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Andrew Lang's "Introduction to the Compleat Angler" serves as an illuminating preface to Izaak Walton's classic work, exploring the art and philosophy of angling. Lang adopts a blend of reverence and critical acumen, situating Walton's treatise within the broader context of 17th-century English literature, where pastoral motifs and contemplations of nature underpin literary expressions. The introduction encapsulates Walton'Äôs personal anecdotes and reflections, imbuing the text with a timeless appreciation for the tranquility of fishing, while also addressing Walton'Äôs stylistic nuances and the cultural significance of angling during his time. Renowned for his contributions to folklore and poetry, Andrew Lang was an eminent scholar and literary figure who believed in the intrinsic value of natural pursuits. His extensive background in literature and his passion for the outdoors provide a lens through which he deftly analyzes Walton'Äôs motivations and the broader environmental themes prevalent in his writing. Lang'Äôs own experiences with fishing and his quest for deeper truths in nature enrich his interpretations, making this introduction a cornerstone for understanding the art of angling. Readers seeking to appreciate the intersections of literature, nature, and leisure will find Lang'Äôs introduction essential. It not only enhances the reading of Walton'Äôs seminal work but also invites contemporary audiences to engage with timeless themes of conservation, reflection, and the simple joys of life. This scholarly companion is ideal for both seasoned anglers and lovers of literature alike.
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In "Modern Mythology," Andrew Lang deftly explores the intricate tapestry of myths that continue to shape contemporary thought and culture. Using a blend of erudite analysis and engaging prose, Lang dissects various myths from around the world, revealing their psychological, sociological, and historical significance. The book places itself firmly within the burgeoning field of comparative mythology, drawing upon extensive research and cross-cultural examples that illuminate the enduring power of myth in modern societies. Lang's literary style is both accessible and scholarly, inviting readers to engage critically with the narratives that have shaped human experience through the ages. Andrew Lang, a prominent Scottish poet, novelist, and anthropologist, draws upon his extensive academic background and personal interest in folklore to craft this insightful work. His involvement with the early folklorists and his position as an editor for several influential collections of fairy tales uniquely position him to discuss the evolution of myths in a rapidly changing world. Lang's own experiences traveling and studying various cultures provide an authentic and nuanced perspective that enriches the text. For readers intrigued by the power of stories and their role in shaping human existence, "Modern Mythology" stands as a compelling invitation to revisit and reconsider the myths that continue to resonate today. Lang's acute observations and engaging analyses will captivate anyone interested in the intersections of culture, literature, and the timeless nature of human storytelling.
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In "The Book of Dreams and Ghosts," Andrew Lang crafts a captivating anthology that explores the intersections of the supernatural, folklore, and the human psyche. Combining rigorous scholarship with vivid storytelling, Lang delves into a plethora of ghost tales and dream interpretations from various cultures, providing a rich tapestry of narratives that evoke both wonder and unease. His distinctive literary style marries a methodical analytical approach with lyrical prose, creating an immersive reading experience. The book situates itself within the burgeoning field of folklore studies in the late 19th century, reflecting a growing fascination with the esoteric and a challenge to rationalist paradigms of the time. Andrew Lang, a Scottish poet and anthropologist, was deeply influenced by his wide-ranging interests in mythology, folklore, and the oral traditions of various cultures. His extensive travels and scholarly pursuits led him to collect and translate numerous tales, infusing "The Book of Dreams and Ghosts" with authentic voices from afar. Lang's background as a member of the literary and academic circles of his era underpins this work's significance, as he sought to bridge the gap between the empirical and the mysterious. This collection is a must-read for enthusiasts of supernatural literature, history, and anthropology. Lang'Äôs ability to weave together meticulous research with enthralling narratives invites readers to reflect on the enduring power of dreams and the spectral, urging us to consider the unseen forces that shape our realities. Dive into this thought-provoking exploration to unlock the mysteries that lie between the realms of the living and the spectral.
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    Where extraordinary tales meet ordinary reasoning, a contest over evidence, credulity, and skepticism unfolds. Andrew Lang’s Cock Lane and Common-Sense brings a Victorian scholar’s discipline to phenomena that were often treated with either blind belief or dismissive scorn. First published in 1894, the book belongs to a moment when debates about ghosts, dreams, and uncanny experiences intersected with emerging sciences of mind and culture. Lang, a Scottish writer and folklorist, approaches notorious stories and obscure reports alike with a cool, essayistic voice, inviting readers to consider how and why such narratives persist—and what careful inquiry can, and cannot, reliably extract from them.

This is a work of nonfiction, a collection of essays rather than a single continuous argument, and it moves across centuries and sources to test remarkable claims against ordinary standards of judgment. The title invokes the Cock Lane Ghost, an eighteenth-century London case that became a touchstone for disputes over testimony, imposture, and public sensation. By placing that emblematic episode beside legal records, travelers’ accounts, and domestic chronicles, Lang situates the marvelous within everyday contexts. The late nineteenth-century setting of composition matters: it was an era of confident science and expanding anthropology, but also of fresh curiosity about the limits of human perception.

Readers encounter an author who writes with urbane wit, historical reach, and a steady preference for verifiable detail. The book offers an inquiry-driven experience: measured, unsensational, and attentive to the texture of evidence. Lang surveys episodes involving apparitions, poltergeist-like disturbances, strange coincidences, dreams, and divinatory practices, treating them as problems in testimony and interpretation rather than as proofs of doctrine. His style is formal but lively, informed by wide reading and an instinct for comparison. Instead of presenting a single verdict, he accumulates cases and counter-cases, allowing patterns—and the limits of pattern-finding—to emerge from the material itself.

At the center of the project lies a methodological poise: Lang neither surrenders to the thrill of marvels nor retreats into automatic disbelief. He asks what counts as credible evidence, how independent witnesses can be weighed, and where error, trickery, or misunderstanding likely intrudes. Drawing upon the intellectual tools of his day—especially history, philology, and the developing study of culture—he treats remarkable testimonies as data to be sifted, compared, and cautiously framed. The result is an exercise in disciplined curiosity, an attempt to reconcile common-sense habits of mind with reports that strain them, without pretending that method alone can settle every perplexity.

Themes cohere around the status of anecdote, the psychology of belief, and the social life of stories. Lang is keenly alert to how narratives circulate, gather authority, and acquire embellishments, as well as how legal and journalistic conventions shape what later generations inherit as fact. He probes the boundary where science meets tradition, testing whether so-called survivals of custom or belief can be explained solely as cultural residue. The book also foregrounds the ethics of inquiry: how to treat witnesses respectfully without abandoning rigor, how to register uncertainty without lapsing into cynicism, and how to keep open the question of what counts as knowledge.

For contemporary readers, the book’s relevance lies in its patient anatomy of proof and its cool attention to testimony under pressure. In an age of viral claims and contested expertise, Lang’s balancing act—skeptical but not scornful, receptive but not gullible—offers a usable model for thinking. His essays encourage habits of cross-checking, sensitivity to bias, and historical perspective on controversy. They also remind us that extraordinary reports thrive where attention, fear, hope, and spectacle converge. Without endorsing any grand theory, the work cultivates intellectual humility and methodological care, qualities that travel well beyond its Victorian materials.

Approached as cultural history and as a primer in reasoning about unusual claims, Cock Lane and Common-Sense rewards steady, reflective reading. Expect polished Victorian prose, an arch but fair-minded tone, and a mosaic of cases that invite comparison rather than deliver shocks. The book will appeal to readers interested in folklore, the history of science, legal and journalistic evidentiary standards, and the perennial question of how to believe well. Lang’s essays do not promise certainty; they offer clarity about how certainty is, and is not, earned. In that spirit, the volume stands as an enduring demonstration of inquiry conducted in the light of common sense.
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    Andrew Lang's Cock Lane and Common-Sense assembles essays that reconsider apparitions, haunted houses, witchcraft, spiritualism, and the anthropological roots of belief. Using the eighteenth-century Cock Lane Ghost as a touchstone, Lang explores how stories of marvels arise, how they are tested, and how common-sense should adjudicate them. He moves between literary sources, legal records, travelers' reports, and contemporary inquiries by the Society for Psychical Research, seeking continuity and contrast across times and cultures. The book's guiding purpose is not to prove the supernatural but to examine the quality of evidence, the psychology of witnesses, and the persistence of certain experiences that have long nourished popular and scholarly debate.

Lang opens with the Cock Lane Ghost, a London disturbance of raps and alleged spirit communications that drew wide attention and was ultimately exposed as fraudulent. He recounts the main actors, the methods by which the trick was revealed, and Samuel Johnson's involvement in examining the case. The episode provides a framework for discussing deception, credulity, and the dangers of hasty generalization. By starting with a notorious imposture, Lang sets a baseline: some marvels are explained by trickery, yet the existence of fraud does not dispose of all testimony. The case thus introduces questions of procedure, witness reliability, and the limits of skeptical dismissal.

Following that exemplar, Lang considers testimony: how historians, lawyers, and scientists weigh statements about unusual events. He distinguishes between rumor, sworn depositions, and first-hand narratives, and he reviews how memory, suggestion, and expectation can shape reports. Hallucinations, he notes, may be vivid yet private experiences; errors in observation are common. Still, he observes patterns of convergence across independent accounts that demand careful attention. Common-sense, for him, requires neither blind belief nor wholesale rejection, but a graduated response according to the evidential record. This methodological chapter anchors the work, setting standards for subsequent discussions of visions, knockings, and other phenomena frequently attested in many times and places.

Lang then turns to anthropology, surveying what earlier ethnographers called savage philosophy. He outlines how dream experiences, shadow-conceptions, and the idea of a double furnish early explanations for life and death, shaping beliefs in souls, ghosts, and spirits. Comparisons are drawn between ancient myths, classical testimonies, and modern folklore, indicating continuities in explanatory schemes. By juxtaposing remote cultures with European traditions, he argues that certain categories of experience underlie recurrent narratives. The section does not reduce belief to error; rather, it situates belief within a human effort to interpret puzzling experiences. Anthropological materials thus supply context for later chapters on apparitions and haunted places.

Apparitions and haunted houses occupy a central portion of the book. Lang compiles cases of crisis apparitions, where a figure is reportedly seen at the moment of death, and surveys recurrent disturbances attributed to poltergeists. He notes common motifs: raps, moving objects, localized noises, and scenes repeated at particular times. Drawing on Society for Psychical Research collections, he differentiates solitary visions from multiple-witness reports and flags the difficulties of verification. Without asserting definitive conclusions, he emphasizes the regularity of certain features across well-sifted narratives. The section illustrates how cumulative casework, when critically handled, can clarify what is reported, what is excluded, and what remains uncertain in household hauntings.

Turning to experiments, Lang reviews evidence for telepathy and allied practices such as crystal-gazing. He summarizes procedures used in thought-transference tests, their controls, and the statistical outcomes reported by investigators. Crystal-gazing, or scrying, is presented through case descriptions in which images seem to form in a polished surface, sometimes matching distant or unknown facts. Psychological interpretations, including suggestion and hyperaesthesia, are considered alongside the experimental claims. Lang neither dismisses nor certifies; he compares results to narratives of spontaneous impressions and warns against loose methods. The chapter's aim is to assess whether experimental work illuminates popular beliefs about visions and messages, and where methodological safeguards alter the picture.

Witchcraft and possession receive a historical and medical reassessment. Lang reviews trials, confessions, and accusations, distinguishing between fraud, coercion, and sincere misinterpretation. He situates episodes within the psychology of hysteria, epidemic suggestion, and the effects of stress or illness, drawing parallels with modern case material. Physical marvels formerly attributed to malefic arts are reconsidered under natural causes when possible, yet the book preserves a remainder of puzzling incidents. Legal and theological contexts show how beliefs shaped behavior, while clinical observations reframe some phenomena as symptoms rather than diabolic acts. The analysis underscores how explanatory frameworks evolve and how careful inquiry can reduce, though not always eliminate, the margin of mystery.

Modern spiritualism is addressed through séances, raps, and mediumistic displays. Lang recounts investigative strategies, exposures of fraud, and the difficulties of controlling conditions without extinguishing the phenomena in question. He catalogs techniques used by impostors while noting a subset of cases that resist easy explanation under the available evidence. The social setting of spiritualist circles, their expectations, and the interplay of belief and performance are considered. Throughout, the approach remains procedural: establish safeguards, weigh testimony, and separate demonstrable trickery from residuary problems. This survey situates contemporary marvels within the same evidential framework applied to historical hauntings and aligns them with or against experimental findings.

In conclusion, Lang reiterates the book's central message: common-sense inquiry should mediate between credulity and denial. Comparative anthropology clarifies the origins and persistence of beliefs; historical critique reduces error; and cautious psychical research tests what remains under controlled conditions. The survival of the soul and the objective reality of apparitions are left as open questions, approached through evidence rather than assertion. By organizing anecdote, experiment, and tradition within a consistent evaluative scheme, Cock Lane and Common-Sense offers a program for studying extraordinary claims. Its final emphasis is on disciplined collection, fair scrutiny, and a recognition that human experience often outruns current explanation.
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    Andrew Lang’s Cock Lane and Common-Sense, published in London in 1894, looks backward and outward from late Victorian Britain toward earlier episodes of alleged supernatural disturbance. Its anchor case arose in mid eighteenth-century London, in and around Cock Lane near Smithfield and St Paul’s, a dense urban district shaped by coffeehouse culture, pamphleteering, and a growing newspaper press. Lang’s essays range across Britain and beyond, but their social scenery is recognizably metropolitan and modern: an expanding reading public, emergent professional science, and a legal system shifting from prosecuting witchcraft to policing fraud. The book’s temporal canvas thus spans Restoration and Hanoverian London to the high Victorian age of inquiry.

The Cock Lane Ghost affair of 1762 was a quintessential London sensation. In the house of Richard Parsons in Cock Lane, raps and knockings were said to emanate through a young girl, Elizabeth Parsons, purporting to be the spirit of Frances, known as Fanny, who had died after living with William Kent. Crowds gathered; clergy and physicians debated; newspapers serialized nightly developments. A committee including Samuel Johnson attended a February 1762 vigil in Clerkenwell and, after controls were imposed, declared the mystery a human imposture. Richard Parsons and associates were later convicted of conspiracy and punished by pillory and imprisonment. Lang revisits the episode to test evidence, public credulity, and judicial response against common sense.

The legal and social transition from witchcraft prosecutions to fraud regulation underwrites many cases Lang surveys. The Witchcraft Act of 1735 repealed earlier statutes and made it an offense to pretend to conjure spirits or tell fortunes, effectively relocating supernatural disputes from theology to criminal law. The last known execution for witchcraft in Britain, that of Janet Horne in Dornoch, occurred in 1727, signaling the end of capital prosecutions. In the Cock Lane case and others, offenders were punished as conspirators or cheats rather than as consorts of Satan. Lang leverages this shift to show how eighteenth-century Britain disciplined belief through courts and publicity rather than through confessional persecution.

Earlier British disturbances shaped later expectations. The Epworth Rectory haunting of 1716 to 1717, in the Lincolnshire home of the Wesley family, involved knockings and movements attributed to a spirit nicknamed Old Jeffrey. Samuel Wesley, the rector, and his children, including John Wesley, later founder of Methodism, preserved detailed accounts. The incident fed into a religious milieu balancing fervor with order during the Hanoverian succession and impending evangelical revival. Lang treats Epworth as a benchmark poltergeist narrative, comparing testimony, household dynamics, and clerical reactions, and underscoring how domestic piety, social hierarchy, and the authority of written records stabilized or unsettled claims of the marvelous.

The rise of modern Spiritualism after the Hydesville rappings of 1848 in New York transformed transatlantic popular religion. The Fox sisters’ cabinets and public séances spread to Britain by the early 1850s. Figures such as Daniel Dunglas Home conducted levitations before aristocratic audiences in London from 1855, while chemist William Crookes investigated mediums like Florence Cook and the Katie King materializations in 1873 to 1874. Legal pushback included the prosecution of Dr Henry Slade at Bow Street in 1876 for fraudulent practices, amid exposures by scientists and magicians. Lang situates these Victorian controversies alongside Cock Lane, evaluating raps, table tilting, and materializations with historical comparisons and an anthropological eye.

Organized psychical research provided a new framework for contested experiences. The Society for Psychical Research, founded in London in 1882 by Henry Sidgwick, Frederic W. H. Myers, Edmund Gurney, and colleagues, pursued systematic inquiry into telepathy, apparitions, and mediumship. Its Census of Hallucinations, published in 1889, canvassed roughly 17,000 respondents across Britain and the empire, reporting a small but significant incidence of crisis apparitions, often summarized as about one in forty-three. While critics debated methodology and cases of fraud marred investigations, the SPR’s protocols, case archives, and statistical reasoning marked a shift from pamphlet skirmishes to quasi-scientific study. Lang engages these findings to test whether older ghost narratives admit psychological or telepathic explanations.

Medical and scientific contexts reframed marvels during the long nineteenth century. Mesmerism, originating with Franz Mesmer in the 1770s, and later hypnotism under Jean-Martin Charcot at the Salpêtrière, suggested dissociation, suggestion, and automatisms as mechanisms for trance and raps. In Britain, John Elliotson’s advocacy in the 1830s and 1840s helped popularize these ideas. Concurrently, Scottish traditions of second sight, described by Martin Martin in 1703, persisted in the Highlands despite post-Culloden suppression after 1746. Lang draws on these strands to argue that some phenomena once blamed on spirits can be traced to human psychology, while others may reflect rare but cross-cultural experiences recorded long before Victorian séance rooms.

As social and political critique, the book exposes how urban crowds, the periodical press, and clerical and legal authorities could manufacture or manage panic. It highlights class and gender asymmetries in which young servants or girls became focal points for accusations, while gentlemen investigators framed the narrative and verdict. By juxtaposing courtrooms, coffeehouses, and drawing rooms, Lang indicts a culture that alternately exploits credulity and polices belief, often more concerned with public order than with truth. His historically grounded appeal to common sense challenges sensational commerce in wonders, the opportunism of spiritualist entrepreneurship, and the complacency of reductive skepticism that ignores testimony and social context alike.
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Since the first publication of Cock Lane and Common-Sense in 1894, nothing has occurred to alter greatly the author’s opinions. He has tried to make the Folklore Society see that such things as modern reports of wraiths, ghosts, ‘fire-walking,’ ‘corpse-lights,’ ‘crystal-gazing,’ and so on, are within their province, and within the province of anthropology. In this attempt he has not quite succeeded. As he understands the situation, folklorists and anthropologists will hear gladly about wraiths, ghosts, corpse-candles, hauntings, crystal-gazing, and walking unharmed through fire, as long as these things are part of vague rural tradition, or of savage belief. But, as soon as there is first-hand evidence of honourable men and women for the apparent existence of any of the phenomena enumerated, then Folklore officially refuses to have anything to do with the subject. Folklore will register and compare vague savage or popular beliefs; but when educated living persons vouch for phenomena which (if truly stated) account in part for the origin of these popular or savage beliefs, then Folklore turns a deaf ear. The logic of this attitude does not commend itself to the author of Cock Lane and Common-Sense.

On the other side, the Society for Psychical Research, while anxiously examining all the modern instances which Folklore rejects, has hitherto neglected, on the whole, that evidence from history, tradition, savage superstition, saintly legend, and so forth, which Folklore deigns to regard with interest. The neglect is not universal, and the historical aspect of these beliefs has been dealt with [1q]by Mr. Gurney (on Witchcraft), by Mr. Myers (on the Classical Oracles), and by Miss X. (on Crystal-Gazing). Still, the savage and traditional evidence is nearly as much eschewed by psychical research, as the living and contemporary evidence is by Folklore. The truth is that anthropology and Folklore have a ready-made theory as to the savage and illusory origin of all belief in the spiritual, from ghosts to God. The reported occurrence, therefore, of phenomena which suggest the possible existence of causes of belief not accepted by anthropology, is a distasteful thing, and is avoided. On the other hand, psychical research averts its gaze, as a rule, from tradition, because the testimony of tradition is not ‘evidential,’ not at first hand.

In Cock Lane and Common-Sense an attempt is made to reconcile these rather hostile sisters in science. Anthropology ought to think humani nihil a se alienum. Now the abnormal and more or less inexplicable experiences vouched for by countless living persons of honour and sanity, are, at all events, human. As they usually coincide in character with the testimony of the lower races all over the world; with historical evidence from the past, and with rural Folklore now and always, it really seems hard to understand how anthropology can turn her back on this large human province. For example, the famous affair of the disturbances at Mr. Samuel Wesley’s parsonage at Epworth, in 1716, is reported on evidence undeniably honest, and absolutely contemporary. Dr. Salmon, the learned and acute Provost of Trinity College, Dublin, has twice tried to explain the phenomena as the results of deliberate imposture by Hetty Wesley, alone, and unaided. {0a} The present writer examined Dr. Salmon’s arguments (in the Contemporary Review, August, 1895), and was able, he thinks, to demonstrate that scarcely one of them was based on an accurate reading of the evidence. The writer later came across the diary of Mr. Proctor of Wellington, near Newcastle (about 1840), and found to his surprise that Mr. Proctor registered on occasion, day by day, for many years, precisely the same phenomena as those which had vexed the Wesleys. {0b} Various contradictory and mutually exclusive theories of these affairs have been advanced. Not one hypothesis satisfies the friends of the others: not one bears examination. The present writer has no theory, except the theory that these experiences (or these modern myths, if any one pleases), are part of the province of anthropology and Folklore.

He would add one obvious yet neglected truth. If a ‘ghost-story’ be found to contain some slight discrepancy between the narratives of two witnesses, it is at once rejected, both by science and common-sense, as obviously and necessarily and essentially false. Yet no story of the most normal incident in daily life, can well be told without some discrepancies in the relations of witnesses. None the less such stories are accepted even by juries and judges. We cannot expect human testimony suddenly to become impeccable and infallible in all details, just because a ‘ghost’ is concerned. Nor is it logical to demand here a degree of congruity in testimony, which daily experience of human evidence proves to be impossible, even in ordinary matters.

A collection of recent reports of ‘fire-walking’ by unscorched ministrants, in the South Seas, in Sarawak, in Bulgaria, and among the Klings, appeals to the present writer in a similar way. Anthropology, he thinks, should compare these reports of living witnesses, with the older reports of similar phenomena, in Virgil, in many books of travel, in saintly legends, in trials by ordeal, and in Iamblichus. {0c} Anthropology has treasured the accounts of trials by the ordeal of fire, and has not neglected the tales of old travellers, such as Pallas, and Gmelin. Why she should stand aloof from analogous descriptions by Mr. Basil Thomson, and other living witnesses, the present writer is unable to imagine. The better, the more closely contemporary the evidence, the more a witness of the abnormal is ready to submit to cross-examination, the more his testimony is apt to be neglected by Folklorists. Of course, the writer is not maintaining that there is anything ‘psychical’ in fire-walking, or in fire-handling. Put it down as a trick. Then as a trick it is so old, so world-wide, that we should ascertain the modus of it. Mr. Clodd, following Sir B. W. Richardson, suggests the use of diluted sulphuric acid, or of alum. But I am not aware that he has tried the experiment on his own person, nor has he produced an example in which it was successfully tried. Science demands actual experiment.

The very same remarks apply to ‘Crystal-Gazing’. Folklore welcomes it in legend or in classical or savage divination. When it is asserted that a percentage of living and educated and honourable people are actually hallucinated by gazing into crystals, the President of the Folklore Society (Mr. Clodd) has attributed the fact to a deranged liver. {0d} This is a theory like another, and, like another, can be tested. But, if it holds water, then we have discovered the origin of the world-wide practice of crystal-gazing. It arises from an equally world-wide form of hepatic malady.

In answer to all that has been urged here, anthropologists are wont to ejaculate that blessed word ‘Survival’. Our savage, and mediæval, and Puritan ancestors were ignorant and superstitious; and we, or some of us, inherit their beliefs, as we may inherit their complexions. They have bequeathed to us a tendency to see the viewless things, and hear the airy tongues which they saw and heard; and they have left us the legacy of their animistic or spiritualistic explanation of these subjective experiences.

Well, be it so; what does anthropology study with so much zest as survivals? When, then, we find plenty of sane and honest people ready with tales of their own ‘abnormal’ experiences, anthropologists ought to feel fortunate. Here, in the persons of witnesses, say, to ‘death-bed wraiths,’ are ‘survivals’ of the liveliest and most interesting kind. Here are parsons, solicitors, soldiers, actors, men of letters, peers, honourable women not a few, all (as far as wraiths go), in exactly the mental condition of a Maori. Anthropology then will seek out these witnesses, these contemporary survivals, these examples of the truth of its own hypothesis, and listen to them as lovingly as it listens to a garrulous old village wife, or to an untutored Mincopi.

This is what we expect; but anthropology, never glancing at our ‘survivals,’ never interrogating them, goes to the Aquarium to study a friendly Zulu. The consistency of this method laisse a désirer! One says to anthropologists: ‘If all educated men who have had, or believe they have had “psychical experiences” are mere “survivals,” why don’t you friends of “survivals” examine them and cross examine them? Their psychology ought to be a most interesting proof of the correctness of your theory. But, far from studying the cases of these gentlemen, some of you actually denounce, for doing so, the Society for Psychical Research.’

The real explanation of these singular scientific inconsistencies is probably this. Many men of science have, consciously or unconsciously, adopted the belief that the whole subject of the ‘abnormal,’ or, let us say, the ‘psychical,’ is closed. Every phenomenon admits of an already ascertained physical explanation. Therefore, when a man (however apparently free from superstitious prejudice) investigates a reported abnormal phenomenon, he is instantly accused of wanting to believe in a ‘supernatural explanation’. Wanting (ex hypothesi) to believe, he is unfit to investigate, all his conclusions will be affirmative, and all will be worthless.

This scientific argument is exactly the old argument of the pulpit against the atheist who ‘does not believe because he does not want to believe’. The writer is only too well aware that even scientific minds, when bent on these topics, are apt to lose balance and sanity. But this tendency, like any other mental bad habit, is to be overcome, and may be vanquished.

Manifestly it is as fair for a psychical researcher to say to Mr. Clodd, ‘You won’t examine my haunted house because you are afraid of being obliged to believe in spirits,’ as it is fair for Mr. Clodd to say to a psychical researcher, ‘You only examine a haunted house because you want to believe in spirits; and, therefore, if you do see a spook, it does not count’.

We have recently seen an instructive example. Many continental savants, some of them bred in the straitest sect of materialists, examined, and were puzzled by an Italian female ‘medium’. Effects apparently abnormal were attested. In the autumn of 1895 this woman was brought to England by the Society for Psychical Research. They, of course, as they, ex hypothesi, ‘wish to believe,’ should, ex hypothesi, have gone on believing. But, in fact, they detected the medium in the act of cheating, and publicly denounced her as an impostor. The argument, therefore, that investigation implies credulity, and that credulity implies inevitable and final deception, scarcely holds water.

One or two slight corrections may be offered here. The author understands that Mr. Howitt does not regard the Australian conjurers described on p. 41, as being actually bound by the bark cords ‘wound about their heads, bodies, and limbs’. Of course, Mr. Howitt’s is the best evidence possible.

To the cases of savage table-turning (p. 49), add Dr. Codrington’s curious examples in The Melanesians, p. 223 (Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1891).

To stories of fire-handling, or of walking-uninjured through fire (p. 49), add examples in The Journal of the Polynesian Society, vol. ii., No. 2, June, 1893, pp. 105-108. See also ‘At the Sign of the Ship,’ Longman’s Magazine, August, 1894, and The Quarterly Review, August, 1895, article on ‘The Evil Eye’.

Mr. J. W. Maskelyne, the eminent expert in conjuring, has remarked to the author that the old historical reports of ‘physical phenomena,’ such as those which were said to accompany D. D. Home, do not impress him at all. For, as Mr. Maskelyne justly remarks, their antiquity and world-wide diffusion (see essays on ‘Comparative Psychical Research,’ and on ‘Savage and Classical Spiritualism’) may be accounted for with ease. Like other myths, equally uniform and widely diffused, they represent the natural play of human fancy. Inanimate objects are stationary, therefore let us say that they move about. Men do not float in the air. Let us say that they do. Then we have the ‘physical phenomena’ of spiritualism. This objection had already occurred to, and been stated by, the author. But the difficulty of accounting for the large body of respectable evidence as to the real occurrence of the alleged phenomena remains. Consequently the author has little doubt that there is a genuine substratum of fact, probably fact of conjuring, and of more or less hallucinatory experience. If so, the great antiquity and uniformity of the tricks, make them proper subjects of anthropological inquiry, like other matters of human tradition. Where conditions of darkness and so on are imposed, he does not think that it is worth while to waste time in examination.

Finally, the author has often been asked: ‘But what do you believe yourself?’

He believes that all these matters are legitimate subjects of anthropological inquiry.

London, 27th October, 1895.
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It is not without hesitation that this book is offered to the reader. Very many people, for very various reasons, would taboo the subjects here discoursed of altogether. These subjects are a certain set of ancient beliefs, for example the belief in clairvoyance, in ‘hauntings,’ in events transcending ordinary natural laws. The peculiarity of these beliefs is, that they have survived the wreck of faith in such elements of witchcraft as metamorphosis, and power to cause tempest or drought. To study such themes is ‘impious,’ or ‘superstitious,’ or ‘useless’. Yet to a pathologist, or anthropologist, the survivals of beliefs must always be curious and attractive illustrations of human nature.

Ages, empires, civilisations pass, and leave some members even of educated mankind still, in certain points, on the level of the savage who propitiates with gifts, or addresses with prayers, the spirits of the dead.

An example of this endurance, this secular survival of belief, may be more instructive and is certainly more entertaining than a world of assertions. In his Études Égyptiennes (Tome i. fascic. 2) M. Maspero publishes the text and translation of a papyrus fragment. This papyrus was discovered still attached to a statuette in wood, representing ‘the singer of Ammen, Kena,’ in ceremonial dress. The document is a letter written by an ancient Egyptian scribe, ‘To the Instructed Khou of the Dame Onkhari,’ his own dead wife, the Khou, or Khu, being the spirit of that lady. The scribe has been ‘haunted’ since her decease, his home has been disturbed, he asks Onkhari what he has done to deserve such treatment: ‘What wrong have I been guilty of that I should be in this state of trouble? what have I done that thou should’st help to assail me? no crime has been wrought against thee. From the hour of my marriage till this day, what have I wrought against thee that I need conceal?’

He vows that, when they meet at the tribunal of Osiris, he will have right on his side.

This letter to the dead is deposited in the tomb of the dead, and we may trust that the scribe was no longer annoyed by a Khou, which being instructed, should have known better. To take another ancient instance, in his Philopseudes Lucian introduces a kind of club of superstitious men, telling ghost stories. One of them assures his friend that the spectre of his late wife has visited and vexed him, because he had accidentally neglected to burn one of a pair of gilt shoes, to which she was attached. She indicated the place where the shoe was lying hidden, and she was pacified. Lucian, of course, treats this narrative in a spirit of unfeeling mirth, but, if such tales were not current in his time, there would have been no point in his banter. Thus the belief in the haunting of a husband by the spirit of his wife, the belief which drives a native Australian servant from the station where his gin is buried, survived old Egypt, and descended to Greece. We now take a modern instance, closely corresponding to that of the Instructed Khou of the Dame Onkhari.

In the Proceedings of the Psychical Society (part xiv. p. 477) the late General Campbell sends, from Gwalior House, Southgate, N., April 27, 1884, a tale of personal experiences and actions, which exactly reproduces the story of the Egyptian Scribe. The narrative is long and not interesting, except as an illustration of survival,—in all senses of the word.

General Campbell says that his wife died in July, 1882. He describes himself as of advanced age, and cautious in forming opinions. In 1882 he had never given any consideration to ‘the subject of ultra-mundane indications’. Yet he recounts examples of ‘about thirty inexplicable sounds, as if inviting my attention specially, and two apparitions or visions, apparently of a carefully calculated nature, seen by a child visitor, a blood relation of my late wife, whom this child had never seen, nor yet any likeness of her’. The general then describes his house, a new one, and his unsuccessful endeavours to detect the cause of the knocks, raps, crashes, and other disturbances. Unable to discover any ordinary cause, he read some books on ‘Spiritualism,’ and, finally, addressed a note, as the Egyptian Scribe directed a letter, to the ‘agent’: {4} Give three raps if from my deceased wife!

He was rewarded by three crashing sounds, and by other peculiar phenomena. All these, unlike the scribe, he regarded as sent ‘for my particular conviction and comfort’.

These instances prove that, from the Australian blacks in the Bush, who hear raps when the spirits come, to ancient Egypt, and thence to Greece, and last, in our own time, and in a London suburb, similar experiences, real or imaginary, are explained by the same hypothesis. No ‘survival’ can be more odd and striking, none more illustrative of the permanence, in human nature, of certain elements. To examine these psychological curiosities may, or may not, be ‘useful,’ but, at lowest, the study may rank as a branch of Mythology, or of Folklore.

It is in the spirit of these sciences, themselves parts of a general historical inquiry into the past and present of our race, that we would glance at the anecdotes, legends, and superstitions which are here collected. The writer has been chiefly interested in the question of the Evidence, its nature and motives, rather than in the question of Fact. It is desirable to know why independent witnesses, practically everywhere and always, tell the same tales. To examine the origin of these tales is not more ‘superstitious’ than to examine the origin of the religious and heroic mythologies of the world. It is, of course, easy to give both mythology, and ‘the science of spectres,’ the go by. But antiquaries will be inquiring, and these pursuits are more than mere ‘antiquarian old womanries’. We follow the stream of fable, as we track a burn to its head, and it leads us into shy, and strange scenes of human life, haunted by very fearful wild-fowl, and rarely visited save by the credulous. There may be entertainment here, and, to the student of his species, there may be instruction.

On every side we find, as we try to show, in all ages, climates, races, and stages of civilisation, consentient testimony to a set of extraordinary phenomena. Equally diffused we find fraudulent imitations of these occurrences, and, on one side, a credulity which has accepted everything, on the other hand, a scepticism which denies and laughs at all the reports. But it is a question whether human folly would, everywhere and always, suffer from the same delusions, undergo the same hallucinations, and elaborate the same frauds. The problem is one which, in other matter, always haunts the student of man’s development: he is accustomed to find similar myths, rites, customs, fairy tales, all over the world; of some he can trace the origin to early human imagination and reason, working on limited knowledge; about others, he asks whether they have been independently evolved in several places, or whether they have been diffused from a single centre. In the present case, the problem is more complicated. Taboos, totemism, myths explanatory of natural phenomena, customs like what, with Dr. Murray’s permission, we call the Couvade, are either peculiar to barbarous races, or, among the old civilised races, existed as survivals, protected by conservative Religion. But such things as ‘clairvoyance,’ ‘levitation,’ ‘veridical apparitions,’ ‘movements of objects without physical contact,’ ‘rappings,’ ‘hauntings,’ persist as matters of belief, in full modern civilisation, and are attested by many otherwise sane, credible, and even scientifically trained modern witnesses. In this persistence, and in these testimonies, the alleged abnormal phenomena differ from such matters as nature-myths, customs like Suttee, Taboo, Couvade, and Totemism, the change of men into beasts, the raising of storms by art-magic. These things our civilisation has dropped, the belief in other wild phenomena many persons in our civilisation retain.
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