Panoramic Memory, Affect, and
Sensations of Detachment in the
Dying: Discussions Published in
France, 1889 –1903
Carlos S. Alvarado, Ph.D.
Atlantic University
ABSTRACT: Between 1889 and 1903, several authors published papers in the
French journal Revue Philosophique de la France et de l’Étranger and in a few
other publications in which they discussed panoramic memory, changes of affect,
and a sense of detachment from the body in dying persons. With a few exceptions
these publications have been ignored in modern discussion of the phenomena of
the dying. Whereas philosopher Victor Egger postulated the psychological explanation that panoramic memory results from the dying person’s thoughts of imminent death, physicians Paul Sollier and Charles Féré and psychologist Henri
Piéron proposed that it, as well as changes in affect, result from physiological
changes in the body sensibility and in the brain. Like many authors today who
speculate about near-death experiences, the authors in question did not have
much evidence for their explanations. These ideas, and their physiological aspects, were part of a general interest in unusual phenomena and states of consciousness during the 19th century.
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In 1896 well-known student of psychopathology, Pierre Janet (1859–
1947), commented in the pages of the Revue Neurologique about an
article the author of which discussed “the often reported fact that
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the drowned facing imminent death review their whole life in an instant” (Janet, 1896, p. 245; this and other translations in this article
are mine). The author in question, French philosopher Victor Egger
(1848–1909), started a discussion about sensations of detachment in
the dying and what current scholars refer to as panoramic memory
that other authors continued and that current scholars of near-death
experiences (NDEs) and related phenomena are likely to find interesting. Although the work of Egger has been referenced by some French
writers (e.g., Le Maléfan, 1995; Poulet, 1963, pp. 165–205), his writings, and those of the other persons discussed in the present article,
have not been cited in general overviews of NDEs (e.g., Agrillo, 2011;
Blackmore, 1993; Bonilla, 2011; Greyson, 2000) nor in discussions of
theoretical models (Greyson, Kelly & Kelly, 2009) and of the history of
the subject (Holden, Greyson, & James, 2009, pp. 2–3). Furthermore,
with a few exceptions (Biondi, 2010; Bozzano, 1931, pp. 50–97), writers about panoramic memories have also neglected such publications
(e.g., Stevenson & Cook, 1995). This situation may be explained by
the fact that the papers in question appeared only in French and that
they were published in difficult-to-obtain journals, something that is
starting to change with the development of virtual libraries (e.g., Alvarado, 2010).
The purpose of this current article is to discuss Egger and other
largely forgotten French writers who, between 1889 and 1903, published about cases of panoramic memory, changes of affect, and floating sensations in the dying. I focus specifically on this period because
it was during this particular 15-year span that certain authors published certain ideas of possible relevance to contemporary scholars in
the field of near-death studies but of which they may not be aware.
Rather than present detailed evaluation of the validity of these writings and comparisons to more recent ideas, my purpose is to summarize the ideas of these writers so as to bring them to the attention of
contemporary students of NDEs.

Interest in Unusual Experiences and in
Reports of Phenomena of the Dying
The discussions about panoramic memory presented here were embedded in a variety of intellectual concerns prevalent during the 19th
century. One of them was interest in unusual mental states and phenomena such as mesmeric somnambulism, mediumship, ambulatory
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automatisms, double and multiple personality, and sensory and motor
hysterical disturbances. Such topics informed a variety of scholars,
scientists, and others about the existence of alterations of consciousness and dissociative phenomena (Cardeña & Alvarado, 2011; Castel,
1998; Crabtree, 1993).
Another topic of relevance was concern with misunderstood memory phenomena, a topic discussed in such well-known books as Inquiries Concerning the Intellectual Power and the Investigation of Truth
(Abercrombie, 1832), On Obscure Diseases of the Brain, and Disorders
of the Mind (Winslow, 1860), and Les Maladies de la Mémoire (Ribot, 1881). In the last mentioned book philosopher and psychologist
Théodule Ribot (1839–1916) wrote on hypermnesia, or exaltation of
memories, pointing out that they sometimes took place during acute
fevers, ecstacy, hypnosis, and drowning (Ribot, 1881). These and other
issues, and particularly the theoretical ideas and empirical observations concerning hysteria and hypnosis, were important catalyzers in
the development of French psychology and psychiatry (Foschi, 2003;
Nicolas, 2002).
Another intellectual context for the topic of this paper, and a more
direct one, was discussions about death. During the 19th century, like
in other periods of human history, many authors published books about
death and the experiences of the dying. One example is English physician William Munk’s (1816–1898) Euthanasia: Or Medical Treatment
in Aid of an Easy Death (1887); others include Clarke (1878), Cobbe
(1877), Is Death Painful? (1870), and Lauvergne (1842). In addition,
authors discussed what scholars now call NDEs (e.g., Heim, 1892; Myers, 1892; Wiltse, 1889; Winslow, 1860). English classical scholar and
psychical researcher Frederic W. H. Myers (1843–1901) stated: “It is
possible that we might learn much were we to question dying persons,
on their awakening from some comatose condition, as to their memory
of any dream or vision during that state” (1892, p. 180).
One writer commented that in some experiences coming close to
death, the person “has a complete recollection of its early existence
from beginning to end . . .” (Jung-Stilling, 1808/1834, p. 62). Nineteenth-century examples of these experiences, later called panoramic
memory and life review, were those taking place during falls (Francis,
1896, p. 216; Head, 1860, p. 47; Heim, 1892), war injuries (Derepas,
1883, p. 203), and hanging (Winslow, 1860, pp. 440–441). More rele
vant to Egger’s publications were examples of this phenomenon reported by individuals that survived drowning (e.g., Barrow, 1847,
pp. 398–403; Binns, 1842, pp. 271–272; De Quincy, 1864, pp. 234–
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235; de V., 1893; O., 1855; S., 1868). One of the most remarkable descriptions of this experience was written by the Irish Admiral Francis
Beaufort (1774–1857), who survived drowning:
Though the senses were thus deadened, not so the mind; its activity
seemed to be invigorated, in a ratio which defies all description—for
thought rose after thought with a rapidity of succession that is not
only indescribable, but probably inconceivable, by any one who has
not himself been in a similar situation. The course of those thoughts
I can even now in a great measure retrace—the event which had just
taken place—the awkwardness that had produced it—the bustle it
must have occasioned (for I had observed two persons jump from the
chains)—the effect it would have on a most affectionate father—the
manner in which he would disclose it to the rest of the family —and
a thousand other circumstances minutely associated with home,
were the first series of reflections that occurred. They took then a
wider range—our last cruise—a former voyage, and shipwreck—my
school—the progress I had made there, and the time I had misspent—
and even all my boyish pursuits and adventures. Thus travelling
backwards, every past incident of my life seemed to glance across my
recollection in retrograde succession; not, however, in mere outline, as
here stated, but the picture filled up with every minute and collateral
feature; in short, the whole period of my existence seemed to be placed
before me in a kind of panoramic review, and each act of it seemed to
be accompanied by a consciousness of right or wrong, or by some reflection on its cause or its consequences; indeed, many trifling events
which had been long forgotten then crowded into my imagination, and
with the character of recent familiarity (Barrow, 1847, pp. 399–400).

In fact these experiences during drowning seemed to have been
common knowledge, being mentioned in medical reference works (e.g.,
Herold, 1898, p. 382; Rosse, 1894, p. 800). An anonymous author
commented:
One of the most singular features in Psychology is the fact which is
perfectly notorious, that the faculty of memory acquires an activity
and tenacity in the cases of persons about being drowned, which it
never exhibits under ordinary circumstances (Memory, 1853, p. 250).

The experience was also mentioned in literary works, such as in the
following passage written by George Eliot (1819–1880): “The drowning man, urged by the supreme agony, lives in an instant through
all his happy and unhappy past: when the dark flood has fallen like
a curtain, memory, in a single moment, sees the drama acted over
again” (1858, p.151). These memory images of the dying were inter-
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esting enough to be featured in 19th century magazines and journals
such as the American and Continental Journal (Buffet, 1870), the
National Magazine (Sensations of Drowning, 1853), and the British
Medical Journal (What Drowning Feels Like, 1894).
The topic was also mentioned by those interested in psychic phenomena. In his book Man and His Relations, Universalist minister
and spiritualist Samuel B. Brittan (1815–1883) noticed the existence
of cases in drowning in which “under the apprehension of immediate death, the mind acts with such incredible rapidity that the whole
history of the drowning man passes before him in a single moment”
(1854, p. 84, footnote). Similarly, physician George Wyld (1821–1906)
wrote in the spiritualist journal Light that the “all but drowned man
has often flashed before his mental vision the past, and present, and
future of his life . . .” (1881, p. 68).

French Discussions of Panoramic Memory,
Affect, and Sensations of Detachment
in the Dying
Most of the papers to be discussed in this section appeared in the
French journal Revue Philosophique de la France et de l’Étranger.
Founded in 1876 by Théodule Ribot, the journal was devoted to psychology, philosophy, sociology, and other social sciences and, like other
works by the author, was very influential. A significant part of the new
empirical psychology, represented by Ribot (1870) himself, was articulated and publicized in this journal (Meletti Bertolini, 1991). The
publication served as a forum that did much to encourage the study
of unusual states of consciousness, as seen in important papers discussing hypnosis and dissociative phenomena in general (e.g., Janet,
1886; Richet, 1883). In addition, the journal published some papers
about parapsychological phenomena, among them Charles Richet’s
(1850–1935) well-known and widely-cited article about mental suggestion, “La Suggestion Mentale et le Calcul des Probabilités” (Richet,
1884; see Alvarado, 2008). Considering the openness of this publication to unusual phenomena and its emphasis on the empirical study
and analysis of psychological phenomena, it is not surprising that it
carried the papers discussed below.
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Victor Egger
Before he published his work about the dying, Victor Egger had written about physiological approaches to psychology, mistakes of vision,
and dreams (see, respectively, Egger, 1877, 1878, 1895). He was particularly known for his interest in introspection, as seen in his book
entitled La Parole Intérieure (1881) in which he argued that human
beings always carried an internal dialogue. This dialogue, part of human actions and other mental phenomena, represented a “considerable part of the consciousness of every one of us” (p. 1). His analysis included imagery and phenomena such as the hallucinations of
Socrates and Jeanne d’Arc. This internal life was explored further in
some of his later publications and was part of the French interest in
introspection that started to decline in the late 19th century (Brooks,
1998).
In 1895 Egger published an article about dreams in which he referred in passing to “panoramic memory” in a case of drowning. As he
wrote, “I imagine that the idea of imminent death may induce a very
vivid sense of the self that will cease to exist . . . .” (p. 55).
In a later paper, Egger (1896a) mentioned several published cases
of panoramic memory occurring to persons close to death and included
a brief mention of the work and experiences of Swiss geologist and
alpinist Albert Heim (1849–1937), as reported in a French newspaper
(Egger, 1896a, p. 27; see Heim, 1892, and Noyes & Kletti, 1972). In his
view, if being close to death produced a strong fear of death, the state
was equivalent to a “definitive or temporary death” (Egger, 1896a,
p. 27). However, he was skeptical of people who claimed that they had
seen all the events of their earlier lives, a claim he considered to be an
exaggeration. If death came suddenly, people could develop “concepts
and propositions” (p. 30) related to their mortality. The recollections,
Egger postulated, represented the “self that is going to end” (p. 30).
Their appearance into consciousness meant that that they were produced by the sudden idea of an “imminent death” (p. 30). According to
Egger, in some people the self may resist the approach of death. But if
they felt death could not be prevented, they were more open to memory
images.
In children, Egger (1896a) continued, the sense of self was less developed than in adults. Consequently, children did not experience this
phenomenon. Adults, and particularly older people, were more susceptible to panoramic memories because their sense of self was more
developed than that of younger people. Egger believed that closeness
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to death produced what he referred to as a “live self,” consisting of
“significant and rapid images” (p. 37).

Paul August Sollier
After Egger’s (1896a) paper was published, the Revue received three
letters by authors commenting on the article. Two of them presented
further cases of panoramic memory (Keller, 1896; Mouilin, 1896). The
French physician Paul August Sollier (1861–1933; see Bogousslavsky
& Walusinski, 2011), who had published on a variety of medical topics such as amnesia (Sollier, 1892) and mental illness (Sollier, 1893),
insisted that Egger’s cases did not involve real death but instead the
belief one was going to die (Sollier, 1896). He wrote, “the psychological phenomena that M. Egger tries to explain are connected to the
idea that death is coming, but not to the start of death” (Sollier, 1896,
p. 304). In his view it was important to know whether there was an
organic condition that could cause death or whether or not the case
was one in which some exterior circumstance could cause death, such
as an accident.
Sollier (1896) presented some cases of drug addicts whom he had
observed while they were dying. He noticed that they felt a sensation
of detachment from everything as the end approached. For example,
he observed a young woman who was close to death on three separate
occasions. Although no phenomena were reported in the first instance,
the patient had a general sense of wellbeing—which Sollier sometimes
called a state of beatitude—and experienced detachment in the second
brush with death. On the third occasion, while suffering from peritonitis, she experienced images about her life in chronological order
from her youth to her current state, “sort of an inventory of her self ”
(Sollier, 1896, p. 306).
Panoramic memory was explained by Sollier (1896) as follows. He
argued that when an accident took place, all attention was focused on
what may cause death. Such distraction induced anesthesia and analgesia, which in turn explained the sense of wellbeing experienced by
some persons close to death. “But at the same time we make a violent
effort to escape death” (p. 306). In this state, Sollier believed, one’s
senses gather information using all one’s energy. As a by-product one’s
consciousness may be heightened, including the expression of “previously acquired elements” (p. 306) or memories.
Sollier (1896) postulated that a similar process takes place in physiological death. Weakness could cause sensory isolation, and the sense
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of self was “reduced to old impressions, the current organic impressions are . . . annihilated” (p. 307).
Later, Sollier stated in his book Le Probleme de la Mémoire that
strong emotions such as those evoked by accidents could trigger memories of facts that were not directly related to the event. An example
was “panoramic recollections” when people were near death (Sollier,
1900, p. 208). He also mentioned the recollections of hysterics. In his
view, in these cases “they are suddenly reviewing . . . in a real panorama, all their prior existence absolutely as . . . people who drown”
(1900, p. 209).
In a different article Sollier (1903) presented a case of a nervous
young woman who was also a morphine addict. While in treatment for
addiction, she experienced such symptoms as diarrhea and vomiting.
At one point she experienced a sharp burning pain from the head to
the back of the neck. Soon after this she had a sensation of wellbeing
and:
she saw all her existence unfold; this state, she told me later, was as
if all the incidents of her life had been printed on a cloth that unfolded
the ups and downs [of her life] in front of her. The incidents succeeded
in retrograde order, from today to the age of five or six years or less.
“Everything I had on the head, I saw . . . in unparalleled details, accompanied with vague regrets and . . . a sense of grief, never of joy . . . ,
everything was greyish . . . things were flat; but some facts of my life,
the emotions for example, were kind of in relief to me; it was as if you
looked at three photographs of people that you knew well; two seemed
to be flat and one that you love seems very clear and in great relief ”
(Sollier, 1903, p. 29).

When the patient recovered she was anxious, had a very vague feeling of herself, and was completely anesthetic. In addition, she showed
contractions and loss of consciousness that she did not have before her
crisis. In another occasion she had autoscopic hallucinations in which
she saw an image of herself.
As he had argued in his previous paper, Sollier (1903) believed that
the loss of sensibility explained both the appearance of the sense of
wellbeing and the memory images. In his view: “Each personality
state corresponds to a cerebral state, a particular potential. When the
potential is reduced from what it is currently to zero, we pass forcefully through all the degrees of potential successively achieved, but in
an inverse way” (Sollier, 1903, pp. 30–31). The images a person has
are linked to different potential states of the brain, and they appear
when this potential is lowered to states that correspond to the images.
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The images appear in retrograde order following a rapid change in
potential.
In Sollier’s view the process of recollection in syncopes (fainting episodes that may end in death) is similar to the regression of personality
that takes place in hysteria. As he wrote: “The only difference is that,
in the case of cerebral exhaustion, the potential is normal and falls
from normal to zero, while in hysteria it is below normal and returns
to its maximun” (Sollier, 1903, p. 31). But the end result is the same.
That is, in both cases the brain presents successive states, a process
that includes images of the self.
Sollier (1903) described phenomena taking place during therapy
with this patient that he implied validated the above-mentioned explanation. During the treatment she showed “all her old personality
states” (p. 31) consisting of recollections of images, actions, impressions, and emotions. Such phenomena referred to the patient’s life after nine years of age, after which she started having her first nervous
problems such as heart palpitations.
Egger (1896b) wrote a second paper in which he answered Sollier’s
(1896) first publication and presented new cases, some of them communicated to him directly by persons who had been close to death
(e.g., drowning). He questioned Sollier’s explanation assuming an
“almost complete suppression of general sensibility” (p. 340). Egger
argued that Sollier could not explain those cases of people in mortal
danger who did not experience anesthesia. Furthermore, Egger said
that all of Sollier’s cases could be reinterpreted following the idea of
imminent death taking hold of the mind of his patients. Such idea was
the “necessary condition for the phenomena” to occur (p. 343).
Egger argued further that “imagination and thought are employed
in a special direction” (p. 342) related to the idea of imminent death.
Such an idea provoked “semi-logical reactions” (p. 342) in the experiencers. In his view, recollections of persons in the shock of being
near death, including drowning, were “phenomena analogous to the
dreams of sleep” (p. 368).

Charles Féré
Another French contributor to the debates was Charles Féré (1852–
1907), well known for his work in hypnosis (Binet & Féré, 1885) and
in the interrelations of sensory and motor phenomena (Féré, 1887;
on Féré, see Larner, 2011). Before the articles of Egger and Sollier
had been published in the Revue, Féré had discussed the subject in
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two publications. In the first article he referred to the phenomenon
of “reminiscence” in the dying as a neglected topic but a phenomenon that manifested in natural deaths and in epileptics (Féré, 1889).
Sometimes this phenomenon of “panoramic representation” (p. 108)
seemed to include all the existence of the individual, whereas on
other occasions it included only a few seemingly unimportant events.
In Féré’s view the recollections represented a “brusque modification
of cerebral circulation” (p. 109). Féré (1892) restated this explanation
in his book, La Pathologie des Émotions. In his view: “The intellectual
perversions that arise at the hour of death seem to be connected to
certain circulation problems . . . .” (p. 170). Sudden modifications of
cerebral circulation, he argued, could explain the reminiscences seen
in drowning cases in which the person sees “unfolding in front of him
the picture of his entire life” (p. 171).
In a later article in the Revue Philosophique de la France et de
l’Étranger Féré (1898) revisited recollections of earlier life events and
discussed euphoria close to the moment of death as well. In his view,
separate from reacting to the idea of death, the “dying present psychic
phenomena in direct relation to physical phenomena” (p. 298), which
was also seen in the insane and in “idiots” when going through illnesses involving fever. At death, Féré stated, “the animal tissues and
in particular the muscles and the nerves present a period of hyperexcitability in which, due to an equivalent excitation, its reactions are
stronger than in the normal state” (p. 301). The brain, Féré believed,
should pass through a similar process. As he wrote: “The glimmers of
intelligence and euphoria of the dying can be explained by a physiological condition: a momentary hyperexcitability of the nervous elements
. . . .” (p. 302) that makes those elements lose their usual properties.
Féré stated that such process took place both in the “nervous central
elements as in peripheral nerves” (p. 302). Furthermore, it was stated
that the phenomena also depended on individual susceptibilities and
aptitudes of the persons in question.

Henri Piéron
French experimental and physiological psychologist Henri Piéron
(1881–1964; on Piéron see Reuchlin, 1964) classified the panoramic
images in two types, those that were simultaneous and those that
were successive and very fast (Piéron, 1901). In his view, images of
the first type were probably illusory, and speed of images of the second
type were exaggerated. He also speculated that these images came
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from the subconscious mind. In a note in the Revue Philosophique
de la France et de l’Étranger, Piéron (1902) summarized a few cases
of patients who had sensations of elevation or flying when close to
death. He suggested that these sensations could be accounted for by
postulating an “anesthesia of the part of the body lying on the bed”
(p. 616) due to the slowing of circulation caused by prolonged lying
down. Finally, Piéron (1903) noted that the evocation of images was
not only associated with dying but with the belief one was going to
die. In his view this evocation was due to a “sudden imposition of a
focus of attraction of consciousness” that produced an “unforgettable
illusion in all those observing the phenomenon” (p. 95).

Discussion
As argued previously, interest in panoramic memory was part of the
general interest in France and elsewhere about abnormal psychology
and unusual phenomena. This interest also included unusual memory manifestations and the experiences of the dying.
The authors I have discussed defended different explanatory models for the phenomena in question. Egger’s approach was psychological, emphasizing the effect of the fear of death on panoramic memory.
Sollier, Féré, and Piéron, on the other hand, followed physiological
models. It must be recognized that such speculations, even when seen
in the context of their times, were not based on good evidence. This
situation has been typical of many attempts to explain near-death experiences during the last decades; for overviews see Greyson (2000)
and Greyson, Kelly, & Kelly (2009). This has also been the case with
other phenomena. The history of psychological and physiological theory illustrates the tendency of some authors to defend interpretations
that have very little empirical evidence in their support. Out-of-body
experiences (Alvarado, 2009), hallucinations (Asaad, 1990), and depersonalization (Sierra & Berrios, 1997) have been examples of this
phenomenon.
In fact, psychologist Alfred Binet (1857–1911) reminded readers
that both Egger’s and Sollier’s views were basically theoretical; he
thereby implied a lack of empirical support (Binet, 1897, p. 635). Binet
felt that Egger did not explain the fast flow of thoughts in persons
who came close to death through accidents. He also criticized Sollier’s
contention that positive emotions were enhanced at death. In Binet’s
view, anesthesia and analgesia should produce negative emotions
rather than positive ones.
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The physiologically-based explanations of Sollier, Féré, and Piéron
were typical of 19th century attempts to explain thought and behavior
through the functioning of the nervous system (Young, 1970). Similar explanations were proposed for hallucinations (Brierre de Boismont, 1845) and trance (Beard, 1877). In a discussion of the famous
double personality case of Félida X. (b. 1843), it was speculated that
the changes of memory and behavior were related to problems of cerebral circulation (Azam, 1893, pp. 63–64). Other authors presented
similar speculations about mental illness in general (Lewis, 1889, pp.
129–130).
The topic of changes in sensibility was ever-present in the mind of
the 19th century physician partly because of its association with hysteria (e.g., Janet, 1892; Richer, 1885, pp. 23–24). Writing about sleepwalking, a physician referred to the “suspension more or less complete of external feeling” (Prichard, 1850, p. 194). Binet hinted that
the physical insensibility typical in “doubling” (dissociation) cases, in
which two selves appeared to coexist, was assisted by a lack of sensation. That is, such insensibility could help one consciousness function
without the interference of the other (Binet, 1892, p. 83). Similarly,
Leuba (1902) stated that one of the main characteristics of the temperament of Christian mystics was the unstable nature of their “organic sensibility”—that is, that they alternated “between anesthesia
and hyperesthesia” (p. 2).
Closer to the feeling of detachment and elevation that Sollier and
Piéron mentioned was the notion of flying sensations attributed to
witches as a drug-induced hallucination of the general sensibility of
the body (Simon, 1888, p. 132). In an article cited by Piéron, Janet
(1900–1901) explained illusions of levitation as occurring because of a
hysterical loss of sensibility in the feet of a patient. With this speculation as a background, it is not surprising that some of the authors discussed in this article used physiological arguments related to changes
in sensibility in their attempts to explain the phenomena dying persons had reported.
More recent researchers have followed up on the topic of panoramic
memory (e.g., Noyes & Kletti, 1977b; Stevenson & Cook, 1995). Some
of this work has focused on the experiences of people involved in accidents (e.g., Noyes & Kletti, 1977a; Noyes & Slymen, 1978–1979). To
some extent Egger’s ideas were similar to the later ideas of Pfister
(1930), Ehrenwald (1974), and Noyes (1972; Noyes & Kletti, 1976),
who speculated that out-of-body and near-death experiences were a
defense mechanism designed to deal with the threat of death. There
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are also similarities in Egger’s and Sollier’s ideas to more recent discussions about the distinction between physiologically- and psychologically-induced NDEs (e.g., Gabbard & Twemlow, 1991; Owen, Cook, &
Stevenson, 1990; Stevenson, Cook, & McClean-Rice, 1989–90).
Although the work of Egger, Féré, Sollier, and Piéron has been neglected by more recent students of the subject of panoramic memory
and related phenomena near death, it is my hope that this short article will remind current students of the existence of this literature.
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