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From Fairy Tale: A True Story (1997)



The Coming of the 
Fairies

´ In 1922, the famous British novelist and 
creator of Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur 
Conan Doyle (1859-1930), published The 
Coming of the Fairies, where he affirmed 
his persuasion that two young girls had 
photographed real fairies in Cottingley, 
near Bradford, England



Myths About Doyle and the Fairies

´ The story is often presented as evidence 
of Doyle’s gullibility, and it is claimed 
that:

- Doyle became a true believer in 
Spiritualism and the supernatural only 
after his son Kingsley (1892-1918) died, as 
a consequence of having been 
wounded in World War I

- Both Cottingley girls confessed that she 
never saw fairies

Both claims are inaccurate 

Doyle and family in New York, 1926



From Catholic to “Unbeliever”

´ Doyle was raised a strict Catholic and studied 
in Jesuit institutions. By age 17 (i.e., in 1877), he 
had become an “unbeliever,” disturbed by 
the doctrines of Hell and Papal infallibility

´ The exact nature of this “unbelief” should, 
however, be investigated

Left: Doyle, age 4



Seeking a New 
Religion

´ Doyle wrote that he could not 
believe in a religion 
“incompatible with science.” 
But, having abandoned 
Catholicism, he started almost 
immediately looking for a 
religion “compatible with 
science.” He attended his first 
lecture on Spiritualism at age 
21, in 1880, before graduating 
in Medicine at University of 
Edinburgh in 1881



The Mystery of 
Cloomber

´ Around 1882 (age 23), Doyle started 
being interested in Theosophy. The novel 
The Mystery of Cloomber, published in 
1888 but probably written between 1882 
and 1884, has clear Theosophical 
overtones. A British general kills an adept 
of the highest level, but he is pursued by 
his chelas (disciples) and killed by their 
psychic powers



Doyle and the Golden Dawn

´ In 1885, the publication of the Hodgson 
Report, accusing the Theosophical 
Society’s founder, Madame Helena 
Blavatsky (1831-1891), of fraud, caused 
Doyle to be less enthusiastic about 
Theosophy. He explored the Hermetic 
Order of the Golden Dawn through 
fellow medical doctors Henry B. Pullen 
Burry (1855-1926, left) and Robert 
William Felkin (1853-1926, right), but he 
was always scared by practical 
occultism and decided not to join



Freemasonry and Sport

´ In 1887, Doyle was initiated into British Freemasonry in the Phoenix Lodge, 
Portsmouth - where he also played for a while as a (not very gifted ) goalkeeper 
for the Portsmouth A.C. soccer club, and also tried his hand at cricket



Mormonism
´ It is well-known that Doyle explored 

Mormonism and that the first story with 
Sherlock Holmes, A Study in Scarlet, is 
basically an anti-Mormon novel 
protesting the evil of polygamy. Less 
well-known is that Doyle found much 
he regarded as interesting and 
valuable in Mormonism, but rejected it 
because of polygamy and the 
“infallibility” of the Mormon prophet, 
which reminded him of the infallibility of 
the Pope in Catholicism



Accepting Spiritualism

´ During all this time, Doyle never 
stopped being interested in 
Spiritualism. By 1887 (age 28) he 
was writing letters “as a Spiritualist” 
to the Spiritualist weekly Light. 
However, he never aligned himself 
completely with the British variety 
of Spiritualism. He kept in touch 
with French Kardecists too, and 
would eventually translate Joan of 
Arc, Medium, by Léon Denis (1846-
1927), regarded by many as 
Kardec’s successor



“Second Conversion”
´ All this demonstrates that Doyle was a 

“seeker” of alternative religions, and a 
believer in Spiritualism, since he was a 
young man, well before World War I and 
the loss of his son Kingsley

´ It is, however, true, that in 1916 he 
experienced what he called a “second 
conversion” to Spiritualism, a powerful 
spiritual experience which persuaded 
him to devote most of his time and 
money to travel around the world and 
proselytize on behalf of Spiritualism



Doyle in his own words (1927)



The New Religion of Pheneas

´ Later in life, Doyle also dreamed of 
establishing a new Spiritualist religion 
based on the message of Pheneas, a 
spirit who was channeled by his 
(second) wife, Jean (1874-1940), through 
automatic writing. When Pheneas’ 
apocalyptic predictions did not come 
true, Doyle became disillusioned, and 
wondered whether he and Jean had 
not been “victims of some extraordinary 
prank played upon the human race 
from the other side”



Fairies in the Family

´ Doyle was interested in many supernatural 
phenomena and creatures, including 
fairies. Doyle’s uncle, Richard Doyle (1824-
1883), was a famous fairy illustrators 
(above). The writer’s father, Charles 
Altamont Doyle (1832-1893), also an 
illustrator, was described as “obsessed with 
fairies” (below) which was one of the 
reasons he ended up in the Sunnyside 
Royal Lunatic Asylum in Montrose, 
Scotland



Enter Edward 
Gardner

´ In May 1920, while he was preparing an 
article for the Strand Magazine on fairies, 
Doyle was shown by Theosophist Edward 
Gardner (1869-1969) two pictures 
“proving” that the elusive creatures 
existed



Frances and 
Elsie

´ The photographs had been 
taken in July and September 
1917 by two young girls, 
Frances Griffiths (1907-1986), 9, 
and her cousin Elsie Wright 
(1901-1988), 16, in Cottingley, 
Yorkshire. Elsie’s mother was a 
Theosophist and through her in 
1919 the photographs 
reached Gardner



Doyle’s Revelation
´ Doyle asked Gardner to visit the girls. The 

Theosophist came back persuaded that 
the photographs were genuine, and 
Doyle announced them to the world in 
December 1920 in the Strand Magazine 
article "Fairies Photographed, an Epoch-
Making Event.” The article disguised 
Frances and Elsie under the pseudonyms 
of Alice and Iris, and included what 
became known as Photographs A and B



Photograph A: 
Frances and 
the Fairies



Photograph B: 
Elsie and the gnome



Evidence for Fairies
´ In August 1920 Gardner urged the 

girls to take additional photographs, 
which became C and D. Doyle 
commented on them in a new 
article, "The Evidence for Fairies, with 
More Fairy Photographs," published 
in March 1921 on the Strand 
Magazine



Photograph C: 
Frances and the 
Leaping Fairy



Photograph D: 
Fairy Offering 
Flowers to Elsie



The Book is 
Published

´ By 1922, Doyle had met the 
girls and was ready to write a 
book, The Coming of the 
Fairies, published by Hodder 
and Stoughton, London, in 
September 1922, with a 
second print in October, and 
an American edition 
published by George H. 
Doran, New York, also in 
September 1922. Doyle’s own 
print, Psychic Press, will publish 
a second edition in 1928



Photograph E

´ The book included a new 
photograph, E, also taken in 1920 
and all-important in subsequent 
controversies. It depicts fairies 
relaxing in the sun



Defending the Fairies

´ Not unexpectedly, the 
photographs were ridiculed by 
skeptics. Doyle wrote several 
letters to both Spiritualist and 
non-Spiritualist media, insisting 
that not only was he an expert of 
photography, but leading British 
photographers had examined 
the originals and found no 
evidence of double exposure or 
other known photographic frauds



Geoffrey Hodson’s 
“Evidence”

´ A complete different kind of evidence 
that the photographs were genuine was 
offered by clairvoyant and Theosophical 
leader Geoffrey Hodson (1886-1983). He 
claimed to have received confirmation 
through clairvoyance, and that the girls’ 
observation of fairies were in 
accordance with Theosophical 
doctrines. His book Fairies at Work and 
Play (1925), was approved and 
advertised by Doyle



Princess Mary Gift Book

´ While Doyle and Hodson died persuaded that the photographs were genuine, skeptics never 
stopped criticizing them. Stage magician and professional skeptic James Randi claimed in 
1982 that the fairies in the pictures (except those in picture E, where Randi suspected a double 
exposure) were taken from illustrations by Charles E. Shepperson (1867-1921) in the Princess 
Mary’s Gift Book (1915). The observation had come to Randi from occult author Fred Gettings
(1937-2013). Ironically, Shepperson had illustrated a story by Doyle, and Doyle himself had 
contributed to the Gift Book



Crawley and 
Cooper

´ In the 1980s, not without a 
certain competition between 
themselves, Britain’s leading 
photographic journalist, 
Geoffrey Crawley (1926-2010), 
and sociologist turned psychic 
investigator, Joe Cooper (1924-
2011), wrote articles and a 
book (by Cooper) based on 
the “confessions” of Frances 
and Elsie, now old ladies. A 
letter by Elsie was published by 
Crawley 



Drawings by Elsie?
´ According to Crawley and Cooper, 

there was no double exposure. The girls 
prepared cardboard fairies and secured 
them to the grass and trees by using 
hatpins. With inspiration from the Princess 
Mary’s Gift Book, at least photographs A, 
B, C, and D were drawn by Elsie, who 
had a certain talent (left)



Confessions by Elsie (first) and Frances (second): case closed?



But Frances Believed in Fairies

´ At the end of her life, Elsie did not believe 
in fairies. But Frances did. Her daughter 
(left )confirmed to BBC that Frances 
maintained that, while photographs A to 
D were produced with cardboard fairies, 
photograph E was genuine 



“Photograph E was genuine”: 



Conclusion: An “Old” Discussion

´ In a way, this controversy is typical of the 20th century, and perhaps would be discussed 
differently in the 21st, at least in certain quarters. Today, many would agree that it is 
impossible to prove or disprove “scientifically” that fairies and similar beings exist



Doyle: A True 
Believer – in 

Science
´ This was not Doyle’s position, 

though. He maintained that 
Spiritualism, unlike mainline 
Christianity, was not a matter of 
faith but of science, which rested 
entirely on empirical evidence. 
And he believed that the 
existence of fairies, thanks to the 
Cottingley girls, had also found 
its empirical evidence



Skeptical About the Skeptics

´ But not less faulty is Randi’s and the 
professional skeptics’ idea that, if we can 
prove that the Cottingley photographs 
were false, we may prove that fairies do 
not exist. This is just bad logic. Well beyond 
the discussions about photograph E 
(which may always remain inconclusive), 
we have no way of disproving Frances’ 
statement that, with the other pictures, 
the girls created false evidence for real 
visions of fairies



Whither Science?

´ Something that may not be 
disproved (falsified), is not part of 
natural science according to the 
famous definition of Karl Popper 
(1902-1994, right). That does not 
mean that it is irrelevant. For many, it 
may be more moving, important, 
and decisive than science. It is 
called belief. But belief is an object 
of social science. Social scientists are 
not competent in assessing whether 
a belief is true or false. They may 
show how it is socially constructed



A Social Construction

´ Doyle’s and Frances’ belief in fairies 
(and Elsie’s, but she ended up 
renouncing it) is better studied as a 
social construction involving folklore, 
literature, Theosophy, Spiritualism, 
and perhaps the fears and trauma 
of World War I (although I believe 
some scholars of Cottingley, and the 
beautiful movie Fairy Tale: A True 
Story, exaggerated the War’s role)



I Want To Believe / I Need to Disbelieve

´ As in the TV series X Files, the 
social and psychological interplay 
between Mulder and Scully, the 
true believer’s “want to believe” 
and the skeptic’s “need to 
disbelieve.” is more interesting 
that the “crude” question 
whether there were fairies in 
Cottingley. We can meaningfully 
discuss the former, but will never 
be able to come to a shared 
conclusion about the latter



A World Without Fairies? Boring

´ Although I recognize that this is 
not relevant for a scholarly 
discussion of Cottingley, I am 
personally sympathetic to the 
“want to believe,” and regard a 
(socially constructed) world where 
some have eyes to see fairies 
among the grass and the trees as 
aesthetically more exciting than a 
word without fairies

William Blake (1757-1827), Fairies Dancing (1786)



From Fairy Tale: A True Story (1997)
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