
Letters to the Editor

Apparitions of the Living Seen Shortly Before 
Their Deaths 

To the Editor: 

Whereas most of the papers published in the Journal of Near-Death 
Studies focus on near-death experiences (NDEs), there is a literature 
that reminds us that near-death studies include more than NDEs (for 
example, Wright, 2002). In a previous paper, I presented examples of 
phenomena such as veridical impressions corresponding to distant 
deaths, death-related physical phenomena, and the experiences of 
deathbed bystanders (Alvarado, 2006). One phenomenon I mentioned 
briefly (p. 147) but did not discuss in the paper was that of apparitions 
of a living person seen hours or days before that person's actual death.  
This phenomenon has led to the belief that an apparition of a person is 
an indication that the person seen in destined to die (for example, 
Crowe, 1848), something that is not always the case.  

In this short note I want to call attention to this phenomenon.  
Rather than present an analysis of the cases, or a long discussion of 
research possibilities, I will limit these comments to a presentation of 
a few interesting cases from the past literature.  

In the first case, a lady called Sophie Chaproniere saw the 
apparition of someone who was not close to death but had been 
unwell for a few days: 

I was in my bedroom being undressed by my maid, Mrs. Gregory, who 
had been with me for 41 years, and she was unfastening my bracelet 
when I saw, just behind her about two feet off, her exact resemblance.  
She was then in perfect health. I said to her, "Why Mrs. Gregory, I see 
your fetch." She smiled and said, "Really, ma'am," but was not in the 
least alarmed. On the following Sunday, she was only poorly. I went for a 
doctor at once, who said she was a little out of sorts. On Wednesday 
evening she suddenly died. It was about the same time that her double 
had appeared to me just a week before. This was about 15 years ago.  
(Myers, 1895, p. 448)
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The following two cases were reported in letters to French 
astronomer Camille Flammarion in 1899. Both were about apparitions 
of persons who died later.  

One morning, toward seven o'clock, I heard our maid go into my parents' 
room; I was thoroughly awake. About ten minutes afterward the door of 
my room opened, and I recognized my father distinctly. Frightened to see 
him at such an early hour, thinking that he had come to tell me that my 
mother was worse, I raised myself half up, and gazed at him; I wished to 
ask him what had happened, but hardly had I said, "What is it?" when I 
saw his legs, his trunk, and then his head disappear in succession. A 
moment afterward our maid entered in her turn. Still completely upset, I 
asked her if some one were ill: she reassured me absolutely. The day 
passed without incident; I was no longer thinking anything of the matter 
when, that evening, my father had a stroke of apoplexy, and died in the 
night. (Flammarion, 1921/1922, p. 122) 

In the month of November, 1850, having been invited to the marriage 
of one of my cousins, at Lapalisse (Allier), I had gone there in company 
with an uncle, Monsieur Meulien, of Chalon-sur-Saone. We were both 
sleeping in the same room. The morning of our departure for Lapalisse, 
when we had to take a carriage early, I woke up about seven o'clock, and 
saw my relative standing at the foot of my bed, his arms crossed over his 
burnoose, a cloak in the fashion of that time; he was gazing at me very 
sadly. I sat up and said to him, aloud: "What? Already up! But we've lots 
of time!" 

The apparition vanished. I looked behind me. My uncle was sleeping 
peacefully in his bed.  

Two hours later, as our carriage was bowling along the road to Donjon, 
my fellow-traveler and an aged woman-servant within the vehicle, I upon 
the seat, I felt a tug at my sleeve and heard the changed voice of the old 
woman: "Monsieur Jules, your uncle is ill!" 

I turned. The unfortunate man had his head thrown back; his eyes were 
white; a little foam was on his lips; he was dying in his burnoose.  

That morning he was just as he had been the day before. Nothing in his 
demeanor gave rise to any suspicion that he had afforded me the strange 
spectacle of his duplication, by showing himself in two forms at once; 
here in his traveling costume, there in bed, undressed and asleep, living 
and a phantom at the same time. (Flammarion, 1921/1922, pp. 56-57) 

The following case, reported in the well-known Census of Halluci
nations conducted by members of the Society for Psychical Research, 
took place in 1880 and was reported in 1892, while the experiencer 
lived in a farm house.  

The house being a small one, I occupied a bedroom which communicated 
with a sitting room on the upper storey, and, being some way from the
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other sleeping rooms, it was my habit to keep a lamp burning during the 
entire night. On the 29th of September I retired as usual in the best 
possible health and spirits, quite unaware of the then critical state of my 
relative, and had just got into bed, with face turned towards the wall, 
when I became aware of another presence in the room.  

Turning towards the door of communication, I there saw, as I 
imagined, my relative who was ill, standing looking at me and smiling.  
He was dressed as I had been accustomed to see him; the light was 
bright, and I observed every detail. I lay for a few seconds and then 
spoke, but getting no answer, jumped out of bed with hands outstretched 
towards the figure, which, on my approach, retreated to the outer room 
still smiling with peculiar sweetness. I followed it, and watched it vanish 
through the outer door, which was closed. After a moment's pause I 
opened the door and looked out, but saw nothing but a bare passage and 
narrow staircase, dimly lit from the room in which I stood. I was not 
afraid, only wondering, for though we had been in the habit of telling 
'ghost' stories, it did not strike me at the time to associate this with 
anything of the kind.  

On the following morning I told the other members of the family of my 
experience, and somebody suggested that it was just possible that the 
bright light at that hour might have alarmed the man who had care of 
the house, an old servant, and that he might have come upstairs to see 
that all was safe. Though personally quite sure of the identity of the 
apparition, I made inquiries, and found that there was no foundation for 
the suggestion.  

My relative died the following night. (Sidgwick, Johnson, Myers, 
Podmore, and Sidgwick, 1894, pp. 286-287) 

Years later the writer of the case found that her cousin, in a different 
location, also saw the apparition - but the testimony of her cousin was 
not presented.  

I present these cases, like those of my previous paper (Alvarado, 2006), 
as a reminder of the type of phenomena that could be investigated in 
order to expand the scope of research on near-death phenomena.  
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