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INTRODUCTION

You are going to die.

It’s true and it’s something that everyone has to come to terms with eventually. You will die, and no matter what afterlife or lack thereof you think you are headed for, the body you left behind suddenly needs to be disposed of as quickly as possible.

If you managed to come to terms with your mortality at some point, you might have left behind a will outlining what you would like to happen to your corpse. And if you are like the large majority of people in the world, you will have selected something really boring, like a standard church burial or cremation with your ashes being spread somewhere pretty. But what you might not know is that there are dozens of other options out there; everything from the environmentally friendly to the creepy to the downright illegal. Why not start some crazy new traditions or borrow some of the crazier ones from other cultures? You want some leather pants made out of a friend? No problem. “I’m Too Sexy” by Right Said Fred might not seem like your typical mourning song, but it is a lot more popular than you’d think, so go ahead and request that a DJ spin it as your coffin is lowered into the grave. You always wanted to go into space? Don’t let the tiny inconvenience of being dead stop you. After all, there are 7 billion people on the planet right now and every single one of them will need a funeral one day. Let’s make them awesome!

Funerals to Die For takes a look at more than 100 of the weird, creepy, and slightly gross ways that people have dealt with death for thousands of years. So settle in—maybe not right before or after a meal just to be safe—and let’s put the fun back in funeral! Enjoy!





CHAPTER 1

THE HILARIOUS HISTORY OF INHUMATION

While you would think burying your dead would be pretty self-explanatory (dig a hole and then cry over it for a bit), history proves that there is no limit to the human imagination, especially when it comes to getting rid of dead bodies. Ever since humanity came up with the idea of mourning their dead they have been trying to perfect the process, and stumbling on some pretty bizarre rituals along the way. While some of the things that started out as crazy and slightly gross ways of dealing with corpses have now become commonplace, like cremation, other fads, like taking formal portraits of dead people, are hopefully best left to history. And while eating your relatives out of love may seem weird, do you really think what goes into embalming a corpse is any less gross? (The answer is no, not really.)

THE FIRST BURIALS

Ritual burial practices tell archaeologists a lot about humanity. In fact, burying people in symbolic ways, as opposed to just dumping the body because it smells bad, is considered by most paleoanthropologists to be directly tied to many other important developments in human behavior. As Homo sapiens began to develop language and religious beliefs they also started coming up with ideas about death and the afterlife, at which point we get well thought-out graves.

Humans are not the only animals to have some sort of burial practice, but we are by far the most complex about it. While elephants may return to their elephant graveyards to die, it can be argued that humans started becoming human the first time they added items to a grave for no other reason than so the corpse, or at least their spirit, would still have access to those things. While there is evidence that some prehuman prodigies may have started adding a flint knife or two to graves as many as 320,000 years ago, it was only about 100,000 years ago that ritual burial really took off. Once humans developed language they could explain their ideas about life and death to others, and one tribe could then explain those beliefs to other people as well. Soon humans were all digging graves and adding burial items in the hopes that the spirit of the dead would be happy in the afterlife. Suddenly people had a connection to their dead; they were no longer just bodies, but something to be respected with funeral rites.

Still it took a long time until every culture had a set religion and the burial rituals to go with them. By about 12,000 years ago every culture had their own special way of disposing of their dead, but these techniques changed drastically over the next twelve millennia and continue to change significantly today. Emerging technologies allow us to dispose of bodies in ways our ancestors could not possibly have dreamed of. In fact, it was only about 100 years ago that cremation became acceptable in the Western world, and today, the funeral business is a billion-dollar-a-year industry. While people may have huge differences in what we do and don’t believe, one thing unites us all as humans: When those corpses show up we are going to dispose of them based on 100,000 years of increasingly complex rituals. Simple right? Read and be amazed my friends, read on.




HE IS ONE OF THOSE PEOPLE WHO WOULD BE ENORMOUSLY IMPROVED BY DEATH.
H. H. MUNRO (SAKI), AUTHOR (DIED 1916)

NOT-SO-FINAL RESTING PLACES

For as long as people have been burying their dead, there have been other people coming along and digging them right back up. While some stole the bodies themselves, most were after the sweet loot buried with the deceased. Almost every Egyptian king’s pyramid or tomb was robbed numerous times within decades of their death in order to get at all the treasure held within. The graves of Chinese aristocrats were robbed so often that for centuries archaeologists thought the jade burial suits ancient chroniclers went on about were just a legend.

One of the strangest grave robbing sprees occurred over a three-year period during the 1860s in Salt Lake City, Utah. While you can probably at least understand why people in need of some extra dough or some slightly weird professional criminals would dig up graves in order to find valuables to resell, Jean Baptiste—a local gravedigger—did it for the love of fashion. And also because he was pretty bonkers.

Baptiste’s crimes might never have been discovered, but in 1862 a police officer shot and killed three criminals. The families of two of the men took care of their relatives’ burials, but the third body went unclaimed. A charitable local offered to pay for appropriate burial attire for the man and the criminal was interred in the Salt Lake City cemetery. A few months later his brother heard what happened and asked the body be dug up and moved to a different cemetery. Everyone involved was shocked when they opened the coffin and the corpse was completely naked. Not even a bowtie or a sombrero.

Having no idea where to start looking for the culprit, the cemetery’s owner recommended the police ask John Baptiste if he had seen anyone weird hanging around. When the cops showed up at John’s house he wasn’t home, but his wife let them in. Described later as a “simple-minded woman” it obviously didn’t seem weird to her that there were boxes all over the house filled with “flesh soiled” clothes, but the police noticed immediately. The well-attired Baptiste was arrested and accused of robbing more than 300 corpses of their dignity.

Brigham Young, then the head of the Mormon Church and Governor of the Utah Territory, didn’t want to make a big deal out of the embarrassing crime, so he reassured his followers that if they reburied all the clothes in one large grave, then all of their relatives would be raised up at the end times fully clothed—not with their junk hanging out for Jesus to point and laugh at. This saved him from having to dig up the entire cemetery looking for naked corpses, although asking for volunteers to help probably would have weeded out some sickos pretty quickly. Young also made sure the local newspapers downplayed the incident, and convinced everyone that Baptiste should be banished, not executed. As punishment, history’s most fashionable grave robber was sent to an inhospitable island in the middle of a lake, but not before he got some pretty unfashionable new ink. As part of his punishment, the words “Branded for Robbing the Dead” were tattooed across his forehead. It would have taken some really Lady Gaga–esque outfits to distract people from that face tattoo—or at least a crowd of inmates from a maximum security jail.

CITY OF THE DEAD

If you ever find yourself in one of the more war-torn parts of Russia, there is a chance that you will end up on a three-hour bus ride, then hiking for miles, and finally arriving in a town of tiny houses full of dead people. Needless to say, Russian vodka is a hell of a beverage, and the more you drink, the more likely the chance of this field trip becomes.

The “town” of Dargavs is really a necropolis (literally “city of the dead”) in North Ossetia, and its couple dozen houses that look like they came out of a fairy tale were only ever used to house the dead, or at least people who were going to be heading that way very soon. Adding to the surreal creepiness of this isolated area is the surrounding mountain terrain that is virtually desolate and gives the area a very claustrophobic atmosphere. To make things even weirder, many of the dead are laid out in wooden boats, an odd touch, since there are no navigable rivers in the area. Apparently the locals believed the dead had to cross a river to get to the afterlife, so they helped them out.


The “town” of Dargavs is really a necropolis (literally “city of the dead”) in North Ossetia, and its houses that look like they came out of a fairy tale were only ever used to house the dead, or at least people who were going to be heading that way very soon.



The ninety-five “houses” with their white brick walls and peaked roofs look like they should be home to Snow White’s dwarves. The only slightly eerie thing about them is the fact that they all have only one tiny window. If your hindbrain isn’t screaming at you by now to leave and find the nearest bar, you might be tempted to look inside. You’ll see almost nothing, except a couple of skeletons and the last shred of your sanity.

Starting in the 1600s, plague ravaged the area. By the 1800s, the population of the local area was down to 16,000 from a high of 200,000. While the mountain ridge had been a local cemetery since the 1400s, once the plague hit, building the structures there became a necessity. In some cases people who had lost all their family to the disease and had no one left to bury them when they died would enter one of the houses and wait for the inevitable. Others went as soon as they knew they were ill in order to isolate themselves from the rest of the population. Kind locals would push bread through the tiny windows and if the sick survived the plague they would return home. As the buildings became a more common sight on the mountain, families would build their own house-tomb for relatives who had already passed away.

Walking through a literal ghost town covered in fog is a pretty creepy experience, and local lore says that anyone who goes to the city will not come out alive. Presumably this does not include the people who go there to inter their loved ones, or one funeral could wipe out an entire family—if the plague didn’t get to them first.




I’M TRYING TO DIE CORRECTLY, BUT IT’S VERY DIFFICULT, YOU KNOW.
LAWRENCE DURRELL, AUTHOR (DIED 1990)

CATACOMBS

In the Middle Ages, Paris became a very popular place to live. Unfortunately for those people who liked to keep their days dead body free, French logic dictated it was therefore also a popular place to die. As urban sprawl built up right next to churches they lost the ability to expand their cemeteries, but people still wanted to be buried there, room be damned, because even after death no one wanted to have to leave the beautiful city for the suburbs. Soon even the city’s largest cemetery was overcrowded with human remains. Water supplies were tainted, and the smell was unbearable. There was simply not enough room for the dead to keep on taking up space next to the living.

Fortunately, someone pointed out that Paris already had tunnels under much of the city, left over from mining attempts centuries before. From 1786 to 1788 the people of the City of Lights exhumed virtually all of their dead and stored them in the newly consecrated catacombs. Because Parisians abhor plain décor, soon the bones were being arranged to make walls 10 feet tall, lining much of the tunnels. There was plenty of building material, as the remains of an estimated 6 million people are stored down there. Almost immediately the catacombs became a popular tourist attraction, and at least one person is supposed to have gotten lost and died down there in 1793. During World War II both the French Resistance and the Nazis used the tunnels for war work (imagine the videogame Doom in real life). While still popular today, the tunnels did prevent almost any tall buildings from being built in Paris, since a large enough foundation would have destroyed parts of them.


… soon the bones were being arranged to make walls 10 feet tall, lining much of the tunnels.



While there is something about walls of anonymous bones that does make you feel completely insignificant, the Capuchin Catacombs of Palermo definitely one-up Paris on the creepiness factor. In the 1500s a monastery in the Italian city ran out of room in their own cemetery and dug out a crypt below it. Using some very original techniques, they dried out the bodies of dead monks naturally in the catacombs and put them on display in their best clothing. Soon wealthy people in the area decided this sounded a lot more fun than just being put in the ground to rot—after all, what good were expensive burial clothes if no one was able to see them? In exchange for donations the monks started letting other people be laid to rest under their monastery, even decking the bodies out in new fashions as the styles changed.

Families were invited to come visit their relatives as long as they kept up the payments. If the money stopped flowing in, the monks would move the body from its shelf and put it in a more out of the way place. Eventually there were so many dead that the monks organized them into different areas, with wings of the catacombs dedicated only to women, children, and virgins, among others. While interments stopped in the 1920s, you can still visit the dead. Most of them are laid out on shelves lining the walls, but some better-preserved ones are hung from hooks, and a few families even had their relative placed in a pose for all eternity.

THE TERRACOTTA ARMY

In 221 B.C., Qin Shi Huang became the first emperor of a united China at the tender age of thirteen. While most prepubescent boys today would be thinking about the girl they have a crush on and how to convince their parents to buy them the latest video game system, Qin knew what was really important in life: death. Or more importantly, how he would be remembered after death. That’s why almost immediately upon taking the throne he ordered that construction begin on his seriously gargantuan tomb, one that inspires awe to this day.

Eventually Qin would grow from a boy to a king worthy of such a grand tomb. He picked the spot for his burial because the land in the area was full of gold and jade mines, items he deemed worthy of his awesomeness. Despite having 700,000 men work on his tomb for the rest of his life, as Qin got older he started freaking out about the prospect of actually inhabiting it one day and tried to force the greatest minds in his kingdom to find the secret to the elixir of life. While it would have been impressive if they had actually succeeded, it would have been a shame for one of the greatest tombs in history to go to waste. And in fact, the tomb didn’t stay empty for long; Qin was only forty-nine when he was entombed in his great mausoleum.

So just what sort of place was he going to spend the rest of eternity in? First of all, it was more than 12,000 square feet. Dozens of rooms were set aside to hold some of the greatest treasures the world had ever seen. A garden was constructed, with the leaves of trees made from solid jade. The dome of the tomb was studded with pearls inlaid in precious blue stones to look like stars in the night sky. A “river” was made of mercury, which means that if anyone in the tomb wasn’t already dead, they would be almost immediately. But the most famous part of Qin’s tomb was the 8,000 terracotta soldiers crafted to stand guard outside. Every single figure is unique, with its own hairstyle and facial expression. Each soldier has a rank, and some have horses.

While much of the tomb has been excavated since its rediscovery in the 1970s, archaeologists haven’t even tried to get near the burial chamber, mostly because they assume whatever they find in there will be so valuable it will be almost impossible to guard. With riches like that it is no wonder Qin was so afraid to leave them behind. What’s Chinese for “you can’t take it with you”?




THEY SAY SUCH NICE THINGS ABOUT PEOPLE AT THEIR FUNERALS THAT IT MAKES ME SAD TO REALIZE THAT I’M GOING TO MISS MINE BY JUST A FEW DAYS.
GARRISON KEILLOR, AUTHOR AND RADIO PERSONALITY

DRINKS ARE ON THE DEAD GUY

Funerals may be times for mourning, but the people hosting are still expected to feed those attending. Just because the guy in the coffin won’t be eating anymore doesn’t mean everyone else doesn’t want some finger food and alcohol to take the edge off the whole event. This, combined with the fact that most people don’t know every friend of their deceased relative on sight, means that complete strangers with absolutely no shame have managed to get a good meal off bereaved families for centuries.

These funeral crashers are called placebos. (And yes, our modern-
day usage of placebo comes from these people, who would “deceive to please,” just like fake pills do.) In the Catholic prayer cycle the Office of the Dead, the first thing the congregation sings is placebo Domino in regione vivorum (“I will please the Lord in the land of the living”). Eventually the people who attended and sang the rite became known as “placebo singers” after the first word of the prayer. Strangers doing this just to get the free meal were apparently commonplace by the 1300s, since Chaucer includes a reference to them in The Canterbury Tales, but the practice continues to this day. Since most funerals are ostensibly public events and are even announced in papers or church bulletins, nothing stops people from showing up. And even if the family is concerned about gatecrashers, they obviously have more on their minds at the time than making sure everyone who grabs a vol-au-vent actually spoke to the deceased at least once during his or her lifetime.

The Polish author Witold Gombrowicz lived in poverty in Argentina and is reported to have used funerals as free buffets during the 1950s and ’60s. In 2007, the English television presenter Victoria Coren heard about a group attending funerals for the free booze and set out to catch them. She placed a fake obituary for the nonexistent Sir William Ormerod in the papers, making sure to point out it was “followed by a drinks reception.” The freeloaders contacted her looking for tickets to attend the service, insisting they knew the figment of her imagination and he really would have wanted them to get plastered on his dime one last time.

The most notorious placebo in recent years was an artist named Reese Tong from New Zealand. Funeral directors there nicknamed him the “Grim Eater” due to his penchant for showing up at as many as four memorial services a week in order to score free food. Not content with just partaking while he was there, he also brought Tupperware containers in a backpack and when the hosts weren’t looking packed up leftovers. It didn’t take long for the people in charge to realize that this man couldn’t possibly know all of these dead people. They pulled him aside and told him to stay away. When that didn’t work they started warning others about him and eventually his photo and MO was sent to all funeral homes in the area. To be fair, he did at least put in some effort, always arriving nicely dressed and paying his respects with the rest of the mourners. At least he gets an A for effort.

UNDEAD BURIAL PRECAUTIONS

In the Middle Ages, Europe had a problem. Sure sanitation was nonexistent, there was the whole Black Death thing, the mortality rate wasn’t great, and medicine was rudimentary to say the least, but the real problem was the increasing number of vampires. People just would not stop rising from the dead. At least that’s what a friend of a friend said, and if you can’t trust the secondhand word of a person you’ve never met, who can you trust?

It was never the nice, hardworking people that seemed to reanimate either, so when undesirables (strangers, murderers, single women, etc.) died suddenly or mysteriously their bodies were often prepared in a way that kept them from coming back as vampires or zombies and killing people. Every area had its own original twist on the burial ritual, adding a bit of ethnic flair to vampire prevention. It’s like local cuisine; what might seem like a perfectly lovely way of mutilating a dead body in France would go over about as well as frog legs in Russia.

Possibly the earliest attempts to keep the dead from rising up occurred in Ireland around A.D. 700, which is impressive, since it would be hundreds of years before anyone even coined the word “vampire” and hundreds more before Stephenie Meyer ruined them forever by making them sparkly. Archaeologists recently uncovered two skeletons buried separately, both of whom had large stones in their mouth. And these weren’t stones that might have settled there over the last 1,300 years; this was a deliberate attempt to keep the dead in the ground. The stones were wedged in violently, with one almost dislocating the man’s jaw. Still, it probably hurt less than a trip to the orthodontist. The large-stone-in-mouth technique must have worked to keep those guys in the ground, because it had some serious staying power. A different archaeological team found a skeleton from the 1500s with a brick shoved in its mouth in Italy, so undead technology obviously hadn’t moved on much in 700 years or 1,000 miles.

Of course the most famous way of keeping a vampire down is a stake through the heart, and that did happen in real life, not just bad gothic novels. In 2012, two new corpses were added to the list of about a hundred already discovered in Bulgaria with wooden or metal rods driven through their bodies. Bulgarians were obviously desperately in need of some introductory courses on how to put rocks in mouths.

But before you laugh at those crazy medieval people and their tiny brains, the same techniques were still being used in parts of America up until the early twentieth century. Suicides were sometimes famously buried at a crossroads or with a stake in the grave to keep the restless soul from returning. But the most famous vampire event took place in New England during the 1890s. In quick succession a mother named Mary and her daughters Mary Olive and Mercy Brown died of tuberculosis. The family was sad, but then that sort of thing happened a lot. But when their son/brother got sick the neighbors jumped to the obvious conclusion that one of the deceased was a vampire and was making the poor boy ill. A mob exhumed all the bodies. While the Marys had started decomposing, Mercy still looked pretty good for a dead person. She had also shifted position, from her back to her side. Obviously, this meant that she was one of the walking dead, and not just that the gravediggers had jostled her coffin. Since she was clearly a vampire, her father cut out her heart, sliced it open, then burned it, mixed the ashes with water, and made his family members drink it so they would not get sick themselves. While it was probably less effective, this concoction almost certainly tasted better than liquid cold medicine. Historians believe that similar heart burnings were not uncommon in New England over a 150-year period in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Those medieval Bulgarians are looking pretty damn advanced now, aren’t they?




ACCORDING TO MOST STUDIES, PEOPLE’S NUMBER ONE FEAR IS PUBLIC SPEAKING. NUMBER TWO IS DEATH… . THIS MEANS TO THE AVERAGE PERSON, IF YOU GO TO A FUNERAL, YOU’RE BETTER OFF IN THE CASKET THAN DOING THE EULOGY.
JERRY SEINFELD, COMEDIAN

BURN, BABY, BURN

Depending on where you live, burning bodies after death is either an ancient practice or a modern controversy. Either way, it is both one hell of a goodbye barbeque and a great way to ensure that the discount hospital your cheap family took you to diagnosed the whole “dead” thing correctly.

The number of cremations still varies widely from country to country, with 99 percent of all Japanese people choosing immolation after death while less than 10 percent of people in Poland do. The numbers make sense when you realize that cremation has a long history in the Eastern world, while in much of the Western world it was considered antireligious, heathen, and suspect until a criminal playing dress up on the run brought cremation to the forefront of European and American society. Doctor William Price brought the discussion to a head in 1884, because if anyone knew how to make calm, rational decisions about death, it was the Victorians.

Since 1968, cremations have outnumbered burials in the United Kingdom. But less than 100 years before, people didn’t even know if burning a dead body was legal. Cremations had occurred in the UK before that year, but few had been widely publicized because Hallmark had yet to stock “We’re Having a Cremation!” invitations. A crematorium was built in London in 1879, but public controversy prevented it from burning anything but a single horse for the next six years. Cremation societies were formed (because rich people in the 1800s were really, really bored) and tried to convince the country of the benefits of the practice, including the fact that gentile Victorian women would not suffer the indignity of their corpses being invaded by maggots and worms, something everyone agreed was seriously unladylike. But public opinion was against them. The mortuary profession in general made sure that cremation wasn’t an acceptable option, and, knowing it would reduce their business, embalmers and casket makers embarked on a propaganda campaign of their own, probably using now-
outdated slogans like “Don’t be a Flamer.”

Then along came the crazy Welshman. Dr. Price was a medical doctor by trade who believed in some of the most controversial political ideas of the day, including socialism, vegetarianism, free love, and expanding the right to vote to everyone (except women, obviously, because that would be insane). After fleeing Great Britain to avoid arrest he decided he would return to liberate the Welsh from their English rulers. The most logical way to do this, he felt, was to become a self-appointed Druid priest, complete with his own creative take on the “traditional” attire, including a fox fur hat, all green clothing, and a long beard. After all, nothing says “Please take me seriously” like dressing up as Santa Claus on laundry day. At the age of eighty-one Price fathered a child and named him Jesus Christ, proving celebrities have always given their kids weird names. Sadly, the boy died only five months later, and the doctor announced his intention to burn his son’s body on a pyre.

The police were alerted when Dr. Price started cremating his son, and he was arrested and brought to trial. The judge ruled that while cremation was not socially acceptable, there was no actual law making it illegal, meaning you just probably wouldn’t be invited to the best parties anymore if people found out. Under English common law this decision effectively legalized the practice. Price cremated his son, and slowly but surely others followed suit. While many Christian leaders raised objections in the UK and America, saying that there needed to be a complete body for Jesus to resurrect at the end times, others were more open-minded. Numerous bishops shut down the detractors by pointing out that surely a God that could raise bodies that had long ago turned to dust could raise ones more recently turned to ash, to which Dr. Price, if he had any sense of comedic irony, should have responded, “Ooooo, burn.”

INTERIOR DECORATING FOR THE CREEPY

There are two things college students do when they visit the Czech Republic while backpacking through Europe trying to “find themselves.” One is hitting up Prague’s amazing club scene and drinking some mind-bending absinthe, the other is visiting a tiny, out-of-the-way Catholic chapel. And if the tourists have the absinthe right before visiting the chapel, they may “find themselves” being confined to a mental institution when they start telling people about seeing skeletons climb the walls while they were there. Because, although on the outside the Sedlec Ossuary just looks like your average small church surrounded by a large cemetery, on the inside it is one of the most macabre buildings in the world.

It all started in 1278 when a monk came back from Jerusalem with a tiny sack full of dirt. He claimed it was from the hill where Jesus was crucified and proceeded to sprinkle it among the monastery’s small cemetery, imbuing it with holy goodness. Overnight that bit of land became the most popular place to be buried in all of Central Europe. Thousands of families who would have buried their devout relatives in the Holy Land if it wasn’t for that whole traveling-hundreds-of-miles-with-a-dead-body thing decided being buried in a place where some dust allegedly from a hill where Jesus might have stood more than 1,000 years ago was just as impressive. The cemetery was already starting to run out of room when the Black Death hit Europe. Suddenly bodies had to be buried half a dozen deep in order to fit everyone, resulting in a disturbing underground corpse orgy. Some of the oldest bodies were just dug up and replaced with newer ones, because once you are dead you can’t really complain.

Once limbs started just poking out of the ground randomly the monks realized they had to do something about the room problem. They assigned one of their members to dig up even more of the graves and deposit the bones in the newly constructed ossuary. One would hope that the removal of so many bodies would be treated with respect but considering the monk selected for this job was half blind the remains were probably not removed with archaeological precision. In fact, the brother just threw all the bones into giant piles that reached to the ceiling.


Using bones from more than 40,000 skeletons [František Rint] formed garlands of skulls, a giant coat of arms, even a chandelier made from at least one of every bone in the human body.



In 1870 a wealthy family finally decided that something a little more respectful needed to be done with the remains. They hired a woodcarver named František Rint to arrange the bones in some sort of order. It turned out his version of “respectful” was pretty disturbing: Using bones from more than 40,000 skeletons he formed garlands of skulls, a giant coat of arms, even a chandelier made from at least one of every bone in the human body. While the result is one of the most surreal things you will ever see, with skulls staring at you from every angle, there is genuine artistry in the work. Rint obviously paid attention to the size and shape of not just the different types of bones, but each one’s individual characteristics. For example, when making a bird in the coat of arms he used the hand of someone who suffered from severe arthritis, fusing many of the bones together. It sounds kind of beautiful until you remember it isn’t actually a building material, it’s some poor dead person’s hand! Still, one historian referred to Rint as the “Michelangelo of bone art,” so sorry, in case you were wondering, that nickname is already taken. It took Rint ten years to create his gothic masterpiece but he was so proud of the end result that he signed it—in bones, obviously. He was paid handsomely for his work. These days the tiny church is the most popular tourist attraction in the Czech Republic, drawing more than 200,000 slightly weird visitors a year.

POSTMORTEM PHOTOGRAPHY

Saying the Victorians were obsessed with death is a bit like saying nerds like Star Wars. Their mourning rituals became almost as complex, expensive, and socially important as weddings—in some cases, even more so. Fortunately for these death-obsessed Goth wannabes, emerging technology meant they never had to go more than a few minutes without looking at a dead body.

For the middle classes, having a portrait painted of a loved one was prohibitively expensive, but as photography became more common it was much easier just to sit a few minutes for a picture rather than many hours for a painting. Photographs still weren’t cheap though, and for many families the cost didn’t seem like it was worth it, at least not until someone died. That’s when they suddenly realized they would like to have an image to remember their relative by, money be damned. These days we would resign ourselves to the fact that it was too late, that photographing someone in their coffin is slightly creepy. The Victorians decided it was not only appropriate but beautiful—and hell, who even needs the coffin?

With this mindset photographing the dead became one of the biggest cultural fads of the century. In fact, over a sixty-year period starting around 1840, far more pictures were taken of the deceased than the living. And while Queen Victoria may have immortalized her beloved Albert in a marble bust that she included in most family portraits after his death, her less well-off subjects were forced to pose with the dead bodies themselves. While in many cases the dead were posed to look as if they were still alive, with their eyes propped open, or reclining as if they were sleeping, you can usually tell who the late family member is. At the time, sitting for a picture meant staying absolutely still for ten or fifteen minutes, similar to being in an MRI machine today. Any movement would render the final image blurry. The dead were, not surprisingly, very good at staying absolutely still and therefore were always the clearest individual in the final image, even if a body part fell off halfway through. People carried these photos around with them, wore them in lockets, and displayed them prominently in their houses. Fortunately, today photographing the dead is largely limited to war reporters, forensic scientists, and modern artists looking to cause a bit of controversy.




DEATH IS JUST NATURE’S WAY OF TELLING YOU TO SLOW DOWN.
DICK SHARPLES, WRITER

STIFFS AND SCIENCE

For hundreds of years, doctors have been trying to get their hands on some grade-A corpses for medical study, and today you can sign up to have your body donated to science after death. Some people do it for the love of scientific advancement, some because the cost of a funeral is too prohibitive, and at least one well-muscled guy probably just wanted to see if he could impress some lady doctors after death.

But when the medical profession first started operating on cadavers, you couldn’t just offer your body up to science. In fact, legally dead bodies couldn’t even be operated on. Eventually the laws were changed so the bodies of criminals put to death were turned over to science, because, while normal people obviously deserved to go to the grave in one piece, no one really cared about criminals. In fact, this was considered an added punishment; convicts were more likely to work with the police, even knowing they would die anyway, if it meant they wouldn’t be turned over for dissection.

As news spread that the inside of a human was really quite cool looking, people outside the medical profession started expressing their desire to spend a day watching someone pull out a serial killer’s intestines. Eventually human dissections were huge draws, with tickets going for large amounts of money. Even women got in on the act, and for fun sometimes the doctor would invite women down from the audience to touch the corpse. See what people did for entertainment before television was invented?

But dissection was only one of the fun things you could do with dead criminals. Italian scientist Giovanni Aldini experimented with electricity and the human body, by which we mean he straight up electrocuted dead guys. Knowing this was far too entertaining to keep to himself, in 1803 he demonstrated his technique in front of an audience in London. Aldini applied electrodes to the face and limbs of George Foster, a man who had murdered his wife and child, and the killer’s eyes opened and his muscles twitched. But Aldini wasn’t finished yet. Since no one is really going to tell you you’re going too far with the disrespect to a family annihilator’s body, the scientist shoved an electrified rod up the cadaver’s ass. People started freaking out when this caused Foster to sit up. Aldini became so famous for these bizarre spectacles that most historians think he inspired Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

Eventually even the number of executed criminals weren’t enough for the dissection-loving public and doctors. This led to not so much a “donation” policy as a “grave-robbing” policy. If your family didn’t care enough to stand by your grave for a couple nights until your body started to decompose, there was a decent chance that someone would come along and dig you up. It was nothing personal; these thieves were even known to dig up their own family members and sell them if the price was right.

The most famous of these body snatchers were the Scottish duo William Burke and William Hare. They found all that digging to be rather inconvenient, however, and got around it by just straight-up murdering seventeen people and then selling their bodies. Once they were caught and the government realized exactly what lengths everyone was willing to go to in the name of science, the restrictions on cadaver usage were relaxed. That’s why today you can help advance the future of medicine by donating your body. Just be aware that nothing ever changes: Even legitimate medical schools get into trouble to this day for making money by selling bits of the bodies they don’t need.

DEATH IS A HAIRY SITUATION

In August 2012, it was announced that the preserved corpse of Julia Pastrana would finally be given a proper burial, a mere 152 years after she died. While most people tend to bury their loved ones immediately after they leave this world, Julia’s husband chose not to, for one very good—if also very sick—reason; she was worth a lot of money even if she was dead. These days celebrities’ families make money after the deaths of their loved ones through their song catalogs (Elvis, Kurt Cobain) or by auctioning off their expensive jewelry (Elizabeth Taylor). But in the 1800s the loved ones of famous people could make money just by displaying the dearly departed’s corpse. Although, to be fair, this would probably work today as well. They should have tried it with Michael Jackson; they barely would have had to embalm him.

Julia Pastrana was one of the world’s most famous curiosities during her short lifetime. Born in Mexico, her mother sold her to Theodore Lent, who would become her manager and take her around the world under names like the Nondescript and the Ape Woman. Today we might call her hirsute: she was born with a layer of thick black hair covering her body that never went away. One of the most popular bearded ladies of her time, she also had unusually large ears, a thick nose, and a heavy jaw that, combined with her hairy coating, made her look a bit like a monkey. Despite this she was said to be extremely ladylike, with small hands and feet, and she always dressed in the most fashionable clothing, cinching her waist in a tiny corset.

Lent certainly found her attractive. He taught her to dance and read three different languages, eventually marrying her. Their marriage was not just a business arrangement either, as Julia soon fell pregnant. Unfortunately, her son died shortly after he was born and Julia followed four days later, aged just twenty-six. Her husband, while depressed, didn’t want to lose his biggest money-maker. Their son had been born covered in hair as well, so Lent had both his son and Julia embalmed and started touring with his late family around Europe, where they remained as popular as ever. Thousands of people lined up wherever they went and paid up to the equivalent of three days’ wages in order to see the hairy family. Even after Lent discovered and married another bearded lady he continued to display his late wife to huge crowds. Eventually Lent went insane and died in 1884.

Julia’s body was hidden from the public until 1921 when it went on display in Norway. In the 1970s there was discussion of an American tour, which fortunately never happened. The body was stolen and went missing for eleven years before being recovered in 1990, but it wasn’t until 2012 that someone pointed out maybe they should finally bury the poor woman and her child.

SMELL GOOD OR DIE TRYING

The road to sainthood has never been easy, but at least it’s specific: Live holy, die persecuted, and leave a pleasant-smelling corpse. That last one is key, because it turns out that even after living a life full of good deeds and devotion to the Almighty, possibly the most important step to becoming a saint is making sure everyone at the funeral gets a big ol’ sniff of your rotting corpse and thinks, “Now that smells nice.”

Smelling good is mentioned a few times in the Bible, most likely as a metaphor for being a good person, but in the Middle Ages the Catholic Church started taking the idea literally. Around this time, the men in charge of deciding who got to become a saint began taking into consideration accounts of the smell of the deceased. By 1758 the pope made it an official test of sainthood. Considering how rank day-to-day life was in that time due to a lack of basic hygiene, inadequate sewage, and the close proximity of farm animals, smelling good was obviously a miracle in life, let alone after death.
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