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Abstract—Most discussions about William Stainton Moses have focused 
on his mediumship. This note is a reminder that, in addition to medium-
ship, such as the spirit communication recorded in Spirit Teachings (1883), 
he contributed in other ways to the study of psychic phenomena, includ-
ing studies of direct writing, materializations, and spirit photography. 
Furthermore, Moses wrote about apparitions of the living and out-of-body 
experiences, and veridical mediumistic communications, and criticized the 
writings of others, among them physiologist William B. Carpenter. A con-
sideration of this and other neglected aspects of Moses’ work, enlarges our 
view of his contributions to Nineteenth-Century British Spiritualism and 
psychical research.

Introduction

In a previous paper published in the JSE, I discussed the fact that some 
individuals connected to the history of psychical research are sometimes 
neglected in historical accounts (Alvarado 2012). I also mentioned that some 
historical figures are only partially remembered for aspects of their work, to 
the detriment of others. One example I briefly discussed, and which I would 
like to present more information about here, is William Stainton Moses.

Reverend William Stainton Moses (1839–1892) has generally been 
discussed as a medium (e.g., Myers 1894–1895, Tymn 2015). One of his 
best-known publications was his book about spirit communications Spirit 
Teachings (Moses 1883), which, like other writings, appeared under his 
pseudonym M. A. Oxon. My point in this note is to remind current readers 
of the somewhat forgotten fact that Moses’s work on behalf of Spiritualism, 
and the study of psychic phenomena in general, consisted of more than his 
performances as a mental or physical medium.1 He also contributed to the 
description and analysis of phenomena, and to the critique of theoretical 
ideas, some of which I will briefly summarize.
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William Stainton Moses

Some Important Publications and Studies of William Stainton Moses

In addition to holding positions such as Vice-President of the Society for 
Psychical Research (SPR) and editor of the journal Light, Moses wrote 
about general issues related to Spiritualism. For example, in his Higher 
Aspects of Spiritualism (Moses 1880) had sections about the current state 
and the future of the movement in England, and about its religious aspects. 
He wished for better séance conditions that would not look suspicious, and 
this included “the abolition of all means of secluding the medium, and—
though I do not lay so much stress on this—of dark circles also” (pp. 36–
37). Of mediums, he further wrote: 

instead of producing a number of astounding phenomena in the dark, 
would devote their powers to evolving a very few simple experiments in the 
light, the whole aspect of the matter would be changed. (Moses 1880:122)

A few years later, after he joined the SPR, Moses’s name appeared 
in the proceedings of the Society as one of the workers on the Literary 
Committee (e.g., Barrett et al. 1884). But his main intellectual work was 
published in other forums.

One of these forums was the journal Human Nature. Here Moses (1874a, 
1874b, 1875c) published a series of articles about physical mediumship.2 In 
the first one he focused on general developments and his own conviction in 
the phenomena. He wrote: 

Most of the phenomena which have been evoked in this country have at 
different times come under my notice, and have been recorded by me, at 
the time, as carefully and accurately as has been possible. (Moses 1874a:99)

 In other articles in the same series, he wrote about raps and movement of 
objects, the production of perfumes, and lights and music. 

Most of the installments of this article were about spirit photography 
(Moses 1874b, 1875c). Moses accepted the reality of this phenomenon and 
stated that he was surprised that he found there was so much evidence on its 
behalf. He was convinced of spirit agency, but believed that in many cases 
the spirits involved were of a low moral order. Moses recommended students 
of the topic not to consider some cases produced by this agency that were 
suspicious, but instead to focus on clear-cut cases, and on those in which 
communication (presumably mediumistic) had shown the “reliability” and 
“truthfulness” of the spirits. However, he cautioned:
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Experience, if it prove that some manifestations look tricky, proves also that 
“second thoughts are best,” and that some which appears at first sight most 
suspicious, turn out in the end to be suspicious only in appearance, but real 
and true in fact. (Moses 1875c:195)

In another long paper, Moses (1876–1877) presented discussions and 
classifications of cases of what he referred to as the “Trans-Corporeal 
Action of Spirit.” This included various cases of out-of-body experiences 
and of apparitions of the living. Moses wrote that the cases he presented 
here were scattered and in need of “classification and arrangement” (Moses 
1876–1877:241). The cases, he stated, were arranged with a principle in 
mind. 

The principle is the Transcorporeal Action of Spirit. The fact is the posses-
sion by man of a spirit which manifests its action in diverse ways irrespec-
tive of and beyond the power of the body. (Moses 1876–1877:241) 

This action of the spirit beyond the confines of the body led Moses to argue 
the survival of that spirit after death.3 

In Psychography: A Treatise on One of the Objective Forms of Psychic 
or Spiritual Phenomena, Moses (1878) reviewed the evidence for the 
phenomenon of direct writing obtained via mediums. He presented examples 
of cases attested by the senses (vision, hearing), cases presenting writing 
in languages unknown by the medium, and cases obtained in conditions 
preventing the previous preparation of writing to fake the phenomenon. In 
Moses’ view, psychography was only one of many phenomena 

which testify to the existence of a soul in man, and to its independent ac-
tion beyond his physical body; an earnest of its survival and independent 
life when released by death from its earthly prison-house. (Moses 1878:6)

Another book was Spirit Identity, in which Moses (1879) studied 
veridical mediumistic communications. This included personal experiences, 
and communications recorded by others. The author concluded: “Intelligence 
is perpetuated after the body is dead” (p. 69), and that the “human spirit 
after its separation from the body loses none of its individuality” (p. 70).

Moses was also very interested in the phenomenon of materialization. 
He published in Light one of the most detailed studies available of the 
varieties of features of this phenomenon and tests performed as they were 
recorded in the literature (Moses 1884–1886). Rather than be concerned 
with evidential considerations, Moses wrote: 
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My task is to sift by ordinary meth-
ods evidence already published, to 
classify and arrange it, to indicate 
its value as a contribution to the 
study of a very difficult problem, 
and, whenever I can, to illustrate 
from my own experience what I am 
quoting on the published author-
ity of others. (Moses 1884–1886:9) 

Some of the topics covered 
by Moses were appearances of 
inanimate objects (e.g., drapery, 
flowers), hands, faces, full forms 
(both shadowy and well-defined), 
as well as forms that were seen 
to dematerialize, and that were 
recognized. Furthermore, mention 
is made of the weighing of mediums 
and materialized forms.

Like the previous publications, 
this one about materializations presented a great number of references that 
are useful today to locate published discussions about this phenomenon. The 
cases referred to many mediums such as Florence Cook, William Eglinton, 
Kate Fox, Mary J. Hollis, Cecil Husk, Francis Ward Monck, Mary Showers, 
Henry Slade, Charles Williams, and C. E. Wood. 

While Moses’s articles were rich on descriptions of materializations, he 
also stated that little was known for certain about the process involved in 
their production, something he had stated a few years earlier (Moses 1877c). 
Nonetheless, he believed, as many did in his era, that the phenomenon 
involved forces processed through the medium’s body.

Other Writings

Various other topics in articles include reports of séances for physical 
phenomena such as spirit photography (Moses 1875d), voices and 
materializations (Moses 1877e), cases of spirit identity (Moses 1885a), 
discussions about the defense of mediums (Moses 1877f), mental healing 
(Moses 1885b), and psychometry (Moses 1885c). Regarding psychometry, 
Moses wrote that he sent three writing samples from very different 
individuals to a psychometrist. The writing samples were dissimilar to each 
other and were only identified by numbers from one to three. Leaving aside 
some general statements, Moses said that he 

William Stainton Moses
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could have easily picked out half a dozen such specific statements in each, 
which were at once strikingly true of the writer, and quite inapplicable to 
the authors of the other writings sent by me. (Moses 1885c:217)

Although Moses was convinced of the reality of the human spirit, its 
survival of death, and of spirit agency as an explanation for phenomena, 
he reminded his fellow spiritualists about the resistance others had to these 
ideas. As he wrote:

I do not expect much from any attempt to force upon the present genera-
tion what it is quite unfit for. A study of the pages of the Zoist will shew how 
the objective, palpable facts of mesmerism, especially of healing of disease, 
advocated with infinite skill and courage, failed to make any permanent ef-
fect on a generation that did not want to believe them; that had no place for 
them in its mind, no use for them in the economy of its life. So it is with all 
these matters. There is a time and a place for them, and it is our business to 
have them ready when that conjunction occurs. (Moses 1884a:6)

Moses also admitted his inability to explain phenomena. Focusing on 
physical mediumship, he stated: 

I do not know . . . how a rap is produced, how luminous bodies are created 
in the seance room, how in vacant space is built up before my eyes a body 
organised as my own . . . (Moses 1890:156) 

But he had no doubt about the existence of these phenomena.
In addition, he criticized many of the critics of Spiritualism. This 

included Frederick George Lee and Asa Mahan (Moses 1875e), and Edwin 
Ray Lankaster (Moses 1876b). Another was the well-known William B. 
Carpenter (Moses 1877a, 1877b). Moses did not hold back his contempt 
for Carpenter’s explanations of spiritualistic phenomena: “Dr. Carpenter 
seems either to write in reckless haste without understanding or grasping his 
subject, or to answer his opponents without ever reading their arguments” 
(Moses 1877a:532). 

Moses was also critical of the SPR. For example, he wrote: 

The Society for Psychical Research seems to be drifting into the attitude 
of the Sadducee, believing neither in angel nor spirit, but only in a sub-
conscious self. That is a pity, but can do no particular harm, for angels and 
spirits will still persist in spite of denial. (Moses 1890:157)

In the September 17, 1881, issue of Light, Moses took over the 
responsibility of writing a column that lasted for several years and that 
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included summaries, commentaries, and critiques about publications, the 
phenomena, the issues, the critics, and the social aspects of Spiritualism. 
Regarding explanations of phenomena, in his first column he commented 
about narratives of stone-throwing, and theosophical ideas about them:

I have repeatedly seen phenomena which might far more reasonably be 
attributed to the gambols of a monkey than to the calculated malice of a 
fiend. These aimless antics, and many perplexing phenomena of a kindred 
nature, suggest Puck rather than Satan: a sub-human intelligence devoid of 
moral consciousness, rather than the serious attempts of a departed human 
Spirit to demonstrate its continued existence . . . . It is extremely difficult to 
refer such pranks to departed human Spirits. Nor is it fair to say broadly that 
all Spiritualists assume this position. The present writer, speaking solely for 
himself, is free to confess that he has long felt it to be one of the most con-
siderable stumbling-blocks in the way of intelligent acceptance of the creed 
of Spiritualism that such tricks should be put down to the action of our own 
departed friends. (Moses 1881:292)

Moses also compiled bibliographies (Moses 1889), and published 
many book reviews. This included comments about the books of Henry 
S. Olcott (Moses 1875a), Eugene Crowell (Moses 1876a), Hudson Tuttle 
(Moses 1877d), Alfred Percy Sinnett (Moses 1881), and Epes Sargent 
(Moses 1882). In an introduction to a book about mesmerism by William 
Gregory, Moses related the topic to Spiritualism:

The Mesmeric Trance, again, accidental or induced; the Ecstatic state, in 
which the mesmerised subject seems to enjoy communion with the world 
of spirit, and to live in a state sometimes entirely detached from the world 
of sense; will readily be seen to have their bearing on such experiences 
as those of Andrew Jackson Davis, and on the familiar state of Trance into 
which almost all well-developed psychics are accustomed to pass while ut-
terances purporting to come from an alien spirit are made through their 
lips; or while their vital forces are being utilised for the production of such 
phenomena as, for instance, those of Materialisation, or Form-manifesta-
tion. (Moses 1884b:v)

Concluding Remarks

My discussion is certainly not complete, for I have omitted topics such as 
Moses’ work in the organization of spiritualist organizations and his critiques 
of theosophical ideas. But I believe that the information I have presented 
shows that Moses had a wide range of interests and made many intellectual 
contributions to both Spiritualism and psychical research in addition to his 
work as a medium. Moses in fact reminds us of the multiple roles that some 
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figures played in Nineteenth-Century Spiritualism and psychical research. 
Regardless of evidential and theoretical considerations, much of this 

work, particularly the publications about the “transcorporeal action of the 
spirit,” direct writing, mediumistic communications, and materializations 
(e.g., Moses 1876–1877, 1878, 1879, 1884–1886), remain valuable 
reference works to locate Nineteenth-Century publications about those 
topics.

Notes
1 I do not want to play down the contributions of mediumship (and 

mediums) to the development of psychical research, a topic I have 
discussed elsewhere (Alvarado 2013).

2 The first three articles were entitled “Researches in Spiritualism During 
the Years 1872–73” (1874a), while the rest appeared under the shorter 
title “Researches in Spiritualism” (1874b, 1875c).

3 See Moses’s (1875b) account of the photographs of his spirit while he was 
sleeping taken at a distance by controversial spirit photographer Édouard 
Isidore Buguet.

References Cited
Alvarado, C. S. (2012). Distortions of the past. Journal of Scientifi c Exploration, 26:611–633.
Alvarado, C. S. (2013). Mediumship and psychical research. In The Spiritualist Movement: Speaking 

with the Dead in America and Around the World (Volume 2) edited by C. Moreman. Santa 
Barbara, CA: Praeger, pp. 127–144.

Barrett, W. F., Massey, C. C., Moses, W. S., Podmore, F., Gurney, E., & Myers, F. W. H. (1884). Third 
report of the Literary Committee: A theory of apparitions, Part I. Proceedings of the 
So ciety for Psychical Research, 2:109–136.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1874a). Researches in Spiritualism during the 
years 1872–73: Together with a discussion of theories advanced in explanation of the 
phenomena. Human Nature, 8: 97–11, 161–176, 193–207. 

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1874b). Researches in Spiritualism. Human 
Nature, 8: 313–326, 337–350, 387–397, 425–430, 473–488, 513–527.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1875a). People from the Other World, by H. S. 
Olcott. Human Nature, 9:269–286.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1875b). Photographing the spirit of a medium 
in Paris, while his body was asleep in London. The Spiritualist, March 5, 119.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1875c). Researches in Spiritualism. Human 
Nature, 9:12–21, 81–86, 97–104, 145–157, 193–213, 334–335.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1875d). Some recent experiments in spirit 
photography with Buguet and Firman. Human Nature, 9:157–160.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1875e). Spiritualism and some of its recent 
critics: A reply to certain arguments and objections. Human Nature, 9:337–350.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1876a). Dr. Crowell on primitive Christianity 
and modern Spiritualism. Human Nature, 10:76–91.



T h e  I n t e l l e c t u a l  Wo r k  o f  W i l l i a m  S t a i n t o n  M o s e s  603

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1876b). Notes on the present crisis. Human 
Nature, 10:548–567.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1876–1877). On the trans-corporeal action 
of spirit. Human Nature, 10:97–125, 145–157; 11:241–264, 289–312, 337–351, 385–400, 
433–441.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1877a). Carpenterian criticism: A reply to Dr. W. 
B. Carpenter. Human Nature, 11:529–549.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1877b). Dr. Carpenter’s theories, and Dr. 
Carpenter’s facts. Medium and Daybreak, January 12, 17–18.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1877c). Form manifestations. Spiritualist 
Newspaper, May 18, 232–233.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1877d). Hudson Tuttle’s “Arcana of 
Spiritualism.” Human Nature, 11:145–164.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1877e). A séance with Mr. Williams, and some 
refl ections thereon. Medium and Daybreak, March 2, 137–138.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1877f ). What have been the results of the 
defence of mediums? Medium and Daybreak, May 4, 276.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1878). Psychography: A Treatise on One of the 
Objective Forms of Psychic or Spiritual Phenomena. London: W. H. Harrison.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1879). Spirit Identity. London: W. H. Harrison.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1880). Higher Aspects of Spiritualism. London: 

E. W. Allen.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1881). The claims of occultism. Light, 1:194.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1882). Planchette; or the Despair of Science. 

Psychological Review, 4:124–131.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1883). Spirit Teachings. London: Psychological 

Press.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1884a). Notes by the way. Light, 4:6–7.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1884b). Preface to the third edition. In ‘Animal 

Magnetism’ or Mesmerism & Its Phenomena (third revised edition) by W. Gregory, London: 
Psychological Press, pp. iii–vi.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1884–1886). Phases of materialization: A 
chapter of research in the objective phenomena of spiritualism. Light, 4:9–10, 19–20, 
31–32, 41–42, 51–52, 61–62, 71–72, 81–82, 91–92, 101–102, 111, 121–122, 131–132, 
141–142, 151–152, 161–162, 289–290, 299–300, 309–310, 319–320, 329–330; 5: 485, 
497, 508–509, 525–526, 536–537, 548–549, 560, 580–581, 592, 603–605, 615–616, 627–
628; 6: 8, 19–20, 32–33, 44, 58, 68, 80–82, 92–94, 105, 129–130, 135–136, 166, 188, 195, 
211–212, 220, 233–234, 253, 263–264, 273–274, 281–282.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1885a). A case of spirit identity. Light, 5:547–
548.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1885b). Mental healing in Boston, U.S.A. Light, 
5:267–268.

Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1885c). Psychometry. Light, 5: 217–218.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1889). Bibliography of spiritualism. Light, 9:84.
Moses, W. S. [under the pseudonym M. A. Oxon] (1890). Personal experiences of Spiritualism, 

with some deductions therefrom. Light, 10:155–158.
Myers, F. W. H. (1894–1895). The experiences of W. Stainton Moses. Proceedings of the Society for 

Psychical Research, 9:245–353; 11:24–113.
Tymn, M. (2015). William Stainton Moses. Psi Encyclopedia. https://psi-encyclopedia.spr.ac.uk/

articles/william-stainton-moses 


