Camille Flammarion

Camille Flammarion (1842-1925) was a French astronomer and psychical
researcher, notable for his writings on mediumship and psychic phenomena,
including case collections. He also distinguished himself as a novelist and popular
science writer.

Life and Career

Camille Flammarion was born in 1842 in Haute-Marne, Montigny-le-Roi, France.1
His family was of low income and he was not formally educated; nonetheless, he
obtained a job at the Observatory of Paris in 1858.

An early achiever, Flammarion made a presentation in 1867 at the Académie des
es.2 His friend Adolphe Brisson, a journalist, critic and author, described him as
having been a child prodigy and showing great curiosity about mystery.3

Flammarion became known as a popularizer of astronomical topics. An obituarist
commented that ‘he excelled especially in setting forth the results of astronomical
research in a lucid and attractive style, intelligible to those who have little or no
technical knowledge of the subject.’4 His books on the topic include LAtmosphére
(1872), Histoire du Ciel (1872),5 Astronomie Populaire (1880), Vie de Copernic et
Histoire de la Découverte du Systéme du Monde (1872),6 Les Etoiles et les Curiosités du
Ciel (1882), and Les Terres du Ciel (1884).7 He also authored technical works.8

For Flammarion, astronomy was a discipline concerned not just with the study of
planets and stars, but also with the natural world. He was interested in the notion
of life in other planets, the topic of La Pluralité des Mondes Habités (1862)9 to which
he returned in later writings10 and in fiction.11 In his last novel he explored
spiritual dimensions and topics such as reincarnation and extraterrestrial life.

Flammarion founded the Society of Astronomy of France in 1887. He was awarded
the titles of knight (1881), officer (1912) and commander (1922) of the Légion
d’Honneur, and became a corresponding member (1923) and president of the
Society for Psychical Research (1923). He was married twice, to Sylvie Petiaux
(1874) and to Gabrielle Renaudot (1919), a fellow astronomer. He died at Juvisy-sur-
Orge, France, in 1925.

Interest in Psychic Phenomena

Flammarion was interested in psychic phenomena from his youth.12 He wrote
about mediumship in the 1860s,13 stating “We believe sincerely in the immortality
of the soul; but we seek to make this truth manifest, visible, tangible.’14

Like many others, Flammarion was attracted to Spiritism through the work of Allan
Kardec (pseudonym of educator Hippolyte-Léon Denizard Rivail).15 He stated that
in 1861 he became part of a group organized by Kardec (Société Parisienne des
Etudes Spirites), to the point that he also became a writing medium and produced



communications about comets, stars and planets signed ‘Galileo’.16 In his
autobiography he wrote that these experiences ‘have not solved up to now the main
problem; but they lead us to admit the existence of unknown forces and of faculties
of the soul that are still unexplained’.17

Flammarion argued that human beings could not be explained through materialist
arguments and that both magnetism and Spiritism showed ‘the insufficiency of
materialistic theories’.18 Various phenomena convinced him that ‘it is impossible
to admit that the soul is the product of chemical or mechanical’ processes.19

Over the years Flammarion attended séances with many mediums, including the
Italian Eusapia Palladino.20 He concluded ‘that there exists in nature, in myriad
activity, a psychic element the essential nature of which is still hidden from us’.21

Flammarion popularized psychic phenomena in articles in general magazines.22
One of the most influential was an eleven part article published in the Annales
Politiques et Litteraires.23 In the first instalment he discussed the incredulity
excited by psychic phenomena, pointing out that recent developments such as the
discovery of the Rontgen rays oblige us to doubt our habitual assumptions. He went
on to mention anomalous events such as apparitions, telepathy, materializations,
movement of objects and premonitions as phenomena that deserve the attention of
science, reminding readers that

everything we can observe and study is natural. Everything is in nature, the
unknown as well as the known, and the supernatural does not exist. It is [the
supernatural] but an empty word... What is wonderful, extraordinary, what is
unexplained is often called supernatural. It is necessary to say that it is quite
simply, the unknown.24

Flammarion also popularized psychical research, and psychic phenomena in
general, in his overview book Le Forces Naturelles Inconnues (1907)25 translated
into English as Mysterious Psychic Forces.26 Besides his own investigations he
described those carried out by Agénor de Gasparin, Marc Thury, the Dialectical
Society of London, and William Crookes, lamenting that psychic phenomena ‘have
been almost as little studied as in the time of Ptolemy, and have not yet found their
Kepler, and their Newton, yet fairly obtrude themselves upon our notice, and cry
out to be examined’.27 He also addressed speculative theories and the topics of
fraud and deception. He added that he believed in survival of bodily death, but did
not think this was the explanation for all séance phenomena:

Up to this day, I have sought in vain for certain proof of personal identity
through mediumistic communications. And then one does not see why spirits,
if they exist around us, should have need of mediums at all, in order to
manifest themselves... Nevertheless, it seems to me that the Spiritualistic
hypothesis should be preserved by the same right as those I have summed up
in the immediately preceding pages, for the discussions have not eliminated
it.28

Speculating about matter and energy, Flammarion expressed his belief in the
existence of a single substance interchangeable with energy. ‘Matter, force, life,



thought, are all one’.29 In fact, the ‘universe is a great organism controlled by a
dynamism of the psychical order. Mind gleams through its every atom’.30

Case Collections

In 1900 Flammarion published L'Inconnu et les Problémes Psychiques31 (translated
into English as L’Inconnu: The Unknown).32 This described cases of telepathy,
apparitions and other phenomena collected by means of appeals in the Annales
Politiques et Littéraires in 1899, including telepathic communications from the
dying, and dream clairvoyance, and precognition. Of 4280 letters replying to his
questions, 1824 claimed to have had paranormal experiences. A total of 1758 letters
contained sufficient information to back this up; he selected 786 for study, some of
which appeared in the report. (He did not investigate the cases, but transcribed the
written accounts). The following is an example.33

On December 4, 1884, at half-past three in the morning, I being then perfectly
awake, rose and got up. I then had a most distinct vision of the apparition of
my brother Joseph Bonnet, sublieutenant of Spahis Third Regiment, in garrison
at Batna in the province of Constantine in Algeria ... My brother kissed me on
the forehead. I felt a cold shudder pass through me, and he said, very distinctly,
‘Good-bye Angele, I am dead.” Very much upset and troubled, I woke my
husband, saying to him, ‘Joseph is dead. He has just told me so.” [That day was
the brother’s 35th birthday] ... All that day, Thursday, I was very miserable. At
three o’clock in the afternoon we got a despatch. Before it was opened I knew
what it contained. My brother had died at ... Algeria, at three o’clock in the
morning.

Angeéle Esperon, née Bonnet

I certify that this account, written by my wife, is perfectly exact.
Osman Esperon
Captain on half pay and Chevalier of the Legion of Honor, Bordeaux

Here is another case:

We were in the country. My mother had a room next to that in which we slept,
my wife and I. My mother was quite old but in good health, and the evening
before her death nothing would have led us to suppose her end was near when
she went that night to her chamber.

In the morning, about half-past five, I was suddenly awakened by a noise that I
thought was her bell. I jumped out of bed, saying to my wife, ‘My mother is
ringing.” My wife replied that could not be, for there was not a bell in the
house. ... I started early for Lyons. A few hours after I received a despatch from
my wife to tell me that she had found my mother dead in bed, and that there
was every indication that death must have taken place about five or six o’clock
in the morning—that is, about the hour when an inexplicable sensation made
me fancy that she summoned me.


http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k106827n

F. Gérin
Lawyer in the Circuit Court at Lyons34

Some of the cases in this book, and others sourced elsewhere, formed the basis of
Flammarion’s three volume work La Mort et son Mystére (1920-1922), translated as
Death and its Mystery. He arranged the volumes as cases occurring before death, at
the moment of death, and after death.

In other articles, Flammarion wrote about the experiences of animals,35 an
apparition case perceived in three different locations,36 premonitions,37 and
deathbed visions.38

Mediumship

Flammarion had many sittings with mediums during his early exposure to
Spiritism. In private correspondence he wrote about physical phenomena he
observed with a medium named Honorine Huet,39 who produced spirit
communications by means of table tipping and automatic writing.40 Later he
wrote about her as follows:

Mediumship was, in a way, her trade, and she had more than once been
flagrantly detected in some most remarkable trickery. Accordingly, it may be
imagined that she would quite often give the raps herself by hitting the table-
legs with her feet. But quite often we also obtained noises of sawing, of
planing, of drumbeating, and torrents of rain, which it would have been
impossible for her to imitate. Neither could the holding fast of the table to the
floor be the work of fraud. As to the levitations of the table... when one of us
showed an inclination to resist with his hand the upward movement, he
received an impression as if the table were floating on a fluid. Now it is hard to
see how the medium could produce this result. Everything took place in broad
daylight.41

In the 1860s Flammarion attended seances at Kardec’s group in Paris, where
communications from supposed spirits were received via writing and table tilting.
At this time he had a generally positive view of mediumistic practice, stating that
mediums were individuals of good faith,42 although he considered certain ideas
produced through mediumship about life on other planets to be ‘grotesque’.43 He
also accepted spirit communication, writing to a correspondent: ‘T am in intimate
relations with spirits who have already lived on Earth’.44

However, in later years Flammarion came to believe that often ‘we ourselves are the
more or less conscious authors of the communications by some cerebral process
which yet remains to be investigated’.45 In automatic writing, he wrote, ‘we think
of a word, a number, a stroke of the pen, and our hand writes by itself, all alone’,46
in which context, ‘it is very easy to deceive oneself and to believe that our hand is
under the influence of a mind different from ours..47

Nonetheless, Flammarion said he was also aware of cases of veridical mediumistic
communications that ‘may indicate either a special cerebral state or great keenness
of intellect, or a source of ideas exterior to the medium’.48



Regarding physical mediumship, Flammarion said that those phenomena ‘have for
me the stamp of absolute certainty and incontestability, and amply suffice to prove
that unknown physical forces exist outside of the ordinary and established domain
of natural philosophy’.49 He was particularly convinced by the phenomena of
Eusapia Palladino,50 which he first observed in 1897:

There is full light,—a big kerosene lamp with a wide burner and a light yellow
shade, besides two lighted candles.

At the end of three minutes the table begins to move, balancing itself, and
rising sometimes to the right, sometimes to the left. A minute afterwards it is
lifted entirely from the floor, to a height of about nine inches, and remains
there two seconds.

In a second trial, I take the two hands of Eusapia in mine. A notable levitation
is produced, nearly under the same conditions.

We repeat the same experiments thrice, in such a way that five levitations of
the table take place in a quarter of an hour, and for several seconds the four
feet are completely lifted from the floor, to the height of about nine inches...

A round centre table placed at my right comes forward without contact towards
the table, always in full light, be it understood, as if it would like to climb up on
it, and falls down. Nobody has moved aside or approached the curtain, and no
explanation of this movement can be given. The medium has not yet entered
into a trance and continues to take part in the conversation.

Five raps in the table indicate, according to a convention arranged by the
medium, that the unknown cause asks for less light... The candles are blown
out, the lamp turned down, but the light is strong enough for us to see very
distinctly everything that takes place in the salon. The round table, which I had
lifted and set aside, approaches the table and tries several times to climb up on
it. I lean upon it in order to keep it down, but I experience an elastic resistance
and am unable to do so. The free edge of the round table places itself on the
edge of the rectangular table, but, hindered by its triangular foot, it does not
succeed in clearing itself sufficiently to climb upon it...51

Flammarion saw Palladino’s phenomena as an extension of her nervous force. “We
are forced to admit,” he wrote, ‘that this prolongation, usually invisible, and
impalpable, may become visible and palpable; take, especially, the form of an
articulated hand, with flesh and muscles; and reveal the exact form of a head or a
body.’52 He also speculated about a ‘fluidic and condensable double’ projecting
from the medium, whose nature and mechanism he did not understand.53

Flammarion sat with spirit photographer Edouard Isidore Buguet for five weeks,
eventually detecting his ‘fraudulent methods and mechanisms, 54 and with the
Polish physical medium Jean Guzik, whose phenomena he attested could not be
explained.55

Haunted Houses



In Les Maisons Hantées, Flammarion discussed well-known hauntings, such as those
at Calvados Castle in France and at Coimbra, Portugal, two of the most dramatic on
record. He believed there was good evidence for haunting phenomena, observing
that they included events that were physical, such as movement of objects, and
others that were subjectively perceived, for instance certain sounds. In his view,
some cases suggested discarnate agency while others seemed the product of the
psychic faculties of the living. He concluded that hauntings are ‘products of the
universal dynamism into which our five senses only place us in very partial
relation’.56

A posthumously-published book, Fantomes et Sciences d’Observation (2005)
(Phantoms and Sciences of Observation), summarizes his views: ghosts have
definitely been observed and it is wrong to dismiss them; most are subjective, while
some are illusory hallucinations and others are objective and separate from
observers; and that in the current state of science they are impossible to explain. 57

Perspective

Flammarion’s attitude to the psychic episodes he collected has been widely
considered uncritical because he did not investigate or seek corroboration, but
tended rather to take them at face value.58

A good overview of Flammarion’s life and work is given by La Cotardiére and
Fuentes in Camille Flammarion (1994). His literary work has been studied by
Chaperon in Camille Flammarion: Entre Astronomie et Littérature (1998), where his
writings, including fiction, are connected conceptually to his panpsychic views of
the world, including psychic phenomena. More specific discussions of
Flammarion’s writings about psychic phenomena have been presented by Alvarado
(2007)59 and by Fuentes.60

Carlos S Alvarado
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