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York: Nova Science Publishers. 2019. 172 pp. £74.22. ISBN 9781536153439.

Psychologist Alejandro Parra who has a long-term interest in the study of 
exceptional human experiences has written this very interesting book, about 
end of life phenomena. The book was inspired by and supersedes the thesis of 
nurse and undergraduate student Paola Giménez Amarilla who interviewed 
many hospital colleagues, in the Buenos Aires Province, about anomalous 
experiences that they had experienced or witnessed as patients were dying. 
Parra continued this work and interviewed nurses and professional caregivers 
that he recruited via social media, contacts with hospitals and advertisements. 
The result was an extensive amount of testimonies from nurses, patients and 
relatives who shared their experiences. 

The book has eight chapters which cover topics such as spirituality in 
healthcare, extraordinary experiences in palliative care, experiences of 
nurses, dreams and visions at the end of life, end of life in nursing homes, 
near-death experiences and the importance of addressing spirituality. Many 
examples of end of life phenomena such as deathbed visions described by the 
dying are cited from Parra’s own investigations coupled with accounts from 
the literature. Parra presents an historical overview of the vast amount of 
cases published in the psychical research literature between 1890 and 1930, 
discusses the research of Karlis Osis and Erlendur Haraldsson undertaken 
in the 1960s and 70s and continues to recent work undertaken by researchers 
such as Peter Fenwick, Sue Brayne and Hilary Lovelace.

The book addresses important, yet often overlooked, issues that arise at 
the end of life. Advances in palliative care have ensured improvement in end 
of life care. However, the focus of care is on pain and symptom management. 
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Spiritual aspects of care are often ignored due to lack of confidence of 
caregivers in addressing these issues and lack of education. Spirituality is a 
contentious subject as it is poorly understood and many associate this with 
religion which is not always the case as Parra points out. He also draws 
attention to the positive relationship between spirituality and health as well 
as between religion and health which is essential to care delivered at the end 
of life.

Parra’s interviews revealed that many nurses were indifferent to these 
experiences as it was widely accepted that as death approaches patients may 
have visions of relatives who are deceased. This attitude was especially 
prevalent in veteran nurses but not common amongst general (non nurse) 
community members. Due to the nature of their role nurses have most contact 
with patients therefore may observe end of life phenomena or their patients 
may reveal their subjective spiritual experiences to them. Health professionals 
are not educated about these experiences therefore many feel underprepared 
or fear ridicule from colleagues and lack confidence when addressing existential 
issues that arise as patients are dying. Parra advocates that all health 
professionals should be alert to end of life phenomena and be able to recognise 
them as they occur and that these experiences are discussed in multidisciplinary 
team meetings. Normalisation of these experiences will ease the stress for 
patients but also raise awareness amongst health professionals. 

End of life phenomena that are experienced by dying patients are personal 
and subjective and allow them to communicate their wishes, gain closure and 
attain meaning at the end of their life and result in a peaceful death. As 
death approaches individuals begin to consider existential issues and reflect 
on their life; visions and dreams prepare patients for their death resulting in 
a peaceful death. The dying patients who are experiencing visions display 
obvious wellbeing and peace, which contrasts to the anguish, upset, and 
distress displayed by relatives attending their bedside. Even when the 
patient welcomes end of life phenomena, relatives at the bedside may become 
distressed by what they witness. It is essential that nurses feel confident to 
support these relatives and explain that deathbed visions are common and a 
natural part of the dying process. Parra makes the important point that 
perceived from the medical model such experiences would appear to be 
confusional yet when addressed from a spiritual perspective then the 
experiences would be understood to be “nearing death awareness” and not 
“pre-terminal delirium”. When unrecognised these experiences are attributed 
to delirium or confusion, which can result in patients being medicated rather 
than supported to explore deep-seated existential issues. To enable healthcare 
workers to fully meet the needs of dying patients Parra believes it is crucial 
for caregivers to understand that end of life phenomena are not drug induced 
hallucinations and are significant and comforting to the dying patient.

By incorporating end of life phenomena into nurse education, and indeed, 
all healthcare professionals, Parra believes it will raise awareness of these 
phenomena and can prompt healthcare professionals to consider their 
personal deep existential questions. Caring for dying patients can take an 
emotional toll on healthcare workers and a deeper understanding of these 
experiences could be beneficial in clinical supervision.
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Training in spiritual care is a necessity as many healthcare professionals 
feel underprepared and due to lack of education are unsure how to assess and 
meet the needs of these patients. Conversations about death are often avoided 
at a time when it is needed most by the patients in order to relieve their 
anxiety and to allow them to express their wishes. Any care given at the end 
of life must ensure that spiritual aspects are not dismissed but embraced and 
the patient is supported to explore these experiences in order to gain full 
meaning of life as it is ending therefore facilitating a peaceful transition into 
death. 

This book is a very welcome addition to the literature and I hope it is read 
and understood by all healthcare professionals, especially those involved in 
end of life care.

College of Human and Health Sciences PeNNy sarTori

Swansea University
p.l.sartori@swansea.ac.uk

séaNce by Shannon Taggart. Lopen, Somerset: Fulgur Press. 2019. 298 pp. 
£52.00. ISBN 9781527236318.

Shannon Taggart is a New York based artist and photographer whose 
work has featured in exhibitions and numerous publications. In 1989 her 
cousin received a message from a medium at a Spiritualist service which 
revealed veridical details, previously unknown to her, of their grandfather’s 
death. This inspired an interest in Spiritualist culture on Taggart’s part 
which developed, from 2001, into an eighteen-year project to investigate that 
movement’s social history and its controversial relationship with the medium 
(no pun intended) of photography. 

There has been something of a resurgence of interest in the wider 
Spiritualist culture in recent years — including “spirit art”, “spirit photo-
graphy” and ectoplasm, recently evinced by an exhibition, Art and Spirit: 
Visions of Wonder, at the College of Psychic Studies in 2019. Earlier, in 2016, 
the spirit art of Georgiana Houghton was exhibited at the Courtauld Institute 
in London and curiosities from the SPR Cambridge Archives were on display 
the same year. Another exhibition, The Perfect Medium: Photography and the 
Occult, was held in New York in 2015. These events were all well attended 
and received attention both in national press and online. 

The first thing that I would say about Séance is that it is an objet d’art in 
itself. Since its arrival, the review copy has attracted favourable comments 
from several, relatively disinterested, visitors to my house. This is not a 
cheaply constructed coffee-table book and the impressive photographic 
illustrations therein (more of which later) are beautifully presented.

The book’s raison d’être is encapsulated in the foreword by film actor, and 
fourth generation Spiritualist, Dan Aykroyd. This is expanded upon in 
subsequent introductory chapters by curator Andreas Fischer, artist Tony 
Oursler and by the author herself.

The book presents the Spiritualist movement in a wider historical and 
social context that has often not been conveyed adequately, being over-
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