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Besides The Afterlife Explorers, Michael Tymn is the author of five ad-
ditional books: The Articulate Dead (2008), Running on Third Wind 
(2009), The Afterlife Revealed (2011), Transcending the Titanic (2012), 
and Resurrecting Leonora Piper: How Science Discovered the Afterlife 
(2013). A researcher of psychic phenomena for more than 20 years 
and author of over 1,500 articles, Tymn is convinced a consciousness 
survives in an afterlife. The Afterlife Explorers contains descriptions 
of 12 early investigators of psychic phenomena during the period be-
fore 1882. These men took the revolutionary steps to open the door to 
scientific explanations of the spirit world previously closed off to any 
explorations, particularly due to prohibitions by the Roman Catholic 
Church. Most of these pioneer explorers were successful men in presti-
gious fields who took on the challenge of investigating psychic claims. 

Many of these men were initially skeptical and on guard against 
trickery. They went on to believe they found convincing evidence of an 
afterlife environment described by several prominent mediums and, 
in some cases, from the psychic abilities they themselves had devel-
oped. Tymn credited these pioneer researchers as providing the foun-
dation for psychical research and evidence of an afterlife. 

Writing this book review presented a significant challenge for me. 
My impression is Tymn believed the work of the men described in the 
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book provided “proof ” of an afterlife, and no significant afterlife inves-
tigations followed. As a student and practitioner of current scientific 
methods, I do not believe these men “proved” there was an afterlife. 
The investigations were at best convenience samples in the mediums’ 
own surroundings. These men were brilliant men but often not knowl-
edgeable about the methods used by mediums to defraud them and the 
public. Magicians like Houdini, who always admitted they used tricks 
and not magic or psychic abilities, later debunked many prominent 
mediums (Houdini, 1976).

Many of the explorers described in the book became interested in 
the spirit world later in life after they had lost a loved one. Arthur 
Conan Doyle, the author of books with that most famous of fictional 
detectives, Sherlock Holmes, presented a profile similar to the men de-
scribed in this book. After his son died, he began exploring the spirit 
world. He was so strong in his belief about psychic phenomena, he in-
sisted his friend, Houdini, was psychic. Houdini consistently said what 
he did was perform tricks. He consistently denied having any psychic 
abilities. Doyle could not be convinced (Sandford, 2013). Exactly how 
much grieving influences perception of psychic events is unknown. 

I also do not agree that significant afterlife investigations did not 
occur after the era during which these men lived. I believe the recent 
scientific investigations of near-death studies and related phenomena 
that occur surrounding death have extended research on many of the 
experiences these men studied.

Having said that, I enjoyed the book and would recommend it, keep-
ing the above caveats in mind. These initial explorers did pave the way 
for future explorations by defining aspects of psychical research. They 
described clairvoyance, clairaudience, psychokinesis, psychic photog-
raphy, automatic writings, and after-death communication. They also 
showed it was possible to investigate psychic phenomena, an area pre-
viously prohibited and void of scientific study. Similar to many inves-
tigations of near-death studies, these men presented descriptions of 
perceptions of events occurring beyond the scope of normal senses. 

Most of my interest and research has been on these transpersonal 
experiences surrounding death. This book piqued my interest to read 
more about earlier investigations. The following are brief descriptions 
of each chapter, with many more interesting events and experiences 
described in the book.
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Chapter 1: Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772)

Chapter 1 and Appendix B include descriptions of the experiences 
and writings of Swedish mystic, theologian, scientist, and philosopher 
Emanuel Swedenborg, the earliest of these pioneer researchers. Ac-
cording to Tymn, beginning at the age of four, Swedenborg’s early 
childhood included enlightened conversation about spiritual matters. 
Swedenborg’s young adult and middle years were focused on scientific 
exploration and discoveries. He soon was recognized as having a keen 
intellect. Based on his accomplishments, which consisted of books on 
anatomy, chemistry, and physics as well as several inventions includ-
ing plans for a submarine and a one-person glider, he had an esti-
mated IQ of 200. 

Tymn described the major transition in Swedenborg’s life that oc-
curred when he was 55 years old: Swedenborg delved deeply into the 
spirit world. Early during this period he developed psychic abilities. 
The chapter includes several examples of Swedenborg’s clairvoyance 
and clairaudience. 

One of the most popular stories concerns a fire Swedenborg saw in 
Stockholm while in the city of Gothenburg, approximately 300 miles 
away. He described the fire as not being far from his house. He also 
knew when the fire was extinguished and that his house was saved. 
What is particularly relevant about this event is the lack of opportu-
nity for anyone to have transferred the knowledge of the fire to Swe-
denborg. Unlike today, communication of such an event at that time 
would have taken days. This communication was later verified as hav-
ing occurred by renowned German philosopher Immanuel Kant. 

In the later part of his life, Swedenborg wrote 30 books about the 
spirit world and his contact with deceased friends and relatives. He 
believed spirits wrote books through him.

Chapter 2: Andrew Jackson Davis (1826–1910)

Andrew Jackson Davis is also referred to as the “Poughkeepsie Seer.” 
He was born in 1826 in Blooming Grove, New York. His abilities were 
considered extraordinary because of his knowledge of many subjects 
even though he lacked a formal education. 

According to Tymn, Dr. George Bush, a professor of Hebrew at the 
University of New York, heard Davis quote Hebrew correctly without 
any education in that language. He was supportive of Davis, initially 
endorsing his first book, Principles of Nature. Later Bush retracted 
his support when Davis’s ideas conflicted with Bush’s own beliefs. 



158 JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES

Davis also discussed the existence of Neptune and Pluto 14 months 
before they were discovered. He predicted air travel before its time 
and the theory of evolution seven years before Darwin’s book on the 
subject. Whereas those predictions came true, others did not. Davis 
also said Saturn was inhabited by an advanced civilization as was 
Jupiter and Mars. He also said Venus and Mercury each had a civi-
lization, less advanced than Earth. It is unclear what percentage of 
accuracy his predictions had (Davis, 1871).

Tymn described Davis as predicting the coming age of Spiritual-
ism. He is sometimes referred to as the John the Baptist of Spiritual-
ism. Tymn quoted him as saying 

It is a truth that spirits commune with one another while one is in 
the body and the other in the higher spheres—and this, too, when the 
person in the body is unconscious of the influx, and hence cannot be 
convinced of the fact; and this truth will ere long present itself in the 
form of a living demonstration. And the world will hail with delight 
the ushering in of that era when the interiors of men will be opened, 
and the spiritual communion will be established. (p.12)

During his lifetime Davis authored 30 books. His teaching ad-
vanced the Spiritualist Movement, particularly through his writings 
about the afterlife. 

Chapter 3: John W. Edmonds (1816–1874)

John W. Edmonds had an illustrious career as Chief Justice of the 
New York State Supreme Court. According to Tymn, Edmonds is of-
ten considered to have been the first serious psychical researcher. Af-
ter the death of his wife, friends encouraged him to attend a séance 
with a medium. Initially he was convinced these mediums were frauds 
but soon became convinced otherwise. He conscientiously and meticu-
lously investigated several hundred “manifestations,” as he referred to 
them, over a two-year period.

According to Tymn, Edmonds observed rapping during which a 
spirit told of a mistake in one of his manuscripts that Edmonds knew 
needed correcting. No one else knew of the error. He witnessed tables 
levitated off floors with no visible wires or other methods causing the 
movement. He believed there was a superior intelligence presence in 
the room when accurate information was transmitted.

In 1853, Edmonds published the results of his investigations in his 
book, Spiritualism, with co-author George Dexter, who is the subject 
of Tymn’s Chapter 4. The publicity was so negative that Edmonds was 
forced to resign his position as Chief Justice. He may have been the 
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first psychic researcher to have been discriminated against because of 
his choice of area of investigation.

Tymn described Edmonds’s experience when at the bedside of his 
dying brother-in-law. During that time Edmonds reported seeing a 
cloudy frame leave his brother-in-law’s body. This “frame” initially 
was without awareness but suddenly came to life noticing all around 
him. Three spirits were seen as joining him, including a deceased son 
and grandson (pp. 22–23).

Chapter 4: George Dexter (1819–1863)

George Dexter was a New York physician. Initially, Dexter believed 
the idea of spirits to be a product of delusional thinking. It was not 
until Dexter’s own daughter appeared to have been taken over by a 
spirit that he began to at least consider the existence of spirits in an 
afterlife.

Dexter invited a well-known medium to his house. Dexter, his wife, 
and two daughters, 9 and 14 years of age, gathered around a table 
with the medium. The 9-year-old became agitated with flailing arms. 
She then began writing in a style different from her handwriting and 
at a level beyond her education and comprehension. She was able to 
write answers to questions put to her even though the answers to the 
questions were not something of which she had knowledge.

One of the interesting episodes involved this daughter’s chair. The 
spirits ordered her to leave to rest. When she refused to do so, the 
chair was pulled out from under her causing her to fall on the floor.

Chapter 5: Nathaniel Tallmadge (1795–1864)

Born in Chatham, New York, Nathaniel Tallmadge studied to become 
a lawyer and then entered the world of politics. He started his law 
practice in Poughkeepsie, New York. He served 2 years in the New 
York state assembly, 10 years as the United States senator from New 
York, and 2 years as governor of the territory of Wisconsin.

Later in life he devoted himself to the study of spiritualism. In 
1845, the same year Tallmadge left the governorship of the Wisconsin 
territory, his son William died at the age of 19. Influenced by the in-
vestigations of John Edmonds, he pursued his own study of mediums. 
This pursuit was encouraged by his daughter’s mediumistic abilities, 
including being able to play a piano like an expert without formal 
training.

According to Tymn, Tallmadge believed he was in contact with 
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several distinguished and deceased friends: John C. Calhoun, Daniel 
Webster, and Henry Clay. He also saw tables move without any evi-
dence these movements were caused by deception and not spirits.

Chapter 6: Robert Hare (1781–1858)

Robert Hare was an inventor and chemistry professor at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. Before the age of 20, he invented 
the oxyhydrogen blowpipe, forerunner of the modern welding torch. 
He held the position of the professor of chemistry in the department of 
medicine at the University until 1847. During that time he authored 
over 150 papers. 

He began his investigation of mediums in 1850 after initially writ-
ing an article denouncing Spiritualism. During his investigation he 
observed over 22 mediums during their sessions. He also heard the 
rapping from spirits and became convinced there was no deception 
carried out by the mediums. 

During some of these sessions, Hare was able to communicate with 
his deceased father, mother, and sister, but not his brother. He found 
the mediums were able to give him correct answers to questions. In 
one instance, according to Tymn, he asked his father for the name of 
an English cousin who had married an admiral. He received the cor-
rect answer.

Chapter 7: Victor Hugo (1802–1885)

Victor Hugo was born in Besancon, France and died at the age of 83 
in Paris. He is considered to be one of France’s greatest writers. Les 
Miserables (1862) and The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1831) are prob-
ably his best known and most reproduced works. He was also an artist 
as well as a writer. He also used his writings to bring attention to the 
social injustices of the times.

According to Tymn, in 1843, Hugo’s favorite daughter Leopoldine 
drowned at the age of 19 along with her husband who had tried to save 
her. Hugo was overcome with grief. Raised a Catholic, he eventually 
left the church, expressing anti- Catholic and anti-clerical opinions. 
He believed the church to be irresponsibly indifferent to the poor and 
working class people. Later, when asked during a census if he was 
Catholic, he replied, no, that he was a free thinker. 

He became interested in Spiritism, participating in many séances 
with Madame Delphine de Girardin. During one sitting the raps dur-
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ing the session spelled out Leopoldine, Hugo’s deceased daughter’s 
name. He also believed he was in contact with famous people like 
Socrates, Moses, Jesus, Galileo, and Martin Luther, to name a few.

Chapter 8: Allan Kardec (1804–1869)

Kardec’s given name was Hippolyte Leon Denizard Rivail, a French 
educator. He was born in Lyon, France and raised in the Catholic 
faith. His early adult life was dedicated to education and running a 
school for boys, which he owned. He wrote extensively on ways to im-
prove education, including organizing and teaching free courses for 
poor children. 

Later in life he studied mediumship and wrote under the pen name 
Allan Kardec. After attending a séance with table turning which con-
vinced him of the existence of spirits, he converted to Spiritism.

Kardec’s book, The Spirits’ Book, distinguished Spiritualism from 
Spiritism. Spiritism teaches reincarnation and the integration of sci-
ence, parapsychology, and healing. Franz Mesmer, credited with pio-
neering hypnotism, played a part in Spiritism with the use of his tech-
niques for healing individuals.

Chapter 9: Alfred Wallace (1823–1913)

Wallace was a British naturalist and explorer. Based on his field work 
in the Amazon Basin and the Malay Archipelago, he became a leading 
expert on geographical distribution of animal species. He was drawn 
to unconventional ideas like evolution and the spirit world.

He presented a joint paper with Darwin on evolution of species. 
Darwin’s book, On the Origin of Species, published in 1859, gave him 
the recognition for this revolutionary theory. Wallace offered lectures 
on evolution but also investigated spiritualism. This attraction to the 
study of spirits was said to have damaged his scientific reputation.

Chapter 10: Daniel Dunglas Home (1833–1886)

According to Tymn, Daniel Dunglas Home was possibly the greatest 
physical medium ever to have lived. Born in Scotland, he was brought 
to Greeneville, Connecticut when he was 9 years old. Being a delicate 
infant, he was raised by his childless aunt, Mary Cook. 

One of the more famous events by Home was his levitation out of 
a third-story window, coming back in the room through another win-
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dow. By this time more individuals had become involved in psychic 
research, particularly magicians and students of magic. Several theo-
ries, besides paranormal ones, were proposed to explain the levita-
tions. Trevor H. Hall, a British author, student of magic and psychic 
phenomena, and a surveyor, was skeptical of paranormal phenomena. 
He suggested there were only four feet separating the two windows, 
an easy jump for Home to make (Hall, 1984). According to Tymn, he 
also floated in the air in view of people at a dinner party. The well-
known poet Robert Browning considered the stories about Homes to 
be ‘humbug’. His wife, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, was interested in 
these psychic phenomena.

Chapter 11: William Crookes (1832–1919)

Sir William Crookes was a British chemist and physicist. He is cred-
ited with discovering the element thallium and invented a high-
vacuum tube that later contributed to the development of X-rays. He 
was well respected as a man of science, receiving awards and national 
recognition for his contributions.

Crookes also was one of the early psychic pioneers who went beyond 
merely observing mediums and psychics to actively looking for decep-
tive practices. He also conducted experiments. Crookes spent three 
years studying Home. He observed the various levitation phenomena 
for which Home was famous. He could find no wiring or other decep-
tive practices explaining the events. He believed that Home was not 
levitating himself but was being levitated by some external psychic 
force.

Chapter 12: William Stainton Moses (1839–1892)

Moses was a priest of the Church of England and later a medium. 
He became an initial member of the Society of Psychical Research in 
London. He first attended séances with Lottie Fowler and then with 
Daniel Dunglas Home. Afterward, Moses himself started levitating. 
When he held séances he was seen to levitate heavy tables, impossible 
to lift by one person. 

He was observed as channeling messages from the dead by auto-
matic writing, one of the first mediums to describe this experience. 
His books, Spirit Teachings and Spirit Identity, contain some of the 
messages received via automatic writing. The scripts are also pre-
served by the London Spiritualist Alliance.
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Conclusion

Currently, the afterlife is something people may believe occurs but 
has been difficult to prove through scientific inquiry. Investigators 
have had difficulty sorting out legitimate psychics from those who are 
frauds who claim contact with deceased entities existing in an after-
life. Individuals who have transpersonal experiences while close to 
death are much less likely to be fraudulent and, therefore, constitute 
more believable subjects. To date, several researchers have demon-
strated veridical—confirmed, verified—perceptions of the material 
environment during out-of-body and near-death experiences; death-
bed communication (formerly called deathbed visions); and after-death 
communication—as did the early explorers described in this book. So-
cial worker Kim Clark Sharp (2003), for example, verified a patient’s 
description during her NDE of the outside of a tennis shoe on the ledge 
of the hospital. Social psychologist Kenneth Ring and I (1993) de-
scribed the verification of the red shoe a patient saw on the roof of the 
hospital during her NDE. As much as most people would like to believe 
in an afterlife from those who say they have gone there and come back, 
it is difficult for scientists to verify these experiences. What would con-
stitute verifiable evidence of an afterlife is what researchers continue 
to struggle to establish. 
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