Hodgson, who was 

commissioned by the S.P.R. to investigate the affair. After three months of interviews 
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and gossip, his verdict was devastating. It was that HPB had ingeniously faked all the 

phenomena, and that lacking any other plausible motive, she must be a Russian spy. 

The Adyar Theosophists, fearful of worse publicity, forbade HPB to sue the 

Coulombs. She resigned, and on 31 March 1885 left India for ever. Olcott remained as 

President of the Society and editor of The Theosophist, but as he was often on tour, much 

of the management fell to Leadbeater. During this period Leadbeater received his occult 

training from the Mahatmas and from Subba Row. 

 

Blavatsky’s Later Years 

HPB’s goal was to finish The Secret Doctrine, and she worked on it during stays in Torre 

del Greco (near Naples), Würzburg, Ostend (where her sister Vera joined her), and finally 

London. Countess Wachtmeister, the widow of a Swedish ambassador, joined her in 

Würzburg and remained her companion to the end. Archibald and Bertram Keightley, an 

uncle and nephew of independent means, settled her in London and made it possible for 

her to complete the work. The Keightleys, Wachtmeister, and Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden 

(President of the Society in Germany) all testified to its phenomenal manner of 

production. Not only was a woman in ill health able to produce hundreds of pages of 

writing, but they were full of citations from works to which she had no access (Cranston 

1993: 288, 291, 323, 325-326). Subba Row refused to look over the work, as HPB had 

hoped, because he felt that she had disclosed too much to unworthy Westerners. 

The Secret Doctrine (1888) is over 1500 pages long and contains two volumes: 

“Cosmogenesis” and “Anthropogenesis.” It is structured as a commentary on the 

“Stanzas of Dzyan,” an otherwise unknown text that may have roots in Tibetan 

esotericism. These tell of the emanation of worlds, the nature of higher beings, and the 

evolution of humans through a complex series of Rounds, Root-Races, and Sub-Races. 

The work enlarges on many of the principles outlined in the Mahatmas’ letters. Like Isis 

Unveiled, it pays much attention to contemporary science and to the errors of religions. 

In her later years HPB also wrote a brief guide to disciples, The Voice of the Silence, 

and a Key to Theosophy. Her incidental writings and letters fill fifteen further volumes of 

BCW. In 1891 Sotheran, who made his living cataloguing private libraries, declared: “Her 

intellectual attainments as proven by her conversation and writings show her to have been 

incontestably one of the most profound scholars and able writers not only of this century 

but of the age, and this is freely admitted by all who are capable of comprehending her 

thought and work.” (Gomes 156.) 

To resolve the tension among the London Theosophists, to whom HPB’s return was 

not universally welcome, some of the younger members founded a new “Blavatsky 

Lodge.” From here she launched a new periodical in September 1887 with the 

provocative title of Lucifer (Ransom 1938: 239). Another declaration of independence, to 

which Olcott consented only after urging by K.H., was the foundation of the Esoteric 

Section (later the Eastern School of Theosophy) under HPB’s exclusive control. Little is 

known of its activities or membership, as strict secrecy was required. Through the agency 

of Annie Besant and G.R.S. Mead, many of HPB’s instructions to the Esoteric Section’s 

members were published in 1897 in a spurious “Volume III” of The Secret Doctrine. 

They may be found in BCW XII, 479-713 (see also de Zirkoff’s discussion in BCW XIV, 

xxv-xliv). 
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Of those just mentioned, G.R.S. Mead (1863-1933) joined the Theosophical Society 

soon after graduating from Cambridge. His knowledge of classical languages and 

diligence in editing helped HPB in her later writings, and he became an authority on 

Gnosticism, Hermeticism, and Christian origins. Annie Besant (1847-1933) was a 

clergyman’s wife who had become a freethinker and social reformer. She was already a 

celebrity and a renowned orator in these fields when she agreed to review The Secret 

Doctrine for The Pall Mall Gazette. By the end of it, she was a Theosophist. She joined 

HPB’s circle, and the two powerful women succumbed to each other’s magnetism. Even 

Olcott was charmed by her when he visited London in 1889. The following year, Besant 

took symbolic possession of the Society by moving it to her own house, greatly enlarged 

at the expense of an anonymous donor. A room with a blue glass ceiling was made for the 

“Inner Group,” an even more secretive group within the Esoteric Section (Nethercot 

1960: 329-330). HPB spent her remaining days there with a community of about ten 

resident devotees. 

Shortly before her death (8 May 1891), HPB wrote to Judge of Besant: “she is the 

most wonderful woman, my right hand, my successor when I will be forced to leave you, 

my sole hope in England as you are my sole hope in America.” (Nethercot 1960: 306.) 

For a while the chosen pair acted in harmony and as joint heads of the Esoteric Section, 

Judge in America, Besant in Europe. Late in 1891 they brought a charge of immorality 

against the aging Olcott, who may have enjoyed a fleeting affair in London that summer 

(Anon. 1925: 331-332). Olcott resigned from the presidency, then thought better of it, 

and the matter died down. He was now working on his memoirs, published as Old Diary 

Leaves. The first volume was a highly readable account of the early days in New York, in 

which HPB was treated with affection but not with reverence. 

 

Rivalry and Fragmentation 

According to HPB, the Mahatmas make an effort in the last quarter of each century to 

help on the spiritual progress of humanity. The current cycle, she wrote, will close in 

1897 “among a loud din of busy, boisterous tongues, a clash of public opinion...” (BCW 

XII, 1). This prophecy was now fulfilled, as the principals had disparate ideas of the 

direction Theosophy should take. Olcott, in Adyar, was involved in Asian Buddhism and 

education. Besant was drawn to the Hindu world, anticipating her later career in India’s 

movement for independence. Judge was convinced that Theosophy’s future, like its 

beginnings, lay in America and with the West.  

The burning question was whether the Mahatmas were still guiding the Society. For 

a leader to be credible, it was imperative to demonstrate contact with them, but this was 

the very thing that divided the Society. The rift began when Judge passed Besant a 

message “psychically received” in the “script adopted by HPB for communications from 

the Master” (Anon. 1925: 527). She came to the conclusion that it was not “precipitated” 

paranormally, as such messages were believed to be, but written by Judge himself, and 

that his other communications were likewise fraudulent. In February 1894 she asked 

Olcott, as President, to bring charges against Judge. With Olcott’s consent, she drew 

them up herself. In July 1894 Judge faced a Judicial Committee in London. It dismissed 

the charges because the Society had no official position on the existence of the 

Mahatmas, members having freedom of belief in this, as in all matters. 
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Judge had remained silent at his hearing, but in November 1894 he proclaimed that 

Besant was being used by the Dark Powers and manipulated by the Brahmin mesmerist 

Chakravarti (Ransom 1938: 305). He fired her from the Esoteric Section, and in response, 

Besant and Mead demanded Judge’s expulsion from the Society. The American Section 

closed ranks around him and declared its independence. It would now be called “The 

Theosophical Society in America,” with Judge as President for life. 

That life ended on 21 March 1896, when Judge succumbed to tuberculosis. His 

secretary, Ernest Temple Hargrove (?-1939), produced “messages received in 1895 from 

HPB” that promised a mysterious successor. Hargrove acted as President for a year 

before the “Promise” was revealed as the medium Katherine Tingley (1847-1929), who 

had been a comfort to Judge in his last years (see Greenwalt 1978: 15-16; Anon. 1925: 

660-674). In 1896-97 Tingley undertook a worldwide “crusade,” returning in time for her 

followers to harass Besant throughout her 1897 American tour (Nethercot 1963: 58-61). 

In 1898 Tingley’s movement was renamed “The Universal Brotherhood and the 

Theosophical Society,” and in 1900 it moved to Point Loma, near San Diego, where it 

built a splendid campus (now absorbed by a university). It is now called “The 

Theosophical Society (Pasadena).” 

In 1899 several other dissenters left Tingley’s group (see Bell n.d.): 

Hargrove declared that “by Order of the Master” Tingley was no longer head of the 

Esoteric Section, and founded “The Theosophical Society in America” with headquarters 

in New York. Before it disbanded in 1943, it enrolled some of the most distinguished 

Theosophists of the first generation, including Archibald Keightley and Charles Johnston, 

and published the Theosophical Quarterly (see Cooper 1993).  

Dr. W.H. Dower and Francia A. La Due, backed by their own messages from the 

Masters, founded the “Temple of the People” first in Syracuse, New York, then in 

Halcyon, California.  

Dr. J.H. Salisbury, Donald Nicholson, and Harold W. Percival formed “The 

Theosophical Society of New York,” which published The Word. Alexander Wilder was 

affiliated with them. 

Alice L. Cleather, a member of HPB’s Inner Group, formed a private “Blavatsky 

Association.” In the next century she emerged as a stalwart of the “Back to Blavatsky” 

movement. 

The minority of the American Section who remained faithful to Olcott, Besant, and 

the Adyar Society eventually grew into the largest American group, and became “The 

Theosophical Society in America” with headquarters in Wheaton, Illinois. 

In London, Sinnett continued to contact the Mahatmas through séances with his 

private group. Leadbeater started his long career as a clairvoyant, publishing The Astral 

Plane (1895) and The Devachanic Plane (1896). From their joint researches William 

Scott-Elliot compiled Atlantis (1896). G.R.S. Mead also used Leadbeater’s revelations in 

Did Jesus Live 100 B.C.? (1903), which permanently damaged the reputation of this great 

scholar. 

On the fringes of the Society, the “Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn in the 

Outer,” founded in 1888, gathered members from HPB’s Esoteric Section and Anna 

Kingsford’s Hermetic Society. It provided the occult training and ceremonial for which 

some Theosophists hungered. The Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor operated by mail 

order from Scotland, then from Georgia, USA. HPB was strongly opposed to it, perhaps 
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aware that it taught sexual magic, the darkest secret of nineteenth-century occultism. 

Some prominent Theosophists secretly joined it, sowing the seeds for the later Ordo 

Templi Orientis and some Rosicrucian movements. 

By the end of the century, Theosophical branches attached to Adyar were flourishing 

all over the world, fulfilling the first Object of the Society. This was last formulated in 

HPB’s lifetime as: “To form the nucleus of a Universal Brotherhood of Humanity, 

without distinction of race, creed, sex, caste or colour.” (Ransom 1938: 550.)  
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