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“It cannot be that our life is a mere bubble, cast up by eternity to float a moment on its waves and then sink into nothingness…. There is a realm where the rainbow never fades, where the stars will be spread out before us like islands that slumber in the ocean, and where the beautiful beings, which now pass before us like shadows, will stay in our presence forever.”


—George D. Prentice, “The Broken-Hearted,” The Country Gentleman (vol. 4), 1854
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“Life survives in the chaos of the cosmos by picking order out of the winds. Death is certain, but life becomes possible by following patterns that lead like paths of firmer ground through the swamps of time. Cycles of light and dark, of heat and cold, of magnetism, radioactivity, and gravity all provide vital guides—and life learns to respond to even their most subtle signs…. The breeding of a bristle worm is coordinated on the ocean floor by a glimmer of light reflected from the moon…. Nothing happens in isolation. We breathe and bleed, we laugh and cry, we crash and die in time with cosmic cues.”


—Lyall Watson, Supernature, 1973
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“These are the pale deaths which men miscall their lives: for all the scents of green things growing, each breath is but an exaltation of the grave. Bodies jerk like puppet corpses, and hell walks laughing.”


—S. R. Donaldson, Lord Foul’s Bane, 1977
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“Life is a narrow vale between the cold and barren peaks of two eternities. We strive in vain to look beyond the heights. We cry aloud, and the only answer is the echo of our wailing cry. From the voiceless lips of the unreplying dead there comes no word; but in the night of death hope sees a star and listening love can hear the rustle of a wing.”


—Robert Ingersoll (a tribute delivered at his brother’s grave, 1879)
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INTRODUCTION




“Death is not extinguishing the light; it is putting out the lamp because dawn has come.”


—Rabindranath Tagore, quoted in Message of the East, 1947





Throughout history, the nature and mystery of death has captivated artists, scientists, philosophers, physicians, and theologians. Symbols and stories involving death permeate our great works of art, architecture, and literature—and they shape our funeral customs and preparations for the ends of our lives. Our interest in death, along with what may lie beyond, also is reflected in popular culture, with movies and books often presenting spooky or transcendent themes involving near-death experiences, the afterlife, and creatures rising from the dead. Many of these themes are ancient, hearkening back to times when people not only believed in miracles but also felt a deep connection to nature and a sense of being surrounded by unseen entities.


Welcome to Death and the Afterlife, in which we shed light into the darkness. Here, a topic can turn from gruesome or emotional to cosmic and transcendent with just the turn of a page. In what other book can you find a discussion of Viking ship burials alongside an entry on quantum immortality, which mysteriously suggests a way we might live forever through subatomic physics? Few books attempt to describe the wonders of Truman Capote’s “grass harp”—which allows us to hear dead people in the sounds of wind-swept grass—and include an entry on electronic voice phenomena, in which people hear the dead in amplified recordings with background noise.


Each book entry is short—only a few paragraphs in length. This format allows readers to jump in to ponder a subject without having to sort through a lot of verbiage. Want to know about the Maya death gods and their necklaces of eyeballs? Turn to the entry on Xibalba for a quick adventure and a gruesome scare. Might golems or the Terra-Cotta Army ever gain a semblance of consciousness and interact with the living? Turn to the entries on these baffling “beings” for a brief introduction.


Do death’s-head hawk moths and guillotines give you the creeps? What really motivated the kamikaze pilots of World War II? What are Bifrost, Summer Land, and transhumanism—and how did the ancient Natufians of the Eastern Mediterranean region change our world? Who were Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, the Witch of Endor, and Carlos Schwabe—and why did European plague doctors dress in costumes with scary birdlike beaks? Concerned about how physicians determine the moment of death or think about the ethics of euthanasia? We’ll tackle these and other thought-provoking questions in the pages that follow.


Of course, my approach has some disadvantages. In just a few paragraphs, I can’t go into any depth on a subject; however, I provide suggestions for further reading in the Notes, Acknowledgments, and Further Reading sections, which readers interested in pursuing any subject covered in the book can employ as a useful starting point. Sometimes I quote authors or famous researchers in the entries in this book, but purely for brevity I don’t list the precise source of a quote or the author’s credentials. However, references in the back of the book should help make the author’s identity clearer.


I have had a longtime fascination with death, dying, consciousness, the afterlife, and topics at the borderlands of science. Some of my interest was rekindled after reading freelance writer Greta Christina’s 2005 essay “Comforting Thoughts about Death That Have Nothing to Do with God.” Greta writes, “The fact that your life span is an infinitesimally tiny fragment in the life of the universe, that there is, at the very least, a strong possibility that when you die, you disappear completely and forever, and that in five hundred years nobody will remember you … [this] can make you feel erased, wipe out joy, make your life seem like ashes in your hands.” And then I sigh. Greta admits that she doesn’t know what happens when we die, but she doesn’t think this essential mystery really matters. She reminds us that we should be happy because it is amazing that we even get a chance to be alive. We get to be conscious: “We get to be connected with each other and with the world, and we get to be aware of that connection and to spend a few years mucking about its possibilities.” Her essay ends on a bright note as she enumerates items that contribute to her happiness, such as Shakespeare, sex, five-spice chicken, Thai restaurants, Louis Armstrong, and drifting patterns in the clouds.


As you read through Death and the Afterlife, remember that even if we may consider some of the ideas and rituals surrounding death unscientific, these are all still worthy areas of study. And the subjects we address are not all depressing. Our rituals and myths are, at minimum, fascinating models of human understanding and creativity—and of how we reach across cultures to understand one another and learn about what we hold sacred.


Our brains may be wired with a desire for magic, unseen forces and a need to exert control over the universe and have our deepest fantasies fulfilled. Perhaps our brains and cultural evolution operate in a way that predisposes us to believe in the soul, spirits, and the afterlife to foster community cohesion and create a sense of peace as the deaths of family members, and of ourselves, approach. The reasons for our fascination with death and the rituals we use to make sense of death are buried deep in the essence of our nature. Ideas about death, religion, mythology, and the afterlife are at the edges of the known and the unknown, poised on the fractal boundaries of psychology, history, philosophy, biology, and many other scientific disciplines. Humans need to make sense of the world and will surely continue to use both logic and mystical thinking for that task. What patterns and connections will we see as the twenty-first century progresses? How will we continue to cope with death—or elude death—in the future?


“Death destroys the body, as the scaffolding is destroyed after the building is up and finished. And he whose building is up rejoices at the destruction of the scaffolding and of the body.”


—Leo Tolstoy, Thoughts and Aphorisms, 1905


ORGANIZATION AND PURPOSE OF THE BOOK


My goal in writing death and the Afterlife is to provide a wide audience with a brief guide to curious, mystical, and important practical ideas related to death and the afterlife, with entries short enough to digest in a few minutes. We’ll roam far and wide through philosophy, popular culture, science, sociology, art, and religion. The entries in this book are ones that interest me personally—for example, when I was younger, I became fascinated with writers such as H. P. Lovecraft and Edgar Allan Poe and painters such as Hugo Simberg and Carlos Schwabe. Although I try to study as many areas of science and culture as I can, it is difficult to become fluent in all aspects. This is not a comprehensive or scholarly dissertation but is intended as recreational reading. Alas, obviously not all of the great scientific, historical, and cultural concepts related to death are covered in order to prevent the book from growing too large. Thus, in contemplating the mysteries of death and the afterlife, I have been forced to omit many topics. Nevertheless, I believe that I have included many entries that have historical and cultural significance or have had a strong or curious influence on science and societies. I welcome feedback and suggestions from readers, as I consider this an ongoing project and a labor of love.


This book is organized chronologically in accordance with the year associated with an entry. Dating of entries can be a question of judgment, and sometimes I have surveyed colleagues and other interesting thinkers and decided to use the date when a concept gained particular prominence. Many dates, of course, are highly approximate. Whenever possible, I have given at least a partial justification for the dates used.


Let’s wrap up this introduction by noting that the mystery of consciousness and the nature of mind will be studied for years to come. American psychologist and neuroscientist Stephen Kosslyn has made the remarkable suggestion that “your mind may arise not simply from your own brain but from the brains of other people.” He notes that all of us set up “social prosthetic systems,” or SPSs, in which we rely on others to “extend our reasoning abilities and help us regulate and constructively employ our emotions.” A good marriage often occurs when two people can serve as effective SPSs for each other. In some sense, we “lend” parts of our brains to others. Kosslyn concludes that your mind arises from the combined activity of your own brain and those of your SPSs. Using this line of reasoning, “one might argue that when your body dies, part of your mind may survive.”


Moreover, as we age, the molecules in our bodies are constantly being exchanged with our environment. With every breath, we may be inhaling hundreds of millions of atoms of air exhaled weeks ago by someone on the other side of the planet. Thinking at a higher level, our brains and organs are “vanishing” into thin air, the cells sometimes being replaced as quickly as they are destroyed. A year or two from now, a majority of the atoms in our bodies will have been replaced with new ones. We are a seething mass of atomic and molecular trajectories that form threads in the fabric of space-time.


What does it mean that your brain may have little in common, at the molecular level, with the brain you had a few years ago? If you are something other than the collection of atoms making up your body, what are you? You are not so much your atoms as you are the pattern in which your atoms are arranged. People are persistent space-time tangles. It’s possible that you have an atom of Jesus of Nazareth coursing through your body. Gilgamesh, the historical king who ruled the city of Uruk, could be part of your brain or tendons or heart. An atom in your retina may be in the tears of a happy lunar princess a hundred years from now. On this subject, English poet John Donne (1572–1631) wrote in “Meditation XVII” (Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, 1624):




“ No man is an island, entire of itself. Every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main. If a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of thine own were. Any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls. It tolls for thee. ”
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Bright flames of the Ngaben (cremation ceremony) in Ubud, Bali. The Balinese Hindu dead often are buried for a period of time until an auspicious day, when they are placed in a coffin within a buffalo-shaped sarcophagus or a wood and papier-mâché temple structure that is carried to the cremation site and burned. The fire is believed to free the spirit and allow for reincarnation.


c. 20,000 BCE


CREMATION


RUDOLF VRBA (1924–2006), ALFRÉD WETZLER (1918–1988)
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Imagine two of the large and frightening crematoria used around the clock to burn and dispose of bodies during the Nazi Holocaust. According to the 1944 “Vrba–Wetzler Report,” a huge chimney rose from the furnace room, around which were grouped nine furnaces, each having four openings. “Each opening can take three normal corpses at once, and after an hour and a half, the bodies are completely burned. This corresponds to a daily capacity of about 2,000 bodies….” Today, for biblical and Talmudic reasons, Orthodox Judaism generally prohibits cremation (the burning of a corpse as part of a funeral or postfuneral rite); however, as a reaction to the Holocaust even some secular Jews hesitate to cremate their deceased.


Today, crematoria are often computer-controlled, and the cremated remains of our departed loved ones are not really ashes but mostly bone fragments that usually are then pulverized by a machine that creates a product with the consistency of coarse sand. Large items, such as titanium hip replacements or casket hinges, are removed before the pulverization. The remains may be kept in an urn, stored in a columbarium (a special memorial building), buried, or spread over the land or sea. One commercial service actually offers to rocket-launch a sample of the remains into space.


Buddhists, Hindus, Jains, and Sikhs make very widespread use of cremation. Open-air cremations often are practiced in India—for example, on wood-fueled pyres on the banks of the Ganges River. In contrast, the Eastern Orthodox Church and Islam forbid cremation. Christians historically have discouraged cremation, but today many denominations accept the practice.


For a quick march through history, note that cremation dates at least as far back as 20,000 BCE, the estimated date for the cremated remains of “Mungo Lady,” an early human inhabitant of Australia. On the basis of her bones’ burn mark patterns, scientists believe her corpse was burned, crushed, burned again, and then covered with red ocher, perhaps in a ritual to prevent her from returning to haunt them. The ancient Egyptians shunned cremation, preferring to embalm bodies to facilitate the transition to the afterlife. Homer, the ancient Greek poet, gave one of the earliest descriptions of cremation, and the ancient Romans performed cremation for their most honored citizens.


See also Mummies (c. 5050 BCE), Sky Burial (1328), Autopsy (1761), Cemeteries (1831), Embalming (1867)
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Human remains from a Natufian burial inside Raqefet Cave in Mount Carmel (northern Israel). (Photo by Dani Nadel.)


c. 11,000 BCE


NATUFIAN FUNERAL FLOWERS
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“Everything changed with the Natufians,” according to the Israeli archaeologist Daniel Nadel in discussing the cemeteries and funeral flowers of the Natufians, a people who existed from about 12,500 BCE to 9,500 BCE in the Levant region of the eastern Mediterranean. In 2013, the remains of colorful and aromatic flowers were found in Stone Age Natufian graves.


The Nuftian people existed at the cusp of the agricultural revolution, living in the earliest settlements and leaving behind some of the oldest known cemeteries. Dr. Nadel has noted that before the Natufians, it was possible to find isolated burials, but some Natufian sites have more than 100 skeletons in one confined area.


In Raqefet Cave in Mount Carmel (northern Israel), four flower-lined graves were discovered that date back to around 11,000 BCE. In particular, archaeologists found impressions of stems and flowers that are probably from sage, figwort, and mint plants. Nadel and colleagues conclude from these flowers, “Grave preparation was a sophisticated planned process, embedded with social and spiritual meanings reflecting a complex pre-agricultural society undergoing profound changes at the end of the Pleistocene.” Although there are potentially older suggestions of funeral flowers in the form of pollen found in a 70,000-year-old grave of a Neanderthal in Iraq, some scientists argued that rats may have stored seeds and flowers in that ancient grave.


Archaeologists also have found that the Natufians made feasting part of some funerals—yet another indication of a special, socially related treatment of the dead. For example, the grave of a Natufian woman was discovered that contained the blackened shells of dozens of tortoises, which may have been brought to the site and eaten during a feast related to a funeral. Some Natufian burials also have been marked by hollowed stone “pipes” that possibly served as a kind of tombstone. During the Late Natufian period, skulls sometimes were removed, and the separated crania were found in separate caches and/or domestic locales.


See also Burial Mounds (c. 4000 BCE), Gravestones (c. 1600 BCE), Funeral Processions (c. 1590), Cemeteries (1831)
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Preserved mummies of former chiefs appear in some village huts in West Papua’s Baliem Valley.


c. 5050 BCE


MUMMIES
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For thousands of years, humans have been concerned with body decomposition after death, and many cultures took steps to resist such decay. Egyptian mummies in their linen wrappings are among the most notable examples of such a pervasive concern with death and preparations for life beyond death. However, the term mummy has much a broader scope and is used to refer to bodies that have been either intentionally or accidentally preserved by exposure to cold, submersion in bogs, treatment with chemicals and drying agents, and so forth. The oldest known deliberately created mummy is of a child from the South American Chinchorro culture dated to around 5050 BCE, possibly several centuries before the earliest Egyptian mummies. Chinchorro people had several techniques for making mummies, one of which involved removing the head, arms, and legs from the trunk; disemboweling the corpse; and then reattaching the pieces. Sometimes the body was reinforced and strengthened with sticks or covered with mud that was sculpted into a human form. Partly because these mummies often were repainted and showed signs of wear, there is speculation that they were kept as household statues.


The Egyptians removed the brain from many of their mummy preparations through the nostrils, and most other organs also were removed, except for the heart. Naturally occurring salts such as natron were used to remove moisture from the body. In the Middle Ages and even more recently, powder made from mummy bodies was used in some medical treatments.


Mummies formed through natural processes are common and include famous figures such as Ötzi the Iceman, who was discovered in the cold Alps mountain range and dated to about 3300 BCE, and bog bodies found in northern European peat bogs that contain dead plant materials, such as mosses, with conditions that often include acidic water, low temperatures, and low oxygen. Today, methods such as plastination can be used to preserve bodies in a process in which water and fat are replaced by certain plastics.


See also Cremation (c. 20,000 BCE), The Egyptian Book of the Dead (c. 1550 BCE), Terra-Cotta Army (c. 210 BCE), Sky Burial (1328), Embalming (1867), Death Mask (c. 1888), Cryonics (1962)
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East terrace of Mount Nemrut in modern-day Turkey at sunrise, showing statues and a tumulus formed by piling gravel on the tomb of King Antiochus I of Commagene.


c. 4000 BCE


BURIAL MOUNDS


THOMAS JEFFERSON (1743–1826)
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The great Old English epic poem Beowulf (possibly composed as far back as the eighth century) concludes with the death of the hero Beowulf, along with poignant instructions left by him as to his final resting place: “Have those famed in battle construct a burial-mound, bright after the pyre … which shall tower high … as a memorial to my people, so that afterwards seafarers will call it Beowulf’s Barrow, as they drive from afar their tall ships over the mists of the seas.”


Indeed, burial mounds of earth and/or stones (also referred to as barrows, tumuli, and kurgans) have been adopted by numerous cultures throughout time and in much of the world. For example, in England, barrows were employed from the Neolithic Period (c. 4000 BCE) to the late pre-Christian era (c. 600 CE), and they might contain several members of a family or clan. In Japan, during the Tumulus Period (third to sixth century CE), important leaders were buried in tumuli, and one of the largest was made for the fourth-century emperor Nintoku [1594 feet (485 m) long and 115 feet (35 m) high]. Some Japanese tumuli were keyhole-shaped and surrounded by moats. Mound building was also a central component of several Native American cultures along the Mississippi, Tennessee, and Ohio Rivers from around 1000 BCE to 700 CE.


The American Founding Father Thomas Jefferson wrote of his excavations of an Indian burial mound in Virginia: “[The mound] was of spheroidical form, of about 40 feet diameter at the base, and had been of about twelve feet altitude…. I first dug superficially in several parts of it, and came to collections of human bones, at different depths, from six inches to three feet below the surface. These were lying in the utmost confusion, some vertical, some oblique, some horizontal … to give the idea of bones emptied promiscuously from a bag or basket, and covered over with earth, without any attention to their order.” He conjectured that “in this barrow might have been a thousand skeletons.”


See also Natufian Funeral Flowers (c. 11,000 BCE), Coffins (c. 4000 BCE), Ossuaries (c. 1000 BCE), Terra-Cotta Army (c. 210 BCE), Viking Ship Burials (834), Cemeteries (1831)
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The Old Shepherd’s Chief Mourner (1837) by English painter Sir Edwin Henry Landseer (1802–1873) shows a dog resting his head on his deceased master’s coffin.


c. 4000 BCE


COFFINS
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In the famous American cowboy ballad “Cowboy’s Lament,” a dying cowboy implores, “Get six jolly cowboys to carry my coffin. Get six pretty maidens to bear up my pall. Put bunches of roses all over my coffin, roses to deaden the clods as they fall.” The word coffin often is used broadly to include any boxlike funerary enclosure to hold the dead; however, at least in North America, the term usually denotes a box with six sides (plus a top and bottom), whereas a casket is rectangular with four sides. Traditionally, in the West, a village carpenter often made the coffin from wood, but materials for such enclosures today often include steel, wood, and fiberglass.


Coffin comes from the Greek kophinos, meaning “basket.” In fact, around 4000 BCE, Sumerians placed their dead in baskets made from twigs. Ancient Egyptians used mummy cases that evolved from wooden boxes to ornately decorated enclosures in the shape of the human body. Sometimes a set of mummy cases were nested inside one another like Russian dolls within dolls. Egyptians also used sarcophagi—enclosures carved from stone.


In modern Ghana, fantasy coffins have become famous with their designs and shapes illustrating some aspect of the life of the deceased. According to the anthropologist Marleen de Witte, “A cocoa farmer may be buried in a cocoa pod coffin, a successful fisherman in a fish, an international businessman in an aeroplane….”


In the 1800s, various “safety coffins” were invented and patented to decrease concerns about accidental premature burial. Some involved pipes that could provide air, along with ropes tied to the hands of the seemingly deceased that might ring a bell above the ground. A safety coffin patented in 1897 involved a ball placed on the corpse’s chest. A slight movement would release a spring that caused a flag to be raised above the ground. However, this device was impractical and was sensitive to small movements arising from corpse decomposition.


See also Cremation (c. 20,000 BCE), Burial Mounds (c. 4000 BCE), Funeral Processions (c. 1590), Premature Burial (1844)
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The Assumption of the Virgin by Italian painter Francesco Botticini (1446–1497) depicts three hierarchies and nine orders, or ranks, of angels. In the top tier, closest to Jesus and Mary, are the seraphim, cherubim, and thrones.


c. 2400 BCE


HEAVEN


ANNE GRAHAM LOTZ (B. 1948)
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“Does heaven exist?” asks the history professor Gary Smith. “The ancient Babylonians, Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans all depicted a future existence where heroes rested, pharaohs resided, or the righteous picnicked in the Elysian Fields. Australian Aborigines, as well as early Polynesians, Peruvians, Mexicans, and Native Americans, all had concepts of an afterlife.” Through the millennia, people have gazed upward and imagined that gods reside in the sky.


Heaven sometimes has been considered as both the realm in which God or heavenly beings reside and the place to which the righteous go after death. The American Christian evangelist Anne Lotz suggests that heaven is a physical location: a cubical region that is 1,500 miles (2,414 kilometers) on a side, with a base that is “as large as the area from Canada to Mexico, and from the Atlantic Ocean to Rockies,” easily able to accommodate 20 billion residents, each one having a private cube with a 75-acre floor.
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