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To Jack, who kept me alive while writing this book, and to my parents, without whom I wouldn’t be here in the first place.
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A corpse is always a problem—both for the living and for the dead. The problems are both conceptual and practical: a dead body hovers uneasily between the animate and the inanimate, the past and the future. Even ordinary deaths often lead to questions about who has control over the memory and estate of the deceased. Famous corpses are more complicated still: not just family and friends but the church, state, admirers, and enemies often lay claim to the famous dead.


As a result, some of the most notable lives in history have had surprising postscripts. Famous corpses have been bought and sold, studied, collected, stolen, and dissected. They’ve been used to found churches, cities, and even empires. Pieces of them have languished in libraries and museums, in coolers and filing cabinets, and in suitcases underneath beds. These stories often have something to say about what the dead meant to the living: it’s no coincidence that Descartes lost his skull, Einstein his brain, or Rasputin his penis (supposedly).


This is a book about how the living have tried to solve the problems of the dead—or gotten them into even deeper trouble—by using their bodies in different ways. Many of those uses have been political, religious, or scientific. Alexander the Great’s bones established the Ptolemaic dynasty, the last in ancient Egypt, while the allegedly miraculous powers of relics from saints such as Thomas Becket made their bodies the hot commodities of the Middle Ages. The nineteenth-century pseudoscience of phrenology led to a rash of skull-stealing across Europe, which is how Haydn (to name but one example) lost his head. Criminals, too, have used corpses for their own ends, from the counterfeiters who tried to steal Abraham Lincoln’s coffin to the modern-day body snatchers who sold the bones of broadcaster Alistair Cooke.


The living have also used the dead simply for the consolation of memory. Bodies can become mementos, as when Mary Shelley kept Percy Shelley’s heart, or when Greek independence fighters asked for Lord Byron’s lungs. And famous corpses sometimes become museum pieces symbolic of genius or notoriety, which is what happened to the skulls of Mozart and the Australian outlaw Ned Kelly.


But the living don’t always override the wishes of the deceased. The philosopher Jeremy Bentham left explicit instructions about turning his body into a statue—stripped, stuffed, and mounted in a cabinet like an exotic bird. Musician Gram Parsons left an even weirder request—to have his body burned in the Mojave Desert—but that, too, was fulfilled, much to the chagrin of his family. Both Timothy Leary and Hunter S. Thompson also went out the way they wanted: with a bang, and major parties.


Strange as these stories are, this book intends to deliver more than a rich supply of inappropriate cocktail chatter. Although I don’t believe in heaven or hell, it’s hard to deny that how you live often has something to do with what happens after you die. The postmortem journeys of controversial corpses (like that of Argentina’s first lady Eva Perón) often look like a game of hot potato, while those of widely revered geniuses, like Beethoven, are stories of carefully guarded treasure. These tales can tell us something about their subjects, and the times and places in which they lived. What does it say about Voltaire’s France that he was terrified of his bones ending up in the trash? What does it say about Restoration England that Oliver Cromwell was posthumously hanged? What does it say about America that Lee Harvey Oswald was exhumed to make sure he wasn’t a Russian spy?


The stories in this book also sketch the evolution of our attitudes toward death and mourning. Not so long ago, death was both more familiar and more sacred, and it wasn’t so strange to keep a famous skull around, or to wear a ring showing off some strands of a dead friend’s hair. These attitudes have faded, but their shadows remain. Putting the pieces back together might help us understand famous figures—and our own ancestors—a bit better.


I’ve collected these strange stories with that goal in mind. But humans have been dying as long as we’ve been living, so a book like this could easily run to several volumes if I didn’t set some boundaries. For one thing, everyone in these pages was famous before becoming a corpse. This is not just a book about all the weird things that can happen to any dead body, fun as that might be.


Secondly, while there are plenty of tall tales about famous bodies (my favorite being that Walt Disney’s frozen corpse is buried beneath the Pirates of the Caribbean ride at Disneyland), I’ve included only stories that could be documented. However, the history of the deceased is often murky territory, so where sources conflict, I’ve presented multiple variants of a story, or chosen to trust the most-respected source. For those who want to take their own stab at unraveling the mysteries, there’s an extensive bibliography at the back of the book.


Because the stories in this book reflect the culture of their time, you’ll notice a lot of dead white men. The corpses of women and people of color have also suffered many misadventures, but because most of their owners weren’t famous, they often didn’t fit the framework of this book—not that this is a project anyone would clamor to be included in.


But while death troubles us, it also intrigues us. Death is the ultimate mystery, and contemplating it does us good. Kierkegaard said, “The thought of death is a good dancing partner.” The more you dance, the less you fear. This book is a form of exposure therapy, looking directly at the thing many of us most want to avoid. Spending time with famous dead bodies has made me worry a little less about the Grim Reaper. I hope that this book will do the same for you.
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In the divided body, the grace survives undivided . . .


—THEODORET OF CYRUS (CA. 393—CA. 458)


For much of Western history, one institution has had more control than any other over the care of the dead: the Catholic Church. The Church has long been responsible for how Christian dead were handled, where they were buried, and even how they were mourned. Some of the deceased benefited from this arrangement: for saints, even the most mundane bits of bones, skin, and hair could be transformed into relics, objects imbued with divine presence and miraculous powers. But for those who criticized the church, death could be an obstacle course. Voltaire’s corpse had to be smuggled into the countryside (dressed as if he were still alive) just to get a decent grave, while the controversy surrounding the playwright Molière’s burial led to a case of mistaken identity in one of the world’s most famous cemeteries—a case that persists today.
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LIVED FIRST HALF OF FOURTH CENTURY AD


BORN: PATARA, LYCIA


DIED: MYRA, LYCIA


Don’t tell the kids, but Santa Claus has been dead for more than sixteen hundred years. No, his body is not at the North Pole, and he’s not buried with Mrs. Claus. In fact, his remains are thousands of miles away, on Italy’s sunny Adriatic coast. And while Santa might be enjoying his Mediterranean vacation, he’s probably not too happy about what happened to his remains. They were stolen in the eleventh century, and people have been fighting over them ever since.


Of course, the Santa Claus of folklore doesn’t have a skeleton. But his inspiration, Saint Nicholas, does. That’s about all we can say for sure about Nicholas: he was a bishop who lived and died in what is now Turkey in the first half of the fourth century. Legend tells us that he was born into a rich family and delighted in giving gifts. Once, he threw three bags of gold into the window of a poor family’s house, saving the three daughters who lived there from a life of prostitution. Another time, he raised three children from the dead after a butcher carved them up and stored them in a vat of brine. He also protected sailors, who were said to cry out his name in rough seas, then watch the waves mysteriously smooth.


The sailors spread Nicholas’s cult around the world. Within a century of his death, the bishop was worshipped as a saint, lending his name to hundreds of ports, islands, and inlets, and thousands of baby boys. He became one of the best-loved saints in all of Christendom, adopted by both the Eastern and Western traditions. Christmas probably owes something to his December 6 feast day, while Santa Claus’s red outfit may come from his red bishop’s robes. “Santa Claus” is derived from “Sinterklaas,” which was how Dutch immigrants to New Amsterdam pronounced his name.


As one of the most popular saints in the Christian world, Nicholas had a particularly powerful corpse. The bodies of saints and martyrs had been important to Christianity since its beginning: the earliest churches were built on the tombs of saints. It was thought that the bodily bits of saints functioned like spiritual walkie-talkies: you could communicate with higher powers through them, and they, in turn, could manifest holy forces on Earth. They could heal you, protect you, and even perform miracles.


Sometimes, the miracles concerned the saints’ own bodies. Their corpses would refuse to decay, exude an inexplicable ooze, or start to drip blood that mysteriously solidified and then reliquefied. So it was with Nicholas: at some point after his death, his bones began to secrete a liquid called manna or myrrh, which was said to smell like roses and possess potent healing powers.


The appearance of the manna was taken as a sign that Nicholas’s corpse was especially holy, and pilgrims began flocking by the thousands to his tomb in the port city of Myra (now called Demre). By the eleventh century, other cities started getting jealous. At the time, cities and churches often competed for relics, which brought power and prestige to their hometowns the way a successful sports team might today. Originally, the relics trade had been nourished by the catacombs in Rome, but when demand outstripped supply, merchants—and even monks—weren’t above sneaking down into the crypts of churches to steal some holy bones. Such thefts weren’t seen as a sin; the sanctity of the remains trumped any ethical concerns. The relics were also thought to have their own personalities—if they didn’t want to be stolen, they wouldn’t allow it. Like King Arthur’s sword in the stone, they could only be removed by the right person.


That was how Myra lost Saint Nicholas. The culprits were a group of merchants and sailors from the town of Bari, located on the heel of Italy’s boot. Like other relic thefts, this one came at a time of crisis for the town where the thieves lived, which in this case had recently been invaded by a horde of rapacious Normans. The conquerors wanted to compete with the Venetians, their trading rivals to the north, who were known for stealing the bones of Saint Mark (disguised in a basket of pork) from Alexandria in 827. And when the Normans heard that Myra had recently fallen to the Turks, leaving Nicholas’s tomb vulnerable, they decided to try stealing a saint for themselves.


According to an account written shortly after the theft by a Barian clerk, three ships sailed from Bari into Myra’s harbor in the spring of 1087. Forty-seven well-armed Barians disembarked and strode into the church of Saint Nicholas, where they asked to see the saint’s tomb. The monks, who weren’t idiots, got suspicious and asked why they wanted to know. The Barians then dropped any pretense of politeness, tied the monks up, and smashed their way into Nicholas’s sarcophagus. They found his skeleton submerged in its manna and smelled a heavenly perfume wafting up from the bones, which “licked at the venerable priests as if in insatiable embrace.”


And so Nicholas of Myra became Nicholas of Bari. The relics made the town, and the men who stole them. The thieves became famous in the area, and for centuries their descendants received a percentage of the offerings given on the saint’s feast day. The townspeople built a new basilica to hold the remains, which drew thousands of pilgrims throughout the Middle Ages. Even today, Bari remains a major pilgrimage site in southern Italy, visited by both Roman Catholics and Orthodox Christians. Every May an elaborate festival, the Feast of the Translation, celebrates the arrival of Nicholas’s relics. As one of the highlights, the rector of the basilica bends over Nicholas’s sarcophagus and draws off some of the manna in a crystal vial. The fluid is mixed with holy water and poured into decorated bottles sold in Bari’s shops; it is thought to be a curative drink.


But Bari is not the only place that boasts of the bones of Saint Nicholas. If you ask the Venetians, they will say their own sailors visited Myra during the First Crusade and stole Nicholas’s remains, which have been in Venice ever since. For centuries, both Bari and Venice have claimed the saint’s skeleton.


In the twentieth century, scientists waded into the dispute. During renovations to the basilica of Bari in 1953, church officials allowed University of Bari anatomy professor Luigi Martino to examine the remains—the first time the tomb had been opened in more than eight hundred years. Martino found the bones wet, fragile, and fragmented, with many of them missing. He concluded that they had belonged to a man who died in his seventies, although because Martino was given only a short time with the bones, he could say little more.


Four decades later, Martino and other scientists also studied the Venetian bones. They concluded that those relics and the ones in Bari had come from the same skeleton, and theorized that the Venetian sailors had stolen what was left in Myra after the Barians had done all their smashing.


As for Demre, all they have is an empty tomb. And they want their bones back. In 2009, the Turkish government said it was considering a formal request to Rome for the return of Nicholas’s remains. Though the bones have little religious significance in a nation that’s 99 percent Muslim, there’s still a sense in Turkey that the centuries-old theft was a cultural violation. Its restitution would certainly be an economic benefit: according to local officials, tourists in Demre frequently complain about the barren tomb, and they weren’t satisfied by the giant plastic sculpture of Santa Claus that once stood outside Nicholas’s church. Even though Santa has become an international cultural icon, his myth is still rooted in a set of bones far from home.
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BLESSED BITS



Saint Anthony of Padua (1195–1231) was a Portuguese Franciscan renowned for his oratorical skills. A few decades after his death, his Franciscan brothers opened his tomb, where they found only dust and bones—except for his tongue, which appeared perfectly preserved. The friars took this as a tribute to the saint’s eloquence, and today the tongue is displayed in a crystal urn at the Basilica of Saint Anthony in Padua, Italy. At least one visitor describes it as looking like a shriveled strawberry.


The Hazratbal Shrine in Kashmir, India, is said to contain a hair plucked from the beard of the Prophet Muhammad. In 1963 the holy whisker was stolen, but after mass protests across the region, it was returned the following year. The Moi-e-Muqaddas (sacred hair), as it is known, goes on display ten times each year.


According to legend, several of the Buddha’s teeth were plucked out of his ashes after his cremation sometime around the sixth century BCE. The most famous of these (his left canine), is supposed to have been smuggled into Sri Lanka in the hair of a princess after centuries of wars over its possession, which was said to confer the right to rule the land. Today, the tooth is on display at the Temple of the Holy Tooth in Kandy, Sri Lanka, where it is venerated by hundreds of pilgrims each day, and during a ten-night Sacred Tooth Festival each summer.
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BORN: CA. 1118,


LONDON, ENGLAND


DIED: DECEMBER 29, 1170 (CA. AGE 52),


CANTERBURY, ENGLAND


Thomas Becket knew what was coming. As the archbishop of Canterbury Cathedral walked from his chambers toward the choir that December evening in 1170, he knew he would soon have visitors. Not the townspeople gathering outside for evensong in the nave, but four heavily armed assassins under orders from King Henry II.


Becket locked no doors as he walked. When the king’s knights found him, he looked at their gleaming swords and announced, according to one eyewitness, “I accept death in the name of the Lord.” When the blows came, Becket did not defend himself; he simply wiped away his blood with his sleeve. By the fourth strike, the crown of his head had been severed. One of the knights, Hugh of Horsea, dug his sword into the wound and scattered some of Becket’s brains onto the stone floor.


“Let us go, knights,” he said. “This fellow will not rise again.”


Not in body, anyway. But if the king truly hoped to be rid of Becket, who had grown irritatingly insistent on the church’s independence from the crown, his martyrdom ensured the opposite result. In death, Becket’s power was far stronger than it had been in life.


The miracles began almost immediately. That night, with Becket’s head wrapped in cloth and his body lying on the altar, wailing townspeople crowded into the cathedral to dip their fingers and clothes in his blood. A blind woman who applied a bloody rag to her eyes said she had regained her sight. A sick woman who drank some of Becket’s blood mixed with water declared herself healed. Becket became capable of things he had never done while he was still breathing.


The next morning, the monks buried Becket’s body in a marble coffin at the eastern edge of the cathedral’s crypt. But as tales of his brutal murder and the miracles that followed spread throughout the countryside, pilgrims began descending on Canterbury. Along with the sick or wounded hoping for a miracle, dignitaries came bearing gifts: Louis VII brought a huge ruby called the Régale, a cup crafted of pure gold, and an annual wine stipend of about sixteen hundred gallons (lucky monks). Eventually, Canterbury became the most important pilgrimage site in all of England.


But a dank crypt is no place to worship a famous saint, and so in 1220 the monks transferred Becket’s remains into an elaborate main-floor shrine. His bones were nestled inside a gilded casket topped by a canopy barnacled with sapphires, diamonds, emeralds, and rubies, including the Régale. According to the scholar Erasmus, who visited in 1512, “every part glistened, shone and sparkled with rare and very large jewels, some of them exceeding the size of a goose’s egg.” When pilgrims approached, the canopy would rise up via a series of pulleys, tinkling with silver bells. A clerk would approach with a wand, pointing out all the jewels and naming each of their very generous donors.


Or at least they did before the Reformation. In 1538, a few years after Henry VIII split from Rome to marry Anne Boleyn, he also outlawed the worship of relics. Though no Protestant himself, Henry VIII encouraged the Reformation cause as a way to maintain his independence from Rome. And the Protestants loathed relics: John Calvin called them an “execrable sacrilege,” while Martin Luther attacked them in his Ninety-five Theses. Shrines were demolished, statues smashed, relics hauled away and thrown into the trash.


The king’s commissioners arrived at Canterbury Cathedral in September 1538. Most likely, they stripped all the gold and jewels from the shrine and carried them to the Tower of London. (The Régale ended up on a royal thumb ring.) As for Becket’s bones, the pope reported that they were “burnt and the ashes scattered to the wind.” That account became accepted as fact on the Continent, but royal statements from England suggested the bones had not been burned; they had merely been hidden so that they could no longer be worshipped.


Today, only a white candle on the cathedral floor marks the spot where the shrine once stood. But Canterbury Cathedral still holds many secrets. In 1888, a team excavating in search of an earlier Norman church made a discovery that has fascinated historians ever since. When workers broke through the stone floor of the eastern crypt, they found a long, thin stone coffin with a jumble of bones inside. Could these have belonged to Becket? The location was tantalizing: the coffin was unearthed right next to the spot where Becket’s corpse had rested before being moved to the main-floor shrine.


To find out whether the monks had saved Becket’s remains after all, cathedral officials turned the bones over to a local surgeon named W. Pugin Thornton. Thornton said that the bones were very old, though he could not say how old, and declared that they belonged to a male of roughly Becket’s age and height. He also said that the skull exhibited fractures indicating blows from a weapon—particularly on the left side, where the straight border of a gaping crack seemed consistent with a wound “caused by a heavy cutting instrument such as a two-handed sword.”


The bones stayed aboveground for only sixteen days, long enough that a boy with failing sight was taken to see them in the hopes that he would be healed. The boy’s father believed the bones to be Becket’s, but not everyone was convinced. Much of the dispute centered on the crown of the skull, which was intact despite the wounds on its side. For skeptics, the uninjured crown was critical: if, as was emphasized in medieval writings, the top of Becket’s skull had been severed during his murder, how could this skull have belonged to the saint?


While skeptics remained, over the years the consensus evolved. Thornton declared himself convinced that the bones had belonged to the saint, and a 1920 report—commissioned by the archbishop of Canterbury and gathering together all available evidence—agreed with the believers. By 1949 the public was convinced the body was Becket’s, and the church decided to erect a monument to mark the spot where the skeleton had been found. But first they decided to open the grave one last time to examine the bones, and it’s a good thing they did.


This time, the remains were given to anatomy professor Alexander Cave of St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, who showed just how far science had progressed since Thornton’s day. After two years of analysis, Cave revealed that the bones were warped as though they had been buried in soil for a long time, and displayed spade cuts that indicated a hasty exhumation. Neither of these revelations was consistent with the known treatment of Becket’s remains, but the most damning evidence came from the skull. By reexamining the shape of the fractures and noting the lack of damage to the bony tissue beneath, Cave concluded that nothing on the skull indicated it had suffered trauma before death. All of the skull’s cracks had been made through the process of natural decay and the pressure of earth on bone. Cave concluded that unless the accounts of Hugh of Horsea’s sword poking its way inside Becket’s skull were incorrect, there was no way the bones discovered in 1888 could have belonged to the saint.


Yet others insist Becket is still in the cathedral—somewhere. In 1997, an English biochemist and scholar named Cecil Humphery-Smith told the Times of London that his godfather, Canterbury canon Julian Bickersteth, had witnessed the exhumation of a body near the cathedral’s Chapels of St. Mary Magdalene and St. Nicholas in 1943. According to Humphery-Smith, the bones Bickersteth saw were of a tall man—Becket was known for his stature—and did not include the right hand, which some say was severed after Becket’s death. Humphery-Smith also claimed that fragments of Becket’s episcopal vesture and seal ring had also been visible.


Those who believe Bickersteth saw something special point out that he and canon John Shirley paid to renovate the two chapels in the 1950s. In fact, Shirley’s own ashes were later interred in St. Mary Magdalene’s chapel, where he had paid for the installation of a red perpetual lamp. Believers say its bloody color symbolizes the presence of a martyr, and burns not for him, but for Becket.
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BORN: NOVEMBER 21, 1694,


PARIS, FRANCE


DIED: MAY 30, 1778 (AGE 83),


PARIS, FRANCE


“Iam preparing myself philosophically enough for this great journey about which everyone speaks without knowledge of the facts. As one has not traveled before being born, one does not travel when one no longer exists.”


Voltaire wrote those words in a letter in April 1773, five years before he passed away. A hypochondriac, the Enlightenment author and philosopher was obsessed with the “great journey” of death long before the Grim Reaper came knocking on his door. And while he did not believe in any kind of afterlife, he was often worried about what might become of his remains. He knew that his acerbic writings had scandalized the Catholic Church many times over, and he knew what happened to Christians who died outside the fold. He’d been at the bedside of the famous French actress Adrienne Lecouvreur when she died in 1730 without time to renounce her (morally suspect) profession; her body had been thrown onto waste land on the banks of the Seine, an event that Voltaire recorded in a maudlin poem and frequently declared would be his own fate.


But as much as he wanted a decent burial, Voltaire also wanted to do the minimum necessary to get one. A man who spent his entire life defending reason and freedom, he was unlikely to spend his last days bending over backward for the Church. When he fell ill for what would be the final time, on a trip to Paris, he prepared a simple and moving “confession”: “I die worshipping God, loving my friends, not hating my enemies, and detesting superstition.”


That was not enough for the Church, which may have recognized itself in the “superstition” bit. Shortly afterward, Voltaire received a letter from a local priest offering confessorial services. Voltaire agreed to let him visit, but when the cleric arrived, the most he got out of Voltaire was a statement that the author would die in the religion in which he was born and that he hoped God and the Church would forgive his offenses. Voltaire said nothing about his faith, and nothing about renouncing his (many) sins. He also found a sneaky way to refuse communion, telling the priest, “I would remind you that I am constantly spitting blood. We really must avoid getting the Almighty’s blood mixed up with mine.”


It was the best the Church would get. When the priest and the local curate came to his bedside a few hours before the end, Voltaire muttered, “Let me die in peace,” and rolled over. It wasn’t the response they were hoping for. The local curate had already been threatening to deny Voltaire a Christian burial, but the chief of police and the minister for law and order didn’t want to take any chances about what might happen if the public’s beloved Voltaire was consigned to the trash, so three days before his death, they struck a compromise with his family.


The deal was this: the night after Voltaire died, his corpse would be dressed as if he were still alive, propped up in his star-spangled carriage, and driven to his country estate at Ferney, near the Swiss border. Whatever happened to the body there was up to his family, but at least Voltaire would be long gone before the Parisian public learned of his demise and could ask what had become of his remains.


Voltaire’s nephew, a lawyer and sometime-abbot named Alexandre Jean Mignot, had other ideas. Mignot doubted the authorities at Ferney would be any more interested in giving Voltaire a proper Christian burial than the authorities in Paris had been, and he also wondered how well his uncle’s corpse would fare on the long trip. He decided to take Voltaire to his run-down monastery in the Champagne region instead. Mignot figured it would probably be okay that his monastery was surrounded by marshland and that the chapel resembled a barn; at least it wasn’t the town dump.


With these preparations in place, Voltaire died, probably from prostate cancer. During the autopsy, an apothecary cut out his brain and carried it home in a jam jar, while Voltaire’s friend the Marquis de Villette claimed his heart. The brain, which the apothecary’s descendants offered to the nation several times (they were consistently refused), now rests in the administrator’s office at the Comédie-Française. The heart eventually made its way to Voltaire’s estate at Ferney, and is now kept at the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris.


After the autopsy, Mignot strapped Voltaire’s corpse inside the author’s coach and drove him through the night to the monastery. The two monks who lived there were somewhat surprised when their abbot arrived and explained who, or rather what, was in the carriage, but they did not refuse Voltaire burial. On June 2, the most sparkling wit of the French Enlightenment was laid to rest beneath the chapel floor. A few parishioners who listened to the Mass said they distinctly remembered the sound of croaking frogs.


But the problems Voltaire’s corpse presented were nothing compared to what the Church was about to suffer during the French Revolution, which was partly inspired by Voltaire’s writings. Eleven years after his death, the feudal structure that had ruled France for centuries started to crumble, and the clergy lost many of their privileges. During this period, the Marquis de Villette renamed himself Citizen Villette and threw himself into defending both revolutionary ideals and Voltaire’s memory.


Fearful about what might happen to the monastery where Voltaire rested—Church property was then being frequently seized and sold—Citizen Villette began agitating to bring his friend’s remains back to Paris. He wrote articles and attended meetings, but that wasn’t enough. In November 1790, during a performance of Voltaire’s Brutus at the Comédie-Française, he jumped onstage and delivered a passionate speech in which he declared that Voltaire, the “foremost champion of the people,” should be brought back to Paris, the city where he was born and died.


Villette wanted Voltaire’s remains enshrined in the Church of Sainte-Geneviève, which was then under construction. Since it had not yet been consecrated and served no parish, the revolutionary government decided it was the perfect place to build a kind of national cathedral for French secular heroes, complete with a crypt for their remains. The building was called the Panthéon, in one of the revolution’s many nods to ancient Rome, and the ceremonies to welcome the bones of the revolution’s heroes were inspired by the celebrations that once greeted the arrival of saintly relics.


Voltaire’s bones were the second set interred at the Panthéon, arriving shortly after those of the revolutionary politician Mirabeau. On July 11, 1791, a massive funeral procession honoring Voltaire took over Paris, as students, actors, musicians, and military men paraded through the streets holding paintings and statues of Voltaire, plus seventy volumes of his complete works. Voltaire’s skeleton was carried along inside a porphyry sarcophagus, decorated by a sculpture of the author on his deathbed. At the end of the parade, his remains were placed inside the Panthéon’s crypt.


Voltaire is still there, but in the nineteenth century, a rumor began spreading that royalist fanatics had stolen his bones and thrown them into a pit somewhere—just as Voltaire had always feared. The rumor also said that the remains of the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, buried nearby in the crypt, had suffered the same fate. In the years after the French Revolution, the Panthéon shifted from a secular temple to a church and then back again, depending on the whims of France’s rulers and the climate of the time. The changes encouraged the idea that something, at least, had happened to Voltaire’s tomb.


To put a stop to the rumors, officials opened the tombs in December 1897 and discovered the remains more or less intact. During their investigations, chemist and politician Marcellin Berthelot (himself later buried in the Panthéon) took Voltaire’s skull from the coffin and posed with it. Everyone agreed that the skull still resembled Voltaire, with the skin drawn thin over the cheekbones, and the mouth giving a final smirk to the universe.
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THE MUMMY OF ORLÉANS



Joan of Arc died on the same day of the year as Voltaire. After being burned at the stake in 1431, her executioners reburned her bones and dumped them into the Seine, just to make sure no one collected any relics. But that didn’t stop the public from inventing them. In 1867, a jar bearing the inscription “Remains found under the stake of Joan of Arc, virgin of Orléans” was discovered in the attic of a Paris pharmacy. The relics were officially recognized by the Church and put on display in a museum belonging to the Archdiocese of Tours. However, a 2007 analysis by a French forensic scientist found that the blackened bones predated Joan’s time: they were in fact a human rib and a cat femur, both from Egyptian mummies.


In the Middle Ages and beyond, mummies were a frequent ingredient in medicinal preparations, and it seems that some enterprising pharmacist decided to rebrand the tools of his trade as sacred remains. After all, his medicines could only cure the body; Joan’s relics might heal the soul.
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BORN: JANUARY 15, 1622,


PARIS, FRANCE


DIED: FEBRUARY 17, 1673 (AGE 51),


PARIS, FRANCE


As an actor and playwright, Molière’s job was to pretend. Real life got the better of him one February evening in Paris, however, when a coughing fit seized him during his performance as a hypochondriac in his own play The Imaginary Invalid. Eagle-eyed audience members might have noticed the strange coincidence: Molière, who had tuberculosis, was onstage playing the part of a man who only believed he was ill.


Molière died not long after stepping offstage that very night. Though his illness had been troubling him for some time, no one expected him to die quite so soon. There was no time for a priest to administer the last rites, or for Molière to renounce his profession. In those days, actors were not supposed to be buried in consecrated ground because of their lowly status, but most got around the rule by renouncing their livelihood just before they died. Molière didn’t have the chance, and he died as he lived, a man of the stage.


The story of what happened next reads like one of the playwright’s own farces. With nowhere sacred to bury her husband, Molière’s widow, Armande, appealed first to the archbishop of Paris, and then King Louis XIV, who referred the matter back to the archbishop. Just when Armande must have been wondering if she would have to bury her husband by the side of the road, the king told the archbishop that he should figure out some way to settle the matter quickly and quietly. The archbishop offered a compromise: a night burial in the Cemetery of St. Joseph, with only two priests, no advertisement, and no ceremony. (Some sources say the body was also supposed to be buried at a depth of twelve feet, since the clergy had decreed that consecrated ground went down only about eight feet.)


Armande accepted the compromise, but promptly ignored it. At least four priests showed up at her husband’s funeral, as well as waves of friends and fans carrying lighted torches. In fact, so many people came that the crowd grew rowdy, and Armande scattered coins to bribe the group into keeping quiet. But despite the number of people who attended, no one is exactly sure where Molière was buried. Some say he was given pride of place “at the foot of the cross,” while others record that he was interred in a corner of the cemetery reserved for stillborns and suicides.


The grave’s location didn’t become an issue until more than a century later during the French Revolution, when Molière’s corpse was transformed from a liability into an asset. The revolutionaries were looking for secular heroes, and Molière, who had frequently lampooned the Church and the bourgeoisie, fit the bill perfectly. In fact, when a neighborhood of Paris decided to name itself La Section de Molière et de La Fontaine (after Molière and poet Jean de La Fontaine), the government decreed that it should have their remains as well as their names. Unfortunately, when the neighborhood’s commissioners went to the Cemetery of St. Joseph, no one could tell them exactly where to dig. The men weren’t too concerned; they unearthed two anonymous skeletons and called it a day—despite the fact that La Fontaine, at least, was buried in an entirely different cemetery.


Perhaps because of their lack of pedigree, the bones then spent seven years in the basement of St. Joseph’s Church, and then only about a year in their eponymous neighborhood, where they languished in an attic. Afterward, they briefly joined the remains of Descartes (see here) and other eminent Frenchmen in the jardin élysée (Garden of Elysium) in Paris’s Museum of French Monuments, which flourished during the revolutionary period.


In 1817 the supposed bones of Molière went on to their next big act—as a publicity gimmick. Nicolas Frochot, a favorite of Napoleon’s and the creator of the Père-Lachaise Cemetery, at first had a tough time convincing Parisians to bury their dead in his cemetery at the city’s eastern edge. Like the promoters of today, he soon decided that the key to success was to find celebrities to demonstrate his product. He first got his hands on Henri III’s queen, Louise de Lorraine, whose crypt had been used as a latrine during the revolution. When that didn’t draw quite enough visitors (perhaps it was the smell?), Frochot bought the bodies of Molière, Fontaine, and the medieval lovers Héloïse and Abelard, burying them all in his new cemetery.


Frochot’s strategy worked, and not long afterward bourgeois Parisians clamored to purchase a plot in Père-Lachaise. Burials soon numbered in the thousands, and today the cemetery claims close to a million permanent residents, plus twice as many (living) visitors each year. The association with celebrities has continued, and the cemetery is now home to some of the most famous graves in the world, including those of Chopin, Sarah Bernhardt, Oscar Wilde, and Jim Morrison. It doesn’t seem to matter that the bones labeled “Molière” are only acting, while the real Molière, long since finished with his role on the world’s stage, is probably somewhere in the Paris catacombs.
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We preserve our life with the death of others.


—LEONARDO DA VINCI (1452–1519)


The dead have long been used to heal the living. In ancient Rome, spectators drank the blood of slain gladiators to absorb their bravery and strength, while in the Middle Ages, corpses became ingredients in medicine (powdered skull was thought to cure headaches, while human fat was used to treat wounds). More recently, cadavers have been key to the study of anatomy, with unfortunate consequences for at least one famous corpse, that of the author Laurence Sterne. Today we use cadavers for organ transplants, but those too have their dark side, as the family of broadcaster Alistair Cooke found out. And while the quest to understand genius has evolved from the phrenology of Haydn’s day to the neuroscience used to examine Einstein’s brain, it often seems the answers haven’t gotten much clearer.
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BORN: NOVEMBER 24, 1713,


CLONMEL, IRELAND


DIED: MARCH 18, 1768 (AGE 54),


LONDON, ENGLAND


It was a fitting fate for a man who nicknamed himself “Yorick.”


Laurence Sterne was a rural parson who published mostly sermons until his forty-seventh year, when The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman made him an instant literary celebrity. The reading public loved the book’s bawdy humor and wild experimentation, though the critic Samuel Johnson famously dismissed the work, saying “Nothing odd will do long.” Modern critics have disagreed.


“Shandy” is Yorkshire slang for “crooked,” and Sterne himself had a rather shandy afterlife. His death was ordinary enough: after suffering from tuberculosis for most of his life, he died of pleurisy (an inflammation of the lining around the lungs) in his lodgings on Old Bond Street, not far from where Oliver Cromwell’s head would be exhibited a few decades later (see here).


Like many modern stars, Sterne lived beyond his means. His celebrity lifestyle left him with debts that amounted to more than twice his assets, and as a result, his funeral was a simple one. He was buried at St. George’s Church in Hanover Square four days after his demise, with only a handful of mourners in attendance. No funeral bells tolled, perhaps to save money—or perhaps to avoid announcing the burial to a more sinister quarter.


In the late eighteenth century, London was in terror of the “Resurrection Men,” thieves who prowled cemeteries late at night in search of freshly dead bodies for medical schools. The rapidly expanding population of England during the Industrial Revolution had led to a growing need for doctors, but the number of corpses of executed criminals the crown provided could not keep up with the demand for cadavers to study. As a result, corpses became valuable commodities, and even though digging up graves was illegal, the Resurrection Men were protected by a chain of collusion that often extended from undertakers all the way to celebrated surgeons.


Laurence Sterne was their most famous victim. One night shortly after his burial, Resurrection Men dug up Sterne’s corpse and sold it to an anatomy professor at Cambridge, Sterne’s alma mater. The body snatchers likely didn’t know or care who they’d dug up, but once the corpse found its way onto the dissection table in Cambridge, someone recognized Sterne—and promptly fainted. Sources for the tale, which include eighteenth-century newspaper accounts and diaries, disagree about whether the dissection continued, but the body is supposed to have eventually ended up back at St. George’s, more or less in one piece.


Like so many cemeteries, St. George’s Church did not stay a burial ground forever. It was closed to new burials in 1852, and in 1914 the land was turned into a private garden, with the tombstones arranged along the garden’s perimeter. (Fortunately, Sterne’s grave was in a western part of the cemetery that remained undisturbed.) During World Wars I and II, much of the land was transformed into allotments for growing food, with four feet of topsoil added so that Londoners did not unearth bones alongside their carrots. In the 1920s, some parts of the former cemetery were used for archery, tennis, and netball grounds, and in 1964 (after an act of Parliament deconsecrated the ground) the land was sold to the Utopian Housing Society for £950,000.


In order to clear out the buried bones before building their condominiums, the society bought newspaper advertisements asking next of kin to claim the cemetery’s remains. No one with Sterne’s blood stepped forward, but one of his greatest twentieth-century admirers did.


Kenneth Monkman was a BBC radio journalist and devoted Sterne scholar who had recently taken on the task of rescuing the then-crumbling Shandy Hall, Sterne’s former home in Coxwold, North Yorkshire. After hearing about the sale of St. George’s, Monkman was determined to rescue Sterne’s body. He managed to convince the Utopian Housing Society that any remains found in Sterne’s grave should be turned over to the recently founded Laurence Sterne Trust for reburial in the church where Sterne had been parson. Of course, no one was exactly sure what would be found in the grave after all this time, and after the nasty business with the Resurrection Men. To confuse matters further, Sterne’s headstone said the body lay “near” the grave, whatever that meant.


Early in the morning of June 4, 1969, Monkman and an official from the housing society gathered to watch the excavation of Sterne’s plot at St. George’s. It didn’t take long before bones began appearing in the soil. Only one appeared relatively intact—a femur from a person said to be about Sterne’s height. Five skulls were also found in the ground, and one displayed a rather intriguing disfigurement: the top had been sawn off. Such sawing was a common practice in anatomical dissections, and since it was rare for these purloined skeletons to be reinterred, the discovery got the party excited.


Monkman quickly went home to get one of his most prized possessions: a bust said to be the most accurate representation made of Sterne during his life. A surgeon was summoned, and after comparing the sawn-off skull with the bust, he found that the measurements of the two corresponded almost exactly. The other skulls in the ground were far too large to match the bust; it seems “Yorick” had an unusually tiny noggin.


The remains were reinterred at St. Michael’s Church, Coxwold, the following Sunday. The Times of London noted that it was “200 years too late for flowers,” but that donations could go to restoring Shandy Hall. Monkman devoted much of the rest of his life to renovating the hall, which is now a museum housing a collection of Sterne books, paintings, and memorabilia. When Monkman died in 1998, he was buried at the foot of Sterne’s own grave.
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BORN: JANUARY 29, 1688,


STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN


DIED: MARCH 29, 1772 (AGE 84),


LONDON, ENGLAND


Swedish genius Emanuel Swedenborg spent the first half of his life obsessed with science. He wrote pioneering treatises on physics, astronomy, engineering, chemistry, and physiology, displaying a remarkably intuitive grasp of the structure of the brain, atoms, and particles, and setting out ideas that took others decades—if not centuries—to confirm. He was also active in the Swedish mining industry, as well as in political and financial circles. He spoke nine languages, and to relax, taught himself skills like clock-making.


But in the middle of his fifties, everything changed. Swedenborg began having disturbing, anxious dreams, which culminated in the onset of spiritual visions. During the Easter weekend of 1744, he experienced a vision of Jesus Christ, and the following year, the Lord himself began visiting Swedenborg. From then on, Swedenborg fell into trances that lasted for days, from which he would emerge to share the “inner” or “spiritual” meaning of Scriptures, as transmitted to him by God. Anticipating the New Age movement by more than two hundred years, Swedenborg proclaimed that God is love, and that everything springs from the same divine source. Though he never intended to found a new sect, his followers have come to be known as members of the “New Church,” and today there are as many as thirty thousand of them worldwide. Johnny Appleseed, so beloved of American schoolteachers, was a Swedenborgian missionary.


Swedenborg finally joined his God for good at the age of eighty-four while on a visit to London. He’d left no instructions about the care of his remains, but friends decided that the most appropriate place to bury him was at the small Swedish church that his father, a Lutheran bishop, had founded in London’s East End. The scientist-turned-seer was laid to rest inside a lead coffin in a vault beneath the church altar. There he was relatively safe from the Resurrection Men, but not from another scourge that would soon spread across the land—the phrenologists.
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