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GENERAL EDITOR’S PREFACE

This Cultural History of Death series documents and interprets a diversity of human engagements with mortality from Classical antiquity to the present day. What emerges is a dynamic interplay of life and death as society after society generates a panoply of religious, philosophical, and pragmatic expressions of human creativity amidst the distinctive environmental factor of the corpse.

The early decades of the twenty-first century witnessed a marked interest in death through dedicated conferences and publications within and across academic disciplines and with professionals involved in end of life care, funeral management, and grief. Alert to these interests, this series has pursued its dedicated direction through the potentially enormous variety of available themes and materials delineated by set historical periods by means of eight key themes.

The periods, each marked by a volume, are those of Antiquity (500 BCE–800 CE), Middle Ages (800–1450), Renaissance (1450–1650), Enlightenment (1650–1800), Empire (1800–1920), and the Modern Period (from 1920). The eight key themes that structure each volume, and for which I take personal responsibility, offer but one of many ways of approaching diverse cultural histories over some two millennia. There is, inevitably, some overlap of periods, to allow for a proper flow of ideas and manifestation of these themes.

It is important that I thank both the volume editors and their individual authors for accepting the challenge of this structure, even when some of the themes might not be familiar categories within their own disciplinary conventions. One further methodological note concerns the relative diversity of academic style and convention retained in each chapter, where a desire to engage with a wide and general readership takes precedence over any imposed standardization. While the themes comprising each volume highlight issues that any one academic perspective might easily overlook it is understandable that some sometimes find fuller treatment in one rather than another era. Together, however, they demonstrate the complementary nature of modern scholarship and invite ongoing research and scholarship in this limitless field of mortality.

THEMATIC CONFIGURATION

Dead and Dying Bodies

Each volume begins with an account of diverse cultural understandings of dying, causes of death, and the preparation and disposal of the corpse. Sometimes this includes auguries, portents, and signs of impending death, as well as concepts of the purity and impurity of the dying, dead, and mourners. Wider still, lies the significance of death in seasons, plants, animals, and the cosmos.

The Sensory Aesthetics of Death

While the concept of “culture” has been much debated, this series simply pursues it as a pragmatic engagement with environment and society, prompted by dying, death, and memorials, and involving diverse forms of death-transcendence embedded in rituals surrounding the human corpse. The underlying significance of ideas of embodiment within this approach to culture then drives the emphasis on sensory aesthetics surrounding mortality evident in art, literature, music, and dance, as well as in abstract reflections on these emotion-aligned activities.

Emotions, Mortality, and Vitality

Such emotional responses to death then make theories of grief especially interesting in expressing cultural orientations to the interface of bereavement, mourning, and subsequent celebration. This interplay of death and regeneration, evident in many cultural practices, gives rise to a consideration of emotions including fear, hope, love, and longing, all in relation to human identity and its transformation through bereavement. Here, too, memory and the place of dreams of the dead find a place as do sexuality, celibacy, virginity, and non-fertility.

Death’s Ritual-Symbolic Performance

Ritual-symbolic performances surrounding death both constrain and foster individual and collective emotions, revealing well-established and innovative customs framing modes of disposal and memorialization, as well as of ritual specialists, whether priests, kin, or other functionaries. The place of rites of passage from old to new statuses is evident in single or double-burial customs, in ossuaries, cremated remains, or innovative use of the corpse or its parts. Similarly, mortality-vitality motifs are telling when applied to initiation and other regenerative rites.

Sites, Power, and Politics of Death

Places where funeral and memorial rites occur attract not only their own form of emotion but may also develop as arenas of power politics whether at family, tribe, clan, kingdom or state level. This makes the archaeology and architecture of the dead of particular interest for the moral control of society, as s of the hero, martyr, saint, murderer, suicide, or criminal, designate either “good” and “bad” deaths, and as issues of inheritance influence power, status, and identity.

Gender, Age, and Identity

Amidst all death-related phenomena, gender, age, and identity stand as major cultural variables affecting patterns of funerals and memorial. Whether in terms of child, pauper, or monarch, status, and gender differences influence their death. Neonatal death, infanticide, military death, martyrdom, and other frames of dying attract their own description in some eras more than in others, so too for anticipated afterlife domains.

Explaining Death: Belief, Law, and Ethics

The complex influence of death within schemes of belief, law, and ethics now takes our studies into the realms of local and wider myth, religion, philosophy, politics, and science, where accounts cover death as a challenge to human hope and the ongoing possibility of social-cultural life. The integrity of consciousness as well as population survival come into play, especially in the face of plagues, perils, natural disaster, and the differential incidence of sickness and death in societies. Here a major consideration concerns the changing nature of death as terror or as relief, something that is culturally gripping in terms of suicide, assisted suicide, euthanasia and their legal and ethical appraisal. So, too, with the shifting place of death as taboo or as culturally visible and accepted, not least in relation to warfare, genocide, and violence, and to laws framing inheritance, and criminality.

The Undead and Eternal

One of the ultimate frames encompassing death across time and place is that of personhood, both in relation to others in one’s group, whether living, or as ancestors and deities. Issues of embodiment and dualism, ideas of the soul and afterlife, transmigration, purgatory, reincarnation, ancestors, ghosts, vampires, deities, and God all find relevance here. So, too, does the complex of ideas concerning the social-religious force of moral notions of merit and karma and karma-like rewards in relation to morality, judgment, death and afterlife, reputation, fame, or descendants.

FINALLY

While these themes seek to map an overall engagement with the cultural history of death, authors have appropriated them according to their personal intellectual resources. Sometimes the themes resonate quite considerably with a scholar’s detailed research and disciplinary relevance, and sometimes less so. Together, however, we have achieved a multifaceted vision of the cultural history of death that invites readers to appropriate images and ideas from many times and places as a resource for our own consideration of mortality in the here and now.

Douglas J. Davies




Introduction

Mapping Death in the Age of Empire

HELEN MACDONALD

June 1833, and the William Bryan is moored in the River Thames at Woolwich, being readied to transport a hundred convict women on the long journey south to the British penal colony of Van Diemen’s Land. The women arrive in dribs and drabs under the watchful eyes of the guards who have brought them to London from jails around the country. Each has been sentenced into exile beyond the seas, some for seven years, some for fourteen, a few for life, though in reality none will return home.

As each woman boards the vessel Surgeon Superintendent Thomas Robertson inspects her, making brief notes on the state of her health in the book the Navy requires him to keep. Like everyone in London this summer Robertson is alert for signs of the Asiatic cholera, which has crossed the Channel from Europe. This disease is different from the usual gastro-intestinal ailments that beset English people. Someone hale in the morning might be dead by nightfall, their body so emptied of fluids as to appear shrunken, perhaps having turned a shade of blue. Elizabeth Seaman is the first woman on the William Bryan to be afflicted by violent spasms that cramp her abdominal muscles and extremities while she vomits and shits. Robertson knows the trouble he now faces in preventing the disease from affecting others on a ship as tightly packed with human cargo as this one. Some of his fellow doctors believe the cholera is contagious, spreading from person to person; others that it is borne in the putrid air arising from “nuisances” common to crowded cities like London: overflowing cesspits, and the piles of rotting animal and vegetable matter that accrue in the streets. On shore, the government has established Boards of Health that issue circulars, draw up sanitation codes, and advise on measures to clear the filth. But on a ship like this one, all of that business is left to the Surgeon Superintendent.

Soon, Robertson finds himself adding other women’s names to his sick list, which he annotates when they die. The William Bryan is sent into quarantine and lies at anchor off the Kentish town of Deal until early July. Six of the eight women who sicken die, which is a better set of figures than for other convict vessels upon which cholera breaks out this year. Finally, at the end of the month, the William Bryan sets sail along England’s southern coast, then departs the motherbank on a voyage across sixteen thousand miles of ocean that will take months to complete, even taking advantage of the winds that drive her along the Great Circle route. Robertson takes good care of his charges on this long journey, only adding one name to the death toll when Frances Holliday dies, of mania he records, and her body is consigned to the deep.

* * *

When the British government sent the first group of convicts to Botany Bay (New South Wales) in 1787 it was the longest-range act of colonization in human history: ten thousand miles “as the crow flew,” many more as the ship sailed (Belich 2009: 82). During the First Fleet’s perilous journey methods were employed to improve the impure air thought to cause ill health. Captain of Marines Watkin Tench recorded “frequent explosions of gunpowder, lighting fires between decks, and a liberal use of that admiral antiseptic, oil of tar,” while above all the bedding and clothing were kept dry (Flannery 1996: 25).

Transportation had become a crucial component of English criminal law during the eighteenth century, when Britain’s American colonies served as the main destination. But after the American Revolution a new repository for British convicts needed to be found and many thought New South Wales an ideal replacement. Being so far from Britain, it was unlikely a convict would manage to escape and travel home. Besides, reported Sir Joseph Banks—fresh from his exploratory travels with Captain James Cook—the climate there was mild and the country appeared to lack wild animals and hostile natives (Shaw 1998: 43–4). However, establishing and maintaining a penal colony in such a place would be complicated and expensive, and Botany Bay offered Britain no commercial advantages, being deemed “useless for trade” (Shaw 1998: 53). It might, though, serve a strategic purpose by forestalling French ambitions in the Pacific (Ballantyne 2014: 40).

By 1833 when the William Bryan left England, most British convicts disembarked at Sydney Cove in New South Wales, while others served their sentences on the island of Van Diemen’s Land to the south of the Australian continent. Both places had by then become part of an empire that stretched across the globe and included plantation, penal, Crown, and settler colonies. After 1858, it also incorporated India, until then ruled via the East India Company. By the end of the century, following the “scramble” by European powers for Africa (1881–1914) much of the world had become part of one empire or another or an economically dependent territory of some kind (Gerwarth and Manela 2014: 1). Britain’s empire reached its zenith in 1918, when the treaty that concluded the Great War was signed.

This introduction to A Cultural History of Death in the Age of Empire draws upon historical research that illuminates how empires created opportunities for disease transmission as people, animals, and other kinds of cargo traveled from country to country linked by imperial and commercial networks. Early in the century they did so slowly, across land and in vessels dependent on winds. The William Bryan took three months to reach Van Diemen’s Land. But during the nineteenth century transportation methods dramatically changed, with the advent of trains and of ships powered by steam capable of moving vessels “against wind, tide and river current” (Belich 2009: 52).

Many people traveled voluntarily. Gold-seekers left home in the hope of finding riches in California, Australia, and New Zealand; explorers and sailors set off on ill-fated ships. Emigrants journeyed in search of opportunities, this being an age of extraordinary migration flows. James Belich estimates that from the British Isles alone some 25 million people emigrated between 1815 and 1924, compared to perhaps half a million during the eighteenth century (2009: 126–7). Other people left their homes under one kind of compulsion or another: the sailors, naval officers, troops, clerks, and colonial administrators upon whom empires depended; the missionaries intent on converting heathens in far-off lands. Millions of people fled poverty and violence, while others were transported in punishment for crimes, or enslaved, or kidnapped in “blackbirding” operations in the Pacific Ocean to supply a labor force for plantations in Queensland and Fiji.

Those who died on these voyages were cast into the deep in more or less ceremonial ways. Social status mattered at sea, as it did on land. Naval officers were sent overboard with guns saluting, and the dispatch of an emigrant’s corpse was usually marked by some kind of ceremony. One witness recorded his horror at seeing such a body sink “into the fathomless, trackless ocean” where a human being disappeared with nothing to mark their identity or the place they had been lowered overboard (qtd. in Reid 2011: 40).

Other corpses, like those of the enslaved Africans who died in the packed holds of British Guineamen, were merely thrown overboard (Brown 2008: 43–4).1 Those who survived the journey from Africa to Jamaica and the West Indies suffered extraordinarily high death rates on the plantations where they labored, dying from what George W. Roberts euphemistically calls “slave conditions” (qtd. in Jeffrey and Baber 1986: 263) as well as from diseases like yellow fever, spread by mosquitoes “in search of blood meals” (McNeill 2010: 239). As Vincent Brown writes, wherever the slave trade prospered “death took a dividend” (2008: 33). Early in the century Jamaica had the highest annual death rate, but by the time the British outlawed the institution of slavery in 1833 the greatest slave mortality was being experienced in Demerara, British Guiana, where the average length of a slave’s life was under twenty-three years. We know these mortality figures because a dead slave was a piece of lost property for which someone would need to account. In British Guiana, attorney John MacLean did so by reassuring the plantation owner for whom he worked that the deaths on his estate were merely “Numerical,” not one “prime or healthy Negro” having died (qtd. in Jeffrey and Baber 1986: 257).


[image: image/jpeg]
FIGURE 0.1 A Burial at Sea, Illustrated Australian News, November 1880. La Trobe Picture Collection. © State Library of Victoria, Accession No. IAN6/11/80/sup.


Historian Mark Harrison argues that the world was “plunged into a maelstrom of disease” during the nineteenth century as contagious ailments accompanied the people, goods, and animals who were circulating the world faster and further than they had ever previously done, along the pathways of global commerce. Diseases seldom pay heed to geographical borders, and Harrison illuminates the fraught discussions this caused about how to prevent their spread: whether or not borders should be protected through the kind of stringent quarantine measures which commercial interests considered to be a “vexatious restriction” on trade (Harrison 2012: 104). Not until the 1880s was it discovered that specific germs caused particular diseases, and while that finding led to better means of preventing some, it provided no cure.

Here I give snapshots of some of the long nineteenth century’s mass killers—cholera, famine, tuberculosis, war, and influenza—and do not detail other common causes of death like the measles, whooping cough, scarlet, and other fevers to which children succumbed; the countless deaths of women during childbirth or soon afterwards from puerperal or child-bed fever; the deaths that resulted from interpersonal violence other than war, as when men killed each other in fights and killed women and children in domestic settings; and, less frequently, when women murdered their husbands, children, or each other. Nor do I scrutinize the state-inflicted deaths that saw people executed for these and other crimes, death penalties being meted out early in the nineteenth century for treason, rape, sodomy; for counterfeiting, or stealing an heiress; for housebreaking by day or by night; for concealing the death of a bastard child; and for stealing linen from bleaching grounds (Shaw 1998: 26 –7).

CHOLERA

Cholera, as Christopher Hamlin argues, was the nineteenth century’s “signal disease”—not because it killed more people than any other, but due to the way it gripped the imagination (2009: 4). In Gillen D’Arcy Wood’s evocative phrase cholera turned “a walking, talking person into a sluice” (2014: 77). Sufferers died from a dramatic loss of bodily fluids and salts, but this was not recognized at the time and some methods of treating the disease made matters worse, as when doctors administered emetics and purgatives or opened a vein to bleed their patients.

The women on board the William Bryan became enmeshed in the second cholera pandemic, that being one of six during the period under consideration in this book. Cholera had been a familiar disease throughout history, and was endemic in many places including India, but in 1817 a new microbial strain evolved in the Bay of Bengal due to changed water conditions there which, in turn, had been caused by the volcanic eruption two years earlier of Mount Tambora in the British East Indies, which I discuss below. The first pandemic (1817–1824) of what was soon being called “Asiatic cholera” cut a swathe through India, the Middle East, Japan, and China’s coastal trading ports then moved into eastern Siberia but it did not reach European Russia (Hamlin 2009: 34). The second pandemic (1829–1851) crossed Europe into Britain, arriving in the northeastern town of Sunderland, ten miles from the port of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, on a vessel from Hamburg. There the first person to be afflicted, in December 1831, was a woman who lived by Sunderland’s riverside quay. She was wracked by vomiting, cramps, and diarrhea for eight hours before Dr. William Clanny arrived and noticed that her skin was cold and pinched while her fingers and toes had turned blue and were “corrugated,” as if she had spent those hours with her hands in water washing linen (Hempel 2006: 49).


[image: image/jpeg]
FIGURE 0.2 Blue Stage of the Spasmodic Cholera, Sunderland, 1831, The Lancet. Wellcome Library, London (L0040131). © The Wellcome Collection.


Sandra Hempel illuminates the conflicting interests involved in recognizing and responding to a cholera epidemic in this town at that time. As the number of cases in Sunderland increased—all of them people living or working near the quay—army surgeon James Kell reported to the London Board of Health that Asiatic cholera had arrived in England. Other local doctors disagreed. They considered that people were merely suffering from everyday ailments like simple diarrhea, “common” cholera, congestive fever, typhus, or some other disease (Hempel 2006: 51). Merchants and ship owners whose businesses would suffer should Sunderland be quarantined also decried Kell’s diagnosis. The Sunderland Herald took up their cause, asserting that any sickness in the town only affected people who were steeped in poverty through their own “dissipation and idleness” (qtd. in Hempel 2006: 59). A meeting of business interests threatened to publish the names of any doctor who supported the idea of informing London that this was Asiatic cholera. Sixteen doctors recanted, now stating that the disease was neither imported nor contagious, but had arisen from the atmosphere (Hempel 2006: 60–4). Seven weeks after the outbreak began, fourteen new cases were being diagnosed every day in Sunderland—except in the army barracks, where Major Kell had acted upon his conviction that this was a contagious disease and ordered the gates to be locked, forbidding army families from having any contact with the town (Hempel 2006: 66).

From Sunderland, Asiatic cholera quickly spread up and down Britain. By the end of 1833 it had killed more than twenty-two thousand people in England and Wales. During this pandemic the disease also crossed the Atlantic to North America. In Cincinnati, one John Sherwood wrote in 1849 that more than a hundred people were dying
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FIGURE 0.3 The Embarkation, Waterloo Docks, Liverpool, Illustrated London News, July 6, 1850. © Antiqua Print Gallery/Alamy Stock Photo.



THE WHITE DEATH
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FIGURE 0.4Fading Away, oil painting attributed to E. Kennedy, n.d. Wellcome Library, London (L0019664). © The Wellcome Collection.
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FIGURE 0.5 A monster representing an influenza virus hitting a man over the head as he sits in his armchair, pen and ink drawing by E. Noble, c. 1918. Wellcome Library, London (V0015684). © The Wellcome Collection.
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