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Preface

A few years ago, with fear and trembling, I set out to confront the most pervasive emotion of modern society: fear. Politically, the world was a different place then. It was before 9/11, when aeroplanes hijacked by terrorists crashed into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. But personally, too, that was a more innocent time, before I was diagnosed with a life-threatening illness and reminded of my own mortality. The past seemed safer. Within the austere shelter of dozens of libraries and archives, I spilled the contents of other people’s lives on to my desk, and voyeuristically eavesdropped as they confessed to feeling scared. Self-proclaimed specialists in emotional management could be heard counselling these timid individuals. Often, however, those writers who preached secular gospels of ‘fear not’ were found to wallow in scaremongering. People everywhere seemed very apprehensive. Despite the distance in time and place, their frightened stammerings were sometimes deafening; at other times they admitted to their anxieties in faint, hesitant whisperings.

Death and disaster; nightmares and phobias; new killing techniques and dangerous technologies; treacherous bodies – a seemingly endless range of terrifying trials and tribulations seemed to face people in the twentieth century. Worse: there were times when all of history seemed to be reciting a traumatic script, devoid of answers or ‘sense’. On these occasions people’s terror was so overwhelming that their most fundamental identities were in danger of being engulfed. It took some time to notice the astounding creativity with which these scared men, women and children made sense of their predicament and remade their world in the wake of the crippling energy of fear. Looking at our society’s fears, in both their past and present manifestations, enables us to meditate on the future. It is a future of our choosing.

Nevertheless, since I completed this book some threats that sparked great trepidation in the past have grown exponentially. The spectre of ‘the Terrorist’ has taken on a god-like power, equivalent to the plague of earlier times or the Satan of religion. The proliferation of surveillance systems, the persecution of immigrants, the giddy boasting about the need for ‘pre-emptive strikes’ are some of the results of this panic. We now use terror-speak to justify terrorising others. As a result, the science and practice of destruction has made rapid and alarming strides in the past few years. In the twenty-first century we must consider the possibility that the most frightening peril is the one we are in the process of forging. Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq have reminded us that we are perpetrators of violence against others, as well as being the victims of terrorist brutality. Torture is now routinely justified, not only in scruffy tabloids but also in supposedly reputable legal circles. The revulsion generated by the pornographic torture snapshots taken by American personnel in the Abu Ghraib prison in 2004 rapidly subsided: only a few people observed the relative indifference expressed in the press when equally shocking photographs of bound and hooded prisoners languishing in a legal no man’s land in Guantánamo Bay were published. The routine portrayal of violent death in the mass media has blunted sensibilities: when hearing about real-life viciousness we may feel pity or distaste, but when we identify the emotion of fear it is our fear that concerns us. It is the fear of something that may befall us, rather than fear for others, those people on whom we inflict suffering. Authoritarian, indiscriminate and disproportionate responses have become the norm. Public policy and private lives have become fear-bound; fear has become the emotion through which public life is administered. It is time we returned to a politics which feared for the lives of others, near and far. Although fear is humanity’s inheritance, trembling is our testament. And we must always tremble in the face of the stranger glimpsed beneath the rubble of history.

Some of these strangers — albeit British and American ones — are encountered in this book. It would have been impossible to study every type of fear experienced in the past one and a half centuries. Every time I opened a book or even talked to a friend over dinner, a new fear emerged. For example, I became obsessed with the history of scruples, or the excessive fear of God, and would quite happily have penned an entire chapter — nay, an entire book — on the topic. But in the end I had to admit that, in modernity, this was a decidedly minority anxiety. Some friends wanted a lengthy discussion of their fear of flying; others urged me to address existential anxieties relating to the loss of social status; still others wanted more discussion of gothic fiction and horror films. There was also much that could have been said about the appeal of roller-coasters and extreme sports. I resisted such temptations.

Instead, this book moves in broad chronological order through some of the prevailing fears and anxieties expressed by British and American individuals in the past. The fear of death and dying is a constant presence in history (for some commentators it is at the core of every fear), so it is appropriate that we begin with some of the peculiar characteristics of the fear of death in the nineteenth century. Near the end of the book we return to this theme in the context of contemporary death and the ways dying people today deal with their sense of dread. The sudden apprehension of life-threatening events is also addressed: how have individuals and groups come to terms with the senseless, unfair even, nature of disasters? What difference does it make when the calamity is man-made?

The second part of the book focuses much more on individual responses: the defenceless child, the nightmare sufferer and the phobic individual have all been central to psychological and psychiatric understandings of emotions, particularly in the early decades of the twentieth century. In the interwar years, as we shall see in the third part of the book, the mass media take a prominent role in inciting panic. In contrast, by the middle of the twentieth century military might indisputably trumped all other fear stimulants: arguably, modernity’s most terrifying creations are shrapnel and nuclear bombs. Nowhere is the ability to inspire terror more persuasive than in this bruising encounter between technology and corporeality. In the fourth part, therefore, we look at three zones of confrontation: the battlefield, the city under bombardment and the borderless nuclear target. Humanity’s entire wrath focuses upon puny skeletons.

In the fifth part we finally turn to those contemporary anxieties related to crime, disease, pain and the ‘rape’ of the environment. The book concludes with a meditation on terrorism and the globalisation of risk. Throughout, fear is portrayed as a powerful driving force in the history of humanity. Its spectre cannot be ignored.

I have many people to thank. The people at Virago made this book possible. Particular thanks must go to Tim Whiting, Elise Dillsworth, Richard Dawes and Kirsteen Brace. I am grateful to my agent, Andrew Wylie, and to the patient labours of Michal Shavit. As always, my family are never stinting in their encouragement, even while disagreeing with many conclusions. Thanks to my parents, siblings and precocious nieces and nephews. Many people contributed to this book by asking pertinent questions in seminars and conferences, as well as over drinks afterwards: I wish I could thank each one of you by name. But special gratitude must go to a number of my comrades in fear and anxiety, particularly Effi Avdela, Alexandra Bakalaki, Sean Brady, Vincent Brome, Nicholas Brown, Charles and Caroline Charlton, Roger Cooter, Marianne Elliott, Richard Evans, David Feldman, Alan Forth, Aubrey Greenwood, Marybeth Hamilton, Vanessa Harding, John Harwood, Robin Haines, Eric Hobsbawm, Michael Hunter, Matthew Innes, Maria Komninos, Eric Leed, Mary-Lou Legg, Christos Lyrintzis, Shaun McVeigh, George Mosse, Avner Offer, Akis Papataxiarchis, ‘Teddy’ Paradellis, Maria Paschalidi, Dorothy Porter, Robin and Heather Prior, Sue Rickard, Peter Robinson, Hilary Sapire, Naoko Shimazu, F. B. Smith, Frank Trentmann, Kosmas Tsokhas, Gregory Tychopoulos, Julie Wheelwright and Jay Winter. Aglaia Komninos and Phaedra Douzina-Balalaki not only lent a hand compiling the bibliography, but also helped me to laugh at a great many of my worries. But it is to Costas Douzinas that I dedicate this book.


Introduction: Fear



What fear of freedom then

Causes our clasping hands

To make in miniature

That earth anew …

AUDEN, ‘THE AGE OF ANXIETY’





A spectre is haunting humanity: the spectre of fear. Death stares unblinkingly at us. Danger dallies in everyday environs. Sometimes a scary person or menacing object can be identified: the flames searing patterns on the ceiling, the hydrogen bomb, the terrorist. More often, anxiety overwhelms us from some source ‘within’: there is an irrational panic about venturing outside, a dread of failure, a premonition of doom. There often seems no limit to the threats. In this book we will be encountering the fears and anxieties of hundreds of British and American men, women and children who lived in the twentieth century. We hear how Arthur Hubbard’s battle experiences made his ‘head jump’, Vincent’s agoraphobia rendered him ‘a nervous wreck, weak, worthless’ and Edna Kaehele’s diagnosis of cancer was ‘horror beyond reason’. Sometimes, these people resemble us. We are constantly reminded of the child’s vulnerability — infants like eleven-month-old Albert B., whom two psychologists deliberately taught to panic in the presence of furry animals. In sleep, not only children but adults too are at risk: for many of us, Raymond Bellamy’s nightmare in which he frantically sought to rescue his loved one from danger but seemed frozen in dream-space will seem familiar. Warfare, too, elicits recognisable fear reactions. Given the degree of terror engendered by military strife throughout much of the twentieth century, it is no coincidence that three out of the eleven chapters in this book confront war’s horror. And the ‘prayers, curses and meaningless shrieks of terror’ of people sealed in the fiery inferno of the Iroquois Theatre in Chicago on 30 December 1903 were echoed by people trapped in the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001.

More frequently, their stories remind us that the past is a foreign country. Often incitements to fear in the past seem bizarre in retrospect. In Chapter Six, for example, we will be examining in greater detail a panic that broke out in Britain in 1926 after a seemingly innocuous radio broadcast. This panic is barely remembered today (unlike a similar one that occurred a dozen years later in America, after Orson Welles’s The War of the Worlds broadcast), but it tells us a great deal about the emotional vulnerability of interwar Britons.

But even the most commonplace of anxieties may appear different when we look back into history. Take shyness, or the mild apprehension of other people, for instance: early-twentieth-century commentators frequently lamented the fact that humanity was plagued by the fear of others. Shyness was regarded as particularly problematic in class-ridden Britain, where even the most innocuous characteristic, such as accent, could expose a person to ridicule. As ‘A Former Sufferer’ of stage fright explained in 1921, a person’s ‘tone of voice’ provided irrefutable evidence of their breeding: ‘How many people pass muster as “ladies” and “gentlemen” until they open their mouths — then their status in life discloses itself,’ he anxiously observed.1 Uncertainty abounded to such a degree that people were even becoming afraid of their own servants. A book entitled Casting Out Fear (1918) bemoaned the fact that the middle classes were becoming ‘afraid the servants will not be sufficiently impressed with their superiority and power; afraid they will realise how dependent their employers are on them; they are even afraid of getting fond of them. It would be so undignified.’2 Class tensions, democratisation and uncertainty about what constituted ‘good manners’ were swelling the population of nervous citizens.

Strangely to the modern ear, it was men rather than women who were regarded as particularly prone to bouts of timidity.3 The ‘cool self-possession’ of modern womanhood was responsible for the epidemic of nervous men.4 When a socially timid woman was encountered, turn-of-the-century commentators explained their fear as an effect of high-heeled shoes and — even more importantly for commentators in this period — tight lacing. As the author of Bashfulness (1906) explained, tight lacing caused an ‘undue quantity of blood’ to ‘stagnate’ below the waist, a condition that always resulted in bashfulness, ‘particularly when the woman is brought suddenly into the presence of men, or when men come near them’.5 According to this view, female dress reform was part of the emotional management of society.

If turn-of-the-century assumptions about which gender was more timid seem very different to what we might expect, it is not surprising that even ‘basic fears’, such as the horror of death, might also turn out to have a surprising history. As we shall see throughout this book, the fear of death was not universal. After all, many people faced death without shrinking, animated by a higher sense of purpose or by a belief in an exalted afterlife. Firemen, lifeguards and air-raid wardens, for instance, routinely risked their own lives to help others. As one physician noted in 1910, the fear of death ‘is and always has been very easily dominated by strong emotions. Military valour, religious zeal, the exalted tension of pride or duty or affection, easily lead men of the soundest disposition to wholly disregard death and everything pertaining to it.’ At the same time, baser feelings, such as ‘jealousy, pique, anger, disappointment, sorrow, sickness, distress of any sort, pecuniary loss, disgrace, and a thousand others that lead to suicide’ provided evidence of ‘what contempt the act of death may be thrown by other even trivial emotions’.6 Equally, in battle, when mutilation or death seemed imminent, many people claimed that they were not afraid. During the First World War a Medical Officer observed in his memoir The Adventure of Death (1916) that the fear of death



is not a deep-rooted instinct, or it would not be so readily overcome. It is the least of fears. It gives way before many sudden emotions or impulses such as love, the excitement of battle, the call of duty, religious devotion, and the maternal instinct.7





Fear could ascend for irrational reasons; it could subside just as impulsively.

In addition, as we will see throughout this book, the nature of the fear of death changed through the century. One hint of these shifts is illustrated by a sermon preached by John Jefferson in the 1830s, in which he argued that life was full of fear caused by uncertainty. He noted that



Difficulties the most unanticipated, and trials the most unexpected, continually arise. Health cannot be calculated upon for a moment; friends may be suddenly snatched from our embrace; riches ‘make themselves wings, and fly away’; the deepest reverses, and the greatest elevations, are occurring in the daily history of men; and ‘in the midst of life we are in death’.8





Nothing could be further removed from post-Cold War fears, where people are no longer consumed by the terror of sudden, natural death. Indeed, for many this is the preferred death. People are more worried about the excessive prolongation of life after all pleasure has been removed than about sudden death. Organ transplants, life-support systems, intravenous nutrition, dialysis and resuscitation techniques prolong the process of dying. Although people still fear the transition from life to death, it is hard to imagine anyone today responding, as a distinguished literary woman did at the end of the nineteenth century, by acknowledging that fear of ‘premature burial’ meant that she ‘never made a will without inserting a clause requiring my throat to be cut before I am put underground’.9

Old terrors about being wrongly declared dead (resulting in live burial) became less meaningful than more recent anxieties about being wrongly obliged to stay alive and so denied the opportunity to ‘die with dignity’. Medical personnel, rather than clerics, increasingly presided over death’s terrors. Finally, Jefferson’s anxiety about sinking swiftly into poverty diminished, but not because increased public provision has eradicated the fear of poverty. The nature of this fear changed from the pain attendant upon not having sufficient food to eat or shelter, to that of deterioration in social status. In the West, people do not fear starvation but are anxious about relative impoverishment, such as being forced to sell their home or car. The ‘deepest reverses’ spoken about by Jefferson are seen today as internal states, such as the fear of loss of others’ respect and of self-esteem, rather than of riches flying away.

In fact, sermons like Jefferson’s were part and parcel of a fear-provoking enterprise. Theologians, physicians, psychologists, film-makers and other cultural commentators counselled people to ‘fear not’ while simultaneously inciting anxiety and terror. As we shall see in Chapter One, religious chronicles aroused fear by threatening sinners with everlasting punishment in the hereafter. Yet scientific discourses have been no less vexatious. In the words of Archdeacon R. H. Charles in 1931, science may have ‘exposed many superstitions of the dark ages and laid bare the falsity of the religious and secular magic of the past and present, yet in their stead it has introduced legions of new alarms that beset our lives from the cradle to the grave. In fact, it has changed the character of the fears that encompass human life, but multiplied their number beyond count’.10 Unseen, yet harmful, microbes and bacteria were equal to the task previously carried out by evil spirits. Scientists replaced sorcerers in threatening to destroy the world. The rise of science provided modern individuals with threats just as chilling as the plague. Indeed, the three most terror-inspiring creations of the past two centuries were born in laboratories. Shrapnel, nuclear bombs and biological weapons were modernity’s gift.

It is not unusual to find texts with titles like Nothing to Fear (1952) reminding readers that they have a great deal to fear: the invention of hand grenades and the atomic bomb, for instance, had placed humanity at greater threat than ever before.11 Nor is it rare for peddlers of ‘life assurance’ to use fear to sell ‘peace of mind’ or for feminist tracts promoting the empowerment of women to warn them that they are right to fear all men. Theologians argued that penitents suffering from extreme anxiety about sinning should be frightened further into giving up their fears: a scrupulous man or woman ‘teases God, irritates his neighbour, torments himself and oppresses his [spiritual] director — it is useless to argue with men in this disposition, our temptation is to strike them,’ fumed one influential moral theologian.12 Psychologists advising parents on how to raise their children concurred, suggesting that ‘should it become a matter of decision between the rod and direful threats in an effort to correct the child, the former ought to be preferred’.13 Fear was frequently used to drive out fear.

How can we understand the way people in the past experienced emotions such as fear? Although fear, hate, joy and love have always been at the very heart of human experience, in historical scholarship they still tend to be regarded as by-products. In a number of Afterwords to the sections of this book, we will be examining some exceptions.

More generally, however, the reluctance of many historians to analyse emotions stems from problems of nomenclature. Was what people in the 1970s called ‘fear’ the same thing as it was in the 1870s? Probably not. Or, more accurately, many historians feel that they have no way of knowing. Looked at historically, subjective feelings are invisible. We can identify publicly choreographed panic reactions (during theatre fires or when attacked in the street at night, people might be assumed to be scared), but how do we know what individuals ‘really felt’? They might have been angry rather than terrified. To put it another way, how can historians recognise everyday manifestations of fright in the past? Facial expressions as captured in photographs or paintings, for instance, are useless. We know that people frequently confuse the facial expressions of fear with those of anger, amazement and suspicion.14 Indeed, individuals with damage to the part of the brain known as the amygdala (an almond-shaped neurostructure located in the brain’s medial temporal lobe) almost unanimously fail to recognise the fearful face.15 Does this imply that fear is primarily a physiological perception or does a cognitive (or conscious thought) element predominate? Even if fear is located within the corporeal self, it is clear that the body refuses to surrender unambiguous signs of the emotion. Glandular secretions and the range of arousal experienced by the heart and skeletal muscles can be identical for angry and frightened people.16 Also, different fears elicit very different visceral responses: adrenalin often overwhelms individuals afraid of being attacked, while individuals terrified of contracting tuberculosis experience no such physiological response.

The only access we have to fearful people from the past is through the things they left behind. Fear acquires meaning through cultural language and rites. Analysis of these ‘texts’ allows historians to pursue fluctuations in the nature of ‘fear’ as the emotion is rendered visible in language and symbols. Emotions enter the historical archive only to the extent to which they transcend the insularity of individual psychological experience and present the self in the public realm. As the anthropologist Clifford Geertz famously stated in The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), ‘not only ideas, but emotions too, are cultural artefacts in man’.17

This is not to ignore fear’s body altogether. Although there are no consistent visceral responses to fear, we all remember the ‘feeling’ of being afraid. The emotional body rapidly gives forth a multitude of signs: the heart pounds faster or seems to freeze, breathing quickens or stops, blood pressure soars or falls and sometimes adrenalin pours into the bloodstream. Irrespective of any conscious desire to ‘carry through’, frightened people cannot escape physiological signs of terror. Frightened people possess a body — witness the trembling limbs and hysterical gait of the survivors of earthquakes or tornadoes. It is not enough merely to repress the subjective awareness of fear: the body will betray itself through its respiration, circulation, digestion and excretion. As we shall see later, in wartime combatants suffered from a range of uncontrollable physical disorders. Diarrhoea, stomach upsets and incapacitating illnesses were common. Frightened soldiers experienced epidemics of diarrhoea (as did American troops immediately before landing on Iwo Jima), suffered chronic gastrointestinal problems or escaped into dyspeptic invalidism.18 Or, as one person tormented by scrupulosity (that is, the fear of having sinned or offended God in some way) described his attacks in the 1950s:



Suddenly my stomach tightens up, there’s a choking in my throat, and my torture begins. The bad thoughts come … I want to drive them out, but they keep coming back … It is terrible to be in a struggle like this! To have a head that goes around and around without my being able to stop it; to be a madman and still quite rational, for all that.19





The emotion of fear is fundamentally about the body — its fleshiness and its precariousness. Fear is felt, and although the emotion of fear cannot be reduced to the sensation of fear, it is not present without sensation. The body is not simply the shell through which emotions are expressed. Discourse shapes bodies. However, bodies also shape discourse: people are ‘weak or pale with fright’, ‘paralysed by fear’ and ‘chilled by terror’.20 The feeling of fear may be independent of social construction (after all, people in different times and places may have experienced identical physiological responses to threats). Nevertheless, emotions are fundamentally constituted. In other words, agents are involved in creating the self in a dynamic process that, at the same time, is a ‘coming into being’. In this way the body plays a role in social agency. The sensation of fear is not merely the ornament of the emotion: fear is ‘what hurts’ — the most irreducible ‘real’ of an individual’s history.21

As these introductory comments imply, all human interactions are based on emotional expression. The boundaries between fear and other emotions are not clear-cut. How does fear differ from dread, consternation or surprise? Anger, disgust, hatred and horror all contain elements of fear. Jealousy may be understood as fear of losing one’s partner; guilt may be fear of God’s punishment; shame may be fear of humiliation. A history of fear would be rendered meaningless if all negative emotional states were classified as ‘really’ being fear states. This makes nonsense of any claim to comprehensiveness in writing a history of even one emotion. Although fear has a strong claim to be one of the most dominant emotions, its status depends upon a distinction between the ‘simple’ emotions (such as fear) and the ‘complex’ ones (such as horror, disgust, awe and jealousy), all of which contain elements of fear.

It is tempting to allow fear to invade every part of human emotional life. Rather, this book seeks to examine a selection of representative fears plaguing individuals within British and American societies in the ‘long twentieth century’. Some chapters focus on areas that are particularly petrifying — external traumas such as disasters, terrorism and wars, as well as internal ones such as phobias and nightmares. Other chapters focus on frightening themes in the history of all individuals — vulnerability, the decaying body and death. In all cases the bruising encounter between individual subjectivity and social norms defined what it meant for modern Britons and Americans to be fearful.


Afterword to the Introduction:

The Face of Fear

Above, I argued that we cannot ignore emotion’s body. Fear, one of the major emotions, has a physiology, albeit a contested one. Throughout history the meaning given to the frightened body has been disputed. A central question is: does the face provide a window into the emotional soul of an individual? Two of the most influential scientists of the nineteenth century believed it did, but for diametrically opposite reasons. For Duchenne de Boulogne, writing in the 1860s, facial signs of the emotions were expressions of the Creator’s will. In contrast, for Charles Darwin, writing in the 1870s, they were part of humanity’s biological legacy. The questions these two scientists raised — about the relative importance of ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’ and the universality of the emotions, for instance — continue to animate debate in the twenty-first century.

Guillaume Benjamin Amand Duchenne de Boulogne believed in the power of human facial expressions. In a series of experiments he used the adept application of electric currents to cause an old man’s facial muscles to contract in ways that would accurately mirror human emotional expression. In contrast to Duchenne’s abundance of names, the man whose face was made to ‘speak the language of fear’ was never named. He was only ever referred to as ‘An Old Man’: toothless, thin and said to possess ‘trivial features’. But, as a result of his mortification, he became the iconic face of the emotions in the nineteenth century.

Duchenne’s technique was disarmingly simple. An Old Man was taught how to adopt a neutral, calm expression while this eccentric physician applied electrodes to the tender regions of his face and then administered electrical shocks designed to contort the subject’s facial muscles in such a way as to resemble an emotion. To create the emotion of fear, Duchenne needed to electrically stimulate a number of facial muscles. He first animated ‘a muscle which drags the whole lower part of the face downwards and outwards, and causes the front of the neck to swell’. On its own, the contraction of this muscle ‘merely deforms the features’, but when Duchenne excited another muscle at the same time ‘there comes over the face a strikingly truthful picture of the most violent passions — dread, scare, fright, torture, etc.’. In other words, he showed that by stimulating m. platysma, or the neck muscle (he called it the ‘muscle of fear’), along with m. frontalis (the ‘muscle of attention or surprise’) of the forehead, An Old Man’s face displayed all the signs of unadulterated fear. As a result of these electric shocks, his face became



tonically contracted by fear … This man is frozen and stupefied by terror; his face shows a dreadful mixture of horror and fear, at the news of a danger that puts this life in peril or of inevitable torture. Before the introduction of chloroform, the anticipation of surgical operations induced this expression of terror and horror.





By further contracting m. corrugator supercilii (the ‘muscle of pain’, over the eyes), Duchenne combined the expression of terror with that of extreme pain. This expression ‘must be that of the damned’, he concluded.

Duchenne was proud of his achievement. For him, the individual’s ‘spirit’ was ‘the source of expression. It activates the muscles that portray our emotions on the face with characteristic patterns’. Duchenne applied electrodes to An Old Man’s face in order to ‘make the facial muscles contract to speak the language of the emotions’. He was using electricity ‘like nature itself’ to ‘paint the expressive lines of the emotions of the soul on the face of man’. Duchenne believed that this method of contracting muscles (‘living anatomy’) was more accurate than the anatomist’s scalpel. With the help of electrodes, he claimed, he was able to ‘mark the lines of the highest sentiments’ as well as the lowest terrors ‘on the mundane surface of this dull forehead’. An Old Man was said to be an ‘inoffensive character’ with ‘restricted intelligence’, but Duchenne ‘preferred this coarse face to one of noble, beautiful features, not because in order to be true to nature one must show her imperfections; I simply wanted to prove that, despite defects of shape and lack of plastic beauty, every human face can become spiritually beautiful through the accurate rendering of emotions.’ There was another advantage in choosing An Old Man for the experiments: he had a relatively insensitive face, which allowed him to undergo painful electrical shocks with less distress than most people. Duchenne explained that An Old Man’s partially anaesthetised face enabled him to ‘experiment on his face without causing him pain, to the extent that I could stimulate his individual muscles with as much precision and accuracy as if I were working with a still irritable corpse’. He admitted that:



instead of this man I could have used a corpse, which I often did in our hospitals … I could animate the face [of a corpse] by localising electrical stimulation to each one of the muscles, and the emotions rendered on the corpse were as genuine as those of the living person. But there is no more hideous or revolting spectacle!





Consequently, the photographs of An Old Man, rather than of a corpse, accompanied Duchenne’s book The Mechanism of Human Facial Expression when it was published in 1862.

Duchenne’s experiments were slow to gain scientific adulation. His pronounced provincial accent and frenzied movements were widely commented upon, and even supporters drew attention to the fact that he was ‘slow of speech’ and ‘not eloquent’.1 One of his English translators dared to report that while Duchenne was at medical school he ‘did not exhibit any particular interests or abilities’.2 Nevertheless, The Mechanism of Human Facial Expression was profoundly original. In part this was because of the fact that the book was accompanied by 100 photographic prints — the first series of published physiological experiments to be illustrated in this way. Indeed, photography was crucial to Duchenne’s pioneering work. Not only were emotions too fleeting to be accurately captured by a painter but, he believed, photography was ‘as true as a mirror’. For Duchenne, the surface was the story: technological manipulation of the face revealed all there was to know about the emotions.

Perhaps less novel, Duchenne’s experiments also had a fierce religious purpose. For him, there was Divine purpose behind every muscle in the body. On the rare occasions when he failed to find such a purpose, Duchenne expressed ‘genuine chagrin’, although he claimed never to have doubted his initial premise.3 In his own words:



In the face, our Creator was not concerned with mechanical necessity. He was able, in his wisdom, or — please pardon this manner of speaking — in pursing a divine fantasy, to put any particular muscle into action, one alone or several muscles together, when he wished the characteristic signs of the emotions, even the most fleeting, to be written briefly on man’s face. Once this language of facial expressions was created, it sufficed him to give all human beings the instinctive faculty of always expressing their sentiments by contracting the same muscles. This rendered the language universal and immutable.





In the interests of ‘harmonious presentation’, the Creator sacrificed doubling the number of expressions by creating bilateral muscles on either side of the face.

For Duchenne, muscular movements were both instinctive and inalterable. ‘Education and civilisation’ might develop or moderate the expressions, but could never alter them. This was also part of the Creator’s purpose. After all, if emotional expressions were not identical and universal, ‘the language of the face would have shared the fate of speech; each country, each province would have painted the passions in the face after its own way’. By making the emotions dependent on instinctive or reflex movements, the Creator invented a language shared by ‘all people, savages and civilised’. Duchenne proposed that the emotional life of infants supported his arguments. For him the new-born child did not possess a facial expression, since its mind was ‘barren of emotions’. It was only when the infant began feeling things that its facial muscles began to ‘paint’ emotions on its face. The strongest or most often repeated emotions would permanently alter the face. In this way the face was ‘a reflection of our habitual thoughts, a portrait of our passions’. For this reason Duchenne disputed the notion that it was possible for a good person to have an evil face, or vice versa: ‘It is time alone which develops individual expression, good or wicked, as good or wicked passions have the mastery.’ To those scientists who believed that ‘a good man may be born with a wicked face’, Duchenne contended that ‘the workings of a noble mind would soon blot out this monstrosity’. The muscles were God’s guarantee of a universal code revealing good and evil.4

Ten years after this work on facial expressions, the most influential scientist in the modern period overturned Duchenne’s conclusions. Charles Darwin published The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals in 1872, an offshoot from his classic The Descent of Man (1871) in which he argued that humans, like other animals, were products of evolution through natural selection. While Duchenne’s book quickly became obscure, Darwin’s was a publishing success. At a period when the average print-run for a non-fiction book was less than a thousand copies, Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions sold over five thousand copies on its first day of publication. The book was a direct attack on the accounts of creationists, for Darwin was fundamentally opposed to Duchenne’s framework: in his copy of Duchenne’s The Mechanism of Human Facial Expression he pencilled an exclamation mark next to the section where Duchenne mused about the Creator’s purpose in making facial expressions universal and unalterable.5 Nevertheless, the debate was conducted gallantly. Although The Expression of the Emotions was based primarily on observations of Darwin’s own children and animals in zoos, as well as questionnaires sent to people throughout the world, he made great use of Duchenne’s book and even reproduced some of his photographs of An Old Man. In turn, Duchenne refused to accept payment for the use of his photographs, claiming that ‘questions of money should not arise between men of science’.6 In this way, An Old Man’s expression of fear remained pivotal to debates throughout the century.

What were the physical manifestations of fear, according to Darwin? He agreed with Duchenne that the m. platysma often contracted in frightening situations, although he argued that the muscle could be violently contracted in other emotional situations as well, such as in hydrophobia or disgust. When this movement was accompanied by widely open mouth and eyes, fear was widely recognised. So, when Darwin showed twenty-four educated people the photograph of An Old Man having his facial muscles stimulated to show intense fear, twenty instantly identified the emotion as ‘intense fright’ or ‘horror’; three saw the expression as ‘pain’; and one said ‘extreme discomfort’.

However, unlike Duchenne and Sir Charles Bell, the second of whose The Anatomy and Philosophy of Expression as Connected with the Fine Arts (1806) had proved so influential throughout the century, Darwin was opposed to any notion that God had given humans facial muscles to allow them to reveal their feelings to others. According to Duchenne and Bell, humans were created superior to the other animals. But the ‘simple fact that the anthropoid apes possess the same facial muscles as we do’, Darwin lectured,



renders it very improbable that these muscles in our case serve exclusively for expression; for no-one, I presume, would be inclined to admit that monkeys have been endowed with special muscles solely for exhibiting their grimaces. Distinct uses, independent of expression, can indeed be assigned with much probability for almost all the facial muscles.





So, facial expressions were not there for the purpose of communication. Rather, they served the purely biological functions of mastication, dilatation of the nostrils and shading the eyes. There was no transcendental purpose to emotional expressions. According to Darwin, the species which ‘feared rightly’ increased its chances of survival:



Men, during numberless generations, have endeavoured to escape from their enemies or danger by headlong flight … And such great exertions will have caused the heart to beat rapidly, the breathing to be hurried, the chest to heave, and the nostrils to be dilated. As these exertions have often been prolonged to the last extremity, the final result will have been utter prostration, pallor, perspiration, trembling of all the muscles, or their complete relaxation. And now, whenever the emotion of fear is strongly felt, though it may not lead to any exertion, the same results tend to reappear, through the force of inheritance and association.





He argued that ‘the same involuntary and voluntary actions are performed by animals nearly related to man’: this was seen as proof that ‘man has retained through inheritance a relic of them, now become useless’.

Darwin developed what he called the ‘principles of expression’. The first of these principles was that movements that performed some service to the organism would become habitual. If some expression helped to gratify some desire or relieve some sensation, the movement would continue even in situations where the same desire or sensation was extremely weak and thus the movement was no longer serviceable. In fear and horror, for instance, the eyes open widely, and the eyebrows are raised, enabling the organism to ‘see as quickly as possible all around us’. The involuntary bristling of the hair of frightened people made them look larger and more threatening, and would be repeated even when such a response was no longer efficacious.

The second principle was that of antithesis. In Darwin’s words: ‘When a directly opposite state of mind is induced to those serviceable movements, there is a strong and involuntary tendency to the performance of movements of a directly opposite nature, though these are of no use, and such movements are in some cases highly expressive.’ Thus, in anger, an individual’s body would raise itself and move upwards and towards the antagonist, while in fear it cowered downwards and became immobile.

The third principle concerned the nervous system: certain physiological actions were largely independent of will and habit. In Darwin’s words:



When the sensorium is strongly excited, nerve-force is generated in excess, and is transmitted in certain directions, dependent on the connection of the nerve-cells, and, as far as the muscular system is concerned, on the nature of the movements which have been habitually practised.





When frightened, people often began trembling — an action that was of no service (and could be of disservice) to the organism. These reflexes were exceptionally powerful. Darwin described visiting the Zoological Gardens in London and putting his face close to the thick plate glass in front of a puff adder ‘with the firm determination of not starting back if the snake struck at me’. However, ‘as soon as the blow was struck, my resolution went for nothing, and I jumped a yard or two backwards with astonishing rapidity. My will and reason were powerless against the imagination of a danger which had never been experienced.’

At the heart of Darwin’s theory about emotional expressions was that they were universal. He actively sought out the views of travellers, missionaries and traders from all over the world, asking them to complete a survey. This included questions such as: ‘Is astonishment expressed by the eyes and mouth being opened wide, and by the eyebrows being raised? … Is extreme fear expressed in the same general manner as with Europeans?’ His conclusion was that ‘the same state of mind is expressed throughout the world with remarkable uniformity’, and this provided further proof of the ‘close similarity in bodily structure and mental disposition of all the races of mankind.’ Darwin’s theory of emotional expression was strictly materialist, and represented a dramatic overturning of the views of scientists like Duchenne.7

These debates still have resonance today. Duchenne’s Mechanism and Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions have excited generations of scientists fascinated with questions concerning the universality of human facial expression. As one of the ‘primary emotions’, fear was pivotal to these debates. The literature is too large to summarise, but two examples of diverse approaches may be mentioned. In the 1920s psychologists such as Carney Landis duplicated Duchenne’s use of photography to identify emotional expressions. Instead of using electrical shocks to the face, however, Landis photographed people in ‘real-life’ emotional situations — even going so far as to deliberately terrorise his subjects in order to capture their ‘unadulterated fear’ on film. By the end of his experiments, many of his subjects were crying and begging him to stop. Landis drily observed that ‘there was no doubt as to the fact that this experiment did produce real emotional disturbance’, but he concluded that there was no expression or group of expressions which uniformly accompanied any emotional situation.8

The opposite conclusion was reached by Paul Ekman, the psychologist who published a commentary on Duchenne’s book and edited an edition of Darwin’s. In a prodigious series of books and articles, Ekman and his collaborators photographed and analysed emotional expressions from all over the world. Ekman’s revised version of Duchenne’s study was eventually used to develop the Facial Action Coding System (FACS), which is still used by scientists worldwide. According to Ekman, facial expressions were universal, although there were huge variations as a result of the cultural diversity of display rules and some emotions were more universally recognised than others. In one series of experiments all respondents correctly identified photographs of people with happy, sad and angry facial expressions while only 43 per cent recognised frightened faces.9 In other words, the jury is ‘out’ as to whether the face is a window to the emotional soul of an individual.

But even if there were agreement, what would it mean? In the view of the historian Peter N. Stearns, the problem with research on facial expressions is that it ‘explains so little of real emotional life. Knowing what face shows [fear] does not greatly advance an understanding of what [fear] is or what results it may bring.’10


PART ONE
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Worlds of Doom


Introduction

‘Spike’ Mays was only three years of age when he realised that he might starve to death in the idyllic fields of rural Essex; Miss Eleanor Markham was ‘a young woman of respectability’ when she was buried alive in a village just outside New York; the 600 men, women and children who were burned to death in the Iroquois Theatre in Chicago in 1903 were victims of panic as much as of smoke inhalation. These are some of the people whose fears appear in the following chapters. Their encounters with death in the early decades of the twentieth century contain both familiar and unfamiliar elements.

In the twenty-first century the fear of starvation has been muted (although not eradicated) by public and private welfare provisions: indeed, rather than worrying about becoming skinny, Americans and Britons are much more likely to be scared by fatty bodies signalling excessive consumption. Rather than premature burial, we are threatened by precocious animation as a result of the use of sophisticated medical techniques. Crowds still panic when trapped in burning buildings, but fire regulations, building ordinances and threats of litigation in the event of a tragedy have fundamentally altered the meaning of being crushed to death in a stampede for the doors.

More precisely, the way people attempt to come to terms with fears of death underwent dramatic shifts in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While religious language became increasingly sidelined, a humanistic and scientistic rhetoric emerged. In these pages the divine confronts the profane in a brutal competition for authority over some of the most profound fears of humanity. Never is the fear of death more breathtaking than in disasters. Terrified people fling aside their faith in God and their ties to neighbours in their haste to forestall their own outrageously public dying. In the individual’s confrontation with death, mass panic ensues.

The problem for twenty-first-century authorities is how to prevent individuals from realising the full extent of their fear in disastrous situations. When flames lick the theatre ceiling, when trains tumble off bridges and when the store of explosives detonates, how are terrified people supposed to harness their terror? Both theologians and secular commentators fail to provide an adequate answer to this question: neither preparing for disaster in this world or in the next will make us ready for our own personal encounter with death. We are all sorely afraid.


CHAPTER ONE
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Death



Ye little larvae, lords of the household,

Potty, P-P, Peppermill, Lampshade,

Funnybone, Faucet, Face-in-the-wall,

Head-over-heels and Upsy-daisy

And Collywobbles and Cupboard-Love,

Be good, little gods, and guard these lives …

That no paranoic notion obsess

Nor dazing dump bedevil their minds

With faceless fears …

AUDEN, ‘THE AGE OF ANXIETY’





In the first decade of the twentieth century ‘Spike’ Mays was born into the impoverished family of a postman who delivered mail to the villagers of north-west Essex. Although he was raised in the midst of the idyllic farmland and hedgerows depicted by John Constable and his many painterly imitators, Mays’s earliest memories revolved around the two terrifying threats facing people of his class and generation: the danger of suffering a swift descent into poverty, followed by an ignoble death. By the age of three his dread of destitution was already pronounced. One day, when he was playing at his family’s allotment, he heard his father insisting on the need to pull out every stray weed because ‘if we don’t keep a short lookout an’ pull ’em up the minute we see ’em, we shall starve’. Startled by the vehemence with which his father uttered the word ‘starve’, Mays returned to the allotment alone while his father was singing at the Harvest Festival, and began to energetically weed the plot. Hours later his furious mother dragged him home for a severe beating, having observed that her son had just destroyed the family’s crop of carrots and onions. The infant Mays had no words with which to express his ‘fear of starvation’, his dread that ‘because my father was thanking God at the top of his voice for all things safely gathered in, instead of being at his plot fighting the weeds, starvation was imminent’.

His fear of impoverishment persisted, and indeed was compounded only three years later when he observed how his mother turned pale with fright after a black-bordered envelope was delivered to their doorstep. Aunt Harriet had died. With empty stomachs, the Mays family walked nine miles in a thunderstorm to attend the funeral. The six-year-old boy was taken into his aunt’s room so that he could pay his last respects to her already putrefying corpse. Initially he was not afraid:



Her face was white and waxy as the lily petals. She was smiling and looked beautiful. But the smile looked a long way off, almost as though it was not on her face at all … I had to touch her. To feel if she was real, but I was scared of her stillness because I had seen her before, full of fun and smiles and jokes.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ said my mother. ‘She’s a-goin’ on a long, long journey. Say goodbye!’

And then I did it. I pressed her cheek with my finger. She felt cold. It was like putting a finger on the ice in the water-butt, but on soft ice. There was another difference. Where I had pressed there was a little dint which did not fill up again. That scared me. I had spoiled the face of my pretty Aunt Harriet and I thought that because of my finger-puggling God might not let her into Heaven.





Thereafter, the boy’s nights were plagued with nightmares in which his favourite friends and family members died, leaving him to struggle alone in a pitiless world. His dead companions ‘floated in the sky in boxes, rejected equally by both heaven and hell’ because of the holes he had bored in their faces with his finger. These nightmares continued for many months, until his mother once again meted out punishment. Impatient with hearing him crying out in his sleep, she cuffed him across the face and served him a mug of senna-pod tea laced with castor oil. This particular nightmare ceased, but a free-floating anxiety about the inevitable degradations of dying and the uncertainties of ‘death itself’ vexed his entire childhood.1

Many people shared Mays’s fear of destitution and an ugly death. Poverty — ‘the hell that Englishmen fear most’, as the essayist Thomas Carlyle put it2 — seared the emotional lives of Britons and Americans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This fear of destitution was a visceral emotion, expressing itself in the roaring protest of the stomach or goosebumps on the skin. As Mays was to discover, increased state provision of welfare instigated by the Liberals in the 1890s did not eradicate the fear of poverty: it merely diluted its intensity. Dread of hunger or the cold might have diminished but fears associated with social status grew. Rather than trembling about the effects of absolute privation, people shuddered to think about the consequences of relative impoverishment, such as being rehoused in a rougher area or forced to sell a prized possession. The providers of public assistance were determined to retain (indeed, even boost) this element of fear. After all, they reasoned, public assistance should not be made too easy in case people jettisoned all economic anxieties, thus damaging the economy. As a consequence, moral panics arose around unscrupulous individuals and groups who did not feel sufficiently apprehensive of the stigma attached to the receipt of poor relief.

Death’s fears were more trenchant. In the late nineteenth century fear seemed to loiter at the very boundary between life and death, occasionally edging over the perimeter to arouse a generalised anxiety about the status of body and soul after the performance of the last rites. Hesitancy replaced certitude. Both in Mays’s decaying rural world and in the troubling flux of the urban sphere, traditional forms of ritualistic succour were losing authority, exacerbating misgivings about the integrity of the modern Self and intensifying the terrors of the deathbed. The manner of dying no longer provided any clue about the individual’s fate in the afterlife. Fears associated with the act of dying were severed from anxieties relating to death itself. Analgesics attempted to numb physical terrors while secularism sought to deaden those of the soul, but both failed to ease the dying individual’s confrontation with extinction. This was a democratic fear: rich and poor alike trembled in the face of that eternal unknown.

Pauperisation, a most undemocratic source of fear, was a disgraceful state in which to die. In the late nineteenth century the fear of destitution was not primarily associated with dismay about being unable to ‘leave behind’ inheritable wealth: dying without passing on assets to one’s family might have been thoughtless, but it was not terrifying. Rather, the dread of poverty was a fear of ‘spending one’s last days in the poor house’ and therefore ‘being buried at public expense and taking one’s eternal rest in the potter’s field’, a fate that troubled many paupers at the end of that century.3 The individual who died in abject poverty could be relegated to a final bedding-down on top of strangers in a mass grave and covered in a sheet of quicklime to hasten decay. No plaque would be mounted to commemorate a life, thus symbolically attesting that the pauper’s passing would not be remembered, let alone mourned. Merely the fear of meeting with such a fate could be lethal, as it was for sixty-eight-year-old Susan Starr of St Pancras, London, in 1871. Starr had been dependent upon financial handouts from the parish but had been informed that unless she ‘kept herself and room cleaner, the relief would be stopped’. On 21 April 1871 The Times reported that Starr had ‘refused to enter the workhouse, and last Monday died from syncope, from heart disease, caused by the shock from apprehension that she would lose her relief’.4 Her surviving sister might also have been discomforted by her death: after all, it was widely believed that the disrespect shown to the corpse during a pauper burial could infuriate the spirit of the departed. There were no rites capable of placating the lingering ghost of a pauper.

The possibility of a humiliating burial was only one threat facing infirm paupers. While sentimental lore portrayed indigents taking comfort in death as an angel coming to provide release from a life of hardship, sensational tales increasingly depicted death as the grim reaper, stalking the anonymous corridors of workhouses in order to glean bodies for the ultimate desecration: dissection. The dissection table was an intermediate resting-place for only a tiny number of economically precarious Britons and Americans. Nevertheless, alarm about the possibility of being dissected after death was disproportionately large and growing, especially as demand for corpses to teach anatomy to physicians and surgeons increased.

In Britain the 1830s proved to be a turning point. From the mid-eighteenth century to 1832 the only legal source of corpses for anatomical teaching in medical schools came from the gallows but, because supplies were woefully inadequate, criminals were known to snatch bodies from their graves in the dead of night for sale to hospitals. Wealthy families took protective measures: they encased the corpses of their loved ones in iron coffins with locks, covered tombs with heavy stones, posted grave-watchers and employed the increasingly privatised services of funeral professionals. In contrast, the shoddy mass burial grounds of the poor provided few safeguards against body thieves. For these people the threat of grave-robbers ended in 1832 with the passing of the Anatomy Act — but, ironically, the probability of being dissected in an anatomy school actually increased: the Act authorised anatomists to collect corpses from Poor Law institutions. Henceforth all Britons who died as paupers and whose bodies remained unclaimed forty-eight hours after death risked dissection. In the century after the Act, around fifty-seven thousand bodies of the poor were dissected in London’s anatomy schools alone.5 Even as late as the mid-1930s, less than 4 per cent of corpses dissected in medical schools in Britain were the result of bequests.6 Although progressively fewer paupers were at risk of meeting with such an ignominious end as the number of unclaimed bodies from patients dying in Poor Law institutions dwindled, this regularisation of the economy in corpses ensured that the fear of desecration remained a potent one for the poorest Britons. After death, poverty licensed desecration.7

The terror of being cleaved and quartered after death was stirred up by the popular press, which delighted in reporting gruesome scenes of carnage on the dissection table. For instance, on 19 January 1888 a headline in the Pall Mall Gazette trumpeted: ‘Horrors of the Dissecting Room’. Readers were treated to an ‘everyday’ scene in an anatomy school, in which a corpse was removed from ‘the pickle’ and distributed among the medical students:



One wants a forearm, another a foot, hand, etc. The parts of the body are sold in this way … During the cutting up of the body and subsequent dissection of its parts a good many pieces are thrown upon the floor of the room. A porter is employed who goes around at intervals with a brush and pan collecting these morsels, which are removed to a cellar. In due time follow all the other pieces of flesh, bones, etc. These are all thrown into one heap in the cellar. It must be understood that perhaps half a dozen bodies are ‘going’ at one time in the dissecting room, and this heap is composed of fragments of all. In the cellar is a pair of scales and some ordinary workhouse ‘shell’ coffins. When not occupied in sweeping up the bits, the porter is engaged in weighing up these unsavoury morsels into a certain quantity which is supposed to equal the body. With this mass the coffin is fitted and screwed down.8





The horror of this scene resided in more than merely the way the students disregarded the integrity of the deceased: in the hereafter the dilemma was even more acute. As a Poor Law Guardian in Kensington lamented, medics could not guarantee that the bodies would be ‘pieced together’ accurately: what was the risk of someone being buried with ‘a Protestant head and a Catholic body’? he asked. And how would such confusion be rectified in the afterlife?9 Anxiety about the risk of dissection added to pre-existing consternation about the commodified body of the poor — but it was all the more terrifying because the desecration was perceived to be absolute and final. Neither in this life nor in the next could the profaned body be ‘made whole’ again.

Death’s sting was becoming more agonising for other reasons as well. During the course of the nineteenth century dying attracted the employment of an ever-increasing range of expert ‘assistants’. A link between fear and corporate profit was forged, with the increase in the sale of Industrial Assurance (life insurance for workers in industry) to provide for a ‘decent funeral’ and to give financial assistance for relatives after the death of the breadwinner. According to one estimate, around 10 per cent of the income of women in London’s working-class district of Lambeth was used to pay for Industrial Assurance.10 Fear of desecration and the consequences of such defilement on the family’s status within poor communities encouraged this commercialisation of death. Predictably, the same organisations dedicated to relieving anxieties devoted energy to inciting fear. As one report into the business admitted, ‘agents play on the fears of those whom they approach: they arouse apprehension and even fright, indulging in overstatements and exaggerations which may prejudice a really free and independent decision’.11

The privatisation of dying accompanied its commercialisation. By the early years of the twentieth century death was no longer a public event: as dying retreated into private spaces, its script became more mysterious and frightening. Denied access to the deathbed, people turned to physicians and other professional observers to depict and decipher acts of dying. Part of the duty of these observers was to curtail people’s fears by reassuring them that the individual in death’s embrace felt little, if any, fear.12 In fact, as one American authority at the end of the nineteenth century hastened to record, three-quarters of very elderly people positively craved to meet their destiny.13 In contradiction (although equally comfortingly), another study insisted that four-fifths of people on their deathbeds were emotionless: ‘like their birth, their death was a sleep and a forgetting’.14

Even when these physicians admitted that some patients exhibited behaviours that would ‘normally’ be interpreted as indicating some degree of distress, the significance of these manifestations was disputed. For instance, in 1863, William S. Savory, lecturer in Anatomy and Physiology at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, London, adhered to the prevailing medical view that dying patients experienced no physical or emotional distress as they passed out of this world and into the next. Any ‘signs of intense suffering’ were deceptive, he argued:



The cold dew upon the face and surface generally, the collapsed and perhaps distorted features, the heaving, gasping or gurgling respiration, or it may be the convulsive agitation, are by no means necessarily the signs of pain and distress. Therefore, whatever may have been the amount of previous suffering, we may fairly assume that, except in extreme cases, the actual process of dying is not one of intense agony, or indeed, for the most part, even of pain.15





Oswald Browne’s On the Care of the Dying. A Lecture to Nurses (1894) made a similar point. As a physician at the Royal Hospital for Diseases to the Chest, Browne admitted that nurses might witness dying patients engaged in ‘an agony or struggle’. However, they should be reassured: this activity was ‘purely physical, the expression of the last labouring efforts of the respiratory muscles to perform their work’. It might be distressing to nurses, but it was unlikely that the patient was encountering ‘bodily or mental suffering’, he confidently insisted.16 In other words, death’s passion was mercifully independent of consciousness and therefore unencumbered by anxiety.

This medicalised view of the deathbed saw human subjectivity as residing primarily in the body: death was a decisive event of the flesh, as opposed to a process involving interaction between body and soul. Once the corporeal self waned, the spirit had already departed. Consciousness relied upon adequate quantities of healthy blood reaching the nerve centres, and because the brain was the first organ to be deprived of blood, seriously ill individuals rapidly lost all apprehension of fearful stimuli. As a consequence, medical personnel insisted that dying patients were simply incapable of feeling fearful. Consciousness was no longer a matter of the spirit or soul, but a physiological process.

Even from their graves, corpses generated fears in the living. In the nineteenth century the fusty odours emanating from overcrowded burial grounds situated in close proximity to high-density residential housing were believed to be responsible not only for catatonic states that made people vulnerable to premature burial but also for a large proportion of physical ailments. The problem was smell. Mid-nineteenth-century theories of contagion postulated that disease was spread through ‘miasma’ or noxious odours. In the words of the public-health promoter William Eassie, writing in 1875, the ‘foetid air exhaled from the dead is fatal if breathed in a concentrated state’. Even when ‘dissipated by the wind, it lowers the vital powers of the community’. The ‘miasma which escapes from coffins’ was posited as the reason for the ‘cadaverous appearance’ of gravediggers.17 Although in 1849 William Budd and John Snow had proposed a theory of disease based on bacteria, their views were not generally accepted. Even Louis Pasteur’s Germ Theory and Its Applications to Medicine (1861), arguing that disease was caused by organisms invisible to the naked eye, took a long time to be accepted. Indeed, in late-nineteenth-century popular literature, many commentators retained a belief in both miasma and germs. One influential tract on burial customs, written in 1881, paid homage to Pasteur’s germ theory, noting that tiny scales from the skin of a scarlet-fever patient infected any healthy tissue they came into contact with. Yet the author still found it necessary to warn his readers that corpses gave off ‘irrespirable’ gases that were fatal if breathed in concentrated form. The tract informed its readers that, even if extremely faint, the nauseating odour of a decomposing corpse could lead to a ‘constant depreciation of the final functions’, chronic indigestion and any number of other debilitating illnesses.18 With the gradual recognition of germ theory, fear of contagion emanating from the smelly corpse was transformed into a more invidious fear of invisible germs that could reside anywhere and could not be detected.

Gradually, however, fears of burial were tamed. The removal of burial sites from heavily populated areas and the ‘new style’ cemeteries (the word had begun to replace ‘graveyard’ and ‘burial ground’ from the 1820s and was popular by the second half of the century) did attempt to forge a new way of reducing death anxiety by sweetening the appearance of death. Classical forms replaced the skull and crossbones; urns and broken columns romanticised death. Cemeteries were transformed into gardens which people could stroll about in and enjoy as sites of leisure rather than burial. In the rural elegiac, all attempts were made to disguise the fact that the graveyard was a place of violence where human flesh was devoured.

There still remained the problem that many people lacked confidence in the ability of physicians to accurately diagnose physical death. In the last decades of the nineteenth century many dying individuals and those contemplating death became transfixed by a terror of being prematurely laid in the tomb. In the 1890s an influential sociologist was surprised to find that the dread of being buried alive was spontaneously mentioned by people when they were asked to describe their major fears.19 On the deathbed, faith in medical expertise languished. Indeed, the dignified voice of scientific reassurance was no match for the roar of moral panic. Terrifying rumours spread. Campaigners against premature burial claimed to have collected over a hundred sworn testimonies from men and women who had survived this ordeal.20

Others focused on the evidence of exhumed graves. Of 1200 corpses exhumed from their resting-places in New York during the 1860s and 1870s, six were believed to have shown signs of live burial.21 Estimates of the proportion of burials that were premature varied from two in every thousand (1908)22 to one in every one hundred thousand persons or eight hundred people per annum (1911).23 Since most examples of premature burial were uncovered by accident, it was argued that, in all probability, many more poor wretches had been damned to this end.24 But even if it was rare, campaigners argued that premature burial was sufficiently terrorising to justify the introduction of procedures designed to restore confidence.25

Much was made of freakish occasions when the cadaver actually drew breath on the embalmer’s slab or within the coffin. Miss Eleanor Markham (‘a young woman of respectability’) was one person for whom the fantastical terror of live burial became a reality. Markham lived in Sprakers, a village seventy-five miles from Syracuse, New York State. She had complained of heart trouble and, on 8 July 1894, died. Her relatives and friends bid their
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