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      Introduction

      
         
         
         Representing the Dead

         
         
      

      
      
         “We are mortal, formed of the earth, and to earth shall we return.”[1]  
         

         
      

      The Book of Common Prayer teaches us that corpses are mutable—they are neither subjects proper nor representations—they
         are waiting clay. Corpses represent a return from whence we came, but one that is
         nevertheless shrouded in performative meaning. The locus of this meaning resides in
         both the viewer and the corpse itself. We seek, with this in mind, to return the body
         to the center stage as a visible site of meaning, focusing primarily on the deceased
         body and only secondarily on its effects on the living body. For a time, at least,
         corpses exist as both presentation and representation, signifier and signified. This
         is, then, a book about corpses, the physical material of the dead body and its aesthetic
         presentation. To the extent that aesthetics must necessarily concern itself with representations,
         outside the object itself, this book considers also the corpse’s reimagination in
         a variety of contexts. With a note of pragmatism in mind, we also work to redefine
         what it means to care for corpses. 
      

      
      In the variety of disposition practices and accompanying aesthetic preparations that
         await the deceased, there is a dual gesture toward responsibility, for the living
         and for the dead. The nature of responsibility becomes clear in after-life arrangements,
         informing the longstanding discussion of the nature of the human through a careful
         consideration of its remainder. This is, in part, a reshaping of ideas about the corpse
         through exposure and in response to prevailing ideology and the ritualized systems
         that attend to the living and the dead. As we engage this discussion, the implicit
         thread of Eurocentrism, imported wordlessly through our philosophical training, affects
         our thinking, though we hope not to the exclusion of other approaches to death. 
      

      
      Timothy Secret cautions against the philosophical approach to death as if it were
         singular, and its corresponding revelations about life—good life—similarly singular.[2]   To pretend as if there were a singular good life and good death is unrealistic
         and unnecessary. Nevertheless, there is a common product of death that we all experience
         and to some extent become, regardless of philosophical tradition or religious belief.
         Again, the corpse is the starting point of this text, rather than the more philosophical
         problem of death itself. The corpse, in all its singular horror and glory, shapes
         this discourse. Practices surrounding its disposition certainly engage the philosophical
         and psychoanalytic discourses fomenting since at least Socrates. 
      

      
      Abrahamic inheritance aside, we seek the possibility of a secondary processing, of
         processing the processes of death. However, in an attempt to inform practices of coming
         to terms with the dead, we hope to arrive at the pre-cultural place Secret identifies
         as inhabited by three considerations: “one’s own dying, the other’s dying, and the
         other’s being dead.”[3]   There is no hope for an exhaustion of either the dead or death. Instead, the arc
         of this text’s argument does not follow the trajectory of these three certainties.
         We follow processes of processing, observing both dissolution of corpses and representational
         narratives, through various means, ever with the expectation that in prodding conceptions
         of life and death we will loose the bonds and bounds of control of the dead and therefore
         death, reimagining a subjectivity of the dead and the living. 
      

      
      Even as we attend to the physical bodies, there are undeniable linguistic and ideological
         ruptures that open around the dead. We identify attempts to fill the yawning gaps
         left by these ruptures and knit together the fantasies surrounding bodies. As interesting,
         this text traces the becoming of corpses from apparently empty signifiers toward repatriation
         in the symbolic order. Corpses must not necessarily demand an abject turning away;
         they offer, instead, a chance to reimagine our own relationship to the symbolic order
         through aesthetic arrangement after life. This supposition of transcendence, of meaning
         after life, of a sort of staying power, treats the corpse as something between the
         living and the dead. The body retains something meaningful. 
      

      
      In a scientific sense, of course, bodies remain irreplaceably singular. Unique genetic
         composition ensures that a corpse retains at least this marker of self until its dissolution.
         Neither life nor death bounds this singularity. It is finally the processes of dissolution
         or preservation (as in the case of plastination) that determine either the extension
         or the cessation of relative subjectivity. Meaning certainly prevails. Rather than
         processes threatening the dignity of the body, against which Steven Miller rails,[4]   these are instead imagined to restore dignity. This restoration is, however, misplaced
         if the remaining subjectivity is rather for the dead than the living. Dignity no longer
         applies. If for the living, then as its etymology suggests, dignity must indeed be
         a measure of worth, inevitably, even categorically operating within the symbolic system
         of commodification. 
      

      
      Language and its use are certainly commodified, symbolic, representational. It is
         perhaps necessarily so. Ghost writers exist in this space, but so does John Keats
         in his posthumous existence and his epitaph-engraver, so does Jacques Derrida’s book
         The Gift of Death, and so does Plato’s Phaedo. That the dead no longer speak does not mean that they have fallen silent. They are
         not out of language any more than Beckett’s plays. Paul de Man’s infamous relation
         between language and death: “death is a displaced name for a linguistic predicament”[5]   calls attention to a “blind spot”[6]   of human knowledge about which we cannot know in advance, and any attempt toward
         naming or describing it is inevitably short. The blind spot is not so wide as might
         otherwise be imagined. The language of death, its figuration in language, is a displacement
         of the physical nature of being and (always and) of unbeing in the body of the corpse;
         even so, the corpse itself is as meaningful and necessary as it is inescapable. This
         text, likewise, sits at the juncture of presentation and representation, in and out
         of language, writing of the dead a mortography, impossibly, postmortem. Writing of
         the dead presupposes the possibility of the word postmortem, language after death,
         and consequent being following death. So if we cannot directly face death, we can
         face the face of death, both in and out of language. And perhaps we must. 
      

      
      The echo of Emmanuel Levinas here is unmistakable. There are ethical and political
         consequences for our choices that always look upon the dead other and others. With
         this series of careful examinations of several corpse-disposal options, we hope our
         readers will attend to the consequences of each of these choices and be better prepared
         for their own corpse confrontations. Certainly not all bodies, even in predominantly
         Eurocentric countries, end under curated markers set in carefully manicured lawns;
         we dwell on several alternate practices. There is choice at work, for the other or
         others, following life (and indeed perhaps for one’s own future remains as other).
         The aesthetics of that choice inevitably invoke responsible choice, decisions, for
         the other. Finally, the end of the human reveals the life of the human and the ways
         that our being is embedded in the processes of death. 
      

      
      Corpses are not deliberate; they cannot be, even if the moment of death has been.
         They are accidents, always, disturbing instances of what is beyond control intervening
         in the otherwise apparently ordered reality of those still alive enough to consider
         their presence. The story that we tell ourselves is that we encounter death only on
         purpose. We view bodies ritually rather than accidentally. This obscures the pure
         accident of death. The gap between intentional viewing and intentional obscuring becomes
         a space of reimagining ideologies surrounding death, confronting the absent, inviting
         a new presence so that the living might read death and become subject, better subject,
         able to engage and make meaning from and prepared for accepting and treating trauma.
         
      

      
      How can we begin to make sense of the instances when corpses fill a representational
         role in stories that we tell? Is there a difference between literary and visual representations
         of these texts? From an aesthetic perspective, imagining is different than seeing;
         the materiality of the encounter alters its effect. And yet in both types of instance
         the corpse is aesthetically arranged. We tell ourselves stories about the struggle
         to make sense of both the substance (being) of that life and what might happen next,
         inevitably pointing out moments of beauty and revulsion, taste and disgust. Rarely
         does critical thought risk the taboo of engaging the dead body itself, even in books
         about death. In these moments, we seek the corpse, disinterring the discussion. The
         physical object demands aesthetic and practical decisions. These decisions speak to
         the subject selves of those who remain. Through these decisions, the living choose
         to reinscribe corpses within the symbolic order, despite the apparent fascination
         with simply quick separation from the potentially threatening sting of death. When
         we remove the alterity of the corpse, suggesting that it might be a part of the meaningful
         order and not just an instance of subversion of systems of meaning, we begin to bring
         the corpse into dialogue with living aesthetics and to parse the aesthetics of rot.
         Perhaps to unite the two. The alterity of the corpse need not prevent us from making
         decisions about life and meaning in its presence and its absence—or its persistence
         between presence and absence. 
      

      
      Trajectory

      
      There is a distinct arc from the living to the dead and back again, through the various
         inevitably commercialized processes of dealing with the dead in order to somehow reconstruct
         them for, or with, or as if they were the living. We witness a turn toward practices
         of display and aestheticization, many of which are designed to separate the corpse
         itself from its status as signifier and turn it toward a different signified, or even
         a different signifier. But this necessarily takes place with the process of the physical
         corpse itself. There is no option to do nothing; corpses will be processed—decaying
         naturally or in some assisted fashion—with or without a choice for disposition.
      

      
      This book sustains a critical glance at the ways in which we attend upon the corpse.
         Ironically, it is precisely the overwhelming urge to look away from dead bodies, especially
         when they are the remains of those who we have loved (or at least known) while they
         were alive, that necessitates this sustained consideration. The reward for staring
         painfully is that corpses speak back. The ways in which they speak back becomes our
         focus. Despite every attempt to anesthetize ourselves through aestheticization of
         the body, the project fails along the lines of Derrida’s hauntology: its specter returns
         in the face of the corpse to remind us of lost futures, irreplaceably singular beings
         ended and yet remaining.[7]  
      

      
      This ontological instability, the uncertainty of (un)being, manifests as an extended
         sense of déjà vu, disrupting our ability to live in the world without some aesthetic soothing. There
         is a blurring of the archive through repeated attempts to access it and through its
         close proximity. It bleeds into the everyday world making indistinguishable the processes
         of life and death. There is a hastening subject/object becoming, even as we recognize
         that we are slowly becoming dead. As brief encounters lengthen, ethical and aesthetic
         questions expand. 
      

      
      This book traces a trajectory from encountering the corpse (chapter 1), toward considering
         options for corpse disposal—veneered mortuary internment (chapter 2—the institutional
         corpse), green burial and its attendant rot (chapter 3—the natural corpse), “clean”
         cremation and hydrolysis (chapter 4—the processed corpse), donation and display (chapter
         5—the displayed corpse), and Promession and sky burial (chapter 6—the recycled corpse).
         It concludes by disinterring the dead ends implicit in mass graves.
      

      
      Through tracing the possible futures of the dead that persistently haunt the living
         in this way, through both the stories that we tell and physical manifestations following
         the end of life, we expose the workings of aesthetics that shape corpses and the ways
         in which corpses spill over, resisting aestheticization. Most obviously, we process
         corpses to make them safe, palatable, even idealized images of who they were. The
         real face of the other becomes an object to manipulate to tell a particular story
         that does not end with trauma. Even so, precisely so, the corpse demands from the
         viewer a response. To that end, we propose a politics of bodies that accounts for
         the story and its corpse protagonist, as well as the reader. 
      

      
      Corpse politics cannot responsibly avoid the question of violence. Dismemberment or
         other disposition of the physical remains of the human may constitute a sort of post-mortem
         violence. However, this need not violate the sense of being of the reader. The vile
         must, after all, play a key role in this consideration. The vile and the violent are
         necessary complements, operating from aesthetic and physical angles, respectively.
         The shared connotation of the violent and the vile doesn’t need to signify moral depravity.
         In the reconstruction of corpse afterlives, of life after life, the problem of what
         to do with the corpse remains central. If the corpse is to be absented from the picture,
         how? If present, to what extent and what ends? 
      

      
      These questions raise clear ethical concerns. If the corpse is absented, as with cremation,
         are its ill effects poisoning the lives of those left behind in favor of quick commercial
         disposition? Can we sustain commercial burial and memorial practices given their immense
         demand for consumable resources like water and arable land? Or if the corpse is to
         be presented as a part of its own afterlife, can we do that without explicit consideration
         of the questions of the pre-burial wishes of the deceased? As we come to terms with
         the dissolution of the dead that reminds us of the dissolution of life, we hope to
         offer some ways forward to ease some of the attendant anxiety and to help consider
         the options represented for after life care. 
      

      
      From a theoretical perspective, if we articulate the physical apparency of life particularly
         as it is written onto bodies, it does not or at least need not finally end at death.
         Perhaps this is the realization or fulfillment of Freud’s death drive, the replacement
         of the body itself with a rebirth into the world, a healed wound, a greened-over grave
         that grows, a becoming alive rather than a becoming dead. This very much represents
         a reshaping of death’s empty signifier into a fitting marker of a well-lived life.
         
      

      
      There is potential in death. This potential is both representationally significant
         and practically necessary. We expose practices of death care and their signification.
         Through literary representations death becomes palatable. 
      

      
      A Politics of Dead Bodies

      
      As if it were possible, we undertake to consider the possibilities of the dead, with
         the aporetic nature of presuppositions about the place of bodies in culture and the
         significance of unresolved philosophical questions about the nature of death both
         clearly in mind. We undertake, then, to write of the dead, focused on the aesthetics
         of the corpse and attendant questions pertaining to the living responsibility toward
         others in the presence of corpses. We interject into the discussion of death a meiopic
         focus on the corpse, acknowledging our prejudice toward our own cultural experience,
         while yet hoping to offer more than nothing. We engage then in the work of being with
         the dead.
      

      
      Being in the face of unbeing, impossible as possible. What of the moments when nothing
         is in the place of death, when the loved one has been suitably excised leaving nothing
         behind save an archive in the mind of the living? This question of being, raised by
         Heidegger’s Being and Time, proves to be a question of unbeing, and a ground for anxiety attendant upon death—that
         is, for Levinas, inevitably the death of the other. Timothy Secret discusses this
         ‘nothing’ anxiety, a hollow emptied by the other.[8]   A politics of aesthetics of the dead is a call to intervene on the side of justice
         when the face of the other begins to rot. Neither properly a philosophy, nor an attempt
         at psychoanalysis, a politics of the dead body instead circumscribes the logical and
         poetical impossibilities inherent in the system of encountering death, which we meet
         in chapter 1. It also suggests how the living might be in the world in light of the
         aesthetics of the rotting face. 
      

      
      Archive and erasure are the twin theoretical possibilities that act on bodies and
         extend backward to shape the living. Archive is a fundamentally aesthetic act. It
         is an arrangement in a prosthesis of memory toward a particular vision of what was
         and what might have been at some given point; it becomes the subject of chapter 2.
         Archive is a persistent expression of the possibility of a future at a given moment,
         and specifically one that has been foregone in favor of another, creating a persistent
         fixity, inevitably maintaining a representation of the self lost rather than itself.
         It is thus that the Book of Common Prayer can act in an archival moment even as it
         guides the forgetting through subsumation enacted in burial. A politics of dead bodies
         must both address archive and erasure, the living and the dead, being and unbeing.
         
      

      
      There is trauma at work in encountering a self emptied of the self, one possible enactment of the death drive. The prosthesis of memory that is
         the archive is overtly an attempt to manage the trauma of death and to reshape it
         toward the continuation of life, perhaps in its barest trace, as that which will outlive
         the body. The shaping process is an impossible desire to transcend death and to transcend
         life, inevitably full of misreadings and misrecognitions that refuse to be buried
         and put into systematic place. “Repetition bears witness both to the living being’s
         inability to escape trauma and to the ongoing endeavor to retract it once and for
         all, even if this means nullifying its own existence.”[9]   Mourning and dissolution practices that rather seek to dissolve than archive bodies
         speedily erase life and its consequent subjectivity (in favor of some nebulous and
         existential pursuit). Conversely, practices that archive savor some particular fantasy
         of the other and others. 
      

      
      A politics of (dead) bodies necessarily makes the dead into a subject of politics.
         As with Heidegger and Freud, this considers our own death and consequent responsible
         being, but also, as with Levinas, considers the death of the other. Death is thus
         transformed from the site of threat (of the end of life) into the site of techniques
         of representative control. Aesthetics provokes an encounter with the real at the site
         of the body. By being “representatives for representations”[10]   (from artistic rendering into corpse gesturing to nothing/lack itself), they disarm.
         And, arguably, they protect. They provide a screen that shields the subject from being
         blinded by something inherently overwhelming. As Hal Foster says, the “screen mediates the object-gaze for the subject, but it also protects the subject from this object-gaze. That is, it captures the gaze . . . and tames it in an image.”[11]   In sum, they inoculate the subject by giving him or her a small dose of what would
         normally be fatal.[12]   Through corpse encounters and their retellings, it becomes clear that bodies function
         in systems of power; these stake claim to bodies to operate on the living as much
         as the dead. Through complex systems of representation, ranging from artistic display
         to speedy disposition and memorialization, the dead become grave sites of control.
         
      

      
      The system of ideological practices that orders the dead into manageable roles is
         rife with both exploitation and cracks. The increasing difficulty of sustaining current
         burial practices, with their profound environmental impacts, is one such crack that
         demands immediate attention. The recent recognition of the need to alter practices
         of disposition necessitates a reconsideration of subjectivity in light of new possibilities
         of disposition and theories of practice. 
      

      
      This book creates a space of meeting for ritualized practices surrounding death and
         corpse disposal, corpse aesthetics that shape both practices attendant upon and representations
         of the corpse, and literary, figural, and cultural representations that deploy these
         practices to tell a story about dead bodies: about their separation from the living,
         about their disposability, and ultimately about the living who survive the dead, if
         only ever finitely. The space in which nothing remains, between life and the corpse,
         the site of the erasure of the symbolic order into which we’ve been imbricated for
         our whole lives, focuses our gaze. This space does not deny the possibility of being-unknown
         following life (which would be something), and, in fact, it operates as if the decedent
         speaks back. Yet there is an aesthetics of erasure persistently at work on the dead
         body. It must be hidden from sight as quickly as it can be to shield us from the certain
         trauma of our own demise, or so the unspoken argument goes. Experts alone, scientists,
         forensic specialists, death-care professionals are the only ones qualified to view
         the dead for any extended period of time. The rest of us, with only brief doses, inoculate
         ourselves from the materiality of death in complex and highly ritualized ceremonies.
         And surely these practices ease the pain of death. The language of the dead body speaks
         from within, as an extension of melancholia, and from without, still demanding response
         and still able to surprise precisely because of an aesthetic construction. 
      

      
      There is a fantasy that if we preserve choice through the domain of the aesthetic,
         we preserve the life of the one who chooses. The choice of an impeccably decorated
         gravesite might just extend life, nevermind the substitutionary process at work of
         marker for body. Or better, the act of consuming the substitution allows the physical
         separation of the body following its careful display and its imagination, then, as
         perpetually persistent. This fiction of liveness portends to preserve the supposed
         essence of life, even while graves hold the moldering evidence to the contrary only
         a hair under the surface. 
      

      
      Bodies are the spaces for the action of power, Foucault argues.[13]   They occupy the site of physical meeting that persists through and beyond life.
         Bodies are our means of entering into the machinery of power. They are likewise the
         space in which we experience the effects of power and finally witness its breakdown.
         For as the body is displaced so are the effects of power. Attempts to control the
         body past the end of its political entry, beyond life, speak to the living but no
         longer to the dead. Even so, the bodies themselves speak back. 
      

      
      If bodies are indeed a means of entering into the political machine, as Foucault argues,
         then their aestheticization is inevitably a question of control and an attempt to
         assert imagined agency beyond death. This fantasy is enacted through not only the
         modern death care industry, but through widespread commodification practices applied
         to the living in order to process the dead. Beyond participating in the project of
         restoring our sense of finitude,[14]   this book breathes sense into the untouchable, unviewable, haunting and taboo presence
         of the corpse itself. 
      

      
      There is, in Foucault’s terms, an attempt to convert unruly bodies that decay into
         docile bodies, even following death. These bodies misbehave: they smell, rot, and
         betray their owners through conspicuous decay and messy imperfection, as we explore
         in chapter 3. Worst of all, they are no longer subject to the disciplinary processes
         that made them behave in life. They threaten the symbolic order itself. So practices
         of commodification and aestheticization attempt to reframe them—toward the specific
         end of remaking the bodies still caught in the political machine. Bodies become again
         both useful and subjected, Foucauldian operatives that reproduce the conditions of
         power into which they expired.[15]   Thus the processing that takes place following death is both physical and, of course,
         psychological, its effect on the living mirroring the effects of power operating on
         the dead through the bleeding stain of death. 
      

      
      Clean death. That is the fantasy. The fantasy of death that might be manageable through
         ritualized erasure of the entire corpse occupies chapter 4, and the somewhat more
         complex erasure of the deadness from the dead comes next. In many ways, plastination,
         the transformation of the corpse into viewable, handleable, educational object, exemplifies
         the need for a politics of bodies (we turn to the process in depth in chapter 5).
         Briefly, in plastination the specimen becomes imminently separated from life, easy
         to handle (even without gloves) and rather a real copy than the auratic individual.
         Both “hand made” in Germany and “authentic,” Body Worlds specimens demonstrate the
         work of aesthetics on dead bodies and the operation of the politics of death.[16]   Kate Bluett notes that the “bodies are deliberately made anonymous,” yet their
         creator, Gunther von Hagens, signed several of the pieces.   [17]   
      

      
      Plastination confronts the viewer with apparently clean bodies, and the posing of
         the bodies may be in any position, whether or not the poses are consistent with the
         former lives of the late donors. Bluett even observes that several plastinates with
         blackened lungs perform in athletic poses, suggesting at least the possibility of
         a fundamental discontinuity with their choices while living.[18]   This choicelessness raises the specter of the display of the dead following war
         that Steven Miller addresses through Francisco José de Goya y Lucientes’s painting,
         Grande hazana! Con muertos! (1863).[19]   The willing display of the dead, posed by the living, whether for the purposes
         of war or edutainment or mourning, constitutes a political and ethical act; it is
         a disruption of the imagined rest in peace with a particular aesthetic end in mind.
         The productions of these displays fascinate us and draw our gaze because they speak
         to what we are and to what we will become, despite (or more insidiously because of)
         ostensible anonymity, offering an interpretation of the human inevitably beyond its
         ends. “Look at this and become,” displayed bodies beckon and threaten and promise.
         These are not moments of desecration so much as moments of mourning the self, lost
         to finitude. Arrangements constitute acknowledgments of irreplaceable singularity,
         and replaced instead with representations, manufactured, fetishized, irreal, lost
         to the archive. They represent a forgetting of the human and a prioritization of the
         corpse, which the living would just as soon forget, but to which they are drawn to
         the tune of millions of dollars annually. Plastination’s sterilization presents an
         archival opportunity to simultaneously remember and forget the living that preceded
         the corpse. This is an encounter with the end of the self, fallen silent, a stand-in
         for humanity. Plastinates mark a reality for the living of becoming, a process always
         at work. 
      

      
      Further, there is ever a complex substitution of fetish for original in the process
         of the archive that manages both to technologically augment the original (whether
         with freezing acetone as in plastination or in language or otherwise) to allow it
         (the only appropriate pronoun here) to survive in the substitution while denying the
         elision of the original. This is echoed in the double nature of the art collection
         at Forest Lawn that represents original art representing original life (we turn to
         this in detail in chapter 2). A copy of the Pietà copies life, imagining continuation past death inherent in the piece from its conception.
         Fantasy of art that might decorate our graves echoes the fantasy that there might
         be a fitting memorial for a life that extends beyond the grave; the hope that we might
         be remembered survives and depends on an expeditious removal of the physical corpse,
         or at the very least the markers of its persistent unmaking. 
      

      
      The specters of Jacques Lacan, Slavoj Žižek, Julia Kristeva, Sigmund Freud, Michel
         Foucault, Martin Heidegger, Emmanuel Levinas, and Jacques Derrida persist and speak
         to our own hauntology, alongside the literary workings of Evelyn Waugh, Samuel Beckett,
         and others; we hope that this distillation provides a fresh lens that helps readers
         find practical solutions, conceptual and environmental, to the uncomfortable presence
         of corpses. To that end, we encourage readers to recognize this text as a hybrid of
         creative nonfiction and scholarship—as informational, rather than strictly academic.
         And if readers find here throughout a distinctly green emphasis, to which we turn
         explicitly in chapter 6, it is toward projecting the way forward from an aesthetics
         of dead bodies toward sustainable practices of living after corpse encounters. 
      

      
       We must finally note that things change quickly—ideologically, legally, and technologically—in
         the death care world. This represents a snapshot in time. Nevertheless, it is our
         hope that readers will find material that is current and relevant to their own lives—and
         deaths.
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      Chapter 1

      Preparations

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Bones, flesh, blood, guts, sinews—alive and in transition, real and imagined. That’s
         the focus of this book. It doesn’t ponder what happens to the spirit after death or
         posit any metaphysical truths. Simply put, it lacks soul.
      

      
      To begin our move toward a politics of bodies, we start by shifting our gaze toward
         the stuff that’s left behind—the human corpse. The sheer number of them demands attention.
         For every living person, there are fifteen corpses.[1] Some are ashes, saved or scattered. A few have moldered in the woods or in some locked
         and forgotten apartment building. Many were placed in boxes and shoved underground.
         The vast majority of them have long since faded into dust. But make no mistake of
         the body count.
      

      
      Of course, everybody dies. While that’s a given, it’s usually relegated to the category
         of unpleasant facts. But it’s also an embedded truth—an imminent trauma that can only
         be imagined, not experienced. Carolyn Korsmeyer states, “We register [death’s] inevitability
         in our very viscera.”[2] Hands that wash dishes, legs that walk the dog, the face in the mirror—sooner or
         later, they’ll transition from living tissue into dead weight. It’s just a matter
         of time.
      

      
      So perhaps there’s something understandable about the lack of warm welcome extended
         to a corpse. As soon as a person dies, a series of rituals and routines (simple or
         complex) are set into motion, all with the aim of getting the dead out of sight before
         they begin to visibly decay. Hal Foster points out that nothing is more universally
         “other” than a dead person.[3] Nobody wants to be around someone changing into something. And few people want to imagine themselves on the conveyer belt of disposal, waiting
         to rot or burn. As Julia Kristeva puts it, corpses provoke a confrontation with that
         which is “opposed to I.”[4] They come as the final by-product of life, after all of the other abject things (urine,
         excrement, fluids) have been flushed away: “Such wastes drop so that I might live,
         until, from loss to loss, nothing remains in me and my entire body falls beyond the
         limit.”[5] While people are responsible during their lifetimes for disposing of their own abject
         remainders (through sewer systems, garbage cans, etc.), they become someone else’s
         inconvenient leftover once they “drop” dead.
      

      
      The assignment of radical alterity to the corpse is a central philosophical premise
         (for Heidegger, Levinas, and others). They’re not only the other; they’re the useless other. Dead people are unproductive, and their presence tempts the living to be unproductive
         as well. It’s difficult to get excited about a forty-hour workweek with death around
         the corner. So corpses are asked to leave, quickly and efficiently. Out of sight,
         out of mind. In The Hour of Our Death, Philippe Ariès traces the “evacuation” of death to the nineteenth and twentieth
         centuries, when death “became dirty, and then . . . medicalized.” His book, written
         in the 1970s, identifies an emerging trend of “[reconciling] death with happiness.
         Death must simply become the discreet but dignified exit of a peaceful person from
         a helpful society.”[6] Four decades later, this ideology has become ubiquitous: life is abundant (until
         it isn’t). Death might be out there, but it’s a tiny speck on the horizon so far away
         that it might never arrive. Better to focus on amassing a sizable 401(k) to fund a
         (seemingly) endless retirement.
      

      
      Nature isn’t on the corporate clock, though, and it finds corpses (rats, horses, and
         humans alike) useful raw ingredients for the chemicals and compost necessary to grow
         new life. And nature eventually has its way, despite earnest efforts to keep it at
         bay. As Kenneth Iserson explains, “any corpse that is neither destroyed nor frozen
         undergoes putrefaction [bacterial decay] and autolysis [cellular breakdown].”[7] Even the expertly embalmed corpse will eventually face the biological bottom line.
      

      
       

      The striking thing about working in a funeral home is the deadness of the dead—their
         “thingness.” Alone, with only a corpse and a vacuum cleaner, there is no doubt that
         the vacuum cleaner (at least when it’s plugged in) has more life. The body, nested
         in its casket, has crossed completely over from subject to object. It has fully achieved
         what Freud describes as “the stability of the inorganic state.”[8] It’s on the road back to undifferentiated matter. Language and all remnants of the
         symbolic have become mute/moot. In a single moment, the person who used to inhabit
         that body has changed from someone who commands the focus of medical professionals,
         emergency technicians, and law enforcement officers to being a lifeless thing requiring
         temporary storage and permanent removal.[9]  
      

      
      To dwell on this stark transition to death is crippling. It’s a reality that needs
         constant, conceptual management. Everyone stands at the cliff’s edge of what Slovaj
         Žižek calls the “insurmountable parallactic gap,”[10] but most do what they can to maintain the fantasy of stability and order. Still,
         people are always moving towards it. Death is the “ghostly glimmer”[11] that haunts each person in deeply personal ways.
      

      
      It is not surprising that death bears some of the markers of “the real,” a term coined
         by Jacques Lacan that describes “the limit of the subject.”[12] Sometimes, unexpectedly, we feel the “black hole” of the real beneath our feet, what
         Žižek calls “the pulsing of the presymbolic substance in its abhorrent vitality.”[13] Yet this anxiety-laden “substance” also supports the illusion of stability. As Žižek
         points out, the real doesn’t exist outside of the symbolic, “but well within it, more precisely: under it, as its ‘repressed’ underside.”[14] The real, as that which cannot be represented, shows itself only during brief encounters
         that seem to happen by chance, in the liminal space “between perception and consciousness.”[15] It appears, not as symbol but as “stain”—that which one cannot see clearly—something
         that cannot be assimilated head-on.[16] 
      

      
      Viewing a corpse may (or may not) provoke an “encounter with the real”[17] —not because corpses are uncanny (although certainly, they are), but because they
         are points of symbolic failure. They are, in Kristeva’s words, “that thing that no
         longer matches and therefore no longer signifies anything.”[18] For the corpse, the symbolic is not only irrelevant; it’s non-existent. Corpses don’t
         care—not about the mundane (shopping lists, staff meetings, and car repairs)—and not
         about the meaningful (hopes, dreams, and love). The family and friends left behind
         with these symbolic remnants might find themselves being pulled into “chaotic oscillation,”[19] lost in the space between “what was” and “what is.” For Kristeva, the corpse (as
         a site of abjection) is “the place where meaning collapses.”[20] 
      

      
      Although the real can’t be represented, it can be fleetingly perceived through what
         Henry Krips calls, “representatives for representations: representations that substitute
         for, stand in the place of, other representations that are missing because what they
         represent is unrepresentable.”[21] People know that they’ll never see their own corpse, but they can imagine it by viewing
         the corpse of another. Still, the corpse can only function as a substitute for something
         beyond representation: being dead. Freud himself said that “it is indeed impossible
         to imagine our own death; and whenever we attempt to do so we can perceive that we
         are in fact still present as spectators.”[22] 
      

      
      Kristeva claims that “the corpse, seen without God and outside of science is the utmost
         of abjection. It is death infecting life.”[23] The implication that death is contagious might be true, either literally (catching
         a disease) or figuratively (when death catches up). Either way, everyone “catches”
         it eventually, but it’s hard to live mired in that eventuality. When Kristeva says
         that “refuse and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live,”[24] she’s gesturing to the fact that once one is dead there is no “I,” no “me.” Corpses
         are only remainders and reminders.[25] They’re the dead shell of an absent life, and, metonymically, they remind viewers
         that they’ll soon be corpses themselves. It’s death by proxy.
      

      
       

      What role can aesthetics play in provoking an encounter with the real? As “representatives
         for representations” (from an artistic rendering into a corpse that signals nothing/lack
         itself), they disarm. And, arguably, they protect or, in Foster’s words, “tame.” They
         provide a screen that shields the subject from being blinded by something inherently
         overwhelming.[26]  By extension, representations inoculate the subject by giving him or her a small
         dose of what would normally be fatal.[27] 
      

      
      In Camera Lucida, Roland Barthes talks about the representational power of photographs to bring what
         is hidden to the surface. One striking feature of a photograph is that the object/person
         being photographed is frozen in time:
      

      
      
         In 1865, young Lewis Payne tried to assassinate Secretary of State W. H. Seward. Alexander
            Gardner photographed him in his cell, where he was waiting to be hanged. The photograph
            is handsome, as is the boy: that is the studium [the photographer’s aesthetic project or intention]. But the punctum [the accidental detail that speaks to a specific viewer] is: he is going to die. I read at the same time: This will be and this has been; I observe with horror an anterior future of which death is the stake. By giving
            me the absolute past of the pose . . . the photograph tells me death in the future.[28] 
         

         
      

      In language redolent of Lacan’s gaze, Barthes notes that he is not only looking at
         the photograph; the photograph is also looking at him. It reminds him that someday
         he will be the dead person in the picture, just as everyone who has ever been photographed
         will eventually be dead. Through this chain of associations, he anticipates imaginatively
         his own death.[29] While the example is extreme—the man in the picture is literally scheduled to die—it
         points to a more general (and awful truth): we are all dead people in the making.
      

      
      If, as Cathy Caruth says, trauma is first and foremost a delayed reliving of an “event
         . . . not assimilated or experienced fully at the time,”[30] then one’s death, which has never been experienced, ought not qualify as traumatic.
         But perhaps individuals can, on some level, experience the trauma of death metaphorically,
         pre factum. Barthes, for example, describes himself as pondering the dates of photographs: “The
         date belongs to the photograph: not because it denotes a style (this does not concern
         me), but because it makes me lift my head, allows me to compute life, death, the inexorable
         extinction of the generations.”[31] This ultimately leads him to imagine the impossible—his own anticipated death. Through
         photographs, which reproduce throughout time the “contingent” event that “has occurred
         only once,” he is able to catch a glimpse of something, to engage in an encounter
         with the real.[32] He is, in Žižek’s words, able to “look awry” or “at an angle,” which helps him to
         see what is normally inaccessible—a “nothing” in the shape of a “something.”[33] Through representation, the dead past reaches out to us with tiny, metonymic claws.
      

      
      Indeed, it’s the element of surprise—or subterfuge—that disturbs the viewer’s equilibrium,
         revealing, if only for a moment, the anterior trauma of one’s own death. Barthes calls
         this the punctum—a detail in the photograph that troubles or confuses the viewer,
         because it cannot be assimilated into the photograph’s overall aesthetic project or
         meaning. Like other gateways to the real, it defies representation: “What I can name
         cannot really prick me.”[34] In reference to the punctum, Jennifer Friedlander notes, “viewers are provoked to
         respond to these points of symbolic dissolution, through which a piece of the Real
         flashes before them.”[35] 
      

      
      For Barthes, a punctum is not possible within the deliberate meaning of a work. Rather,
         the punctum is something that shocks the viewer out of complacency by initiating a
         vacillation in interpretation.[36] The corpse, beautifully embalmed and surrounded by flowers, might be at odds with
         the fly creeping across the casket lid. The fly, and all that it represents, is the
         punctum that invites the viewer to see the corpse as—not dead or alive—but rather
         both. It causes a rift in the symbolic order by luring the viewer towards the impossible,
         blurring categorical boundaries.
      

      
      What constitutes a punctum for one person might not be a punctum for the next. Stan
         Brakhage’s experimental, silent documentary about real-life autopsies, The Act of Seeing with One’s Own Eyes (1971),[37] epitomizes what Korsmeyer calls “a powerful means by which difficult truths are conveyed
         with maximum aesthetic impact.”[38] But the graphic shots of vibrating saws, gelatinous brains, and bloated genitalia
         are part of the film’s studium: human bodies reduced—literally—to blood and guts.
         One might find the more graphic moments disturbing (many would), but just because
         an element disturbs doesn’t mean it “shoots out . . . like an arrow” and pricks like
         a punctum.[39] Rather, a punctum “wounds.”[40] In this case, it might be the lack of sound—the dead quiet—that allows personal reactions
         to the film to function as both studium and punctum. The viewers’ virtual participation
         in the autopsies as a matter-of-fact is part of the studium, but their stoicism (as
         expected in a screening or seminar setting) gestures to the punctum. Audience members
         are not only subjects watching a film; they’re also cognizant of being watched—or
         rather heard—for signs of weakness (gulping, gagging, dashing for the door) by the
         other viewers. What “pricks” is the vacillation—the eerie feeling of simultaneously
         acting as spectator and spectrum—of being both dissector and dissected.[41] And if that’s not enough, there is a fly landing on a dead foot.
      

      
      Joel-Peter Witkin’s photograph, “Man Without A Head” (1993) seems too on-the-nose
         to “prick.”[42] Photographed in an Eastern European morgue, the image consists of a nude, decapitated
         corpse wearing only a pair of socks, sitting serenely on a felt-covered stand.[43]  The incongruence of the elements—the meaty stump of the neck with the domesticity
         of the socks—is designed to shock, but it’s that very design that arguably keeps it
         at a distance. The staging, which is fairly simple as Witkin’s work goes, tempers
         the horror with its theatricality. Indeed, Witkin invested a lot of time and energy
         into designing and executing the shot:
      

      
      
         I had requested the head of a cadaver to be cut off. I asked for a well built, muscular
            man. I was to return in two days to photograph him. I already conceived of the way
            I would photograph him—sitting in a chair. A dead man, without a head, sitting in
            a chair. I wanted to make the loneliest photograph ever made.[44] 
         

         
      

      According to Witkin, acquiring the corpse was only half the battle. It took four people
         to manhandle the body into position. The resulting image looks beleaguered, hoisted
         into artificial cooperation. Barthes notes, “Photography is subversive not when it
         frightens, repels, or even stigmatizes, but when it is pensive.”[45] As opposed to The Act of Seeing with One’s Own Eyes, which is more aligned with what Barthes calls “the lucky find” or “the ‘natural’
         scene which the good reporter has the genius, i.e., the luck, to catch,”[46] Witkin’s image is obviously forced. “Man Without a Head” “repels,” even if it doesn’t
         “frighten,” but there’s also a tragi-comic element at work. Witkin claims that he
         wanted “to honor the condition of this man. . . . Had he not been wearing [socks],
         it would have been too raw and punishing.”[47] However, the socks—while they might incite empathy—also underscore the inherent indignity
         of being decapitated for art, forever trapped—involuntarily—by a stranger’s agenda.
         The image, after the initial shock, provokes puzzlement. How should one react to it?
         And then one imagines the expression on the man’s missing face: Is he happy to be
         posing for Witkin? Stoically resigned? In Witkin’s words, “lonely”? One feels the
         bite from what’s not in the picture: the return gaze of the headless corpse. Ha, it says. Gotcha.[48] 
      

      
       

      For many, death takes up a relatively small space within the larger studium of existence.
         Aside from those who work regularly with the dead, people see death only on purpose—to
         pay their last respects at a funeral home or to identify a body. When viewing an actual
         corpse, the punctum might take the form of a tilted wig, missing dentures, or hairy
         nostrils. These small moments of carelessness give dangerous potency to the spectrum
         (in this case, the dead person presented as living) by allowing it to gaze back at
         the spectator through the void. That’s death, looking one in the face.
      

      
      And the natural impulse is to look away. Society encourages people to come to terms
         with the loss of a loved one and then to get over it. Death is just something that
         happens. Why think about it? For most people, death isn’t denied as much as it’s disavowed.
         It’s the “yes” (death is inevitable) in tandem with the “but” (maybe I can avoid it).
         That’s a rational response to what seems like an irrational reality. To disavow death
         is, in effect, to defend what Kristeva calls “the limits of the human universe”[49]—one’s own human universe. Because everyone has skin in the game, death becomes a
         collective taboo, which according to Mary Douglas requires “a form of community-wide
         complicity.”[50] Everyone works together to keep death at bay and create a homogenous front that is
         active, productive, and signifying. If, as Douglas asserts, “exits and entrances”
         are viewed as particularly important for “group survival,”[51] then the turnstiles regulating birth and death must be monitored with special vigilance.
      

      
      So why exploit the loophole of representation and, as Žižek puts it, look at death
         “awry”? Why acknowledge, in Ellie Ragland’s words, “the traumatic knowledge at the
         heart of every signifying chain”?[52] If it isn’t broken, why fix it? Because, it’s always already broken. Death is traumatic, even if it’s a trauma that one will never be forced (or able) to repeat.
         But perhaps acknowledging—even mourning—one’s own absence from the world might change
         the way one sees oneself—not as an eternal subject, but as a subject who is bound
         to become an object. As Jacques Derrida claims, death is what gives definition and
         meaning to life: “To have the experience of one’s absolute singularity and apprehend
         one’s own death, amounts to the same thing. Death is very much that which nobody else
         can undergo or confront in my place.”[53] By breaking through the ideological myth of everlasting life, one can engage with
         real-life practices (environmental, social justice, etc.) that make a difference for
         others.[54] And after one is dead, others are the only ones who matter. If, as Laura Mulvey asserts,
         “history is, undoubtedly, constructed out of representations,”[55] then there is a possibility that representations of death can change the practices
         that surround it. The real world extends past the symbolic; to think otherwise is
         a little solipsistic.
      

      
      Death is deeply personal, and this work does not promote a one-size-fits-all approach
         to death care (which will always be ideologically informed, culturally situated, and
         psychologically idiosyncratic). It does, however, advocate for the informed choice.
         Sometimes understanding the complexity of one’s symbolic world involves allowing a
         little of the real to surface. Contrary to fantasy, one doesn’t live forever, and—barring
         catastrophe—there will be others to fill each individual’s eventual absence. Only
         by becoming objects to ourselves, can we fully realize ourselves as subjects.
      

      
       Others decompose; we will decompose. We have a responsibility toward each other to
         consider carefully how we respond to encounters with dead bodies, and the aesthetic
         practices that dictate how we see them. These encounters may very well shape our understanding
         of being. That they are the sites of the exercise of aesthetic and political power,
         chosen or not, demands our attention. Arguably the most visible set of practices surrounding
         death care and body processing occurs in funerary practices, to which we turn.
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      Chapter 2

      Only Half in Love

      
         
         
         
         The Loved One, Forest Lawn, and Traditional Burial

         
         
      

      
      Funeral industry professionals are fond of the following quotation, commonly attributed
         to the nineteenth-century British prime minister, William E. Gladstone: “Show me the
         manner in which a nation or community cares for its dead and I will measure with mathematical
         exactness the tender sympathies of its people, their respect for the laws of the land
         and their loyalty to high ideals.”[1]   It has found its way into a variety of books about death care and the funeral industry,
         newspaper articles, and trade publications. What does it mean to “care for the dead”?
      

      
      Gladstone‘s statement—over one hundred years later—is sometimes used as an argument
         for the “dignified” processing of the dead, for appropriate memorialization and, in
         some cases, for elaborate and costly funeral arrangements. How have the contexts and
         ideology of traditional burial changed since the Victorian era, and how do we read
         modern practices as reflections of core values, commitments, and fears? This chapter
         will consider Forest Lawn, Glendale—one of the United States’ most prominent memorial
         parks—along with the creative work with which it is most closely associated, Evelyn
         Waugh’s 1948 novel, The Loved One. 
      

      
      The experience of attending dead bodies is carefully artificed by the death care industry
         in the United States. The industry recasts death as impeccably decorated archival
         consumption, preserving the fantasy of eternal choice and the perpetuation of essential
         life while burying corpse anxiety. Forest Lawn is the exemplary practitioner of this
         artiface, Evelyn Waugh its most spirited critic. The American Dream is fulfilled,
         in memorial, imagined in perpetuity. 
      

      
      Heaven on Earth

      
      Founded in 1906 and located five miles from downtown Los Angeles, Forest Lawn, Glendale,
         is best known as a celebrity necropolis—a famous resting place for luminaries ranging
         from W.C. Fields to Michael Jackson. Over the course of a hundred years, it has transformed
         from a simple graveyard to a chain of luxurious memorial parks spanning six campuses—Glendale
         (1906), Hollywood Hills (1948), Cypress (1960), Covina Hills (1965), Long Beach (1978),
         and Cathedral City (2005)—totaling 1,316 acres to date.[2]  ,[3]   
      

      
      Forest Lawn, Glendale, is the original flagship campus, developed through the messianic
         leadership of Dr. Hubert Eaton.[4]   He began working as a sales manager at Forest Lawn in 1913 and quickly rose up
         the ranks to general manager, amassing power through his friendships with the cemetery’s
         land-holding company. Forest Lawn’s original Board of Trustees, however, were not
         always impressed by their general manager’s new-fangled ideas, which included buying
         art to enhance the cemetery’s aesthetic appeal. In one particularly heated battle
         described by Adela Rogers St. Johns, the board reacted with astonishment and anger
         to Eaton’s plans to spend $886 on a small sculpture called “Duck Baby.” They told
         Eaton in no uncertain terms that, “It was neither dignified nor decent to have a naked
         baby playing with ducks and a fountain—a fountain!—in a burying place. And swans would be disgraceful. Why swans?” Eaton answered with deceptive simplicity, “They’re alive.”[5]   
      

      
      Behind the scenes, Eaton and his allies, W. I. Hollingsworth and Carroll Gates, both
         of whom were board members of Forest Lawn’s fiscal agent, American Security and Fidelity
         Corporation, had optioned adjoining property with the idea of possibly opening their
         own cemetery, which could compete with Forest Lawn. The Trustees wisely decided not
         to go head-to-head with Eaton and turned over control of the cemetery, along with
         a financial interest and a purchase option.[6]   Over time, Eaton would own a controlling share of Forest Lawn’s stock, and management
         would pass to his heirs—first to his nephew, Frederick Eaton Llewellyn, and then to
         his great-nephew, John Frederick Llewellyn, who currently serves as Forest Lawn’s
         chairman. 
      

      
      In many ways, Eaton revolutionized contemporary American death care. Despite significant
         legal opposition from trade constituents, he combined, for the first time, mortuary
         (body preparation) and cemetery (interment) operations into a “one-stop” consumer
         shopping experience; he created the first “memorial park” concept, which swapped tombstones
         and upright monuments for memorial tablets that lay flush with the ground; and he
         pioneered a meaningful and sustainable “perpetual care” fund, ensuring that the memorial
         park grounds and graves would be cared for through endowment interest after the property
         sold out. And then there’s the art. An avid art lover, Eaton frequently traveled to
         Europe. During his travels he commissioned several large-scale reproductions for Forest
         Lawn (most notably in stained glass and marble) of famous works that reflected his
         distinctly Christian sensibilities. He also purchased several pieces of significant
         original art, many of which—especially the stained glass church windows—were important
         salvages from pre and post-war Europe.[7]   
      

      
      Eaton’s moment of revelation is described by Laura Kath in the Forest Lawn-commissioned
         book, Forest Lawn: The First 100 Years: 
      

      
      
         It is said that on New Year’s Day, 1917, while the rest of Southern California enjoyed
            the holiday and watched the Tournament of Roses Parade in neighboring Pasadena, Eaton
            wandered alone on a hill that overlooked Forest Lawn. In that solitude, his depression
            gave way to hope, and hope to vision. It was on this hillside that Eaton finally saw
            in his mind’s eye what he believed a cemetery should be and what he wanted Forest
            Lawn to become.[8]   
         

         
      

      Kath’s rendition of this epiphany is toned down from its 1944 account in Pictorial Forest Lawn, which describes Eaton’s revelation in even more prophetic terms: “He saw no buildings—only
         a patch of lawn with a few straggling headstones. Beyond the scant dozen acres of
         developed ground, the hillsides rose, sere and brown. In that moment, a vision came
         to the man of what this . . . might become. . . . When he reached home, he put this
         promise into words and called it The Builder’s Creed.”[9]   Eaton’s vision would be carved on a huge slab of marble situated near the Park’s
         entrance (where it remains to this day), foregrounded by statues of two small children
         and a dog gazing up in wonder.
      

      
       

      The actual Creed gestures towards the language of “great men” ranging from Lincoln
         to Moses. It is, in fact, a remarkable piece of rhetoric that subtly encourages readers
         to recontextualize sentiments of the past:
      

      
      
         I believe in a happy eternal life. 

         
         I believe those of us left behind should be glad in the certain belief that those
            gone before have entered into that happier life. 
         

         
         I believe, most of all, in a Christ that smiles and loves you and me. 

         
         I therefore know the cemeteries of today are wrong because they depict an end, not
            a beginning. They have consequently become unsightly stoneyards, full of inartistic
            symbols and depressing customs; places that do nothing for humanity save a practical
            act, and that not well.
         

         
         I therefore prayerfully resolve on this New Year’s Day, 1917, that I shall endeavor
            to build Forest Lawn as different, as unlike other cemeteries as sunshine is unlike
            darkness, as eternal life is unlike death. I shall try to build at Forest Lawn a great
            park, devoid of misshapen monuments and other customary signs of earthly death, but
            filled with towering trees, sweeping lawns, splashing fountains, singing birds, beautiful
            statuary, cheerful flowers, noble memorial architecture, with interiors full of light
            and color, and redolent of the world’s best history and romances.
         

         
         I believe these things educate and uplift a community.

         
         Forest Lawn shall become a place where lovers new and old shall stroll and watch the
            sunset’s glow, planning for the future or reminiscing of the past; a place where artists
            study and sketch; where school teachers bring happy children to see the things they
            read of in books; where little churches invite, triumphant in the knowledge that from
            their pulpits only words of love can be spoken; where memorialization of loved ones
            in sculptured marble and pictorial glass shall be encouraged but controlled by acknowledged
            artists; a place where the sorrowing will be soothed and strengthened because it will
            be God’s garden. A place that shall be protected by an immense Endowment Care Fund,
            the principal of which can never be expended—only the income therefrom used to care
            for and perpetuate this Garden of Memory.
         

         
         This is the Builder’s Dream; this is the Builder’s Creed.[10]  
         

         
      

      Part corporate mission statement, part Nicene Creed, “The Builder’s Creed” is chock-full of chutzpah. Evelyn Waugh created a caricature
         of Eaton in The Loved One: the character of Wilbur Kenworthy, also known as “The Dreamer.” The Dreamer has
         his own Creed, set in stone, which parodies Eaton’s words:
      

      
      
          The Dream

         
         Behold I dreamed a dream and I saw a New Earth sacred to HAPPINESS. There amid all
               that Nature and Art could offer to elevate the Soul of Man I saw the Happy Resting
               Place of Countless Loved Ones. And I saw the Waiting Ones who still stood at the brink
               of that narrow stream that now separated them from those who had gone before. Young
               and old, they were happy too. Happy in Beauty, Happy in the certain knowledge that
               their Loved Ones were very near, in Beauty and Happiness such as the earth cannot
               give. 

         
          I heard a voice say, “Do this.” 

         
          And behold I awoke and in the Light and Promise of my DREAM I made WHISPERING GLADES
               [Waugh‘s counterpart to Forest Lawn]. 

         
          ENTER STRANGER and BE HAPPY.[11]  
         

         
      

      Waugh was not much kinder when discussing Forest Lawn in a non-fictional context.
         His 1947 essay, “Half in Love with Easeful Death: An Examination of Californian Burial
         Customs” (versions of which were published in both Tablet and Life)[12] makes some very deep cuts, claiming that Eaton had managed to literalize the “narrow
         stream” between life and death by promising Los Angeles residents a continuation of
         their current existence: “[At Forest Lawn] The body does not decay; it lives on, more
         chic in death than ever before, in its indestructible class A steel and concrete shelf;
         the soul goes straight from the Slumber Room to Paradise, where it enjoys an endless
         infancy.”[13]   Forest Lawn is not just a place of burial, it’s a lifestyle choice—an eternal lifestyle choice: “Dr. Eaton is the first man to offer eternal salvation at an inclusive
         charge as part of his undertaking service.”[14]   This eternal salvation, however, despite frequently pointing toward an afterlife,
         instead resides in the carefully curated archive of bodies just beneath the surface.
         This archive is for the living. As Steven Miller notes, “the metonym for the world
         in its totality, in other words, is the nonliving, material support of memory; the
         technical exteriority of memory that resists the safeguarding—if not the salvific—process
         of internalization.”[15]   Forest Lawn becomes a technical prosthesis for the living, a covert archive of
         memorialization that proffers eternity. 
      

      
      K. Edington argues that Waugh saw American death care as one more example of mindless
         striving, in which “Americans sacrifice ‘Being’ for ‘Becoming’; our pursuit of the
         dream estranges us from who we are and encourages us to live for the future. Ultimately,
         pursuit of the future is pursuit of death.”[16]   “Mindless striving,” which encompasses both the repetition of the death drive (“mindless”)
         and the life instinct’s movement of desire (“striving”), is a complex (and not altogether
         negative) critique. The Los Angeles lifestyle, which Waugh viewed as vacuously aspirational,
         also touches on Freud’s definition of “organic development.”[17]   While, admittedly, Waugh would argue that there is little of the “organic” in Hollywood,
         he might have to cede to the presence of “external disturbing and diverting influences”[18]   that force an organism to adapt and grow. Waugh gives several examples of highly
         adaptive personalities in The Loved One, including an actress who “changes” her ethnicity from Spanish to Irish. 
      

      
      Although Waugh claims that Los Angeles residents live in a self-absorbed haze, his
         real complaint against Los Angeles in particular, and the United States more generally,
         is that it lacks depth and subtlety: “[There] are no secrets under those unflickering
         floodlights; no undertones to which the stranger must attune his ear. All is loud,
         obvious and prosaic.”[19]   For Waugh, life in “Hollywood” is desire made manifest; it’s desire for the sake
         of desire—the kind of mindless repetition that Ellie Ragland associates with stasis.[20]   One is only as good as one’s last screenplay, performance, or sale. This “compulsion
         to repeat”[21]   constitutes survival within the logic of Hollywood. Death is an obstacle to be
         overcome. If one can’t produce, one must find a substitute that self-perpetuates—one
         that signifies success by denying the markers of death. Death becomes an empty signifier—a
         “deal memo” that precedes the contract. As Frederick Beaty points out, Waugh thought
         that Los Angeles had elevated “deception to a fine art” and its funeral trade “promot[ed]
         the idea that everything flawed on earth will be perfected in the next world.”[22]   
      

      
      This is how one “lives on” at Forest Lawn. Using Žižek‘s definition of a fetish as
         “a displacement . . . [a] partial element which conceals (and at the same time designates)
         the true point of reference,”[23]   Forest Lawn is a place that fetishizes death by substituting conceptually manageable
         signs for traumatic truths. The green rolling hills, unbroken save for trees and statues,
         could be any well-maintained park or golf course. Death is still there as a trace
         in the form of the uniform flat grave markers, but it has been pushed almost completely
         underground. The place necessitates both forgetting and remembering, elision of the
         dead bodies and transfer to the memorials that archive them. The physical markers
         act as a card-catalog of eternity. Forest Lawn reveals the smallest possible corner
         of the real, that “traumatic X [that] eludes every symbolization.”[24]   Grave markers at Forest Lawn—with the exception of approved works of sculpture
         purchased at great expense for family plots—are bronze plates of standardized size.
         The lack of individuality permitted for graves discourages visitors from paying too
         much attention to them. They trace in the lightest hand the hidden referent, never
         to be retrieved.
      

      
      Just as self-effacing grave tablets replace actual bodies, reproductions of art also
         serve as reminders of an earlier and historically grounded reality. Art critic Madeline
         Caviness argues that the artwork at Forest Lawn has much to teach us about the “fetishization
         of works of art.” A piece such as the Eaton-commissioned stained glass reproduction
         of The Last Supper, “replaces Leonardo’s original decayed or dying painting with an overvalued better-than-real
         simulacrum, a fetish that screens out the loss of the prototype, thus alleviating
         our anxieties about that loss.”[25]   Eaton characterized Italy’s “loss” as America’s gain, illustrated by a series of
         1970s advertisements for Forest Lawn: 
      

      
      
         We invite you to see some of Michelangelo’s most famous sculptures. David. La Pieta.
            Moses. The Medici Madonna. And more. Each has been painstakingly recreated in exact
            detail. And each has been sculptured in Carrera marble mined from the very same area
            that Michelangelo used. There is no charge for admission. But the rewards are priceless.[26]   
         

         
      

      They are, in fact, very fine reproductions, some made from actual cast moldings of
         the originals, reflecting Eaton’s sincere, if paternalistic, attempt to make art accessible,
         while adding value to the cemetery property. Forest Lawn also holds the largest collection
         (over one thousand works) of stained glass in the country—once again, a mixture of
         first-rate reproductions and historically significant originals from European churches.[27]  
      

      
      In an analysis reminiscent of Walter Benjamin‘s “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
         Reproduction,” Barbara Rubin, Arnold Rubin, and Robert Carlton, authors of L.A. in Installments, observe that Forest Lawn‘s Michelangelo reproductions,
      

      
      
          . . . clearly transcend their commodity value as objects. The loss of uniqueness
            and compromised authenticity which a copy would represent to a serious art collector
            of the present day does not diminish their functional value for Forest Lawn. . . .
            Even at the most superficial and public level of “consumption,” Forest Lawn’s reproductions
            are primarily powerful images used to promote the cemetery as a repository of aesthetically
            charged monuments—arts valued because they reinforce rather than challenge the social
            traditions from which they originated.[28]  
         

         
      

      Nowhere is Benjamin‘s “decay of the aura” and “the adjustment of reality to the masses”[29]   more apparent than in Forest Lawn‘s strange collection of “real” and “fake” art,
         which, in addition to blurring the value difference between original and copy, sometimes
         makes the argument, as in the description surrounding The Last Supper, that it provides the viewer with a superior experience. Umberto Eco, challenging the alleged sacrilege of Forest Lawn’s Pietà (exhibited without the throngs of tourists at St. Peter’s), notes that “once the
         fetishistic desire for the original is forgotten, these copies are perfect. And at
         this point isn’t the enemy of the rights of art the engraver who defaces the plate
         to keep low the number of prints?”[30]   Democratic access to art—albeit, art with a one-man curatorial vision—is one of
         Forest Lawn’s most successful ideological elements, namely that its reproductions
         function in ways comparable to the original. The strength in this position is that the reproductions
         are true-to-form (if somewhat cleaner than the originals) and have the capacity to
         move spectators emotionally in ways similar to their authentic counterparts. 
      

      
      Some pieces in the Forest Lawn collection are more blatant in their deconstruction
         of the real/fake binary. The Rubins and Carlton have ventured one of the few socio-economic
         critiques of the three artworks at Forest Lawn, Glendale, that point to Eaton‘s Christian
         evangelical proselytizing—The Last Supper, The Crucifixion, and The Resurrection. These works, which represent “a story sequence which refers directly to the functions
         Forest Lawn stands ready to perform for its clients,” are revealed from behind curtains
         to seated audiences, following lengthy voiceover introductions. The Rubins and Carlton
         read Christ’s calm discussion to his guests (of his impending death) in The Last Supper as “the embodiment of ‘Before Need’ planning.”[31]   
      

      
       Their assertion regarding Polish artist Jan Styka’s enormous original painting of
         The Crucifixion feels a bit more on-point: “[It] subliminally recalls the social and cultural significance
         of the funeral and the role of a wider community to witness the ritual of severance
         and the finality it represents.”[32]   Indeed, one striking element of this unusually long painting (145 feet in diameter)
         is the peripheral, everyday activity that fills both ends of the canvas. Christ’s
         crucifixion is represented as one activity in a busy suburb. 
      

      
      However, it’s their analysis of The Resurrection, a work that Eaton commissioned as the final installment in his “Sacred Trilogy,”
         that takes the most interesting interpretive risk. As they note, it’s striking that
         this painting features a landscape significantly similar to that of Forest Lawn, Glendale,
         as well as some interesting characters: “Contrasting with the generalized treatment
         of the heavenly throng, one foreground figure is clearly individuated: a man in kneeling
         posture, balding, wearing eyeglasses and academic robes; he bears a remarkable likeness
         to Hubert Eaton.” While they kindly attribute “Eaton’s” appearance to the historical
         practice of including the patron in the painting, they note, less generously, that
         “it is probably not coincidental that the open sepulcher occupies a prominent position
         in the lower left foreground of the painting.”   [33]    With the help of binoculars, I was able to spot the anachronistic person in the painting, although I couldn’t be sure
         it was Eaton. 
      

      
      It could be argued that the painting epitomizes Waugh‘s wry assertion of Dr. Eaton’s
         promise of “eternal salvation at an inclusive charge as part of his undertaking service.”[34]   It also might gesture, uncomfortably, to Louis Marin’s statement that “a degenerate
         utopia is an ideology realized in the form of a myth.”[35]   If one were to perform a Joseph Campbell-inspired reading of Forest Lawn as “myth”
         (perhaps the “monomyth” of the hero’s journey)[36] one could find signs at every turn, from outright manifestos to subliminal references
         in artwork, of a home-spun Hollywood prophet who receives and returns “the call,”
         overcomes many obstacles, and creates heaven on earth while proffering a unique brand
         of explicit hope. 
      

      
      As Baudrillard asserts, there is always a kernel of truth in any effective simulacrum—a
         circulation of signs without referent—that gives it its power. Indeed, Forest Lawn
         reflects numerous—sometimes conflicting—commitments to public works, educational outreach,
         spiritual enlightenment, and West Coast capitalism. These are delivered, like Matthew
         Arnold’s “sweetness and light,” with all of the discomfort attendant with what Baudrillard
         calls “the vertigo of a world without flaws.”[37]   Eaton‘s efforts to bridge high and low culture;   [38]    to mesh the sacred practices of the funeral with the profane activities of tourism;
         and to conflate the aura of originality with the “as-good-if-not-better” copy are
         the qualities that make Forest Lawn simultaneously sublime and the object of cultural
         critique. As the authors of L.A. in Installments: Forest Lawn argue, it represents to its critics “the degradation of fundamental cultural values
         and the erosion of the last vestiges of class-based social distinctions.”[39]   
      

      
      Eaton might have been able to appeal to Waugh‘s elitist sensibilities by offering
         him a place in the “Memorial Court of Honor”—the grand mausoleum for those whom Forest
         Lawn’s Council of Regents has deemed “immortals.” As Laura Kath points out, “The crypts
         are not for sale at any price.”[40]   Whether or not Waugh would have found entombment at Forest Lawn “priceless” is
         a matter of debate. 
      

      
      A Picturesque Plot

      
      To gain better understanding of Eaton‘s contributions to modern death care, it is
         worth briefly recapping the history of American cemeteries. In her book, The American Resting Place, Marilyn Yalom discusses the historical shift from “graveyards” or “burial grounds”
         to “cemeteries”:
      

      
      
         The word “cemetery” crept into popular language during the nineteenth century, along
            with a new concept of funereal landscape. After two centuries of grim, gray urban
            graveyards, the new philosophy called for expansive rural vistas enhanced by carefully
            chosen flora and artful monuments. The dead could find peace in such settings, and
            mourners too could take comfort in nature’s bounties. “Cemetery,” derived from the
            Greek “koimeterium,” meaning “a place to sleep,” was the right term for fields of
            eternal rest.[41]  
         

         
      

      This transition in both the United States and Western Europe from memento mori (remember death) began in the mid-eighteenth century, with “soul effigies” (cherub
         heads with wings) gradually replacing the “death’s heads” (skulls) on tombstones.
         In the late-eighteenth century, secular iconography began to appear, including classical
         symbols such as the lyre and the willow tree. A new wave of “garden cemeteries” developed
         concurrently.[42]   
      

      
      The authors of L.A. in Installments: Forest Lawn specifically cite one such garden cemetery, Mt. Auburn Cemetery in Boston, as Forest
         Lawn’s closest “precursor”: “Mt. Auburn was early described by Boston citizenry as
         an earthly counterpart to paradise. It was, and remains today, a tapestry of artificial
         lakes, decorative pools, ornamental fountains, curving avenues, botanical displays,
         and unusual and artistic architectural and sculptural memorials.”[43]   In addition to addressing some of the social concerns of the day—the overcrowding
         of urban graveyards and the alleged health risks caused by mysterious corpse miasmas—garden
         cemeteries such as Mt. Auburn were entrepreneurial efforts, developed in accordance
         with space and business plans.[44]   They offered differentiated real estate and architectural opportunities for the
         wealthy, through family mausoleums, large monuments, and locations that reflected
         “prevailing residential priorities”: “ . . . concern for access, view, privacy, and
         the ethnic and religious composition and economic status of ‘neighbors.’”[45]   David Cannadine compares Forest Lawn to the “great mid-Victorian cemeteries,” claiming
         that they “were very much the Forest Lawns of their time, in both their expense and
         their status consciousness.”[46]   Eaton built on this concern with post-mortem status by promoting the concept of
         “perpetual care”—essentially an endowment fund that generated enough earnings to provide
         maintenance of the cemetery grounds after revenue sources (primarily generated by
         the selling of plots or interment rights) dried up. 
      

      
      Eaton had seen the sad results of cemeteries without such funding, which had “been
         uprooted to accommodate expanding suburbs.”[47]   His contribution to cemetery sustainability was ultimately adopted by state regulatory
         agencies, and most cemeteries in the United States are now required, at the state
         level, to maintain a perpetual care endowment or endowment care trust.[48]   Since this endowment is funded by a small portion of the sales price (or an additional
         mandatory fee paid by the consumer), many cemeteries that had sold most or all of
         their burial plots prior to the implementation of state regulations were unable to
         develop sustainability plans and fell into ruin. In his book on cemetery management,
         A Cemetery is Forever, Forest Lawn chairman John Llewellyn demonstrates that cemeteries must exceed any
         state-mandated reserves in order to generate enough income to pay ongoing expenses
         such as taxes, water, security, and gardening. Indeed, several significant historical
         cemeteries in Los Angeles provide striking examples of what can happen when plans
         are not made to ensure proper maintenance of the grounds. Sunnyside Memorial Gardens
         in Long Beach, founded in 1921, was one such casualty of inadequate planning practices.
         Forest Lawn purchased and renovated the property in 1978, making it the fifth Forest
         Lawn campus.[49]   As recently as 2017, Forest Lawn Memorial Parks, which has contributed significantly
         more to its Perpetual Care Fund than what is mandated by California State law, boasted
         the largest cemetery endowment fund in California and, possibly, in the United States.[50]   
      

      
      The idea of perpetual care for Forest Lawn‘s permanent residents is redolent of Walter
         Benjamin‘s essay fragment, “Capitalism as Religion.” Endowment funds (at least in
         California) embody the enduring reach and “permanent duration” of capitalism. The
         guarantee of perpetual care for the dead soothes the “worries, anguish, and disquiet”
         of potential customers. With its distinct blend of capitalism and Christianity, Forest
         Lawn’s endowment embodies what Benjamin calls the “spirit that speaks from the ornamentation
         of banknotes.”[51]   And, as Samuel Weber points out, “banknotes bring with them . . . their own capacity
         to circulate and be exchanged.” The immortality of money represents (and in some cases
         substitutes for) belief in the immortality of the soul.[52]  
      

      
      Still, permanence comes at a price, and real estate can be expensive at the Forest
         Lawn properties. At Forest Lawn, Glendale, and Forest Lawn, Hollywood Hills (the Americana-themed
         campus in close proximity to both Walt Disney and Warner Brothers Studios), one can
         pay well over ten thousand dollars for a premium plot.[53]   Why are families so willing to pay exorbitant prices for such a tiny piece of the
         rock? In the 2013 CNBC documentary, Death: It’s a Living, a woman spent weeks (literally) shopping for the perfect plot location with a water
         view in a Queens, New York, cemetery.[54]   It seems that amenities matter on the East Coast, too. Even for those who realize
         that their corpse won’t care about the view, there is still a concern for one’s image.
         As Žižek puts it, “that which I fantasize that the Other (fascinated by me) sees in
         me.”[55]   In his essay, “Travels in Hyperreality,” Umberto Eco muses on a variety of personal
         shrines, from the J. Paul Getty Museum in Malibu to Hearst Castle in San Simeon to
         the Ringling family’s domestic palace, Ca’d’Zan, in Sarasota: “[The] prime aim of
         these wild Xanadus (as of every Xanadu) is not so much to live there, but to make
         posterity think how exceptional the people who did live there must have been.”[56]   The same holds true of Forest Lawn: one imagines others seeing oneself—at least
         once, during the funeral—in a grand context. In Žižekian terms, it’s a “fantasy [that]
         tells me what I am to my others,”[57]   whether that imagined other is one of Waugh‘s future “archaeologists” (the imagined
         ancestors of his essay, “Half in Love with Easeful Death”), one’s publicist, or, most
         delectably, one’s ex-wife, now grieving over the cost of the crypt. 
      

      
      When the shoe is on the other foot and someone else is doing the shopping, there is
         another dynamic, in addition to prestige. It’s the economic exchange that squares
         the karmic balance sheet. According to Jacques Lacan, “Everyone knows that money doesn’t
         just buy things, but that the prices which, in our culture, are calculated at rock-bottom,
         have the function of neutralizing something infinitely more dangerous than paying
         in money, namely owing somebody something.”[58]   This “curse” of “owing somebody something” could be recast as guilt, which frequently
         plays a part in determining the location and cost that a family is willing to pay
         for a plot. Within this logic, atonement for confining one’s parents to a nursing
         home can be made by postmortem proximity to an important work of art or an impressive
         fountain. The 1941 Art Guide of Forest Lawn (which serves the dual purpose of sales device) provides an array of memorial options,
         from custom stained glass windows to cenotaphs: “a memorial placed in a fitting location,
         such as the great Forest Lawn Mausoleum, when the body of the person thus honored
         has been interred elsewhere.”[59]   In the world of memorialization, the body need not even be present for the survivors’
         consciences to find relief (for a price).
      

      
      Paying a high price to house, in perpetuity, a dead body is also a luxurious waste
         of land—a demonstration of power through excess. The United States, as Eco points
         out, is a country of “more”: “ . . . more than you’re used to having, more than you
         might want, leaving a surplus to throw away—that’s prosperity.”[60]   In most countries, the opportunity for common citizens to permanently memorialize
         their dead is unheard of. Many countries lease land for interment—land that can be
         recycled after a set number of years (generally twenty to one hundred years) if the
         lease is not renewed.[61]   For most lineages, what Eaton called the “memorial impulse”—“an instinctive impulse
         to perpetuate the memory of their departed”[62]—will die out at some point, as will the “final” resting place. While it might be
         true, as Forest Lawn claims, that “the inherent desire of all men—[is] to remember
         and to be remembered,”[63]   there comes a day when even the most famous are erased from memory, lending a certain
         poignancy to one Forest Lawn customer’s comment: “I feel that I am entitled to the proper perpetuation of my name.” He goes on to discuss his contributions during life, which he hopes can be represented
         by a “suitable memorial.”[64]   While such rhetoric encourages one to ruminate on the irony of his emphasis on
         purchasing a signifier (the memorial plate) to represent a signifier (the name, standing
         in for the absent individual), it is also moving to imagine the vase on the front
         of his crypt standing empty after seventy years of slow forgetting. 
      

      
      In a recent controversy, the Chinese government rewarded “tomb flatteners in Zhoukou
         City, central Henan province, who cleared over 2 million ancestral tombs last year
         in a campaign to recover farmland.” Though USA Today reporter Calum MacLeod states that there has been significant public outcry in response
         to “flattening ancestral tombs,” this resistance seems to be overshadowed by the impracticality
         of using perfectly good land for the purpose of symbolically marking a life lived.
         MacLeod quotes a Chinese professor’s response to the demolition: “Nobody will love
         a country which digs out your ancestors’ tombs.” While, as MacLeod points out, the
         razing of tombs “shatters tradition and breaks cultural taboos,” it seems that repurposing
         land, for property development or for farms (claims vary), might take precedence over
         a few angry spirits.[65]   This is a haunting reversal of Gladstone’s oft-quoted maxim.
      

      
      Waugh, who was buried traditionally at the Church of St. Paul and St. Peter in Somerset,
         didn’t seem to have a problem with interment or memorialization, per se. Rather, he
         rejected the culture of American memorialization and the operating practices of the
         death care industry that he witnessed during his visits to Forest Lawn, Glendale.
         There’s no doubt that Eaton was an eccentric,[66]   and that Forest Lawn was, by all accounts, a tourist attraction in its day. Time magazine even titled its 1959 review of Adela Rogers St. Johns’s book about Eaton
         and Forest Lawn, “Disneyland of Death.”[67]   According to Forest Lawn’s 1941 Art Guide, the Park enjoyed twice as many visitors as the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New
         York City.[68]   Since Forest Lawn, Glendale, had an open campus, it’s unlikely that the exact number
         of visitors could have been calculated. Still, its popularity as a Southern California
         destination was undeniable. Although access to certain parts of Forest Lawn’s campus
         is now limited, it still attracts visitors who do not have a “loved one” interred
         within its confines. Its museum—open daily and free of admission—augments its permanent
         inventory with interesting special exhibits that are less Eaton-esque in flavor (e.g.,
         a recent exhibition of Picasso, Braque, and Léger). The Park also hosts community
         activities throughout the year, from the patriotic events on Memorial Day and Veterans
         Day to bilingual Saints’ celebrations. These activities represent an elevated political
         awareness and social inclusiveness not always present during the Eaton years. 
      

      
      Working Undercover

      
      Waugh‘s The Loved One captures all of Forest Lawn‘s extremities, most notably the seriousness with which
         it takes itself. What it fails to capture is Forest Lawn’s heart. Waugh, considered
         by most critics to be a conservative Catholic writer following his conversion from
         Anglicanism, found Forest Lawn’s sincerity its most disturbing and, from his viewpoint,
         dangerous quality. Eaton mixed old-fashioned American evangelism with business savvy,
         spreading simultaneously the good news of Christ with the imperative of pre-need funeral
         arrangements. He was the peculiar combination of St. Francis and Steve Jobs—the nature-loving
         visionary and the savvy niche-capitalist. In the words of Adela Rogers St. Johns, “Bo [Hubert]
         had always been two men. . . . Solid, hard-working science student and crackpot idealist who could quote more poetry than anybody in the house. Careful chemist—crusading
         Christian.”[69]   For Waugh, this mixture was sacrilege, and everything at Forest Lawn became a symbol
         for its chimeric mixture of spirituality and lucre. The vitriol with which Waugh attacks
         Forest Lawn matches, in measure, the vim of Eaton’s promotion of Forest Lawn as a
         model for the death care industry. With Forest Lawn at the center of its criticism,
         The Loved   One follows the gyre outwards, critiquing Los Angeles as dream factory and, by extension,
         the United States as cultural vacuum. Waugh and Eaton are strange doubles, mirroring
         each other’s commitment to a cause. Waugh presages Baudrillard‘s distrust of a sign
         without referent—in Forest Lawn’s case, God without Church; Eaton sees himself as
         keeper of the transcendental sign—universal salvation. 
      

      
      If one asserts that Forest Lawn is a simulacrum, then one must ask, what is it simulating?
         Consider Baudrillard’s differentiation between dissimulation and simulation: “To dissimulate
         is to pretend not to have what one has. To simulate is to feign to have what one doesn’t
         have. One implies a presence, the other an absence.”[70]   Forest Lawn dissimulates its dead. There are several tens of thousands of dead bodies interred on the Forest
         Lawn campuses, masked by beautiful landscapes, art, architecture, and flat memorial
         tablets that belie a meticulously planned foundation of vault-to-vault corpses. This
         is not to say that Forest Lawn dissimulates the nature of its business, which is to
         prepare and house the dead. It must, in fact, promote its business in order to sustain
         its paradoxical secret—what happens beneath the ground and in the crypts. What Forest
         Lawn seems to deny, at all costs, is that anything within its care decays. At least in the past, Forest Lawn represented itself (as Beaty claims of its fictional
         counterpart, Whispering Glades) as “being forever impervious to destruction.”[71]   Certainly, it implied as much in its 1941 Art Guide: “Your loved one sleeps quietly, peacefully . . . protected, within sacred grounds.”
         It even claims that due to its then cutting edge ventilation system, corpses are subject
         to “desiccation and not decay.”[72]   
      

      
      This is not to say that the corpse vanishes completely. The underground referent (the
         dead body) is, in Baudrillard‘s words, “always clear, it is simply masked.” This dissimulation
         epitomizes Baudrillard’s second step in the “successive phases of the image” (from
         reality to “pure simulacrum”): “it masks and denatures a profound reality.”[73]   It inspired Waugh‘s The Loved One, with its “central theme of illusion substituted for truth.”[74]  
      

      
      At the same time that it dissimulates death, Forest Lawn  simulates a spiritual and aesthetic ethos that disavows the difference between the living and
         the dead. This disavowal is not erasure; just as Forest Lawn does not deny that some
         of its works of art are copies, it does not claim that the dead are really not dead. Rather, it denies any meaningful difference between the two. With its generically
         Christian overtones, it gestures to what Frederick L. Beaty calls, again in relation
         to Waugh‘s fictional counterpart, Whispering Glades, a “mortuary cult”: “a full-blown
         religious institution, complete with its own theology, scripture, hierarchy, aesthetic
         appeal, and the capacity of granting eternal bliss to its occupants.”[75]   Eaton‘s obsession with finding the perfect Resurrection to complete his “Sacred Trilogy” illustrates this “theology.” In Forest Lawn: The First 100 Years, there is a wonderful photo of Hubert Eaton surrounded by submissions for a contest
         to find the perfect “Smiling Christ”: “In 1952, a contest was held in Italy, sponsored
         by the Florentine Academy of the Art of Design, to which Michelangelo had belonged.
         Eaton and Fred Llewellyn had decided on a prize of two million lire. Nothing favorable
         came of it.” Ultimately, Eaton executed his own ideal of “a Christ that smiles and
         loves you and me,” through the commissioned work of artist Robert Clark: “A studio
         annex next to the Hall of Crucifixion was built for Clark to paint in. His artistic
         endeavors, vigilantly overseen by Eaton and his staff, sometimes seemed to Clark like
         painting by committee. Though The Resurrection was the largest painting Clark created, in the end he did not feel he could claim
         it as his own.”[76]   Through painting-by-proxy, Eaton could arguably imply that the Promised Land resembled
         Forest Lawn and that its clientele had a link to heaven. 
      

      
      Almost everything about Forest Lawn suggests that the next world will be just like
         this one, only better. For Waugh, Forest Lawn is the natural conclusion to the Los
         Angeles lifestyle, which, he felt, encouraged a kind of languorous half-life, preparing
         residents for “the cocoon-state in which they will slough their old bodies”: “The
         ideal is to shade off, so finely that it becomes imperceptible, the moment of transition,
         and it is to this process that Forest Lawn is the most conspicuous monument.”[77]   Decedents seemed to sleep through their funerals, with the implied promise of awaking
         in a heaven that bore a striking resemblance to Forest Lawn.[78]   This miraculous disappearance of the corruption of the flesh, as well as church
         doctrine (with its threats of judgment and damnation) added up to a kind of “fraudulence”
         for Waugh, reflecting “not only an inclination to prefer illusion but an absolute
         determination to substitute it for reality.”[79]   For Waugh, the supposition was that everyone in America came from somewhere else:
         “[There] is no such thing as an ‘American.’ They are all exiles uprooted, transplanted
         & doomed to sterility.”[80]   Waugh found Forest Lawn to be the embodiment of all that was wrong with America
         and its ahistorical, amoral soullessness.[81]   Forest Lawn was “a monument for local tradition” (Los Angeles), a city rife with
         “countless preposterous cults.”[82]   
      

      
      Jeffrey Heath also notes Waugh‘s conviction that places like Forest Lawn encouraged
         a “neo-paganism” approach to death, with its implication that all souls—at least those
         interred in one of its properties—bypass the Last Judgment and go straight to heaven:
         “In his [Waugh’s] view, if a civilization makes death look like life, it will turn
         life into a form of death.”[83]    The Loved One‘s surreal cemetery culture, in conjunction with its portrayal of Los Angeles as a
         vampire city that preys on civilized society, was meant to critique the kind of quasi-life/quasi-death
         existence promoted in California.[84]  
      

      
      The Loved One reflects Baudrillard’s nightmare in which everything has been neutralized through
         euphemism: “Everywhere we live in a universe strangely similar to the original—things
         are doubled by their own scenario. But this doubling does not signify, as it did traditionally,
         the imminence of their death—they are already purged of their death, and better than
         when they were alive; more cheerful, more authentic, in the light of their model,
         like the faces in funeral homes.”[85]   While visiting Forest Lawn, one is lulled into believing “The Builder’s Creed“: “[that] cemeteries of today are wrong
         because they depict an end, not a beginning.”[86]   With a missionary zeal that both countered and matched Eaton‘s own, Waugh set about
         infiltrating and exposing Forest Lawn’s practices. He made friends with several of
         its staff members, including at least one embalmer, and claimed to have plans to lunch
         with Dr. Eaton.[87]   His official biographer and friend, Christopher Sykes, describes Waugh as “intrigued”
         by Forest Lawn, stating that he visited it almost daily during his January 1947 trip
         to Los Angeles, making “a thorough investigation of the place.”[88]   In a letter to his agent, Waugh describes himself as “entirely obsessed with Forest
         Lawns [sic]. . . . I go there two or three times a week, am on easy terms with the chief embalmer.
         . . . It is an entirely unique place—the only thing in California that is not a copy of something else.”[89]   
      

      
      What was it about Forest Lawn—an unabashed “bricolage”[90]   of artifacts—that Waugh found “entirely unique?” Perhaps he sensed the dawn of
         what Baudrillard calls “the era of the simulation . . . inaugurated by a liquidation
         of all referentials.”[91]   The signifier, “cemetery,” had been replaced by “memorial park.” The real markers
         of the corpse had been effaced. The dead, plumped by prosthetics and fluids looked,
         arguably, better than they had in life. By the time they slid into the ground or were
         tucked into a crypt, they had already slipped the knot of death; they were part of
         Eaton’s idyllic vision—a pact sealed at the time of the sale. Surrounded by copies
         of art, they, in turn, became frozen as art. The dead body was surplus; borrowing
         from Derrida, its real “meaning” was deferred.
      

      
      If, as Jeffrey Heath asserts, Waugh thought that “California death has been distorted”
         by making “death look like life,”[92]   then The Loved One reflects his efforts to empty Forest Lawn of the misleading signs that it sought
         to generate, thereby destroying the “fantasy” masking Žižek’s “point of impossibility.”[93]   At Forest Lawn, the dead, like the beautifully reproduced stained glass window
         of The Last Supper, are simultaneously productions and reproductions. Madeline Caviness calls The Last Supper reproduction, “a kind of performance art,”[94]   and one can arguably make the same claim about the dead clients of Forest Lawn.
         As Joseph Vogel observes, Waugh’s Whispering Glades has high production value; all
         of its accoutrements, from its chapels to its fake bees “constitute an enormous theatrical
         set for the funeral productions. The principal actors are the dead.”[95]   With their elaborate staging, the dead are stars in their own limited run before
         becoming another artifact among many. The brazen manner in which Forest Lawn reflected
         a culture that disavowed death by simulating life made it a worthy adversary upon
         which Waugh would, in Robert Barnard’s words, “feed so ravenously.”[96]  
      

      
      Forest Lawn comes across as quite hurt by Waugh‘s betrayal. Not only did The Loved One pave the way for less fictional exposés of the funeral industry, such as Jessica
         Mitford‘s 1963 bestseller The American Way of Death, but it also seems to have made Eaton‘s successors, the Llewellyns, less effusive
         in their promotional rhetoric and perhaps more wary of strangers. Ralph Hancock, author
         of the 1955 book, The Forest Lawn Story, devotes part of a chapter to indirectly responding to Waugh’s novel, which he refuses
         to publicize by naming: 
      

      
      
         Who among us is so sophisticated that he can afford to place himself above his fellows?
            
         

         
         Nevertheless, there have been many critics of American customs in general and of the
            standards set at Forest Lawn in particular. If one were to believe the evidence provided
            in several recent novels Forest Lawn is a fit subject for ridicule. But one wonders
            how difficult it would be to erect glass houses around these same authors? No trouble
            at all, as a little research shows.[97]   
         

         
      

      Eaton himself was more direct in addressing Waugh‘s insult:

      
      
         As Dr. Eaton once said when his confidence and hospitality had been betrayed by an
            egotistical English writer, “It’s taken many years of hard work, some vision, divine
            guidance, careful financial management, the hands and heads of many crafts, the genius
            of centuries, a few miracles, the love of God and the love of man to build Forest
            Lawn Memorial Park. But any cynical boor who wishes to do so can ridicule all it has
            done with ten cents worth of cheap wit and vulgar misinterpretation.[98]  
         

         
      

      (Without doubt, Waugh would have critiqued the grandiose claims of this rebuttal,
         had he read it.) John Llewellyn, with typical tact, doesn’t mention The Loved One in either of his two books, but he gently implies that Eaton‘s reign as “monarch”
         has perhaps given way to more measured management approaches.[99]   
      

      
      Only Half in Love

      
      The Loved One chronicles Dennis Barlow, an English poet who initially travels to Hollywood to script
         the life of the Romantic poet, Shelley, but quickly becomes disenchanted with the
         place: “There in the Megalopolitan studios he found reproduced, and enhanced by the
         nervous agitation endemic to the place, all the gross futility of service life. He
         repined, despaired, fled.”[100]   Dennis quickly finds new employment, though, “in a worthy trade”[101]   at a pet cemetery, the Happier Hunting Ground. In self-imposed exile from the studio
         system, he lives on the periphery of the British expatriate community in Hollywood.
         When his host and housemate, Sir Francis Hinsley, hangs himself after being fired
         from Megalopolitan Studios, Dennis is charged by the British with arranging his funeral
         at Whispering Glades.
      

      
      Dennis is enthralled by Whispering Glades and its quasi-religious aspirations, and
         also by its otherworldly mortuary cosmetician, Aimée Thanatogenos, who is named after
         the famous Los Angeles evangelist, Aimee Semple McPherson.[102]   Dennis finds himself battling with head embalmer/artiste Mr. Joyboy for Aimée’s
         affections, eventually wooing her with stolen Romantic-era poems (most notably Keats’s
         “Ode to a Nightingale”), leading her to swear an oath of eternal love (from Burns’s
         “A Red, Red Rose”) at Whispering Glades Lovers’ Seat:[103]   “They waited their turn and presently sat side by side on the double throne. ‘Till
         a’ the seas gang dry, my dear,’ whispered Aimée. Her face appeared deliciously at
         the little window. They kissed, then gravely descended.”[104]   When Dennis is revealed as both a plagiarist of Romantic poetry and a pet mortician,
         Aimée accepts a proposal of marriage from Mr. Joyboy. Things take a downward turn
         for Aimée when Dennis refuses to release her from their Lovers’ Seat “oath,” which,
         within the logic of her world at Whispering Glades, she holds as a sacred and binding
         vow. To make matters worse, her spiritual correspondent, the advice columnist Guru
         Brahmin (a.k.a. the alcoholic Mr. Slump), counsels her to “find a nice window and
         jump out.”[105]   She commits suicide by embalming herself in Mr. Joyboy’s workroom at Whispering
         Glades. The desperate Mr. Joyboy, who finds Aimée’s body and fears being blamed for
         her death, begs Dennis for help. Dennis uses this opportunity to extort money from
         both Mr. Joyboy and from leading expat, Sir Ambrose, who has long felt that Dennis’s
         line of work reflects poorly on the British community in Hollywood and wants him to
         return to England. Dennis surreptitiously cremates Aimée’s body in the pet cremation
         retort, having secured through blackmail enough money to purchase first-class passage
         back to his home country: 
      

      
      
         On this last evening in Los Angeles Dennis knew that he was singularly privileged.
            The strand was littered with bones and wreckage. He was adding his bit; something
            that had long irked him, his young heart. He was carrying back instead a great, shapeless
            chunk of experience, the artist’s load; bearing it home to his ancient and comfortless
            shore; to work on it hard and long, for God knew how long—it was the moment of vision
            for which a lifetime is often too short. 
         

         
         He picked up the novel which Miss Poski had left on his desk and settled down to await
            his loved one’s [Aimée’s] final combustion.[106]  
         

         
      

      While the protagonist of The Loved One  is Dennis Barlow, its “star” and heroine is Aimée. The novel takes Eaton‘s vision
         to its most extreme, and Aimée, who “worked like a nun,”[107]   plays it to the death. 
      

      
      Dennis first meets Aimée while making funeral arrangements for Sir Francis: “[The]
         girl who now entered was unique. Not indefinably; the appropriate distinguishing epithet
         leapt to Dennis’s mind the moment he saw her: sole Eve in a bustling hygienic Eden,
         this girl was a decadent. . . . Her full-face was oval, her profile pure and classical
         and light. Her eyes greenish and remote, with a rich glint of lunacy.”[108]   Dennis’s description of Aimée mirrors Waugh‘s own impression of Forest Lawn—an
         odd amalgam of the classical and the crazed. 
      

      
      A few days later, after inspecting Sir Francis’s embalmed body, Dennis encounters
         Aimée by the “Lake Island [not isle] of Innisfree” on the Whispering Glades grounds.
         True to Yeats, the area features a “bee-loud glade,” replete with “wicker hives” accented
         by the “sound of bees . . . hardly distinguishable from the genuine article.”[109]   While Dennis can see the artifice of the bees, “a tiny red eye which told that
         the sound-apparatus was working in good order,”[110]   he has a harder time unraveling the seeming sincerity of Aimée, who calls Whispering
         Glades “my true home.”[111]   When he teasingly tells her “you have a very poetic occupation here,” she responds
         with Eaton-like seriousness of purpose:
      

      
      
         “Yes, I know. I know I have really. Only sometimes at the end of a day when I’m tired
            I feel as if it was all rather ephemeral. I mean you and Sophie Dalmeyer Krump write
            a poem and it’s printed and maybe read on the radio and millions of people hear it
            and maybe they’ll still be reading it in hundreds of years’ time. While my work is
            burned sometimes within a few hours. At the best, it’s put in the mausoleum and even
            there it deteriorates, you know. I’ve seen painting there not ten years old that’s
            completely lost tonality. Do you think anything can be a great art which is so impermanent?”[112]  
         

         
      

      For Waugh, this question is rhetorical and reflects the artifice of both Whispering
         Glades and Aimée’s restoration work.
      

      
      If Aimée questions her status as artist, she does not question the profound vision
         of “The Dreamer”—Dr. Wilbur Kenworthy (the fictional alter-ego of “The Builder,” Dr.
         Eaton). She is, in Žižek‘s terms, “over-orthodox,” taking (although not subverting)
         the ideology of Whispering Glades “more literally than it is ready to take itself.”[113]   She cannot see that Whispering Glades is a simulation of heaven, not heaven itself.
         Because she doesn’t know the referents—the original works of art, the poems, the biblical
         language from which Whispering Glades borrows—she doesn’t understand that her reality
         is a copy of an artistic representation, radically recontextualized and appropriated.
         She literalizes the metaphor. Aimée must continue on as both sucker and saint, because
         any discovery of inauthenticity would destroy her, as evidenced by her strong reaction
         when she learns that Dennis’s love poems to her are plagiarized. Her loyalty to the
         lie is complete.
      

      
      The other characters negotiate the rhetoric of Whispering Glades by maintaining an
         ironic distance from it. Even senior mortician, Mr. Joyboy, has referents (e.g., his
         mother) in the world beyond Whispering Glades. Mr. Joyboy, Dennis, and Dr. Kenworthy
         are more postmodern in their approaches to the truth. For them, one signifier is as
         good as another if it serves its purpose—even if it turns a corpse into a “loved one”
         or appropriates a poem to elevate the value of a burial plot. Dennis is the most radically
         playful in this game of substitution. He’s happy to have Aimée as his flesh-and-blood
         “loved one,” but when circumstances change, he’s able to adapt quickly to seeing her
         as a “loved one” ready for processing in the crematorium. As Jeffrey Heath notes,
         Aimée takes on a sad irony in her death, when she becomes “a loved one in fact as
         well as in name.”[114]   It seems at times that Aimée is tragically brainwashed and the book’s treatment
         of her harsh: 
      

      
      
         Aimée Thanatogenos spoke the tongue of Los Angeles; the sparse furniture of her mind—the
            objects which barked the intruder’s shins—had been acquired at the local High School
            and University; she presented herself to the world dressed and scented in obedience
            to the advertisements; brain and body were scarcely distinguishable from the standard
            product, but the spirit—ah, the spirit was something apart . . . [115]  
         

         
      

      Of course Aimée’s “spirit” has been hijacked by the pseudo-religion of Whispering
         Glades, making the narrator’s caveat ironic. Humphrey Carpenter makes the bold assertion
         that Aimée is merely a casualty of Dennis Barlow’s art: “The image of his [Dennis’s]
         smashing her [Aimée’s] burnt bones brings home violently what the novella has been
         telling us all along, that the writer has the right to manipulate, deceive, and finally
         destroy those around him if they can provide fuel for his art.”[116]   And yet Dennis reacts high-handedly to the artifice of Whispering Glades. It’s
         fine for him—as an artist—to appropriate raw materials for artistic ends, but it’s
         an atrocity and a crime to employ art for monetary gain. Dennis, who earlier teased
         Aimée by calling her occupation “poetic,” now feels “oppressed by the unpoetic air
         of Los Angeles.”[117]   
      

      
      Aimée, as the embodiment of the finest copy to come out of Whispering Glades, pays
         a capital price for her commitment. As the “vestal virgin of the place,”[118]   she must be sacrificed to preserve her chastity for her true love, Whispering Glades.
         Frederick Beaty takes the dark view that “Aimée does not martyr herself in behalf
         of some noble cause; rather, as a burlesque of the tragic heroine, she ends her life
         because it is empty and purposeless.”[119]   However, Waugh has done too good of a job convincing the reader that, within the
         logic of the text, Whispering Glades has meaning and value for Aimée—if not for Waugh. In her world, Whispering Glades is a jealous lover, and she can’t
         take a husband, be it Dennis or Mr. Joyboy, without threatening the ideal with the
         taint of irony. Still, as with all corpses, after her death Aimée is helpless to avoid
         the abuses of satire. In the ultimate conflation of sanctity and sacrilege, Dennis
         processes Aimée like a pet in the very pet cemetery that she abhorred for its attempt
         to copy the operations of Whispering Glades. He even ensures that Mr. Joyboy, like
         all those who have had pets processed at the Happier Hunting Ground, receives an annual
         note in commemoration of his loved one: “Tomorrow and on every anniversary as long
         as the Happier Hunting Ground existed a postcard would go to Mr. Joyboy: Your little Aimée is wagging her tail in heaven tonight, thinking of you.”[120]   For Aimée, someone who “loved to see things done right,”[121]   this is the ultimate post-mortem insult. 
      

      
      As evidenced in his essay, “Half in Love with Easeful Death,” Waugh shares with Dennis
         a belief in a cultural high ground, which is opposed to the popular culture embraced
         in Los Angeles and the pseudo-culture in evidence at Whispering Glades. If Hollywood
         kills Sir Francis, then Dennis just as surely kills Aimée. With her whole-hearted
         embrace of the construct of Whispering Glades, Aimée exhibits real (on her own terms) integrity; Dennis, on
         the other hand, comes across as just another pretentious hack who couldn’t make it
         in Hollywood. 
      

      
      Martin Stannard claims that “the ‘ineradicable caddishness’ of Dennis was something
         Waugh recognized, and repented, in himself. Hamlet holds up the skull of the jester
         and, in similar fashion, Dennis was perhaps Waugh’s way of rebuking himself.” Stannard
         says that Waugh “never wrote another ‘cruel’ book.”[122]   Waugh was certainly not a hack—quite the opposite—but perhaps The Loved One was his own encounter with some unpleasant truth lurking beneath the fantasy of “the
         writer” who “ridicules” without consequence.[123]  
      

      
      Disposition for Dogs

      
      Waugh gathered inspiration for the Happier Hunting Ground from the Los Angeles Pet
         Memorial Park and Crematorium, just north of Los Angeles in Calabasas. One of the
         Park’s managers recalls “an awfully well turned out guy,” by the name of “Mr. Wall,”
         with whom he spoke in 1947. Wall turned out to be Waugh, a man on a research mission.[124]   
      

      
      Founded in 1928 by Dr. Eugene Jones, veterinarian to the stars, the Pet Memorial Park
         has long emulated many of the features and comforts of Forest Lawn, including a full-service
         mortuary and chapel, a columbarium, some lovely crypts, and beautiful, park-like grounds.
         It even features a perpetual care fund operated by the non-profit group S.O.P.H.I.E.
         (Save Our Pets’ History in Eternity), founded by a group of plot owners who purchased
         the property in 1986 after a long struggle to save the impoverished cemetery from
         development. It’s the go-to resting place for celebrity pets: the MGM lion, Leo; Hopalong
         Cassidy’s horse, Topper; and Petey, the dog of Our Gang fame, are all buried there.[125]   The model for its fictional counterpart, the Happier Hunting Ground, it offers
         a range of memorialization services, from a full-casketed viewing and service to simple
         cremation, and houses over 40,000 dead pets in its graves, niches, and crypts.[126]   For Waugh, the Happier Hunting Ground (and the Los Angeles Pet Memorial Park) and
         Whispering Glades (and Forest Lawn) are the same in form.[127]   Both exchange money for memorialization and, in Waugh’s eyes, both are ridiculous.
      

      
      In The Loved One, the “package” sold to the dog owner, Mr. Heinkel, which includes the release of
         a dove “[at] the moment of committal . . . over the crematorium,”[128]   is not unlike a “package” that would be sold at Whispering Glades. Waugh also subtly
         underscores that even the difference in content is negligible in the heathen landscape of Los Angeles. The refrigerator that houses
         the dead at Whispering Glades is no different from the refrigerator that houses dead
         pets (and Dennis’s lunch) at the Happier Hunting Ground. Outside of the public eye,
         it’s all dead matter with the attendant practical concerns of decomposition and disposal.
         As Joseph Vogel puts it, Dennis sees that “both a human cadaver and an animal cadaver
         are simply conglomerations of decaying molecules requiring expeditious disposal.”[129]   
      

      
      In death care, there is always a “front of the house” (the areas of the funeral facility
         seen by the public), which in modern American culture mimics the home with its “little
         chintzy parlour.”[130]   As characterized by Waugh, the “back of the house” is another matter: 
      

      
      
         The pickled oak, the chintz, the spongey carpet and the Georgian staircase all ended
            sharply on the second floor. Above that lay a quarter where no layman penetrated.
            . . . On this top floor everything was tile and porcelain, linoleum and chromium.
            Here there were the embalming rooms with their rows of inclined china slabs, their
            taps and tubes and pressure pumps, their deep gutters and the heavy smell of formaldehyde.[131]  
         

         
      

      Waugh’s description resembles that of Forest Lawn’s own 1948 marketing publication,
         The Kindlier, More Reverent Way, which touts its “white tile preparation rooms, where professional services are conducted,
         [and which] gleam with hospital cleanliness.”[132]   At first, there seems to be a strong demarcation between the homey public space,
         where visitors are received and ceremonies are performed, and the sanitized private
         space, which confronts death in order to transform it for consumption into something
         safe and palatable. This relationship between front and backstage is, however, less
         of a binary and more of a progression along Baudrillard‘s spectrum of simulation.
         The back rooms of mortuaries are places where the referent is finally stripped from
         the sign:[133]  
      

      
      
         [Mr. Joyboy] took a visiting card—one of a box of blanks supplied to the florist below—and
            a pair of surgical scissors. In one continuous movement he cut an ellipse, then snicked
            half an inch at either end along the greater axis. He bent over the corpse, tested
            the jaw and found it firm set; he drew back the lips and laid his card along the teeth
            and gums. Now was the moment; his assistant watched with never-failing admiration
            the deft flick of the thumbs with which he turned the upper corners of the card, the
            caress of the rubber finger-tips with which he drew the dry and colourless lips into
            place. And, behold, where before had been a grim line of endurance, there was now
            a smile! It was masterly.[134]  
         

         
      

      In the prep room, where dead mouths are manipulated into pleasing shapes, one can
         “master” death in order to hide it, albeit temporarily, until it can be safely returned
         to the privacy of the crypt or the cremation retort.[135]   
      

      
      In a footnote to the Preface of Symbolic Exchange and Death, Baudrillard states that “[death] ought never to be understood as the real event
         that affects a subject or a body, but as a form in which the determinacy of the subject and of value is lost.”[136]   For Waugh, Whispering Glades and Forest Lawn squander the symbolic value of the
         death. Without the Church, the soul becomes another commodity, which can be bought
         and sold for the price of a burial plot. The corpse no longer serves as a beacon of
         warning or reckoning; rather, it’s only a pawn in “structural play,”   [137]    as enacted in the final monetary exchange of the funeral arrangements and interment.
         
      

      
      Mr. Joyboy and his non-fictional counterparts are too good at their jobs. They disguise the real traces of death until it loses its audience
         (when the corpse is buried) and, by extension, its power. Robert Murray Davis notes
         that “making a fetish of the corpse is a radical dislocation of value.”[138]   By effacing the real, one loses the “value” of death, which Waugh would argue is
         its ability to shock the living out of complacency—in particular, complacency in relationship
         to God. Like Roland Barthes‘s punctum, it might be a botched embalming job that startles the spectator. In this way the
         “fantasy” becomes, in Žižek‘s words, the “true horror of a situation”: “[Fantasy]
         conceals this horror, yet at the same time it creates what it purports to conceal,
         its ‘repressed’ point of reference.”[139]   Indeed, anyone who has seen a lopsided, discolored body will appreciate Federico,
         the meticulous restorative artist of HBO’s Six Feet Under. He insists on taking his time embalming a jaundiced corpse, which “looks like a
         banana.”[140]   Federico represents the intuitive understanding of “restoration artists”: there
         is always the potential for the fantasy to crack and reveal its real underside, which
         is not good for business. 
      

      
      American death care continues to play an elaborate and highly ritualized game with
         identity. Most funeral directors encourage families to arrange for a viewing of the
         decedent, claiming that it helps with the acceptance of death and speeds recovery
         from grief. Yet the very tools of the trade—embalming and casketing—serve to disavow
         death by making the dead look alive (or at least better than they did during the final
         stages of illness or after an accident). Carefully positioned under rosy lights, the
         face at a quarter turn towards the viewers and the hands relaxed around a meaningful
         object, the body is staged to look peaceful and at rest. This presentation of an ideal
         human state—contentment devoid of desire—facilitates a confrontation with death that
         simultaneously denies it. The technics of the mortuary perform what Derrida calls,
         “inauthentic dissimulation”: “[It] claims to unveil, show, expose, exhibit, and excite
         curiosity. By unveiling everything, it hides that whose essence resides in its remaining
         hidden, namely the authentic mystery of the person.”[141]   The illusion, par excellence, of the death care industry is its ability to engage mourners in the belief that
         there is an “essence” that “remains hidden”—that the pantomime of the viewing is both more-than and merely symbolic.
      

      
      This legerdemain is the forte of the trade: the subject is objectified, distanced, and framed. The
         embalmer does for the material dead object what painters do with a subject. As Elisabeth
         Bronfen notes, “The same gesture that reassures because it veils what is threatening
         to the eye also, by enforcing a mitigated vision, occludes the possibility of drawing
         any clear boundary between life and death.”[142]   Bronfen makes explicit this analogy between painting and the “corpse laid out in
         state”: “[One] can draw a parallel with the painting process, where a model is revivified,
         made present in absence and the disjunction of the human body forced into the image
         of aesthetic unity but as an inanimate, aesthetic body.”[143]   The aestheticization of the corpse as “asleep” is combined with a carefully constructed
         context—the viewing or “slumber room,” the flowers, the frame (casket), theatrical
         lighting, choreography (of the mortuary staff), etc. The total effect allows family
         and friends to look at death indirectly, through the veil of artifice and the precise
         manipulation of the embalmer’s art. However, this look still holds the possibility
         for an encounter with the real, which always already underlies the fantasy that protects
         the subject.[144]   Dennis’s shock at seeing Sir Francis’s embalmed body for the first time, juxtaposed
         with his “rude and momentarily unnerving” recollection of Sir Francis freshly dead
         with a noose around his neck, is one such encounter. The gap between two representations—the
         gruesome discovery of Sir Francis’s body and the embalmed body staged to look lifelike—opens
         up a space for the destabilization of the symbolic order.
      

      
      The Memory Picture

      
      Much of Waugh‘s disparagement of Forest Lawn centered on its artifice, especially
         embalming, which in the 1940s was not practiced widely in England.[145]   Both The   Loved One and his non-fiction article, “Death in Hollywood,” critique Forest Lawn’s fetishization
         of the corpse at the expense of the soul. Waugh found embalming a particularly tacky
         and grotesque embodiment of Los Angeles’s (and, by extension, the United States’)
         privileging of style over substance. According to biographer Martin Stannard, Eaton
         “had foolishly allowed Waugh free run of the place” and he was given access to “the
         chilled Loved Ones” by Chief Embalmer Mr. Howells.[146]   Waugh supplemented this research with reading materials, specifically Ray E. Slocum’s
         1937 textbook, Embalming Techniques.[147]   Waugh was right in associating American funeral practices with embalming, which
         along with other merchandise (from caskets to burial vaults) provided the bread and
         butter for the death care industry. Certainly, he was not alone in “reading” such
         presentation and merchandizing practices as symptomatic of perverse American beliefs
         and values. Why sell families a metal casket and a burial vault, when either one will prevent the ground from settling?[148]   Why perform invasive procedures on a dead body just to make it look alive? Embalming plays a significant role in The Loved One—not only in the lingering, long description of Sir Francis’s embalmed body, but also
         as the mode of suicide used by the novel’s heroine Aimée Thanatogenos (self-injection).
         Since such descriptions of embalming, along with Jessica Mitford‘s exposé, The American Way of Death, mark the beginning of disillusionment with American death care, it is worth exploring
         its history and craft at greater length.
      

      
      The roots of modern embalming date back to the Third Dynasty of Egypt, circa 2600
         BCE, and reflect the development of increasingly sophisticated techniques. Historical
         accounts by Herodotus, Diodorus Siculus, and others indicate that the premise of Egyptian
         embalming processes was similar to contemporary practices—dry out the body and fill
         it with preservatives.[149]   “Mummies,” as they’re popularly known, were essentially eviscerated, dried, wrapped
         corpses (or some combination of the three). Although there were several variables
         (available supplies, region, etc.), there tended to be some constants. In most cases,
         the organs of the body were removed (with the exception of the heart). The body cavity
         was thoroughly cleansed. Depending on local custom and/or religious practices, one
         or more organs were preserved separately in canopic jars or urns, which were entombed
         with the body. The rest of the organs were discarded without ceremony. The brain was
         extracted with the aid of a hook inserted through the nostril, or, if the brain had
         sufficiently liquefied, by simply draining it. Treatment of the eviscerated body cavity
         also varied: generally, it was a combination of exposure to desiccation with natron
         (essentially salt) for several days, and stuffing the torso with resin-soaked linen,
         sawdust, and/or other preservative agents. Any missing limbs were retrieved or reconstructed
         using materials like wood and resin, so that the body would be intact for the afterlife.
         The body was then wrapped in hundreds of yards of linen and sealed with resin. Like
         today, the results varied in success, depending on the skill of the practitioner and
         the level of service purchased by the family.[150]  
      

      
      With the rise of Christianity, mummification faded in popularity, beginning with the
         “Edict of Theodosius,” which outlawed non-Christian cults in 392 CE. The practice
         finally disappeared around 650 CE, when Islam became the predominant religion in Egypt.[151]   It resurfaced periodically in various forms throughout the Middle Ages and Early
         Modern eras, but generally only as a means for returning the dead to their home countries
         (wealthy elites who had died abroad). Then, during the Enlightenment, scientists and
         doctors experimented with different means of preserving medical specimens and cadavers
         for dissection.[152]  
      

      
      Embalming resurged in popularity during and after the American Civil War. Performed
         by “embalming surgeons,” it served the practical purpose of postponing decay long
         enough for the decedent’s body to be shipped back to its place of origin. The skillful
         embalming of Abraham Lincoln in 1865 by Brown and Alexander and the subsequent display
         of the late president’s body to thousands of Americans helped the practice of embalming
         transition from wartime expedient to everyday status quo.[153]   Although in most cases states do not require embalming[154]   (a fact that the Federal Trade Commission requires funeral directors to disclose
         in writing to clients), funeral homes and mortuaries are allowed to establish house
         rules that require embalming prior to an open-casket visitation. In cases of “direct”
         burial or cremation, in which the body is processed quickly (typically within 48 hours
         of death) and is not viewed publically, embalming is generally not required.[155]  
      

      
      The replacement of blood with embalming fluid (generally a combination of formaldehyde
         and methyl alcohol) is only one part of a rather involved procedure.[156]  Although there are numerable variables that make each dead body unique (e.g., autopsy
         procedures or disease), embalming a body in the United States generally includes the
         following: (1) a careful disinfection and cleansing of the body; (2) replacement of
         the blood with embalming fluid delivered through a tube(s) inserted into one or more
         major arteries (vascular embalming); (3) the puncturing and aspiration of abdominal/thoracic
         organs and the injection of embalming fluids using a suctioning/injection tool called
         a “trocar” (cavity embalming);[157]   and (4) the “setting” of facial features and the stoppage of orifices. In the case
         of accident victims or decedents with features wasted from disease or decay, the embalmer
         will also have to engage in “reconstruction” efforts. The extent of such processes
         can range from filler injections to the sculpting of an entire face using wax, prosthetics,
         and other materials.[158]   
      

      
      In general, the more time spent in preparing the body, the better the result. The
         inside of the body needs to be as dry and free from bacteria, microorganisms, fluids,
         and gas as possible. Many embalmers massage the body to distribute the embalming fluid
         and to produce work that is consistent in tone and texture. This embalming fluid should
         match—much like makeup—the general tone of the decedent’s skin. Careful trocaring
         can also make a significant difference in delaying decomposition. However, the real
         artistry comes when working on the face. Mortuary schools usually include at least
         one semester of restorative artistry—a sculptural practice that can rival the technique
         of any arts college. Even standard procedures, such as “setting the face,” require
         a strong aesthetic eye. Devices such as eye caps (plastic devices shaped like contact
         lenses that attach to the eyelid with miniature cleats) and mouth plates (a similar
         device that assists the embalmer with shaping the mouth) help to fill out features
         that have sunk in disease and death, giving the decedent a natural and rested appearance.[159]   Commonplace materials such as cotton and gauze can also be used creatively to mold
         the face. Eyelids are generally glued shut; the mouth can be needle injected or hand-sewn
         to a permanently closed position; the nose and ears should be cleared of hair (usually
         with the use of depilatory to avoid nicks that can’t heal) and stuffed; and all orifices
         (vagina, anus, etc.) must be plugged to avoid “purge”—the “postmortem evacuation of
         any substance from an external orifice of the body as a result of pressure.”[160]   
      

      
      Needless to say, embalmers must brace themselves for a variety of bodies. While a
         body arriving hours after death from a good nursing home might present a routine case,
         a body arriving from the woods, the ocean, a crime scene, or the coroner’s office
         will undoubtedly call for constitutional fortitude. Embalmers need to be ready for
         anything—living, dead, noxious—when they unzip the body bag. They also need to be
         relatively strong. In addition to heavy lifting (even with technological assistance
         from a mechanical body lifter), they need muscle for activities such as trocaring
         (known in its early days as “belly punching”),[161] which bears some resemblance to liposuctioning. With the demands and technical expertise
         required of embalmers, in addition to the sophisticated knowledge necessary to routinely
         handle hazardous chemicals, manage blood-born pathogens, and keep track of a variety
         of state and federal regulations,[162]   it’s easy to see why most states, including California, require embalmers to be
         licensed and to complete a lengthy apprenticeship.[163]   
      

      
      While it’s true that a skilled embalmer can restore dead bodies to a pleasant, life-like
         appearance, the process itself is neither gentle nor pretty. It’s bloody and, in the
         words of the Funeral Consumers Alliance, “invasive.”[164]   This is not a categorical argument against the practice. Seeing a relative restored
         whose body had been riddled by disease or disfigured in an accident can help some families to say good-bye. However, the act of “saying goodbye” involves
         a reconstitution of the forever lost—a crystallization of loss that symbolizes both
         an evasion and imagined “narrativization” of what was lost—a simultaneous recession
         and emergence of the person as she or he “really was.” This parallels Žižek’s paradox
         of “historical breaks”:
      

      
      
         [T]he paradox to be fully accepted is that when a certain historical moment is (mis)perceived
            as the moment of loss of some quality, upon closer inspection it becomes clear that
            the lost quality emerged only at this very moment of its alleged loss. . . . This
            coincidence of emergence and loss, of course, designates the fundamental paradox of
            the Lacanian objet petit a which emerges as being-lost—narrativization occludes this paradox by describing the
            process in which the object is first given and then gets lost.[165]   
         

         
      

      Viewing the dead is a historical moment of personal narration, in which one assures
         oneself, in the company of witnesses, that the decedent is not alive, while still
         sustaining the fantasy that the body is incorruptible. It’s also the moment in which
         one relies on the embalmer to reconstruct and revivify the decedent after she or he
         has already been “lost.” This “memory picture” is pure fantasy, of course, designed
         to capture an ideal version of the person through “the symbolized gaze, which can
         see only ‘mortified,’ petrified objects.”[166]   The symbolic gaze allows the viewer to assimilate death through fantasy. Waugh
         believed that he pulled back the curtain on the Forest Lawn fantasy, but he really
         only revealed what the “Waiting Ones” already knew, but had disavowed—that their Loved
         One was dead and that, some day, it would be their turn.
      

      
      While information about embalming practices is available to the public (even the Wikipedia entry is quite good), families making “at-need” (at the time of death) arrangements
         generally do not research their options prior to purchasing services. Funeral directors,
         many of whom support the practice of embalming for philosophical and/or fiscal reasons,
         generally do not go into the particulars with customers. Waugh does let slip the unflattering
         details to the public, even if the “secret” is actually a non-secret. It is ironic,
         and perhaps not accidentally so, that the heir to Eaton‘s legacy, John Llewellyn,
         provides one of the more cogent and honest definitions of embalming in the glossary
         of his book, Saying Goodbye Your Way: 
      

      
      
         A procedure where human remains are chemically treated by injection and/or topical
            application for temporary preservation, including, but not limited to, the act of
            disinfecting, preserving, and restoring the human remains to a natural life-like appearance.
            The preservation is intended to allow for adequate time to plan a funeral service
            and for friends and family to travel from out-of-town, rather than for any long-term
            protection from decomposition.[167]   
         

         
      

      Llewellyn seems to have taken to heart the advice given by public relations firms
         everywhere: provide disclosure on your own terms. 
      

      
       

      Sir Francis, the “case” that Dennis delivers to Whispering Glades in The Loved One, is challenging, even for the master embalmer. Dennis is greeted by one of Whispering
         Glades’ “mortuary hostesses,” who notes that “of course” he’ll want embalming, “and
         after that incineration or not, according to taste. . . . Normal disposal is by inhumement,
         entombment, inurnment or immurement, but many people just lately prefer insarcophagusment.”[168]   As he makes the funeral arrangements, Dennis is haunted by the ghoulish memory
         of his dead mentor: “[There] came vividly into Dennis’s mind that image which lurked
         there, seldom out of sight for long; the sack or body suspended and the face above
         it with eyes red and horribly starting from their sockets, the cheeks mottled in indigo
         like the marbled end-papers of a ledger and the tongue swollen and protruding like
         an end of black sausage.”[169]   It’s only when the hostess begins to discuss plans for the viewing that Dennis
         realizes that the bloated corpse of his imagination will be on public exhibition:
         
      

      
      
         “Exposed to view?”

         
          “Yes, when the Waiting Ones come to take leave.”

         
          “But, I say, I don’t think that will quite do. I’ve seen him. He’s terribly disfigured,
            you know.”
         

         
          “If there are any special little difficulties in the case you must mention them to
            our cosmeticians. You will be seeing one of them before you leave. They have never
            failed yet.” 
         

         
          “You are sure that they will be able to make him presentable?”

         
          “We had a Loved One last month who was found drowned. He had been in the sea a month
            and they only identified him by his wrist-watch. They fixed that stiff,” said the
            hostess disconcertingly lapsing from the high diction she had hitherto employed, “so
            he looked like it was his wedding day. The boys up there surely know their job. Why
            if he’d sat on an atom bomb, they’d make him presentable.”
         

         
          “That’s very comforting.”[170]     
         

         
      

      She leads him to one of Whispering Glades’ many slumber rooms (the term used to describe
         the visitation room, where family and friends say goodbye). She notes that “Here in
         the Slumber Room they [family and friends] can stand as long as they like photographing
         a last beautiful memory on the mind.”[171]  
      

      
      The euphemisms at which Waugh pokes fun are not inventions; they’re standard terminology
         still employed by the death care industry. It is to Forest Lawn‘s credit that even
         its early sales material provides a helpful glossary that translates much of the death
         care jargon into lay language. Forest Lawn uses this special language prominently
         in its 1948 sales booklet, The Kindlier, More Reverent Way, which employs the term, “loved one,” to describe decedents: “On the door leading
         to each of the mortuary’s private slumber rooms is a small amber light. When a loved
         one lies in state in one of these rooms, the little light is switched on—indicating
         that the room is occupied—thus assuring uninterrupted privacy.”[172]   Jessica Mitford calls these terms that serve to soften reality, “funeralese.”[173]   However, erupting from this soothing jargon are slips that belie a crass reality
         beneath the slick surface (e.g., “They fixed that stiff”). If a euphemism is “a device
         in which indirectness replaces directness of statement, usually in an effort to avoid
         offensiveness,”[174]   then, like a fetish, it provides misdirection—an obfuscation of the dead object.
         
      

      
      In Embalming: History, Theory, and Practice, Robert Mayer discusses the psychological advantages to visiting a corpse before
         interment: “Viewing and touching a dead human body is the best way for the bereaved to overcome any death denial feeling.” He notes that embalming
         “serves the practical purpose of rendering the body inoffensive and making it presentable
         for viewing. Embalming serves as an emotional buffer for the bereaved when the reality
         of traumatic death might be burdensome, because embalming restores the body image,
         not to mask reality, but to give the bereaved a body image they can more easily accept.”[175]   However, reality is masked by the art of the embalmer. Its purpose is to delay decay through artificial
         intervention. Sometimes the appearance of the decedent is enhanced, and sometimes
         the result looks artificial, like a mask. While the practice of embalming doesn’t substitute a simulated living person
         for an authentically dead one, it does gesture towards a liminal, uncanny space of
         half-truth, in which the decedent is not living, but is also not quite dead. For Waugh,
         deceptive practices such as embalming reflect, as Beaty puts it, “The desire to obscure
         painful truth,” which in turn, “raises deception to a fine art.”[176]  
      

      
      When Dennis finally sees the embalmed body of Sir Francis, staged in the slumber room,
         he’s shocked:
      

      
      
          . . . Sir Francis was visible from the waist up. Dennis thought of the wax-work of
            Marat in his bath. . . . The complete stillness was more startling than any violent
            action. The body looked altogether smaller than life-size now that it was, as it were,
            stripped of the thick pelt of mobility and intelligence. And the face which inclined
            its blind eyes towards him—the face was entirely horrible; as ageless as a tortoise
            and as inhuman; a painted and smirking obscene travesty by comparison with which the
            devil-mask Dennis had found in the noose was a festive adornment, a thing an uncle
            might don at a Christmas party.[177]     
         

         
      

      To view the embalmed body of someone known during life is, in the Freudian sense,
         an uncanny return “to what was once well known and had long been familiar.”[178]   The decedent is framed as-in-life, simultaneously acknowledging and disavowing
         his/her status as dead. The result is, in Freudian terms, “‘uncanny’ (unheimlich) . . . everything that was intended to remain secret, hidden away, and has come into
         the open.”[179]   And yet this “secret,” the dead body, has “come into the open” in a new, fetishized
         form. It’s a “denial,” which in Baudrillard‘s terms, “perpetuate[s] itself in its
         expurgated form.”[180]   It’s not a complete simulation; there is still a referent behind Sir Francis’s
         embalmed “mask.”[181]   It is, however, “hyperreal” by embodying “the hallucinatory resemblance of the real to
         itself.”[182]   
      

      
      Waugh prefers, both aesthetically and spiritually, old-fashioned depictions of “the
         corpse half decayed with marble worms writhing in the marble adipocere” to Forest
         Lawn’s mortuary arts.[183]   Preceding the Federal Trade Commission’s “Funeral Rule” by 36 years, Waugh felt
         that the public deserved to know the “truth” about funerary practices,[184]   and he didn’t want to soften the blow of death.[185]   He represents the antithesis of Eaton‘s diffused spirituality and rebels mightily
         against Forest Lawn’s approach to death care, which, he argues, is willing to assume
         responsibility for a price. I prefer Žižek‘s less insidious term of “interpassivity,”
         whereby Forest Lawn allows the consumer to relax by taking upon itself the duties
         associated with “active ritualized symbolic practice”:[186] “By surrendering my innermost content, including my dreams and anxieties, to the
         Other, a space opens up in which I am free to breathe: when the Other laughs for me,
         I am free to take a rest; when the Other is sacrificed instead of me, I am free to
         go on living with the awareness that I did atone for my guilt; and so on.”[187]  
      

      
      Waugh implies that each individual must confront death directly and assume responsibility
         in order to save his/her soul. The Loved One is at its most biting and sly when it takes on this issue. Dennis, in his capacity
         as pet mortician for the Happier Hunting Ground, parrots[188]   the fine service of Whispering Glades, assuring the owners of a recently deceased
         dog that “The Happier Hunting Ground assumes all responsibility.”[189]   The dog’s owners, in turn, release responsibility by writing a check: 
      

      
      
         “It has been a great pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Barlow. You have certainly
            relieved me of a great responsibility.”
         

         
         “That is what the Happier Hunting Ground aims to do,” said Dennis, and drove away.[190]  
         

         
      

      In this moment of symbolic exchange, the Happier Hunting Ground assures a dignified
         disposal of the pet. The owners don’t seem to care whether or not the terms of the
         contract are fulfilled, as long as “care” is represented as such: “I don’t want to
         see him [the dog]. I don’t want to speak of it,”[191]   says one of the owners. The willingness to “assume responsibility” is mirrored
         by the mortuary hostess at Whispering Glades, who urges Dennis to consider a little
         pre-need funeral planning of his own while he’s there: “Choose now, at leisure and
         in health, the form of final preparation you require, pay for it while you are best
         able to do so, shed all anxiety. Pass the buck, Mr. Barlow; Whispering Glades can
         take it.”[192]   
      

      
      In fact, handling one’s own “pre-need” or “before-need” funeral arrangements is a means for taking responsibility and not “passing the buck.” The mortuary hostess
         brings up a good point: everyone dies, and every body requires disposition. Why not plan ahead and avoid putting one’s spouse or child through the following scenario,
         which was dryly played out in Six Feet Under: A grieving young widow is flummoxed by the casket selection choices for her dead
         husband. One of the brothers who owns the Fisher Family Funeral Home urges her towards
         the high-end:
      

      
      
         David: “May I ask what kind of car your husband preferred?”

         
         Widow: “He drives a BMW.”

         
         David: “Do you know which model?”

         
         Widow: “The biggest, fastest one.”

         
         David: “I recommend the Titan Series. Solid mahogany, hand finished with Burl Wood
            accents—the same wood used in luxury automobile interiors.”
         

         
         Widow: “Looks expensive.”

         
         David: “9,000. It’s more than a casket. It’s a tribute, really.”[193]   
         

         
      

      A more nebulous benefit to prearrangement, and one that is featured in Forest Lawn‘s
         own “prearrangement” program, is “Having it your way.”[194]   In a recent advertising campaign, “Don’t have someone else’s funeral,” billboards
         featured “types” with incongruous epithets, such as a bearded hippie juxtaposed with
         the tagline, “Served under Reagan.” Waugh would, no doubt, have taken issue with Forest
         Lawn’s emphasis on style over substance, but there is, after all, nothing inherently
         incongruous between meeting one’s maker in the next world and celebrating one’s material
         assets in this one. 
      

      
      Frank MacShane, in his Prairie Schooner essay on Forest Lawn, writes: “In a sense it is hard to know whether to laugh or
         cry when one visits Forest Lawn—to curse its bogus view of Christianity and the saccharine
         picture of life it represents—or to laugh it off as merely another Californian monument
         to bad taste. Like bullfighting, Forest Lawn affects people in many different ways.”[195]   (MacShane finishes his piece with the Gladstone quotation.) In the end, Forest
         Lawn is just a memorial park, albeit, a particularly zealous one. MacShane, like Waugh,
         is a little too hard on things that are “made in California.” As Žižek says, “when
         one looks for too long at reality through critico-ideological glasses, one gets a
         bad headache: it is very painful to be deprived of the ideological surplus-enjoyment.”[196]   At Forest Lawn, the dead lie comfortably in the dark nest of Forest Lawn’s ideology,
         and their visitors (if they have any) can cull some pleasure from their visit to a
         pretty piece of landscape.
      

      
      So, what “truths” did Waugh reveal about Forest Lawn? Does The Loved One succeed in revealing the ideology at work behind the self-congratulating myth, or
         does it merely further the myth by lending it credibility? If, as Žižek claims, “ideology
         requires a distance towards itself in order to rule unimpeded,”[197]   then Waugh’s skepticism simply adds to Eaton‘s ideological construct. Waugh incited
         a national discourse surrounding American death practices and brought Forest Lawn
         to the forefront of these discussions.[198]   His exposé might have temporarily bruised Forest Lawn, but it was by no means a
         crushing blow, as evidenced by history. Forest Lawn has continued to grow and prosper
         during the sixty years since the book’s publication (perhaps with the help of Waugh’s
         inadvertent publicity), and The Loved One gave the Llewellyns (if not Eaton) a blueprint of Forest Lawn’s weaknesses, so that
         they could more effectively guard against parody. Waugh has been amply repaid for
         this de-facto consultancy; he got both a book and a film deal out of it, which ironically is very
         “Hollywood” in its own way.
      

      
      Forest Lawn is both Waugh‘s dystopic joke and a serious place that allows the human nightmare of death to become assimilated into
         the American Dream. Žižek says, “What precedes fantasy is not reality but a hole in reality.”[199]   Forest Lawn provides both the fantasy and the holes (tens upon tens of thousands
         of them), representing a country that “cares for its dead” in a dignified and civilized
         manner. It mediates the “hole in reality” by concealing the real behind a symbolic
         structure that can be managed. Just as Žižek claims that “in order for us to perceive
         the object clearly, it must be frozen, immobilized,”[200]   so Waugh’s riff on Forest Lawn represents an opportunity to pause—and to lighten
         up—before our shared destiny. Yes, people die. Even in Los Angeles.
      

      
      Death is alive and well in Glendale. On foggy mornings at Forest Lawn, there are only
         a few tourists roaming the grounds, scouting for celebrity graves. One can look out
         across the empty, rolling hills of this modern necropolis and imagine countless dead
         bodies terraced in hidden lawn crypts. One feels, as Jennifer Friedlander calls it,
         the “hauntingly indistinct threat” of the real buried beneath that impossibly green
         grass.[201]  
      

      
      Of course, not every body finds itself subsumed into the system of commodification,
         neatly sequestered under the lawn in Glendale. Some bodies simply rot. 
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      Chapter 3

      The Green Corpse and Beckett’s Trilogy

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      The minivan pulls into the far corner of a parking lot at the UT Medical Center. It
         stops outside of a plain wooden gate, chained and padlocked. We get out. It’s 11a.m.
         in Knoxville, Tennessee. The month is July, and I’d estimate the temperature at ninety
         degrees, not factoring in the humidity. The back end of a hospital seems like an unlikely
         location for the Body Farm, the famous forensic anthropology center.[1] But then I look around at the trees—so many of them, weighed down with vines. Everything
         is lush and overgrown like a jungle. Like something getting a lot of fertilizer.
      

      
       My classmates from the Forensic Taphonomy Workshop and I pull supplies out of the
         back of the vehicle—a case of insect repellent and a bucket of vapor rub. Never skimp
         on bug spray—that’s the first thing you learn. The vapor rub, which is used to coat
         the inside of the nostrils to deaden the stench, is not as important, especially once
         you learn to stand upwind. The hazard suits are made of thin white plastic. Booties
         go over sneakers. It’s a lot of work getting suited up, and within minutes sweat starts
         to pool around the ankles. Latex gloves are available in the compound.
      

      
       The research supervisor unlocks the gate. Inside, there is a small work area with
         a shed, wheelbarrows, a hose, and bags of gravel. We move down the trail to check
         on a case—a woman, who has been dead for over a week. She’s now in an advanced state
         of bloat. The stomach is taut and shiny, swollen three feet and marbled a dark purple.
         She looks pregnant with putrefaction. Her teeth are an unlikely yellow, the only color
         against the backdrop of a blackened, liquefying head. The hair, now just a few greasy
         strands, has slipped from the skull. There is a low, steady drone of flies. Closer,
         I can hear the crackle and pop of feeding maggots.
      

      
       The sun breaks from the trees and creeps across the arms and onto the belly. The
         breeze shifts. We step back and breathe shallowly as the gas hits us. Our teaching
         assistant looks at her watch. She makes a note and takes a photograph. I find myself
         staring at the dead woman’s extended arm and skinless hand. The fingers are curled
         down, as if the body were trying to dig itself a hole. I’d want to hide, too, I think,
         looking around at the circle of spectators. A monarch butterfly, which has been slowly
         hovering above the scene, hesitates and then lands delicately on her leg. This is
         what they call the “bio-arch,” a little noisy and teeming with life.
      

      
       

      The Body Farm provides the research necessary to help law enforcement officials determine
         time of death (postmortem interval). It helps to solve crimes; it saves lives. Its
         corpses aren’t accidental—they’re donations, staged according to research agendas.
         As such, they don’t precisely fit the bill of Kristeva’s abject corpse, “seen without
         God and outside of science.”[2]   The corpses at the Body Farm have a purpose that exceeds decomposition, and this
         purpose is expressed through multiple languages (e.g., medical, scientific, legal).
         Language describes how a body decomposes in a variety of circumstances—in trunks of cars, submerged in water,
         hanging in trees—and gestures to other questions. Who? Why? While the majority of
         American bodies still “dissemble”[3]   in caskets and crematory chambers, Body Farm corpses continue to signify. Even
         after death, they’re still working.
      

      
      Aesthetic Decomposition

      
      While other writers have connected the works of Jacques Lacan with those of Samuel
         Beckett, there is still room to explore the thematic links between Beckett, Lacan,
         and the “back-to-nature” disposal of human remains, known as “natural burial.”[4]   Going to the Body Farm helps one to see the biological manifestations of decomposition,
         and how they translate metaphorically to Beckett’s annihilating trilogy (Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable), the constructed subject, and contemporary disposition and environmental practices.
      

      
      While Beckett and Lacan wrestle in their own ways with questions of identity in living
         subjects, “natural”—and the less radical “green”—burial concerns itself with minimizing
         the environmental impact of dead bodies. This minimization frequently involves forgoing
         traditional Western funeral rites associated with continuity between the dead body
         and its former human identity through embalming and memorialization efforts, such
         as permanent grave markers. 
      

      
      In this sense, theory and practice come together to celebrate the fragmentation of
         identity. Bodies—narrative, psychological, and material—are compilations; they build
         up and they break down. What happens between the legal parameters of birth and death
         is the formulation of a continuum known as “life,” as defined by medical and scientific
         institutions, cultural consensus, and the death care industry. One is born when the
         doctor signs the birth certificate; one dies when pronounced dead by a medical authority.
         However, before, after, and especially between these benchmarks that define life,
         there is a profoundly complex biological process at work. Does the progression of
         Beckett’s trilogy of novels, from the quasi-integration of Molloy to the free-floating dissolution of The Unnamable, gesture to a larger participation in the biological arch that recycles bodies? What
         does it mean—in literary and literal terms—to decompose? 
      

      
      In his psychoanalytic reading of Malone Dies in After the Final No: Samuel Beckett’s Trilogy, Thomas J. Cousineau suggests that “[to] confront one’s own death, as Malone does
         with varying degrees of directness throughout his narrative, is, in effect, to gaze
         into an empty mirror.”[5]   He put forth a similar idea in an earlier essay titled “Descartes, Lacan, and Murphy,” observing that Beckett’s characters elide the symbolic by living in the liminal
         zone of the imaginary, sometimes attempting a move back to the time before “I” became
         unified: “The only hope of restoration [of an authentic self] would be through a regressive
         movement back through the stages by which the original alienation had been accomplished
         [the imaginary and then symbolic stages].”[6]   Cousineau makes the radical suggestion that the only way back from the symbolic
         order is the way through which one came, and that Beckett is attempting to undo the
         creation of “subject” by dissembling first the rules of the social order and then
         the construction of the speaking subject. One must become unborn, moving backwards
         toward the undifferentiated experience of the infant—to, as Malone says in Malone Dies, “forget myself [defecate] in the bed, as when I was a baby”[7]   and exit “from the world that parts at last its labia and lets me go.”[8]   When Julia Kristeva asserts that “[the] abject has only one quality of the object—that
         of being opposed to I,”[9]   she refers to the symbolic “I.” The abject, here present in both excrement and
         genitalia, constitutes a formative and hostile other, antithetical to “I.” It is no
         wonder that Malone cannot remember who, exactly, he is.
      

      
      This suggests possibilities for encounters with the real.[10]   Humans are, literally, the many-that-appear-one. From sperm to egg, from cell to
         embryo, from baby to child, humans struggle to create the semblance of stable identities
         from complex biological and socio-cultural environments. When one dies, the mirror
         through which the infant and then the adult (mis)apprehends him/herself as cohesive
         and autonomous becomes emptied, allowing a radical release of boundaries between self
         and other—both human and environmental. Death, whether interpreted as horror or celebration,
         is a moment of radical metamorphosis “that does not separate inside from outside but
         draws them the one into the other, indefinitely.”[11]  
      

      
      Lorraine and Jennifer Webb also underscore the presence of the real, as the inevitable
         and always inherent death that haunts the living:
      

      
      
         Knowing that death is always a whole day nearer undermines our confidence in ourselves
            as subjects, because we know that despite our best efforts and all our strategies,
            we can’t escape it; and we know that no matter how we try, it will reduce and return
            us to the asocial. We are born into the Real: inarticulate, not quite human, and certainly
            not social. With the acquisition and appreciation of language and its rules, and of
            discourse and its rules, we become truly human. And yet this human status is contingent
            and temporary, dependent on death’s delay; that inarticulate infant is still lurking
            somewhere in our being or our subconscious as a continual reminder that we once were,
            and we will inevitably again be, neither human nor social.[12]  
         

         
      

      The body is always poised on the edge of the “asocial”; its composite parts are constantly
         in flux between states of life and death. Biology undercuts the symbolic and human
         efforts to “make meaning” of the body. Cells, bacteria, and other microbes have their
         own lives that are at least quasi-independent from the nominal skin that encases them
         and the human consciousness that seeks to coordinate or subvert them through vaccines,
         antibiotics, and fungal creams. 
      

      
      When one transitions to the status of a corpse, any semblance of control and responsibility
         is relinquished. All bets are off, and the microorganisms that behaved well during
         life go haywire. As the Webbs point out, the various components of the body, no longer
         subject to a human biological blueprint, are set free: 
      

      
      
         The abstract (the idea of me) and the general (the body’s component parts) cannot—or
            at least need not—die. At least the abstract will not die as long as we, the dead,
            are memorialized by the living; and the general does not die, providing we accept
            as a form of life its translation into other kinds of beings: atoms and fluids and
            cellular matter breaking down into nature. . . . Being dead means being set free from
            the constraints of the symbolic order so that the body can become a thing in itself,
            not subject to the dream world of angels (all ideas and abstract form) but manifestly
            the constitutive elements—tissue, fluids, organs—of “real” being.[13]  
         

         
      

      The transition from person to corpse is a change in status from subject to object,
         and this object continues on with a life of its own. As Jane Bennett puts it, objects
         can have passive agency.[14]   In the case of a corpse, this postmortem biography can be determined, in large
         part, by the living subject that preceded it. Choosing to be an organ donor, for example,
         will extend the cellular life of one’s corpse, thereby leaving behind more than a
         “memory picture.”
      

      
      The body, as a biological and quasi-independent compilation, suggests new and liberating
         ways to think about the relationship between self and nature. If “green” in modern
         Western culture has come to mean an approach to life that acknowledges the rights
         of nature-as-other, then a green reading of Beckett’s trilogy (Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable) proposes narrative possibilities that celebrate “chaos”—a jouissance that ultimately breaks the bond between the body and the mind that seeks to control
         it.[15]   Beckett’s trilogy tracks the dying subject’s gradual and jubilant surrender to
         fragmentation in death.[16]   The teleological impulse of Beckett’s trilogy is not towards mastery; rather it
         orbits regression as a path to freedom.
      

      
      For Kristeva, the corpse epitomizes this regression: “[Refuse] and corpses show me what I permanently thrust aside in order to live . . . the corpse, the most sickening
         of wastes, is a border that has encroached upon everything. . . . It is death infecting
         life.”[17]   But life is always infected with death, just as death has the potential to engender
         new life. On a strictly biological/chemical level, it is simply a rearrangement of
         elements. Natural burial is a way of promoting life after death, by trading traditional
         memorialization for conservation. While one doesn’t escape the features of the abject—the
         smell, the swarm, the “cesspool”—one is able, through natural burial, to change the ultimate signification of one’s body
         through a positive legacy to the environment. How one decomposes becomes meaningful.
      

      
      Decomposing Naturally

      
      Natural burial is a more rigorous kind of green burial, a loose and encompassing term,
         and this chapter will move somewhat flexibly between them.   [18]    The Green Burial Council, which serves as an accreditor for green cemeteries in
         the United States and Canada, has established minimal guidelines for qualification
         as a “hybrid,” “natural,” or “conservation” cemetery. “Hybrid” burial is burial without
         a vault (the container that surrounds the casket and prevents sinkholes once a wooden
         casket deteriorates), in a biodegradable container without embalming with toxic chemicals.
         The threshold requirements for “natural” burial are more significant, with higher
         standards for “ecological assessment” and environmental impact. This practice is defined
         by its commitment to not leaving a trace. Grave markers are typically replaced by
         GPS systems or natural markers, such as trees.[19]   To become a “conservation” property, the Green Burial Council requires that the
         place of burial meets all of the requirements for natural burial, while also furthering
         a formal conservation project: “[It must] operate in conjunction with a government
         agency or a nonprofit conservation organization that has legally binding responsibility
         for perpetual enforcement of the easement and must approve any substantive changes
         to operational or conservation policies that might impact the ecological objectives
         of the site.”[20]     
      

      
       The greatest distinction between a hybrid or natural burial cemetery and a conservation
         site, such as the Prairie Creek Conservation Cemetery in Gainesville, Florida, is
         the legal purpose of the land, its perpetual designation as a conservation project,
         and the direction of burial funds. Although all three types of green burial “allow
         the body to rejoin the elements, to use what remains of a life to regenerate new life,”[21]   places like Prairie Creek are legally obligated to steward this “new life” in perpetuity.
         At Prairie Creek and a handful of other accredited conservation properties, cemetery
         costs are paid to the park or conservation project and are used, at least in part,
         to sustain its operations. For example, Bob Butz, author of Going Out Green, discusses the fee policy of Ohio’s six hundred-acre Foxfield Preserve, which is
         “operated by a non-profit land trust organization, the Wilderness Center.”[22]   According to manager Jennifer Quinn, “Roughly half of [the $3,200 fee for burial]
         is split between the preserve’s endowment care trust and The Wilderness Center.”[23]   
      

      
      Green burial has experienced tremendous growth in Europe. Since the first natural
         burial site was opened in Carlisle, England, in 1993, over 270 natural burial grounds
         have been established in the U.K. alone, with many more planned properties in the
         works.[24]   Douglas Davies and Hannah Rumble attribute the positive reception of natural burial
         in Britain, among other things, to ingrained habits of recycling and composting, along
         with a general predisposition to consider trees and gardens “therapeutic.”[25]   The United States has also experienced a smaller, but significant, growth in the
         popularity of green burial in recent years. According to Joe Sehee, founder of the
         Green Burial Council, “We’ve been growing at a 15 percent clip over the last three
         or four years. . . . I think it’s telling that there’s been a lot of interest.”[26]   The number of green burial providers has also increased, from a handful in 2007
         to 115 in 2015.[27]  [28]   Currently, however, the pickings for customers are slim. As Sehee puts it, “People
         don’t go into a restaurant and ask for something that’s not on the menu.”[29]  
      

      
      And it’s true that natural burial is not to everyone’s taste. It requires great fortitude
         to release the dead body of a loved one without the cushion provided by a traditional
         viewing. Natural burial demands that the survivors, often in a state of bereavement,
         quickly make the psychic transition from imagining their dead friends and relatives
         as “human” to accepting their breakdown in nature. To forego representation in favor
         of a real process of decay is challenging. Reframed, it can also be liberating.[30]   As Mark Harris notes in Grave Matters, 
      

      
      
         [Families] choose natural burial because it achieves the very end our modern funeral
            industry labors to prevent at literally all costs: to allow, and even invite, the
            decay of one’s physical body—its tissue and bone, its cache of organic components—and
            return what remains to the very elements it sprang from, as directly and simply as
            possible.[31]  
         

         
      

      Of course, this is also the very reason why families don’t choose natural burial. Natural burial calls for the end of euphemisms; it favors
         the undoctored corpse over the staged decedent. It’s not, Sehee notes, “romantic.”[32]   One has to be willing to see the correlation between the dead body and, as Bob
         Butz puts it, “composting.”[33]   Sehee, whose emphasis is on environmental activism and advocacy, believes that
         human bodies can make a real difference, even if changes are happening slowly on a
         park-by-park and business-by-business basis.[34]   While the environmental footprint might not seem significant for an isolated case,
         a lot of people die every year—55.3 million at last count.[35]  
      

      
      Davies and Rumble’s research into natural burial in Britain indicates that individuals
         who choose natural burial for themselves frame their choice as a “gift” or as a “natural
         pathway” to “symbolic immortality.”[36]   They claim that “[natural] burial imaginatively and symbolically empowers the dying,
         the dead, and the bereaved, by perpetuating the significance of the relational, dependent,
         and enduring aspects of life in a more-than-human living world.”[37]   While at least one research subject acknowledged (quite joyfully) the fact that
         he would become “worm-food,”[38]   many more seemed to take a metaphorical approach to their forthcoming post-mortem
         interaction with nature. They welcomed the usefulness of their dead bodies and kept
         their focus on the end effect—the resulting tree—as opposed to the cause—”worm-food.”
         
      

      
      In fact, their bodies will live on so to speak, “not in some form of soul that has departed the now defunct
         body, but as the very body-as-corpse.”[39]   Their bodies will become incorporated bodies, no longer autonomous or even recognizable as human. Natural burial encourages
         the immediate engagement of the body with critters, insects, soil, air, and any number
         of environmental factors. It fosters decay, which quickly destabilizes the corpse,
         acknowledging that the body, now broken, can’t be contained. 
      

      
      The signification of a natural corpse is very different from that of a staged corpse.
         Rather than a faux subject, preserved and sequestered in layers of protection, the natural corpse becomes an
         unabashed object—the used rather than the user (although it is still functioning as an environmental actor). Natural decay is constructive or, as
         Davies and Rumble phrase it, it’s “transitive decay”—a life promoting stage, as opposed
         to the “intransitive decay” of “en-coffined rotting flesh.”[40]   While a casketed corpse cordons off reality in the days immediately following death,
         unpleasant realities such as anaerobic putrefaction will eventually win the day. Better,
         one thinks, to get it over with quickly, to become repurposed in nature. 
      

      
      Molloy

      
      Beckett’s trilogy, beginning with Molloy, helps readers to see the ordinarily inaccessible chaos of physical and psychic decay.
         In his essay, “Molloy’s Silence,” Georges Bataille asserts that readers are made uncomfortable
         by Molloy because his 
      

      
      
          . . . figure swinging along on his crutches is the truth that afflicts us and that
            follows us no less faithfully than our own shadows: it is fear of this very figure
            that governs our human gestures, our erect postures and our clear phrases. And, conversely,
            this figure is in some way the inevitable grave that in the end will draw this parade
            of humanity into itself to be buried: it is oblivion, impotence.[41]   
         

         
      

      While it’s true that the reader might see Molloy’s character as symbolic of physical
         deterioration and death, Molloy remains, for the most part, cheerfully ignorant of
         his fate. This interpretation of Molloy’s character, much like Barthes’s punctum, says more about the reader than the character. Beckett’s characters might be blind
         to their own conditions (although sometimes they can be brutally insightful), but
         it’s the reader’s ability to identify this blindness, as such, that brings death forward
         as an ever-present, if hidden, truth. Molloy and the other protagonists of the trilogy
         provide access to the “truth that afflicts us”—providing enough insight to reveal
         without blinding.
      

      
      Molloy follows two characters on a circular journey—a homeless man named Molloy, whose nominal
         pursuit is to return to his mother’s house, and a detective named Moran, who is charged
         with locating Molloy. Molloy becomes progressively disabled over the course of his
         travels, finally disintegrating in the forest. Moran becomes increasingly disoriented
         in the process of pursuing Molloy. The objects that would define a successful mission—finding
         the mother or finding Molloy—evade both characters, and in the end they find themselves
         empty-handed (in the case of Moran) or empty-headed (in the case of Molloy). 
      

      
      Molloy’s narrative begins in his mother’s room, where he is writing a report for a
         mysterious “he.” As will be the case for Malone in Malone Dies and The Unnamable in The Unnamable, Molloy’s completion of this piece of writing is necessary for him to “speak of the
         things that are left, say my goodbyes, finish dying.”[42]   It is a report of residuals and remainders. With his mother now dead, Molloy asserts
         a new desire—his own death. Within a Freudian framework, the return to the womb and
         the journey to the tomb are not very different. Both are efforts to retrace the steps
         to birth and return to an undifferentiated, inert state.[43]  
      

      
      Those first pages in his mother’s room (also a womb) show Molloy exorcising language
         and, by extension, effacing the symbolic. The unnamed man (a symbolic father, perhaps)
         “takes away the pages” that Molloy writes—implicitly the travelogue of his journey
         back to his mother, whose name escapes him: “Her name? I’ve forgotten it again.” If,
         in fact, Molloy has returned to the womb, it is now a dead womb, haunted only by the
         traces of an absent father who takes away the words that Molloy writes, while Molloy
         sleeps in the mother’s bed and “piss[es] and shit[s] in her pot.”[44]   
      

      
      With the completion of the document, Molloy thinks, will come the end of “that world”—the
         world of the Father, who won’t visit again to chastise Molloy about his narrative
         structure or his spelling. He’ll be able to say “goodbye” to both Father and Mother—“[You]
         must say goodbye, it would be madness not to say goodbye”—before returning to the
         time when other people were “hard to distinguish from yourself”[45]   and “not the haphazard in its shadow of that unstable fugitive thing, still living
         flesh.”[46]  
      

      
      It’s the “still living flesh” that the reader follows, as Molloy tells the tale of
         his trip along the strange road that leads him back to his mother’s house. It’s a
         slow journey, marked by lack of progress. Molloy himself seems unconcerned with the
         advancement or success of his quest, and just when it seems that he’s dead in the
         forest, he circles back around to his mother’s house.[47]   Somewhere between his erosion in the forest and writing in his mother’s room is
         a gap—an unexplained absence. One suspects that his mother’s room looks out from the
         grave and that his fevered writing is the documentation demanded by the symbolic father
         (the unnamed man) of the “unstable fugitive thing.” He is saying goodbye to Molloy
         (himself), once and for all: “[It] is only since I have ceased to live that I think
         of these things and the other things. It is in the tranquility of decomposition that
         I remember the long confused emotion which was my life, and that I judge it.”[48]  
      

      
      In this postmortem document, Molloy tracks his “dwindl[ing].”[49]   The draining of life becomes a depletion of narrative structure, represented through
         the loss of language (which, paradoxically, persists in the form of his writing):
         “I had been living so far from words so long . . . there could be no things but nameless
         things, no names but thingless names . . . and the world dies too, foully named.”[50]   Naming, as such, both constitutes narrative and kills it.[51]   Kristeva, who identifies this “primal loss” as separation from the mother, argues
         that such “violent, clumsy breaking away” is necessary for the subject to craft a
         unique identity and enter into a state of symbolic differentiation.[52]   For Molloy, the only way back to mother is by expelling the symbolic. Only by telling
         his story—putting it on paper once and for all—can he create a thing-to-be-killed.
         By expelling words, he will be able to expel difference and become “whole”: “Perhaps
         there is no whole, before you’re dead.”[53]   
      

      
      Life is the circle that leads one away from the womb into a world of estrangement
         from the “whole” and an existence dominated by language. Molloy’s death is reflected
         in the language of his disintegration, “form fading among fading forms,”[54]   followed by his literal fracturing: “I was virtually one-legged.”[55]   Rather than deny disintegration, Molloy affirms it: “I would have been happier,
         livelier, amputated at the groin. And if they had removed a few testicles into the
         bargain I wouldn’t have objected.”[56]   For Molloy, the body is baggage on the road to freedom.
      

      
      The end is the forest, and Molloy stops “where he happened to be,” becoming one with
         the “black dripping from the black boughs . . . abandon[ing] erect motion, that of
         man.” He melds with his surroundings, surrendering structure “in defiance of the rules,”[57]   which belong to a symbolic order that he no longer claims as his own. He feels
         none of death’s “horror,” which William Ian Miller claims stems from “putrefaction”
         as the signifying loss of “the body’s integrity.”[58]   There are worse things for Molloy than the instability of signifiers: “[When] a
         man in a forest thinks he is going forward in a straight line, in reality he is going
         in a circle.”[59]   In the end, there is the beginning—indifference—a state that Bataille identifies
         as the harbinger of “the profound apathy of death.”[60]   Molloy is indifferent to difference. Progress and development are the straight
         lines of illusion; one is always on a continuum that defines and erases. This is also
         the bio-arch of life and death, embodied in natural burial. 
      

      
      Maurice Blanchot asserts that “Molloy . . . is not a happy story by any means.” But
         isn’t each person, as Blanchot frames it, an “eternal wanderer,”[61]   building up identity, only to relinquish it gradually? Why assume that one’s parts
         are less than the whole? “I preferred to abide by my simple feelings and its voice
         that said, Molloy, your region is vast, you have never left it and you never shall.”[62]   The vast region of the ever-present real—especially evident at the beginning and
         end of Molloy’s circular travels—is only symbolically tragic. Molloy represents another way of being, another way of seeing. His story
         suggests ways of celebrating the decomposition of a life, as freedom from meaning.
         As Miller notes, death “is not an end to the process of living but part of a cycle
         of eternal recurrence. The having lived and the living unite to make up the organic
         world of generative rot.” Rot, while conceptually unpleasant, is “life soup, fecundity
         itself: slimy, slippery, wiggling, teeming animal life.”[63]   Molloy, “crawling on his belly, like a reptile,”[64]   knows the “vast region” that precedes and follows death. It’s left to the reader
         to ask questions: Is he dead? What does it mean? What’s the difference?
      

      
      Malone Dies

      
      “Yes, I shall be natural at last. . . . I shall be tepid, I shall die tepid, without
         enthusiasm. I shall not watch myself die, that would spoil everything. Have I watched
         myself live?”[65]   These are Malone’s thoughts as he contemplates death at the beginning of Malone Dies, the second novel in Beckett’s trilogy. With the cessation of desire or “enthusiasm,”
         he feels that he will finally be able to drift off, free to leave “the dictates of
         a peculiar logic.”[66]   And yet there is a strong repetitive compulsion at work in Malone to empty himself
         through the compilation of both “inventory”[67]   and stories—to divest himself of drive and to reach “the pure plateau.”[68]   Like Molloy’s postmortem report, Malone can only find freedom by expelling the
         symbolic. As Ethel Cornwell points out, character development for the “Beckett hero”
         consists largely of “one long attempt to reverse the process of birth and speed his
         return to the state of pre-conscious nonbeing from which he came.”[69]   Malone comments on this himself. As he nears the existential end of both himself
         and his characters, he notes that his position—helpless and staring at the ceiling—shares
         much in common with his state as “a foetus.” He feels that he is once again being
         born, but this time “into death.”[70]  
      

      
       The reader first encounters Malone in an unspecified state of institutionalization.[71]   He is hard at work purging his “stories” by writing them down. These stories, which
         may or may not be his own, feature a character named Sapo (abruptly renamed Macmann)—parts
         of himself, perhaps, or just figments of his imagination. For Malone, the difference
         is negligible. The boundaries between the constructed self and “others” have been
         blurred. Malone allows himself to deconstruct into episodic elements—pieces and people
         that almost, but don’t quite, fit together.
      

      
      For Malone, freedom means freedom from (self)reflection. Malone recounts his stories,
         true, partially true, or completely imaginative. He starves, literally or figuratively.
         The soup bowl empties; the chamber pot fills. He waits for death, which promises relief
         from maternal delivery and its symbolic after-birth, language: “The feet are clear
         already, of the great cunt of existence. . . . My head will be the last to die. .
         . . Promising lag. That is the end of me. I shall say no more.”[72]   Indeed, his head is the thing propelling his characters’ final journey, a charitable
         “excursion” to an island, funded by Lady Pedal. In this final reverie, Macmann’s tyrannical
         keeper, Lemuel, kills the two sailors assisting Lady Pedal and flings Macmann and
         four other inmates back into the boat. Malone pictures the untethered boat drifting
         into the bay: “The night is strewn with the absurd.” He watches as the inmates finally
         merge, a “tangle of grey bodies . . . together in a heap.”[73]   Lemuel, hatchet in hand, is frozen before he can swing. He is, literally, stopped
         mid-sentence before his author appears to die. In the end, everything seems to converge—creator
         and characters—into nothing.
      

      
      As the text dribbles onto an empty page, one is tempted to believe Malone’s last words,
         that there is “never anything—there—any more.”[74]   Does the text resurrect from this grey primordial heap at the bottom of the boat,
         forming the basis of the trilogy’s final novel, The Unnamable? Like everything in Beckett, the moment of death is deferred, sizzling out before
         the bang, “to be continued.” The ending of Malone Dies becomes an arbitrary stopping point on route to another—a narrative on a continuum
         for the subject who was already an object in life, both to himself and to others.
         Malone continues to play in the imaginary field even after death. He and his “characters”
         celebrate the undifferentiated “heap,” acknowledging that everything is transitory,
         rising up and returning to the boundless mass. As a construct, subjects can slide
         from one identity to the next, just as death recycles bodies—mules, horses, pigs,
         and humans plod away episodically and interchangeably, “like knackers, each on his
         way. And when one dies the others go on, as if nothing had happened.”[75]  
      

      
      Fluid identity, which constitutes much of the trilogy, represents a personal history
         that continues on a biological level, even after individual consciousness ends: “The
         end of a life is always vivifying.”[76]   This could, of course, be a slogan for natural burial, underscoring the “bricolage”
         to which Robert Detweiler credits the end of life experience, in which the subject
         “tries to find meaning in whatever fragments of life remain available to his consciousness
         . . . an act of ultimate and final improvisation.”[77]   Natural burial sustains “improvisation” after death and without the weight of “meaning.” For Beckett, the destruction of identity
         allows for true “being,” free from the head that, for Malone, is, “the seat of all
         the shit and misery.”[78]   Death puts to rest any remnant of stable identity or coherent narrative, leaving
         only “a single noise . . . one vast continuous buzzing.”[79]   
      

      
      Flies

      
      “Who loves maggots?” ask the two Body Farm instructors leading the workshop’s segment
         on entomology. 
      

      
      A few people raise their hands. Everyone knows the right answer, but it’s hard to
         get wild about worms. 
      

      
      “Well, you all should love maggots,” one says. “Without maggots we’d be stepping over dead stuff all the
         time.”[80]  
      

      
      Flies, the forerunners of maggots, have a superior sense of smell—much better than
         their human counterparts—and can smell death within seconds from a distance of up
         to a mile. First on the scene are the blowflies (pretty blue and green bottle flies),
         then the houseflies and finally the flesh flies, known for giving birth to live young,
         rather than eggs. Burying beetles, which carry off flesh, generally follow. Then the
         diners become the dined upon: rove beetles, birds, and other critters, like skunks,
         come to eat the newly hatched maggots. Mammals, such as raccoons, beavers, porcupines,
         squirrels, rats, and even dogs are fond of “high” meat; they come at night to carry
         off limbs, internal organs, and other portable snacks. 
      

      
      It’s not surprising that humans have invested a lot of thought and energy throughout
         the ages in keeping these pests at bay, at least until the corpse is in the ground.
         Modern day efforts, ranging from embalming to refrigeration to air-sealed caskets,
         aim to stop—or at least slow—the bugs. Usually, though, flies will find a way to do
         their business, and there is always the possibility that maggot eggs have followed
         the beloved to her/his resting place.
      

      
      Flies like to lay eggs in soft places that offer minimal resistance. Eyes, mouths,
         ears, the vagina, and the anus are all popular watering holes. So are wounds. Gunshot
         wounds, cuts, and lacerations are swarm sites, and crime scene investigators are trained
         to follow the bugs to the entry and exit wounds.[81]   Flies are also known to brave all kinds of weather. According to William Bass (founder
         of the Body Farm) and his team, flies can continue to lay eggs until the thermometer
         reaches the mid-forties Fahrenheit, living quite comfortably within a corpse: 
      

      
      
         Those maggots within the body cavities such as the head, chest, abdomen, and vagina
            will continue to feed and develop even in freezing weather because they produce their
            own heat due to their large numbers. On cold days steam vapors (“heat”) can be seen
            rising above the body when a maggot-infested area of the body is opened.[82]   
         

         
      

      In especially favorable conditions—dark, warm, and moist being optimal—maggots can
         quickly progress from egg to “third instar” (large, fat, mature larvae) over the course
         of two to three days, before crawling off as pre-pupae to bury themselves in the ground.
         [83]    Within days, they will emerge as full-fledged flies.
      

      
      The entomology team arms each of us with a jar and takes us back to the Body Farm
         to do a “collection.” Our first task is to observe a “fresh” corpse with few signs
         of “colonization.” Corpses designated as “fresh” are marked by the following traits:
         “1. Egg masses [fly eggs] will be white and may look like fine sawdust; 2. Veins under
         the skin may be turning blue or dark green; 3. Some body fluids may be seen around
         the nose and mouth.”[84]  
      

      
      We examine a new body, a man with a gunshot wound. Our team leader points to his hairline,
         and we notice that it’s coated with a thin crust of fly eggs, which could pass as
         dandruff. We look closer and find small mounds of eggs in the corners of the eyes
         and at the edges of the nostrils. Eggs are also clustered around the entry and exit
         points of the wound. Over the next few days, the body will move quickly from “fresh”
         to “bloated”: the eggs will hatch, the body will be swarmed, the skin and hair will
         “slip,” and things will start to smell.[85]   
      

      
      We move to the next body. This one is in full bloat. We put on latex gloves and drop
         cotton balls of ethanol into our jars. We’re instructed to pull maggots of all sizes
         from the body, as this will provide a more accurate “time of death” scenario. To obtain
         the biggest maggots (the “third instars”), we’re directed to the largest maggot masses,
         where maggots literally bubble over each other, like lava from a crater. It’s my task
         to take the temperature of the mass with a long thermometer, and I pause, debating
         where to place it. “Just push it down into the middle of the mouth mass,” someone
         says, and I do, the maggots giving way with a wet squish. I pull out some tweezers
         and do my collection in the face and anal areas. Next, I make what is called a “maggot
         martini,” sifting and shaking the dirt surrounding the body, looking for mature pupae.
         My final chore involves, of all things, a butterfly net to capture some of the secondary
         feeders. This array of fauna, in conjunction with other considerations, such as clothing
         and ambient temperatures, could be used in a police investigation to determine a likely
         framework for time since death.
      

      
      It’s only after I’ve completed the exercise that I step back to consider the body,
         not only as a specimen, but also as a relic of human life. While the human subject
         is dead, the body is tremendously alive. This is what happens when subject becomes
         object. It travels to the bottom of the food chain. There are worse fates.
      

      
      Circles

      
      As the subject moves from toddler to adolescent to adult and finally to old age, self-identification
         weakens. In addition to aesthetic distancing—”Do ‘I’ really look like that?”—there is a breakdown of the physical body and a corresponding decrease in agency.
         A person may intend to lift a bag of groceries, but might not be physically able to
         do so. As the link between the agency of self and the body over which it assumes mastery
         deteriorates, the natural link between “I” and “me” also begins to slip. For those
         with a terminal illness or who simply progress at a slow, steady rate towards death,
         the I/me connection weakens over time, with the “I” as active subject taking the backseat
         to the “me,” the object who is acted upon by doctors, caregivers, and funeral professionals.
         There is the opportunity to acknowledge that someday, soon perhaps, the “me” will
         become pure object, outside of any mechanism under my control.[86]   “I” might be that thing in the Tennessee forest, surrounded by eager graduate students
         and police officers pursuing professional development credits. 
      

      
      Beckett’s The Unnamable represents the last step towards total dissolution—an entity that is up to its neck
         in the real. It’s a “being” that represents the instability of identity as such, and
         that describes the “not I” as another development on the life/death continuum: “If
         one day a change were to take place, resulting from a principle of disorder already
         present, or on its way, what then?”[87]   Beckett implies that identity is a bandage that allows the subject to navigate
         “disorder,” which always lies latent within the body. While it’s true that there is
         a death event, a date on which the subject dies, there is gradual metamorphosis leading up to the
         time of death and away from it. Just as one changes into an “I,” one also changes
         from “I” into something else. If life proper is a “task to be performed before one can be at rest,”[88]   then at a cellular level, it is less work to relax and let the body decompose,
         rather than continue suffering the task of balancing bacteria, fighting viruses, etc.
         
      

      
      The Unnamable and all its “I” personae gesture to the impossible, ongoing work of
         sustaining the boundary of “I”: “I. Who might that be?”[89]   Identity, however constructed, is acknowledged as a lie, “stories of a being”:[90]   “I invented it all, in the hope it would console me, help me to go on, allow me
         to think of myself as somewhere on a road, moving, between a beginning and an end,
         gaining ground, losing ground, getting lost, but somehow in the long run making headway.
         All lies.”[91]   There are many possible ways of interpreting this statement. The lie might be the
         formation of identity, generally. The lie might be the artistic creation of narrative
         and story. The lie might be The Unnamable’s excessive generation of multiple selves
         and pronouns, although “any old pronoun will do, provided one sees through it.”[92]   These pronouns function as markers or identity brackets: “I shall not say I again,
         ever again, it’s too farcical. I shall put in its place, whenever I hear it, the third
         person.”[93]   Such displacement of the “I” onto the “he,” “she,” or “it” continues the process
         toward disintegration of the material self or, as Mark Paloutzian puts it, “the flesh
         and blood that would contain them.”[94]  
      

      
      Critical interpretation of the trilogy, which varies widely, follows a chaotic trajectory
         similar to that of Beckett’s characters. Like the chemical foundations of the body—encounters,
         interactions, mutations, dissolutions—Beckett’s language circles a center without
         resolution.[95]   Words and meaning, like the things that temporarily mime the props of existence—restaurants,
         cows, mothers—break down into their constituent elements: “The subject doesn’t matter,
         there is none.”[96]   By continually underscoring the emptiness of the “I,” Beckett propels his characters
         toward a time when the subject experiences, rather than distinguishes and separates.
         The Unnamable is a threshold character, poised at the edge of beginning (Kristeva’s
         mother) and end (Freud’s Nirvana Principle): “I don’t know where I end.”[97]   Kristeva identifies this cusp as “the abominable limits from which, in order to
         be, the ego has broken away—it assigns it a source in the non-ego, drive, and death.”[98]  
      

      
      Beckett tests the limits most violently in The Unnamable, in which the subject deconstructs. He does so by pulling apart, sometimes literally,
         the tendons and soft tissues that hold a character or narrative together, ultimately
         leaving a disembodied, thinking head in a jar. For the head, Mahood, it’s his status
         as object, not as subject, that provides evidence of his existence: “Would she [the
         restaurant owner who uses him to lure patrons] rid me of my paltry excrements every
         Sunday, make me a nest at the approach of winter, protect me from the snow, change
         my sawdust . . . [raise] me on a pedestal, [hang] me with lanterns, if she were not
         convinced of my substantiality?” Mahood has more faith “that the jar is really standing
         where they say” than he does in his own existence: “I merely doubt that I am in it.”[99]  
      

      
      Almost halfway through The Unnamable, a new figure emerges—Worm—the material manifestation of the primordial stew, which
         lives as an abject figure both within and beyond Mahood: “[It] seems to me I [Mahood]
         remember, and shall never forget, what I was like when I was he, before all became
         confused. . . . And it seems to me too, which is even more deplorable, that I could
         become Worm again, if I were left in peace.”[100]   Worm is both alpha and omega, erasing the difference—the inherent trace of what
         is “unthinkable unspeakable”[101]  —the “unthinkable ancestor of whom nothing can be said.”[102]   Worm precedes the symbolic as sperm and proceeds the symbolic as maggot. He makes
         possible and devours the “carnal envelope”[103]   that tries, unsuccessfully, to ab-ject him. He is the place where, in Kristeva’s
         words, “meaning collapses.”[104]  
      

      
      Beckett’s trilogy underscores the futility of the war waged by the “foul brute” of
         humankind, an embodied consciousness, “amusing himself pretending to be a many, varying
         his register, his tone, his accent, and his drivel.”[105]   What Paul Stewart calls The Unnamable’s “unspecified gradations of being”[106]   are really graduations of non-being. The nonsense/sense of the trilogy cuts across the symbolic and its language,
         which, for the Worm is just the “dead tongue of the living.”[107]   The tongue, actively articulating and differentiating one word from the next, protects
         life but ultimately fails at the point of death. As Jennifer and Lorraine Webb note,
         death “always escapes knowledge and remains for us as the ‘uncanny,’ the thing ‘beyond
         our ken’: in Certeau’s words, ‘a wound on reason.’”[108]   
      

      
      If the trilogy explores the dissolution of a being (or multiple beings), then The
         Unnamable’s offshoot/creation, Mahood, is (almost) the end of the road, just a head—the
         bare minimum of existence for consciousness to subsist before heading into the inchoate
         Worm. And the Worm is always present in all identities as the pure potentiality of
         the deconstructed self—what Cornwell calls “the ventriloquist behind his dummies.”[109]   As Mahood says, “For if I am Mahood, I am Worm too, plop. Or if I am not yet Worm,
         I shall be when I cease to be Mahood, plop. On now to serious matters.”[110]   It is safe to assume that we are all Worms, all the time. From the moment of conception,
         we crawl with bacteria and the countless organisms on which our bodies rely for basic
         biological functions. The Worm comes before the head, and the Worm will reinvent itself
         once that head is dead: “[The] facts are there, no vegetables, no minerals, only Worm,
         kingdom unknown.”[111]   This “kingdom,” origin and end, is the real. Even if it can’t be “known,” it can
         be traced as a constituent element: “Perhaps it’s by trying to be Worm that I’ll finally
         succeed in being Mahood.”[112]   Mahood, who still has his head in the game of the symbolic, always already contains
         the Worm. Worm, both ab-jected and abject, slips through the aesthetic screen, providing
         access to what should never have seen the light.
      

      
      Lifting the Rock

      
      Maggots are shielded from the elements by their host carcass. Any disturbance of this
         protective shield causes physical discomfort and a race for cover. By consuming the
         dead body, maggots cause this shift in conditions. A successful “feed” paradoxically
         results in less favorable conditions—holes and tears in the protective coating that
         separates them from sun and predators. “We love maggots,” because maggots make life
         bearable by taking away the “remainder.” And yet the service that maggots provide—breaking
         down the body—forces the very “mingling,” the very “contamination of life by death”
         that Kristeva says we ab-ject in order to live.[113]   It is at this moment that the unpleasant remainder—the corpse—begins its final
         dissolution into the ground, revealing the rifts in its protective skin. Like all
         aesthetic representations, no matter how raw, the trilogy screens the subject from
         the object of representation. But, like the skin of a corpse, “the narrative web is
         a thin film constantly threatened with bursting.”[114]   Indeed, Beckett’s project pushes the reader beyond the “limit” to the point of
         “bursting.” Kristeva identifies this “aesthetic task” as “a descent into the foundations
         of the symbolic construct. . . . Through that experience, which is nevertheless managed
         by the Other, ‘subject’ and ‘object’ push each other away, confront each other, collapse,
         and start again—inseparable, contaminated, condemned, at the boundary of what is assimilable,
         thinkable: abject.”[115]   By making the abject—the “opposed to I”—the subject of his aesthetic project, Beckett points to the ultimate failure of
         the symbolic order (even as he uses it to tell the story). Life is chaos, even down
         to the cellular level: “[It’s] like slime . . . it’s life trying to get in, no, trying
         to get him out, or little bubbles bursting all around.”[116]   
      

      
      In the last fifty pages of The Unnamable, Beckett gives the reader undifferentiated “slime.” Pronouns merge fully—“he me”—subjects
         and objects, with everything scrabbling toward/against dissolution. Identities pile
         up like casualties in the “charnel-house of renegades”—sad efforts to call out names
         against the unending sea of dead flesh: dogs writing on the “tombstone for dogs and
         bitches to come.” The “I,” the “me,” the “you,” the “he,” the “they,” are finally
         the “it”: “[Perhaps] that’s what I am, the thing that divides the world in two, on
         the one side the outside, on the other the inside, that can be as thin as foil, I’m
         neither one side nor the other, I’m in the middle, I’m the partition.”[117]   This partition, “thin as foil,” is not built to last. In moments, it will be gone,
         and difference will be erased: 
      

      
      
         I’m . . . a wordless thing in an empty place, a hard shut dry cold black place, where
            nothing stirs, nothing speaks, and that I listen, and that I seek, like a caged beast
            born of caged beasts born of caged beasts born of caged beasts born in a cage and
            dead in a cage, born and then dead, born in a cage and then dead in a cage . . . the
            fury is past, nothing but fear.[118]  
         

         
      

      This is a version of hell—of the “powers of horror”—to be trapped inside chaos, but
         still conscious, still speaking, still feeling. Where is the liberation, the celebration,
         so present in Molloy? Paloutzian states that Beckett’s characters reflect, “a consciousness [that] seeks
         to escape corporeality into formlessness, timelessness, and absence, seeking refuge
         in the space of the death chamber.”[119]   Yet, here, in the death chamber, one is still “dead in a cage.” There is no rest
         for The Unnamable. 
      

      
      Readers are other heads in other jars, seeking to make sense of Beckett’s odd trilogy.
         What can be grasped as the experimental extreme of modernism in the first two novels
         is lost at last in The Unnamable—the closest one can come, through representation, to death. The reader—the “you”—”must
         go on”[120]   until what Bataille calls “that final silence that has never been attenuated by
         its imitations.”[121]   
      

      
      Both Hélène Baldwin and Ethel Cornwell draw analogies between narrative structures
         in the trilogy and “circles.” Is the center of this circle “empty,” as implied by
         Paul Stewart in Zone of Evaporation and George Bataille in “Molloy’s Silence,” or is there something else at the center—something,
         as Baldwin suggests, greater than “zero,” but perhaps less grand than “God”?[122]   If there is a center around which life moves in progressively concentric circles,
         then the “Circle of Life,” so patronizingly touted in popular culture, doesn’t end
         in death. It ends in complete collapse and assimilation. How one represents collapse
         is key.
      

      
      Wormholes

      
      Forensic experts and biologists alike prefer the term “bio-arch” to “circle of life.”
         Arches begin and end in the ground. They rise up as life—separating and specializing—and
         they fall down, scattering as the building blocks for new arches. Traditional burial
         tries to maintain the subject in an artificially concentric configuration. One returns
         to the elements, not as participant, but as other. The insistent barriers of caskets,
         some constructed with enough concrete and steel “to build [annually] a two lane-highway
         from New York to Detroit,”[123]   reflect an attachment to the symbolic—to a separation at all costs—which, in the
         case of a corpse is truly an empty sign. It’s an interstate to nowhere.[124]  
      

      
      Beckett’s trilogy ultimately falls apart like a corpse. In Molloy, one can read the signposts of a world that makes sense. Structure hangs together,
         though crippled, with just the hint of impending decay. In Malone Dies, form begins to crumble. The eggs have been laid; skin slips; hair falls away; the
         pencil is lost. By the time one reads The Unnamable, the body has given way to chaos. Limbs have been carted away by wild animals; the
         soft tissue teams with maggots; the ground is wet from broken cells and organs popped.
         Meaning has given way to noise. It goes on, no longer human, though very much alive.
         Every trace of the symbolic is being methodically digested by the industry of insects.
         
      

      
      The Unnamable lures the reader into what Jennifer Friedlander calls “the logic of the future anterior,”[125]   in which all symbolic safeguards have slipped into the slime. With Beckett’s insistence
         in the novel’s last sentence that “you must go on,” readers realize that they have
         been tricked into complicity with death and have become, in essence, new subjects
         in the narrative. In The Unnamable, one has played peekaboo with death only to find oneself played in the end. 
      

      
      Natural burial, with its stench and exposed sinews, is one answer to Beckett’s worst-case
         scenario of a trapped and tortured, disembodied consciousness. Certainly it’s better
         to be Molloy, decomposing in the forest or even Malone, watching himself die, than
         a head in a jar. It’s liberating to be reincarnated biologically, freed from the psychic
         cage. For such transformation to be complete, one must surrender everything, including
         one’s name. It means replacing the headstone with “a living memorial such as a tree.”[126]   There is a sense of failure in the representational correspondence between language
         and being. It is in this failure, this gap, that we must imagine, and, as Steven Miller
         suggests, “see what cannot be said.”[127]   The text flirts with the impossibility of representation in language even as it
         acts, in itself, as a memorial. 
      

      
      Decomposition is as meaningful as it is inevitable. The collapse of the bio-arch is
         ripe for signification, haunting our imaginations, and so we actively shape its perception
         and reception. This reimagination process incorporates both forensic scientists and
         authors, each shaping understanding of the end of imagination. The desire for erasure
         of the corpse at the heart of the matter remains as we seek to separate the living
         from the dead, preserving the possibilities of aesthetic choice in language if not
         in body.
      

      
      While Beckett himself was buried traditionally at the Cimetière du Montparnasse in
         Paris, he likely would have been predisposed to a less symbolic mode of disposition,
         if such options had been available at the time. The trilogy, which gestures towards
         the emptiness of rhetoric, seems to beg this question: What value can be ascribed
         to these scratches—Samuel Beckett, 1906–1989?
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      Chapter 4

      The Phoenix and the Corpse

      
         
         
         
         Transformation by Fire

         
         
      

      
      As we shape a politics of corpses, we cannot avoid a look back over our shoulders.
         Interrogation of aesthetic practices began as an Enlightenment phenomenon, through
         Kant and Schiller, which then found a substantial foothold in the discourse of Romanticism
         and the corresponding development of fiction. Following Marc Redfield, we understand
         that “aesthetics intends to underwrite the origin and upkeep of material civilization”[1]—literally upholding it, in the case of Forest Lawn, from underneath the lawn. Aesthetics
         controls the twin forces of desire and imagination; through it, we produce and understand
         ourselves and our common destiny.[2]   Literature of bodies is the exemplary realization of self-inscribed aesthetic critique,[3]   even as the bodies that it imaginatively circumscribes remain to confront us. In
         one key moment near the end of the Romantic period, aesthetic practice and literary
         imagination encountered a corpse. This moment haunts our modern understanding of cremation.
         
      

      
      Louis Édouard Fournier’s 1889 painting, “The Funeral of Shelley,” archives the Romantic
         Death as a beautiful myth made manifest.[4]   The dead, youthful corpse of Percy Bysshe Shelley, who had tragically drowned in
         a boating accident off the Gulf of La Spezia, is depicted on a pyre of wood. There
         is very little visible fire, although a steady stream of smoke drifts from the body
         to the heavens. Alongside the dead poet are three men—Edward Trelawny, Leigh Hunt,
         and Lord Byron—looking on stoically as the handsome body of their friend is spirited
         away by the “wild West Wind.”
      

      
       At the time of Shelley’s death, Italian quarantine laws were strict: “[Anything]
         washed up from the sea must be burnt on the shore where it is found.”[5]   Shelley’s cremation was not a symbolic last rites conjured up by his friends (or
         at least not only that); rather it was the utilitarian mandate of the Italian government,
         long in place to protect its shores against the plague. In his memoir, Recollections of the Last Days of Shelley and Byron, Edward Trelawny notes that he was charged with the initial identification of Shelley’s
         body—a challenging task, given the “fleshless” face and hands. After delivering the
         bad news to the widow (the vaunted Mary Shelley), he commissioned the construction
         of a bare-bones cremation furnace, which consisted of a few metal bars and a piece
         of sheet metal. He first tried this homemade equipment on another victim of the storm,
         Shelley’s friend Edward Ellerker Williams, and then transported it the next day to
         the beach near Via Reggio, where Shelley’s body had been covered with quicklime and
         buried shallowly, while it awaited exhumation.
      

      
       Trelawny, though relieved that the body was still in one piece, was surprised by
         the color of his dead friend, describing it “a dark and ghastly indigo colour.”[6]   With an Italian health officer and several soldiers on hand, Trelawny moved the
         corpse to the furnace, now covered with wood and kindling. As sea corpses are distinctly
         gamey, one can only imagine the extremely unpleasant nature of this task. To accelerate
         the burning of the body—and probably to mask some of the stench—he poured wine (several
         bottles), oil, and salt over it, as well as various spices and herbs. Judging from
         his description, the spectacle had more in common with the cooking of sweetbreads
         than with the ethereal flight of the soul: “[The] brains literally seethed, bubbled,
         and boiled as in a cauldron, for a very long time.”[7]   Lord Byron ultimately couldn’t handle the grisly spectacle and decided to go for
         a swim. There is little commentary on Leigh Hunt’s involvement, save that he stayed
         in the carriage during the actual cremation. Mary Shelley and fellow widow Jane Williams
         were not in attendance, although it’s not completely clear whether their absence was
         due to Italian law or English custom. Trelawny, at least by his own account, stuck
         it out to the end, finally able to rescue a prize: Shelley’s recalcitrant heart, which
         had refused to burn. Certainly, Fournier puts a poetic gloss on this visceral disposition
         process. Trelawny’s description of the day’s events are less flattering than Fournier’s
         painting, but it still manages to maintain some of the romance of the classical pyre.
         Nestled at the bottom of these layers of representation is a probable truth: There
         is nothing poetic about a putrefying sea corpse. Yet somehow aesthetics have triumphed
         and Shelley’s decomposing flesh has transmogrified into a symbol for the beautiful
         death. 
      

      
      Trelawny reminds us that there is an inevitable need to separate ourselves from the
         physical presence of the corpse—whether in nineteenth-century plague-threatened Italy,
         or since—especially when we have known the one who has passed. Nevertheless, there
         is an equally powerful urge to hold something of what’s left close to the heart. Cremation
         dissipates the departed even while preserving their trace in a convenient jar. Ideological
         distance from the corpse to the body is flattened, if not to the extent that it might
         be forgotten, at least to the extent that it remains within reach. 
      

      
      The ideological potential of the corpse is dematerialized by its dissipation, even
         when the heart—like Shelley’s—may persist. Or perhaps especially when the heart persists
         despite the absence of the remainder of the missing body. It is the heart of the matter
         to suggest that the power of the corpse lives in persistence; cremation has come to
         stand in for the sanitized process of separation; it represents the transformation
         of signification from resemblance to essence that might yet bear the aura of the departed.
         It is no less shaped by the aesthetics of modern funerary practices as it stands now,
         and its relationship to dissipation promises neat, tidy management of the archival
         entry. Conflation of the body and soul enacted through the fire. 
      

      
      The pattern, creation—destruction—reconstruction, meaningfully shapes our experience
         with the dead. This is an accounting of the pattern at work. 
      

      
       

      

      
      I’ve never cremated a person, but I’ve cremated a pig. Since pigs are close, anatomically
         speaking, to people, they’re a pretty good substitute. Graduate students at the Body
         Farm frequently use pigs as stand-ins for their biped counterparts, due to the regular
         donations of downed ones—unusable as meat—from the local slaughterhouse.
      

      
       On the fourth day of my Forensic Taphonomy course, I find myself out in the Tennessee
         countryside, standing by the parking lot curb, trying to hoist up the plastic-wrapped
         loin and leg of a dead pig. We’ve been instructed to damage our pig parts, so that
         we can later identify them in the fire recovery exercise. The flesh, a pearly pink,
         is pliable between my fingers—squishy—like something I might have handled in kindergarten.
         It’s heavy, and I’m not sure what to do with it. I think about asking one of the teaching
         assistants if there’s a tool I can borrow, but then I notice one of my classmates
         striking her pig against the cement. This seems like a sensible solution, so I begin
         to rock my arms back and forth, trying to give the gripped pig a little momentum.
         It moves slowly at first, like the pendulum of a grandfather clock, but then it starts
         to swing, and I’m able to give it a few whacks against the curb. I do it until I’m
         fairly sure I’ve done enough damage to identify some trauma to the bone. 
      

      
       Someone takes the pig away and places it in a condemned barn, which the university
         has received permission to burn to the ground. The fire itself is thrilling. It’s
         a rare treat to watch a structure burn without having to worry about people or pets
         dying inside. If there is the scent of cooking pork, I don’t notice it. I’m too enraptured
         by the flames and the heat radiating in thick, relentless waves to our distant point
         of observation. Now this is how to do a proper pyre, I remember thinking.
      

      
       After the fire is extinguished and the rubble has cooled, we’re allowed to go poking
         around for our pigs. I find the remains of a leg with clear indications of multiple
         fractures. I’m not sure if it’s my pig, but it’s close enough. I gingerly pick up
         the fragments, examining each in my hand. The exterior of the bone is a beautiful
         calcined white, and the marrow has charred to filigreed black. It’s sculptural, like
         an exquisite piece of postmodern jewelry. One of the police officers earning professional
         development credits sees me gaping at the bone shards.  “Want mine?” he asks, extending
         his own paper bag of keepsakes. “Seriously?” I ask. I’m in complete disbelief that
         anyone could be so generous. He shrugs and nods. I thank him, taking the bag and clutching
         it to my chest. 
      

      
       Today, I keep the cremated remains of the pigs in glass jars in my house. Visitors
         sometimes gaze at them, speculating that they’re some kind of fossil or exotic wood.
         I may or may not mention that they’re bone fragments . . . or that they bear a strong
         resemblance to human bones, right before they’re ground into fragments by a cremulator.
      

      
       

      
       Alas, most of us aren’t treated, like Shelley, to an old-fashioned pyre. Modern-day
         cremation is fast (ninety minutes, on average), thorough (nothing is left but the
         bone fragments), and affordable (fits a wide range of budgets). While pyres were frequently
         public, modern cremations are generally conducted privately, without a viewing audience.
         The pyre was subject to weather conditions, the availability of kindling, and the
         cooperation of the body (including its attendant sights and smells); modern cremation
         equipment is reliable, predictable, and efficient. 
      

      
      With ongoing developments in cremation systems, the days of operators having to roll
         up their sleeves and manually assist with the breakdown of a stubborn skull are mostly
         in the past. The new machines are sleek apparatuses with enough state-of-the-art technology
         to bring a Tesla to shame. Operators are no longer tethered to the retort (slang for
         the cremation chamber); they can monitor the breakdown of the corpse from any location,
         using a tablet or smartphone. However, in other parts of the world, cremation on the
         outdoor pyre is still fairly common.
      

      
      In the extraordinary 2008 documentary, Children of the Pyre, Rajesh S. Jala follows the activities of children working at one of the open-air
         crematoriums in the northeast Indian city of Varanasi.[8]   The viewing experience is complicated by larger, ethical issues of child labor,
         poverty, and the caste system of India. The round-the-clock proximity of these young
         boys to roaring fires fueled by the recently dead is poignant, but it is, as Roland
         Barthes would say, the studium (subject/goal) of the film. The punctum (the startling detail) is the cheerful insouciance with which one boy picks up a
         blackened human leg that has fallen off a pyre and flings it nonchalantly back into
         the flames.[9]   
      

      
      Indeed, cremation looks radical because it is radical. Depending on location and climate,
         it might take a buried corpse several years to break down into its chemical elements.
         A modern cremation condenses this process into a couple of hours. Cremation literally
         melts the identifying markers that make a body look human. As a result, it is not
         surprising that various writers and artists have focused on cremation as an act of
         destruction rather than transformation. Graham Greene, for example, was not a fan.
      

      
      Scorched

      
      Bendrix, the scorned lover in Graham Greene’s The End of the Affair, wants revenge. His girlfriend, Sarah, has not only left him—she has left him for
         God. And then she has the nerve to die. How does one get even with the Supreme Being?
         Cremation. Bendrix cajoles Sarah’s cuckold husband into allowing his wife to be cremated.
         God might be getting Sarah’s soul, but he wasn’t going to get her body. No reunification
         of body and soul—no physical resurrection on Judgment Day. 
      

      
       Golders Green, the location of London’s first crematorium, becomes the scene of this
         crime against Catholicism. Bendrix arrives late to the funeral, just in time to see
         Sarah going up in smoke, “blowing over the suburban gardens.”[10]   He runs into Sarah’s mother, who described the ceremony as “so inhuman. Like a
         conveyor belt.”[11]   It’s an apt end for her corpse, which Bendrix described earlier as “a piece of
         refuse waiting to be cleared away.”[12]   
      

      
      Of course, not everything is as straightforward as it seems, and Bendrix is thumbing
         his nose at his metaphysical rival, not the refuse of his girlfriend’s corpse. For
         Bendrix, God is a culprit, the thief who stole his sweetheart. Still, God wins in
         the end, and Sarah becomes a saint of sorts, performing miracles from the great beyond.
         While her soul makes its presence known, her ashes are mysteriously absent from the
         rest of the novel. There’s no urn, no ornamental vase, no niche in a posh columbarium.
         Her remains simply disappear from the narrative.
      

      
         Brighton Rock, the first of Greene’s “Catholic novels,” also paints cremation in less than flattering
         terms. Charles Hale, who meets an unfortunate, premature end at the hands of teenage
         mob boss Pinkie, is likewise subjected to cremation:
      

      
      
         [He] wasn’t exactly being put in the ground in the bright new flowery suburb where
            he had lodged. There were no unhygienic buryings in that place. Two brick towers like
            those of a Scandinavian town hall, cloisters with little plaques along the walls like
            school war memorials, a bare cold secular chapel which could be adapted quietly and
            conveniently to any creed: no cemetery, wax flowers, impoverished jam-pots of wilting
            flowers. . . . He [the non-denominational clergyman] touched a little buzzer, the
            New Art doors opened, the flames flapped and the coffin slid smoothly down into the
            fiery sea. . . . [The] clergyman smiled gently from behind the slipway, like a conjurer
            who has produced his nine hundred and fortieth rabbit without a hitch.[13]  
         

         
      

      Again, in Greene’s world, the cremation adds insult to injury. It’s bad enough getting
         murdered by a sociopathic youngster. Cremation is just the cherry on the proverbial
         sundae: the legerdemain of modern mortuary magic, in which bodies are made to disappear
         into “a thin stream of smoke.”[14]  
      

      
       

      
      Like Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene was a committed convert to Catholicism, and his unappealing
         descriptions of cremation underscore the stance of the Church at that time: cremation
         was not only undignified; it was formally prohibited under the 1917 Code of Canon
         Law (section number 1203).[15]   It would be twelve years after the publication of The End of the Affair before the Catholic Church would begrudgingly acknowledge cremation as an acceptable
         mode of disposition. Although the ban on cremation was lifted in 1963 (one outcome
         of Vatican II), the faithful were strongly encouraged to choose burial. Many were
         undeterred—drawn in by the practice’s relatively low cost, lack of fuss, and convenience—and
         the popularity of cremation among Catholics has continued to grow. At the present
         time, more than 25 percent of Catholics choose to be cremated.[16]   This has, in turn, prompted the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith
         to issue a “new instruction” for the practice, as outlined in their 2016 bulletin.
         While burial is still preferred, the Church “raises no doctrinal objections,” as long
         as the cremains are not scattered or personally retained and the act is not done for
         anti-Catholic purposes (“pantheism, naturalism, or nihilism”).[17]   Cremains are to be collected and respectfully inurned, so the dead body is still
         (potentially) resurrectable.[18]  
      

      
      This last caveat—“not done for anti-Catholic purposes”—is telling. Throughout history,
         corpses have been tools of ideology (primarily modes of punishment and determent).[19]   The Catholic Church is just one example of an institution using corpses to exercise
         control over its community, exerting its influence by following the believers all
         the way to their graves. Still, laws can’t function in a historical vacuum, and once
         cremation reached a cultural threshold of popularity, the Church had to either update
         its rules or acknowledge that a sizable portion of their parishioners were flagrantly
         breaking them. When it found itself swimming upstream, it wisely changed direction.
      

      
      The Cremation Crusades

      
      Cremation, which had been widely practiced dating back to at least 1,500 BCE, was
         prohibited by the Roman Emperor Constantine in 321 CE and then by Charlemagne in 785
         CE, who warned that “if anyone follows pagan rites and causes a man’s body to be consumed
         by fire, and reduces his bones to ashes, let him pay with his life.”[20]   (Thomas Laqueur claims the monetary and symbolic value of relics played a role
         in prohibition at various points in history.)[21] From the advent of Christianity, the divisive nature of cremation can be attributed
         to ideologies of separation. In the West, burial was framed as the practice of a “civilized”
         society—a material differentiation between the Christianized West and the “heathens.”
         It’s not surprising, then, that Jacobins sought to revive cremation during the French
         Revolution, as an “expression of anticlerical neoclassicism.”[22]  
      

      
      However, systematic attempts to re-establish cremation didn’t surface until the nineteenth
         century, when various progressive factions advocated for it on the basis of health
         and hygiene. Issues of sanitation and disease control were closely tied to a variety
         of concerns circling the Industrial Revolution, especially the mass migration of workers
         to urban centers. As neighborhoods became more congested and living conditions for
         the working class deteriorated, there was a growing dialogue surrounding public health,
         generally, and “filth” specifically.[23]   Many people, including prominent doctors in the medical community, saw overcrowded
         urban cemeteries and their purported “miasmas” (toxic fumes) as part of the problem.[24]   Cremation, as a possible remedy, began to gain momentum and, by the end of the
         nineteenth century, the practice was legal in both the United States and England.
         It grew in legitimacy during the early decades of the twentieth century, and 1913
         marked the formation of a powerful new advocacy group: the Cremation Association of
         America.[25]   This professional association would develop into the Cremation Association of North
         America (CANA), which remains one of the predominant collective voices of the commercial
         cremation industry.
      

      
      Throughout these developments, there was a great deal of contentious rhetoric. As
         Stephen Prothero notes, “The struggle between cremation and burial . . . was largely
         a battle of metaphors.”[26]   On the one side, there were the traditionalists drawing unflattering parallels
         to the roasting of meat, the burning of garbage, and the fires of hell. Cremationists,
         on the other hand, encouraged the public to imagine their loved ones decomposing in
         the ground, being eaten by worms, and serving as fodder for disease.[27]   During these flame wars, both sides sought to represent the opposing practice in
         highly unbecoming terms and did so on a variety of grounds—practical, religious, and
         aesthetic.
      

      
      Things finally came to a head when the cremation naysayers (led by the funeral industry)
         were confronted by a formidable adversary: Jessica Mitford. 
      

      
       

      

      
      The name Jessica Mitford strikes fear into the hearts of many within the death care
         industry. In 1970, Time magazine described her as “Queen of the Muckrakers,” and Mitford herself seemed to
         take kindly to the term, even teaching a class in 1973 at San Jose State University
         titled “Techniques of Muckraking.”[28]   Viewed positively, muckrakers use investigative reporting techniques to dig up
         dirt on The Establishment. That’s fine if you’re the one “raking” the “muck.”
      

      
      Mitford’s revolutionary 1963 book, The American Way of Death, paints funeral directors as predatory monsters, “preoccupied with price, profit,
         selling techniques,”[29]   ready to sink their teeth into hapless consumers. In the follow-up edition, The American Way of Death Revisited, she goes as far as to call them “ghouls.”[30]   Her take no prisoners approach reflects a willingness to go to extremes in vilifying
         the death care industry in order to annihilate the opposition. Like the nineteenth-century
         cremation reformers, her strategy was to not concede any points. Indeed, her extreme,
         almost militant position in opposition to every facet of the funeral business perfectly
         illustrates Robert Haberstein’s claim that “in the early developments of movements,
         all objects which seem to have a bearing on the fortunes of the movement tend toward
         being painted black and white; there are no grays.”[31]   Certainly, there are no “grays” in Mitford’s reading of the industry. Like Waugh’s
         The Loved One, the result is a scathing portrayal that feels closer at times to caricature than
         to characterization. Its attack is specifically against American practices, which
         she draws as “up against the relentless English common sense and preference for the
         ordinary way of doing things.”[32]   Ouch.
      

      
      She was, in many ways, the right voice at the right time, and the book was a bestselling
         hit. Its missionary message prompted reform within the industry, and she helped develop
         generations of savvy shoppers. Mitford saw herself as the defender of the “average
         individual,” overwhelmed with grief and unprepared to question the details of an expensive
         funeral package.[33]   Today, price lists for death care services can generally be found online and few
         digital natives have the naïve outlook of their Baby Boomer predecessors. Mitford
         deserves much of the credit for this. Still, the lengths to which Mitford goes to
         demonize the death care community in order to sell books is, arguably, a little ghoulish,
         too. 
      

      
      A more recent book that has garnered critical acclaim is Caitlin Doughty’s Smoke Gets in Your Eyes. Although more measured than Mitford, Doughty also takes a critical look at the funeral
         trade. However, while Mitford relies on research and second-hand accounts, Doughty
         bases her book on real-life experiences as a death care professional. Perhaps because
         of her work within the industry, Doughty is a bit kinder to it. Counter to Mitford,
         she shows that the professional rendering of unpleasant services does have value.
         She represents both herself and her fellow employees as hard workers, and, in the
         process, demonstrates that a great deal more goes into the cost of funeral packages
         than the wholesale cost of the casket. Funeral work is labor intensive and difficult,
         especially behind the scenes. At one point, after a particularly challenging cremation,
         she describes herself as “sweaty, defeated, and drenched in [human] lard”—the fatty
         by-product of a cremation-gone-wrong.[34]   It’s hard to imagine Mitford asking, as Doughty does, “Will I ever be clean?”[35]  
      

      
      In Smoke, “showing” often involves “shocking,” and—like Mitford—Doughty has good instincts
         for what will make juicy copy. While some of this can be chalked up to salacious glee,
         there’s something else at work—a struggle to understand difficult memories, so excessive
         that they slip the constraints of representation. Her overly graphic descriptions
         seem to reflect an attempt to wrestle with, in Cathy Caruth’s words, an “event [that]
         is not assimilated or experienced fully at the time, but only belatedly, in its repeated
         possession of the one who experiences it.”[36]   Nowhere is this more apparent than in the chapter “Demon Babies,” in which she
         describes the necessary techniques for cremating fetuses and dead infants.
      

      
      Her matter-of-fact rendering of a nightmare forces the reader to stand by as a witness,
         while Doughty reenacts what Caruth calls an “insistent return, absolutely true to the event.”[37]   By curating her experiences, selecting which practices and cases to highlight,
         Doughty is able to modulate her memories—to exorcise, through representation, that
         which “possesses” her. It’s Doughty’s encounter with the real[38]   that potentially provides the reader with an encounter of her/his own. It is not
         that Doughty lacks empathy, but that she’s trying to keep it in check to get this
         nasty but necessary job done. 
      

      
       Perhaps Doughty was only able to publish Smoke because of Mitford’s book. Mitford was the antithesis to the funeral industry’s thesis,
         creating the perfect environment for Doughty. If the reality of the corpse lies somewhere
         between “waste management” and “sleeping loved one,” then Doughty gets it right.[39]   She acknowledges that there’s a happy medium between doing nothing (straight out
         of the fridge and into the fire) and doing everything (full scale embalming and an
         elaborate grave). For example, Doughty tells the story of a woman who balks at the
         $175 fee to view her dead mother “one last time” before cremation. Doughty explains
         (cynical eyebrow raised) that “if this had been my first ride at the ‘one last time’
         rodeo, I might have caved in to this woman’s demands.”[40]   She goes on to justify the expense, noting that $175 was a bargain price for all
         the work that went into making the woman’s mother—already visibly decomposing—presentable.
         Doughty needed to set the features (cap the eyes, staple the mouth shut, clean the
         nose, etc.) just so the corpse wouldn’t frighten the woman.[41]   She makes a convincing case that there are good reasons for applying a layer of
         symbolic veneer to the unmediated real. 
      

      
      Death care work can be rough stuff, and Doughty underscores this point repeatedly.
         Early on in the book, she has the reader accompany her to one of her first solo cremations—the
         processing of Mr. Martinez, “a Latino gentleman in his late sixties who had probably
         died of a heart condition.” Because pacemakers can explode in the cremation chamber,
         she needs to dig his out of the “lumpy yellow tissue of his chest” with a scalpel.
         The reader is then invited to watch as she loads Mr. Martinez into the retort. A grisly
         description of the technical process follows:
      

      
      
         [The] box [container or casket] immediately melts into flames, leaving the body defenseless
            against the inferno. Then the organic material burns away, and a complete change overtakes
            the body. Almost 80 percent of a human body is water, which evaporates with little
            trouble. The flames then go to work on the soft tissues, charring the whole body a
            crispy black.[42]   
         

         
      

      A few pages later, she revisits the Martinez case—specifically the moment when she
         needs to reposition the body:
      

      
      
         For this I donned my industrial gloves and goggles and fetched my trusty metal pole
            with a flat solid rake at the end. I raised the door of the retort about eight inches,
            inserted the pole into the flames and carefully hooked Mr. Martinez by the ribs. The
            ribs were easy to miss at first, but once you got the hang of it you could usually
            hook the sturdiest rib on the first try. Once he was successfully hooked, I yanked
            him toward me in one quick movement. This pull caused a bright burst of new flames
            as the lower body was at last addressed with fire. 
         

         
      

      After the corpse has been reduced to bone fragments, she checks to make sure that
         the “embers” are red: “ . . . black means ‘undercooked.’”   [43]    This analogy to barbequing meat might seem over the top, but it’s necessary for
         understanding not only the unpleasant physical toil that goes into the preparation
         and processing of a body, but also its psychic toll on the death care worker. Dealing
         with corpses is not as simple as Mitford makes it out to be. It’s not only an intellectual
         problem to be solved; it’s also a visceral reality to be managed.
      

      
      For Mitford, things are cut and dried: the funeral industry is exploitative and in
         need of gutting. Her approach is distinctly consumer-oriented. Things are more complex
         for Doughty. While she definitely has some bones to pick with the death care community,
         she also recognizes its potential value: funeral professionals are able to alleviate
         pain by absorbing some of it. Her sympathy shifts between the families, the death
         care workers, and even the corpses themselves. This is most palpable in her description
         of Mr. Martinez’s corpse as “defenseless.” It reflects, not a belief that the organic
         dead material cares whether or not it burns, but rather a recognition that it is the
         symbolic remnant of a sentient human being. It also reminds the reader that the thing
         being destroyed was, just a few days earlier, something to be cherished. While it
         might seem a jarring disjuncture from treasure to trash, it recognizes that the object
         itself—the human body—has been radically transformed. While Mitford appeals to common
         sense, Doughty tries to make sense of the traumatic transition of human to corpse. 
      

      
       

      Lest readers—especially those working in the death care industry—think me immune to
         the allure of memorialization, I’ll offer up a confession. I paid a hundred dollars
         to cremate my dead rat. Although Fifi had developed cancer in her old age (three years),
         I found myself surprised when I found her one morning dead in her cage. The sensible
         thing would have been to dig a hole for the cooling rodent, but I didn’t. Instead,
         I had a friend drive me to a veterinary hospital—the only one nearby that was open
         on Sunday—where a vet tech (doing his best to keep a straight face)—told me, “Yes,
         she’s definitely dead.”
      

      
       Having confirmed Fifi’s death, I made the friend cart me all the way to a tried and
         true pet cemetery in the San Fernando Valley, where a kind mortician gently took her
         away into the back. It was only when we were completing the paperwork and he asked
         how much she weighed (cost of pets at this particular facility was by the pound) that
         I realized how ridiculous it all was. On the ride home, I felt both stupid and relieved.
         The matter had been taken care of, and the price of the tiny urn was included with
         the cremation. Call it a requiem for a rat. 
      

      
      Cognizant Corpses

      
      

      Martin Scorsese’s 2016 movie, Silence, based on the extraordinary 1969 novel by Shūsaku Endō, tracks the history the Kakure Kirishitan (Hidden Christians) and three Portuguese Jesuit priests in seventeenth-century Japan.
         While the film adaptation runs parallel to the general storyline of the book, there
         are moments when the cinematic emphasis is significantly different. Scorsese’s gaze
         lingers (in ways Endō’s doesn’t) on the numerous scenes of Christian Japanese being
         tortured, murdered, and cremated. While both Endō and Scorsese spend most of their
         time scrutinizing protagonist Sebastian Rodrigues’s crisis of faith, the book comes
         in at a lean 212 pages, whereas Scorsese’s film clocks in at almost three hours. The
         difference in pacing seems to be Scorsese’s focus on both pre- and post-mortem violence
         as a means of underscoring the true cost of belief. 
      

      
       About an hour into the film (and roughly one third of the way into the book), three
         Japanese Christians who refuse to spit on a crucifix and recant their faith are martyred.
         For the two priests who are watching from the shadows, it’s bad enough that their
         followers are strung up on crosses and slowly drowned by the tide; it’s almost worse—within
         the logic of the film—that their corpses are cremated on pyres and their bones tossed
         away so they can’t be recouped as relics: “Any bones that remained were scattered
         in the ocean, so they could not be venerated.”[44]   
      

      
      There is an earlier flashback (a scene not detailed in the book) in which the cowardly
         Kichijirō watches several family members being burned alive, either rolled in straw
         mats or tied to a stake.[45]   The camera pauses on a young woman writhing in pain as the flames rise, charring
         her face. “Wherever I go, I see the fire and smell the flesh,” Kichijirō tells his
         horrified confessor, Father Rodrigues. In the film, both burning the dead and burning
         the living are represented as appalling—sometimes equally so. There seems to be, if
         not a conflation of body and soul, then at least the suggestion that bones can retain
         some of their spiritual charge. Through the destruction of their remains, the victims
         endure a second death—one that is symbolically excruciating for the witnesses, if
         not physically painful for the dead.
      

      
      It is fitting, perhaps, that the film culminates in the Buddhist cremation of the
         protagonist, the fallen Rodrigues, who has given up (or pretended to give up) the
         Catholic faith in order to spare his remaining followers from persecution. His body
         is placed in a wooden barrel, rolled to the outskirts of town, and placed on a pyre.
         The last shot is of the corpse, huddled in its cask, surrounded by flames. The camera
         zooms in on a tiny crucifix, curled in the palm of the dead priest.
      

      
       Burning seems to be a point of fixation in the film. It’s a theme that returns with
         various forms and functions. After watching innocent people screaming as they’re enveloped
         by flames, it is hard not to assign sentience to the already-dead bodies that are
         burned. Do the flames foreshadow an eternity in hellfire? Does destruction by fire
         show the triumph of the spirit over the body? It’s been over fifty years since the
         Catholic Church lifted its ban on cremation. Still, Scorsese seems to be banking on
         the ideological residue of cremation as a mode of physical and spiritual terror, hoping
         that it will resonate with contemporary audiences (including those who plan to be
         cremated themselves). He’s also inviting the viewer to ask another question: what
         does it feel like to burn?
      

      
       

      In The Body in Pain, Elaine Scarry talks about the human drive to create. She argues that people extend
         and express their presence in the world through the objects they make.[46]   Torture, on the other hand, is profoundly destructive; it deprives people of meaning.
         In the presence of extreme pain, everything the person holds dear, including their
         ability to use language as a mode of expression, is stripped away. She notes that
         “pain is the equivalent in felt-experience of what is unfeelable in death.”[47]  
      

      
      The corpse on fire, exposed, looks like a body in pain, but it’s not.[48]   It’s a body beyond pain. Still, given the difficulty of making such distinctions,
         it’s not surprising that most people don’t want to watch the actual processing of
         a loved one’s body. Instead of participating actively in the destruction of the body,
         people tend to concentrate on what precedes and follows the actual cremation. This
         results in an interesting pattern: creation—destruction—reconstruction. Decisions
         surrounding how to represent and memorialize the dead constitute the “making” of the
         corpse. Before a body is cremated, there are creative choices to be made. Will there
         be a viewing and, if so, will the body be embalmed? Will religious and/or memorial
         rites happen before or after the cremation? What container (if any) will hold the
         body when it begins the cremation process? If there is a viewing, will one rent or
         buy the casket? What will the decedent wear? Are there any special objects to be cremated
         with the person? Although the living frequently make the basic choice of burial or
         cremation for themselves, decisions surrounding the preparations for disposition are
         frequently left to family and friends. Some go to great lengths to restore a person
         to a lifelike, “sleeping” appearance. Others choose not to view the corpse at all,
         in which case the corpse’s absence becomes another mode of representation. 
      

      
      The corpse, in and of itself, is merely the vacant remnant of a life lived. It functions
         as what Žižek calls “an empty surface, as a kind of screen for the projection of desires:
         the fascinating presence of its positive contents does nothing but fill out a certain
         emptiness.”[49]   If the dead person is the object of grief—unfortunately, not all people are—then
         the grieving process itself becomes an act of production. This might involve the creation
         of a visual tableau that pays tribute to the deceased. Perhaps the person liked oak
         trees; that might be reflected in the choice of casket. If the person liked to fish,
         then a fishing rod might be placed beside the body. The variations are endless and
         tend to reflect not only the individual as she or he was in life, but also the person
         who family and friends want to remember. The viewing is an attempt to distil the essence
         of the person. Through various signifiers—photographs, props, the body itself—a picture
         emerges of what the person “meant.” Of course, what makes a viewing sad is that the
         living person is missing from that picture. The signifiers point to something that
         no longer exists. The punctum is the absence.[50]   
      

      
      In the case of a direct cremation, the picture might be created later, through a memorial
         service or scattering. If there is not a ritual performed before or after the cremation,
         then the creation of the person as a memory might happen imaginatively. Still, whether
         or not the person is staged or memorialized, there is a “building” that takes place
         on the part of the grieving.
      

      
       Staging and memorializing corpses are also ways of managing the pain caused by a
         confrontation with mortality. The corpse (present or absent) takes the brunt of some
         of the psychological turmoil that it has caused. Human imagination, in Scarry’s words,
         “distribute[s] the facts of sentience outward onto the created realm of artifice.”[51]   In essence, the corpse reabsorbs some of the pain. Within Scarry’s framework, the
         dead body becomes “the materialized structure of a perception.”[52]   Once some of the hurt is displaced onto the object, that object can be ritually
         destroyed. In this way, a viewing can also function as a kind of apology for the impending
         destruction of the object. Following a period of excessive and tender attention (creation),
         the corpse is taken away and industrially burned (destruction).
      

      
      On the other side of this creation-destruction paradigm, there is reconstruction.
         This manifests itself in the treatment of the ashes. Keeping the ashes together, collected
         in an urn or other receptacle, gestures to a desire to keep the remnants of the person
         intact. It ascribes, in Walter Benjamin’s terms, an “aura” to the remains.[53]   Like a unique object of art, collected cremains become part of the system of artifacts
         that circulate (in this case privately) among the living. Scattering, on the other
         hand, celebrates the reassimilation of the corpse into nature. While there is frequently
         a memorial component (e.g., picking a location or natural setting that was special
         to the deceased), the primary function of scattering is the distribution of the cremains.
         By seeing and sometimes handling the bone fragments, family and friends are able to
         recognize that their embodied loved one has been transformed into basic elements that
         can, in turn, serve as building blocks for new life.[54]  
      

      
      While the level of professional services surrounding a cremation vary, there are certain
         non-negotiables in the West. There must be specialized equipment and operators to
         safely process the dead. Prior to processing, all corpses need to be transported to
         cremation facilities and temporarily stored in a refrigerator. Finally, someone needs
         to keep track of the bodies—maintaining records and returning or scattering the cremains.
         These necessary expenses are not generally the focus of attention. Criticism from
         consumer advocacy groups and the media is usually directed to the viewing and memorialization
         options, which are seen as elective, rather than necessary parts of the process. Strictly
         speaking, that’s true. 
      

      
       However, it doesn’t stop funeral professionals from presenting the family with choices
         and accessories, which in recent years have become increasingly eclectic and customizable.
         In addition to a simple scattering tube or urn, families can get a fingerprint scan
         of their deceased loved one, which can be transformed into a memorial ring or locket.
         Or they can choose to incorporate the cremains into almost any object, such as tattoo
         ink, LP records, and bullets. As a result, the cremation community contains diverse
         practitioners, from industrial engineers to artisans who craft objects by hand. In
         a perfect Mitford world, all operations would be stripped of any bells and whistles:
         family and friends would personally drive the corpse of the decedent to the crematorium,
         which would burn and scatter the body. They definitely wouldn’t be spending money
         on keepsake jewelry. 
      

      
      Fire and Rain

      
      

      Crystal chandeliers, gilded mirrors, and slot machines—the Paris Hotel in Las Vegas.
         It’s ironic that a place with so much joie de vivre would be the backdrop for the Cremation Association of North America’s (CANA) 2017
         convention. Both the presentations and the dealers are housed in a grand ballroom,
         just off the raucous dueling pianos of the Napoleon Bar. One would expect the transition
         from celebration to dirge to be jarring, but that’s simply not the case. CANA folks
         are a convivial lot, and there’s a palpable sense of excitement in the convention
         room—new equipment, new approaches, and new novelty merchandise. 
      

      
       The exhibitors’ section is a cornucopia, packed with everything from glass statuettes
         embedded with candy-colored cremains to a scattering machine that can shoot up an
         “elegant cloud” of ashes at the end of a memorial service.[55]   There are refineries and metal recyclers of medical implants and other metal accoutrements
         that accumulate in a body over its lifetime, as well as land planners ready to help
         cemeteries optimize their columbaria and scattering gardens. Anything one can imagine—from
         24/7 telephone answering services to shipping pouches—has a representative, ready
         to answer questions from potential clients. And then there are the manufacturers with
         information on state-of-the-art cremation systems. Most distribute hardcopy brochures,
         but one—Facultatieve Technologies—hands out USB drives loaded with information on
         the latest green technology and filtration systems.
      

      
      For a trade convention, where attrition can be high, there’s an excellent turnout
         for the presentations. The CANA members resist the siren song of the craps tables
         and listen to speakers delivering the latest news and advice on everything from adeptly
         handling the press to approaching funeral receptions as “special events.” Looking
         around the room, the death care professionals—millennials and Baby Boomers alike—seem
         to be paying close attention. They’re asking questions. They’re taking notes on both
         paper and smartphones. And there’s particular buzz surrounding the talk on alkaline
         hydrolysis (AH), otherwise known as “aquamation,” “green cremation,” and “liquid cremation”—a
         process that chemically dissolves, rather than burns, the body’s soft tissues. CANA
         took the progressive stance in 2013 of officially expanding its definition of cremation
         to include alkaline hydrolysis. This sent a signal to people, both within the cremation
         community and outside of it, that it was time to take it seriously. At the convention,
         it had become the elephant in the room—the water poised to douse or at least quiet
         the fire of flame-based cremations. People wanted to know just how ready they needed
         to be for this new wave in death care.
      

      
       The converts—an interesting mix of equipment manufacturers, funeral directors, and
         environmentalists—have already heard the pitch. The day before, CANA had hosted an
         Alkaline Hydrolysis Summit, moderated by Dean Fisher, director of Anatomical Donations
         at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). Fisher was one of the first proponents
         and practitioners of alkaline hydrolysis in the United States, introducing it to the
         Mayo Clinic in 2006.[56]   He now uses the technology to process retired cadavers at UCLA. He’s a true apostle
         for the cause, with a special gift for extoling the virtues of the new method: alkaline
         hydrolysis uses 1/8 of the energy, has 1/4 of the carbon footprint, destroys all pathogens,
         toxins, and prions, and releases no mercury into the air. Essentially, it’s “green.”
      

      
      The average layperson might ask, “Isn’t cremation already environmentally friendly?”
         Well, yes and no. Although flame-based cremation manufacturers have been working hard
         to develop advanced filtration systems that limit emissions, there is always some
         remainder that makes it up into the atmosphere. While the emissions for a single cremation
         might seem nominal, they become significant when considering the scale. In 2011, over
         a million bodies were cremated in the United States alone.[57]   Natural burial advocates Mary Woodsen and Henry Fitzgerald claim it is the annual
         equivalent of approximately 2,600 trips to the moon and back, depending on the efficiency
         of the cremation equipment. Although their projections are based on the energy expenditure
         of older technology and the numbers have likely improved, their point is well taken:
         there’s a lot of wasted energy for a trip to nowhere.[58]  
      

      
      Still, all things considered, flame-based cremation still has significant advantages
         over traditional, earth burial. For one thing, it uses considerably less water. According
         to Doug Bennett, conservation manager with the City of Las Vegas Water District, maintaining
         the landscaping for a traditional, 35-square-foot plot takes 2,500 gallons of water
         each year. Cremated remains (flame or water-based)—assuming they’re not buried—do not carry
         this environmental baggage.[59]   Cremation’s environmental edge has only gotten sharper, with continued improvements
         and innovations to emission filtration systems. Of course, the quality of equipment
         varies greatly, and some facilities are still using older, less efficient systems.
         
      

      
      However, as things currently stand, alkaline hydrolysis emerges as the environmental
         winner. A 2014 study conducted by the independent research group TNO (based in the
         Netherlands) compared the environmental impact of three disposition methods: burial,
         flame-based cremation, and alkaline hydrolysis. Their emission-by-emission analysis
         showed that AH has a significantly lower environmental impact in 17 of the 18 categories
         tested (including ozone layer depletion and global warming).[60]  
      

      
      It’s hard to estimate the damage that U.S. cremations are doing to the atmosphere.
         The Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA’s) only study of cremation was conducted
         in 1999 in collaboration with CANA and featured a sample size of only one crematorium.[61]   When I contacted the EPA about the study, I was told by a spokesperson that the
         1999 study was conducted for research purposes only (“to look at emissions from a
         single cremation facility”) and “did not include making the determination that human
         bodies would not be considered as solid waste.” The spokesperson also said, “there
         is no one currently in our office that covers this issue/sector.”[62]   That’s unfortunate. Without a national study, independently conducted and including
         a range of randomly selected facilities, it is difficult to know definitively whether
         the pollutants that do find their way into the environment (including mercury) are
         significant enough to raise concern.[63]   I’d posit that since alkaline hydrolysis produces few emissions generally and no mercury emissions, it’s a practice that errs on the side of caution. 
      

      
      Leading manufacturers of traditional cremation equipment seem to be getting behind
         the new technology. If one “follows the money,” then the decision by heavy hitters
         such as Matthews Environmental Solutions to add water-based machines to their product
         lines seems to indicate that the tide is turning. Concerns over climate change and
         global warming will hopefully continue to grow in the United States. Currently, fourteen
         states have approved water-based cremation for commercial disposition, and legislation
         in several other states is pending. 
      

      
       Critics of the process echo a similar refrain: “You’re flushing grandma down the
         drain.” In fact, one ends up with a bit more—25 percent more—of grandma than one would
         after a flame-based process. The mental stumbling block seems to be the by-product
         effluent (also called hydrolysate)—”sludge” as the cynics call it. After the body
         is placed in an AH machine, it’s subjected to a high temperature mix of water (95
         percent) and sodium hydroxide or sodium potassium (5 percent)—in lay language, a lye
         solution. A few hours later, one is left with the bones (which are subsequently dried
         and ground) and an effluent resulting from the dissolution of all soft tissue and
         fat. After treating the coffee-colored effluent with a bit of acid to make it less
         alkaline, it is non-toxic and safe for release into a wastewater sewer.[64]   So, yes, part of grandma’s basic, chemical elements might be going down the drain,
         but grandma herself might prefer that to going up in smoke as an environmentally unfriendly
         emission. In the future, families might choose to take some of the effluent home for
         memorial purposes—for example, fertilizing grandma’s favorite tree. That would put
         an end to the “drain” issue, once and for all. However, the possible repurposing of
         effluent has only added fuel to the fire, and the alkaline hydrolysis opposition tends
         to rally behind two words: Soylent Green—Richard Fleischer’s 1973 cult-classic film, based on Harry Harrison’s 1966 novel,
         Make Room! Make Room![65]  
      

      
      Protein for the People

      
      Soylent Green is set in the near future (1999 in the novel).[66]   New York City looks like an unfortunate cross between The Grapes of Wrath and Logan’s Run—the dystopian epicenter of all things wrong with the world—overcrowding, corruption,
         and deprivation. Both the book and the novel reflect a Cold War fear of communism:
         an impoverished population standing in endless lines waiting for scant food and water,
         while the privileged few enjoy black market luxuries (including disco dresses and
         pod chairs in the cinematic version). Beefcake Andrew Rusch, played in the movie by
         Charlton Heston, is a hard-boiled cop investigating the murder of a shady player named
         “Big Mike.” In the process, he falls for the hood’s girlfriend, Shirl Greene (called
         a “furniture girl” because she came with the apartment as part of the furniture).
         He’s aided in his investigation by a lovable septuagenarian, Solomon “Sol” Kahn. While
         both the book and the movie focus on the effects of too many people and too little
         food, the film takes a darker turn. Sol knows that the government is up to something
         fishy. He voluntarily checks into a phantasmagoric suicide parlor. As he’s dying from
         a slow poison while watching a nostalgic montage of the world as it used to be (deer,
         waterfalls, and poppies), he whispers to Andy the film’s big reveal: the nasty green
         crackers that everyone is eating are made from people. Andy follows Sol’s body to
         the processing plant, where the bagged corpses are loaded onto a conveyer belt that
         dumps them in a giant rendering vat. He tracks a serpentine web of fecal colored pipes
         to the final processing point, where a different conveyer belt shoots out a steady
         stream of lime-colored wafers. 
      

      
      Whereas the movie juxtaposes the drab world of the 98 percent “have nots” with the
         Technicolor palette of the 2 percent haves, Make Room! Make Room! has a bleaker cast. Like Orwell’s 1984, nobody seems to be having a good time—not even the fat cats with the swank apartments.
         The novel is more Altman than Spielberg, tracking multiple characters through a story
         that leads to one place—universal destruction. Sol delivers a deathbed soliloquy that
         pretty much says it all:
      

      
      
         The coal that was supposed to last for centuries has all been dug up because so many
            people wanted to keep warm. And the oil too, there’s so little left that they can’t
            afford to burn it, it’s got to be turned into chemicals and plastics and stuff. And
            the rivers—who polluted them? The water—who drank it? The topsoil—who wore it out?
            Everything has been gobbled up, used up, worn out. . . . One time we had the whole
            world in our hands, but we ate it and burned it and it’s gone now.[67]  
         

         
      

      It’s a moment of unabashed (but not inappropriate) sermonizing at the end of what
         has been a decidedly restrained (and surprisingly good) apocalyptic tragedy. 
      

      
      The film continues along the novel’s trajectory. While it might seem that the plot
         is very different, it’s not—it’s just an amplification of the novel’s implication
         that greed and gluttony lead to monstrosity. As Heston bleeds out on a gurney, he
         says the final, cult-classic line: “Soylent Green is made out of people. They’re making
         our food out of people! Next thing they’ll be breeding us like cattle for food.” It’s
         a classic “slippery slope” fallacy: eating dead people will lead to killing people
         for food.   [68]    By consuming the corpse, one has become an animal, and animals can quickly morph
         into meat.
      

      
      So, logically the movie should lend itself to environmental advocacy, with a bottom
         line message: think about the future and not just about yourself. Ironically, this
         has not been the takeaway from Soylent Green, which has been used as a key piece of evidence against alkaline hydrolysis, the
         most environmentally friendly of all disposition techniques. In his comprehensive
         article “Flush and Bone,” Philip R. Olson claims that “a Google search for ‘alkaline
         hydrolysis and soylent green’ turns up dozens of websites linking AH to the 1973 film’s
         dystopic vision of a society in which a nutritive conception of the body violates
         deeply held norms regarding the dignity and sacredness of the human body.”[69]   Logical fallacies have a way of seeping into the public consciousness.
      

      
      Something in the Water

      
      It’s the end of Day One at the CANA conference. Participants are starting to fidget
         and text. They are in Las Vegas, after all, and the dinner hour is approaching. In
         the haute cuisine splendor of faux Paris, this is an especially tantalizing proposition,
         and the CANA staff knows it has some stiff competition. As a result, it has done the
         only reasonable thing: it has opened the bar. 
      

      
      While there are still defectors, a sizable group decides to stay for the “Roundtables
         with a Twist” (the twist being a cocktail). Attendees are given an array of tantalizing
         cremation topics from which to choose, but it’s not a difficult decision for me to
         make. I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to speak to UCLA’s Dean Fisher and he’s
         holding up a homemade sign that says Table 6.
      

      
       There aren’t many people at my alkaline hydrolysis roundtable—maybe a dozen—but they
         are a highly engaged lot. Two particularly interested parties—a husband and wife duo
         whom I gather own a flame-based facility—indicate clearly that they’re not sold on
         the process. That’s when Fisher starts to talk nuts and bolts about the machine, noting
         that his current system has processed over seven hundred cases, cheaply, efficiently,
         and reliably. The couple perks up.
      

      
       “I’m starting to come around,” the wife says wryly, taking a sip of her wine.

      
       By the end of the session, Fisher has a few new converts to the cause. But he’s also
         had to endure my litany of questions: Where do things stand with California legislation?
         How did you get AH implemented at UCLA when it’s still not legal in the state?[70]   And so it continues, until I finally hand him a business card. He takes it politely
         and puts it in his pocket. I’m surprised and pleased when I receive an email a few
         days later, inviting me to tour the facility.
      

      
       
 
      (Update: In October 2017, roughly six months after the CANA convention, Governor Jerry
            Brown signed the bill legalizing alkaline hyrolysis in California. The bill goes into
            effect in 2020.)

      
       

      
       

      The only frightening thing about the alkaline hydrolysis facility at UCLA is the cost
         of parking. Fisher—dressed in scrubs—meets me outside of the hospital and escorts
         me down to the basement where they process the anatomical donations. It’s a scrupulously
         clean room, most of which is occupied by its large, industrial centerpiece: an LBBC
         Resomator 750 (made by Resomation, one of the first commercial AH manufacturers).
         Fisher and the two professionals who assist him are clearly proud of this machine—both
         the efficiency with which it processes bodies and the environmental advantages it
         brings to the table.
      

      
      He opens the machine’s hatch, which he notes has the same locking mechanisms as a
         British submarine. The hydrolysis chamber, in which individual bodies are chemically
         dissolved, has the look of an industrial washing machine. The body rests on a perforated
         board that allows the water-based alkaline mixture—heated to 302 degrees Fahrenheit—to
         circulate freely. There is a matrix of pipes at the back of the machine that provide
         UCLA “house steam” power for operations. There are also pipes that pump in the water-based
         alkali mix, as well as pipes that siphon out the resulting hydrolysate (dissolved
         soft tissue) into a holding tank, where it is neutralized with acid. What’s “flushed”
         is chemically very akin to soap (amino acids, salts, peptides, and fatty acids). “I
         have the cleanest wastewater pipes at the University,” Fisher says, beaming. 
      

      
       I ask Fisher if he has any concerns. He notes that one of AH’s big draws—that it
         destroys all pathogens and prions—is dependent on a minimum processing temperature
         of 250 degrees Fahrenheit for at least thirty minutes. This also protects equipment
         operators from airborne viruses. He’s a proponent of minimum standards for machines
         that guarantee their safety and effectiveness. As with any burgeoning technology,
         there are still “best practices” that need to be standardized—things that are non-negotiable,
         such as high temperature/pressure minimums. 
      

      
       Before leaving the facility, I’m invited to look at all of the medical devices that
         have been collected from the various cases. One is a pacemaker, which, due to its
         explosive tendencies, would have needed removal prior to flame-based cremation. Not
         so with alkaline hydrolysis, which only digests protein-based substances, leaving
         everything else intact. This particular pacemaker is in pristine shape; its serial
         number is still easily legible. 
      

      
       “You don’t need to remove anything,” Fisher says, sifting through the box. “Nothing
         inorganic is processed. It can all be recycled. And all the proceeds from the refinery
         go towards a memorial service for the donors.”
      

      
       I look over at the small tubs, where individual sets of bones are air-drying. One
         contains part of a skull plate. It has the color and consistency of a raw pearl. I
         look back at a shelf of hip pins and silicone implants, and at the tooth fillings,
         which shine like jewelry in a glass jar. AH is not only smart, it’s beautiful. This
         is great, I think. If something has to change, it’s the negative language that surrounds
         alkaline hydrolysis. The associations with Soylent Green have to go.
      

      
       

       

      
      Words matter. In 2005, the EPA issued a statement that it would not regulate crematoriums,
         because it did “not consider human bodies to be ‘solid waste’ under the Resources
         Conservation and Recovery Act.”[71]   Had the EPA classified human bodies as “solid waste,” they would have probably
         been treading on dangerous territory. The phrase does carry the whiff of garbage.[72]   Many people don’t want to become “solid waste” after they die. Philip Olson draws
         an analogy between the disposal of dead bodies and other symbolically charged objects,
         like the U.S. flag: “The U.S. Flag Code states, ‘The flag, when it is in such a condition
         that it is no longer a fitting emblem for display, should be destroyed in a dignified
         way, preferably by burning.’” He argues that “just as the physical treatment of these
         material objects [flags, sacred texts, etc.] . . . are thought to reflect attitudes
         toward the things that these material objects symbolically represent, so too the physical
         treatment of the human corpse is thought to represent attitudes toward humanity itself.”[73]   But perhaps the problem is drawing a signifying line between the human corpse and
         humanity. Isn’t the living person more aligned with nature than with death? 
      

      
      If one considers the corpse as what Žižek calls “a fantasy space . . . for the projection
         of desires,”[74]   then it becomes clear that many would rather not imagine themselves—even after
         death—as a surplus thing to be carelessly discarded. Perhaps this explains the popularity
         of the term “human remains,” since it implies that something remains of the human—that
         it all wasn’t for naught. Thinking of oneself in this way covers the “black hole in
         reality,” the unbearable “void” constantly threatening to engulf life.[75]   The great irony of “human remains” is that, given enough time, nothing remains.
         This isn’t to imply that one’s life was wasted, only that one needs to grasp that
         meaning is made during life. After death, “you” have moved on, or rather away from what used to be “your
         body.” To fully embrace this notion is to realize that the words “solid waste,” and
         other terms unflattering to a corpse, don’t matter. When you’re dead, you’re dead.
         The spirit, if one persists, doesn’t live in a dead house.
      

      
      Nevertheless, the troubling cloud surrounding crematoriums matters. For, unlike the
         elegant cloud of ashes released during a memorial service, the horde of cremated bodies
         released into the atmosphere refund their invisible, commercially processed contaminants
         to those of us still breathing. They threaten a misremembering, leaving a potential
         legacy of harm rather than a transparent empowering. This is enabled by our willingness
         to overlook the corpse in favor of quick disposition and separation. 
      

      
      Phoenix

      
      In 1969, contemporary artist John Baldessari took over a hundred of his paintings
         to a San Diego crematorium and burned them. He wanted a fresh start—an end to representational
         art making and the beginning of his conceptual artwork. In essence, he was making
         the decision to scatter his old work to the winds—to ensure that nothing of value
         remained.
      

      
       So, why did he choose to encase these burnt offerings in a bronze urn—one of the
         most indestructible cremains vessels on the market—along with an accompanying plaque
         bearing the inscription, John Anthony Baldessari (May 1953-March 1966)?[76]   While he physically transformed his early work from painting into ash, it had also
         been collected, in the sense of being grouped together. Since burning one’s paintings
         reduces their value as a collection, this move towards gathering the remains of a
         career—the trappings of an old body—feels ironic. The shape of the urn—a book—is also
         an interesting choice, since Baldessari referred to himself in an interview with the
         New Yorker as “a frustrated writer.”[77]   Perhaps encasing destroyed paintings in a signifier of “text” was meant to foreshadow
         his future work, much of which explores the play between image and words. 
      

      
      Certainly, pyres seem more (as in the case of Shelley) poetic. Why not scatter the
         cremated remains of his “dead” art? It would be strange to think that Hubert Eaton,
         Forest Lawn’s prophetic art collector, might have gotten it right—that the “memorial
         impulse” is so deeply embedded in the human psyche that even Baldessari subconsciously
         bought into it. The desire to hold onto the ashes—to keep them on the proverbial mantel—signifies
         both a desire to move on and a need to hold close.[78]   
      

      
      Then, consider Baldessari’s additional “Cremation Project” artifact: A small portion
         of the remains was made into cookies (“corpus wafers” to be exact), placed in a jar,
         and photographed. A “recipe” for Corpus Wafers, which includes equal parts sugar,
         flour, and ashes, accompanied the work. Since retorts usually retain a little residue
         from their previous occupant (even if there is careful cleaning performed between
         cremations), it’s reasonable to assume that there was a tiny human component to the
         cookie batter, adding the conceptual tinge of cannibalism.
      

      
       These questions pestered me enough to prompt a letter to Baldessari, who—much to
         my delight—wrote back.[79]   (Baldessari is known for his cadre of devoted assistants, so I can’t vouch with
         certainty that he penned it, but—in the spirit of postmodernism—I’ve decided that
         it doesn’t really matter.) The answers were simple, but telling. Why not a pyre? “Too
         fancy,” Baldessari writes. Why inurn the cremains? “It seemed more memorable to me
         to have a visual reminder.” Was it a consideration that there would be real human
         remains (albeit, only a little) mixed into the wafers? “Never, I ate them.”[80]   (He might be pulling my leg on that one, but I’d venture a guess that he had a
         nibble or two.) 
      

      
      Even if the tongue is in the cheek, Baldessari’s answers speak to some of the complexity
         of memorialization. On the one hand, keeping the art ashes collected in an urn provides
         a provocative (and perhaps comforting) reminder of what’s been lost. On the flip side,
         the corpus wafers show how the dead can be reincorporated into the body, through the
         earth, the air, or even—yes—cookie batter. One wonders what will happen to the cremated
         paintings after Baldessari dies. Will they be willed to another artist, scattered,
         or will they finally enter the market—perhaps the latest acquisition of a playful
         curator at Forest Lawn? Unfortunately, I forgot to ask. 
      

      
       

      Shelley’s pyre and Fournier’s depiction remain peeks into the aestheticizations of
         the afterlives of corpses, moments that shape our understanding of bodies and corresponding
         iterations of self. As with Baldessari’s corpus, we prefer the carefully shaped work
         of imagination: reconstruction. We prefer the imagined sterile endgame of clean ashes
         to the smelly corpse. Our drive to overlook corpses in favor of curated representations,
         to memorialize rather than stare, depicts a willful forgetting and a veneer of control,
         even after life. This does not, however, mean that we can or should accept commercially
         convenient and inherently harmful visions of this reconstruction. But what of instances
         when the gaze is not averted and bodies are instead displayed, forming a part of their
         own reconstruction? 
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      Chapter 5

      Museums, Mummies, and The Jewel of Seven Stars

      
         
         
         
         
      

      
      Bram Stoker’s novel, Dracula, begins with a blood-sucking bang in Transylvania, only to die a long, anemic death
         once the count travels west. The dread and terror of an Eastern European serial killer
         gone amok is traded for the more conventional fare of Victorian stake-slingers trying
         to domesticate a feral villain with five hundred years of experience hunting humans.
         Six years later, Stoker would publish The Jewel of Seven Stars, which inverts Dracula’s narrative challenges.[1]    Jewel demands that readers attend to the ethical questions surrounding corpse display and
         the related category confusion of the corpse as it provides a cautionary tale for
         modern readers. The techniques of depersonalization that make corpses accessible are
         problematic; they expose characters and by extension readers to a deadly déjà vu, ontological instability that threatens to overtake reality: my mummy, myself. There
         is a simultaneous bifurcation between the commodification of human parts and the end
         of their useful lives, at which time they become simply trash to be disposed of, bankrupt
         of meaning. A spent cultural capital that valued the possessor of the corpse rather
         than the one who lived in it. A figurative assertion of agency, over the self, that
         defies the ability of death to possess. 
      

      
      Jewel begins with the plodding self-importance of fin de siècle Londoners and their toxic brew of science and magic. The narrator, Malcolm Ross,
         is smitten by the plucky heroine, Margaret Trelawny, daughter of a prominent Egyptologist,
         Abel Trelawny. Mr. Trelawny has fallen into a trance and is under the attack of a
         malevolent, unknown force on the loose in his house, somehow connected to his collection
         of Egyptian artifacts. The supporting characters—the good doctor, the crafty detective,
         the head of police, the professional adventurer—with their pro-forma vacillations
         between skepticism and belief, don’t leave the reader with hope for anything other
         than a better-than-average “who done it.” Then something remarkable happens, and the
         book becomes scary.
      

      
      Mr. Trelawny, once awakened from his trance (now attributed to the agency of his prize
         mummy, the former Queen Tera), is not dissuaded from pursuing trouble, and convinces
         his friends to help him bring the Queen back from the dead: “I am about to make an
         experiment; the experiment which is to crown all that I have devoted twenty years
         of research, and danger, and labour to prepare for.”[2]   He plans to revivify the Queen’s corpse using a unique combination of science and
         “the old Magic.”[3]   Trelawny justifies this experiment by claiming that the Queen, through hieroglyphic
         clues and bejeweled charms, had “looked for a resurrection in the flesh.”[4]   “From first to last the cryptic writing and symbolism of that wondrous tomb of
         that wondrous woman is full of guiding light; and the key of the many mysteries lies
         in that most wondrous Jewel which she held in her dead hand over the dead heart, which
         she hoped and believed would beat again in a newer and nobler world!”[5]  
      

      
      Isolated on a seaside cliff overlooking a stormy Atlantic ocean, Margaret Trelawny
         falls increasingly under the spell of the mummified Queen (and her astral spirit),
         as the rest of the group prepares for the final conjuring ritual. The servants are
         sent away, and a laboratory is prepared. Then they burn the Queen’s familiar, a mummified
         cat that doubles for Margaret’s cat Silvio. When Mr. Trelawny gives the order to unwrap
         the Queen’s corpse, Margaret tries to intercede: 
      

      
      
         “Father, you are not going to unswathe her! All you men . . . ! And in the glare of
            light!”
         

         
          “But why not, my dear?”

         
          “Just think, Father, a woman! All alone! In such a way! In such a place! Oh! it’s
            cruel, cruel!” . . . 
         

         
          “Not a woman, dear; a mummy! She has been dead nearly five thousand years!” . . .
            . 
         

         
          “It could not be real death, if she is to rise out of it!” . . . 

         
          “[W]e men are accustomed to such things. Corbeck and I have unrolled a hundred mummies.
            . . . Come now! be reasonable! We are not at a pleasure party. We are all grave men.”[6]  
         

         
      

      Trelawny is a master at altering his discourse to justify an opinion. He has, for
         most of the book, argued that the Queen was the agent of bodily harm, carried out
         by a combination of her astral spirit and her severed hand. Between this dialogue
         with her father and the unwrapping of the mummy, Margaret finally emerges as the Queen’s
         clear proxy, objecting strenuously at each point in the process. Her protestations
         are patiently pushed aside as the men continue to finish what they started.
      

      
      Not surprisingly, the unwrapped, naked Queen has an unmistakably life-life appearance,
         prompting Margaret to attempt one final intervention: “With a womanly impulse; with
         a mouth that drooped with pity, with eyes that flashed with anger, and cheeks that
         flamed, Margaret threw over the body the beautiful robe which lay across her arm.”
         In a perverse turn of events, both Ross and her father comment on the uncanny resemblance
         between the Queen and Margaret: “Mr. Trelawny was overcome as he looked. . . . ‘It
         looks as if you were dead, my child!’”[7]   The dead Queen and the living daughter have finally united in a rape fantasy.[8]   
      

      
      The novel’s true moment of horror is this scene of violation, not the apocalyptic
         ending, which leaves the Queen at-large and the characters (except for the narrator,
         Ross) dead. As Jasmine Day notes, the rape in Jewel “was achieved by inserting a living female character, Margaret, into the event to
         counter the perspective of the male scientists about to unwrap the mummy of Queen
         Tera. . . . Tera resembles a living woman; Margaret resembles a dead one.”[9]   In fact, Stoker takes things beyond “resemblance.” He implies that Margaret has
         been possessed by the Queen, which makes Margaret the victim of assault by-proxy.
         As such, she undergoes empathetically—perhaps telepathically—the humiliation of being
         undressed, via her double, Queen Tera, in front of both her fiancé, Mr. Ross, and
         her father. There is nothing “new” or “noble” in this world.
      

      
       

      Despite its old-fashioned beginning, The Jewel of Seven Stars is a remarkably modern novel, serving as a forerunner for the problematic genre of
         films,[10]   in which a person’s brutal rape justifies an equally nasty revenge sequence. Stoker’s
         novel bypasses the political implications of such films by replacing the agency of
         subjects with the agency of objects, ready to reciprocate the violence to which they
         have been subjected. As Vicki Cassman, Nancy Odegaard, and Joseph Powell state, human
         remains “have potency.”[11]   In some ways, it’s a cautionary tale against having it both ways. One can’t conjure
         vitality and expect passivity. And the thing in The Jewel of Seven Stars is very much alive.[12]  
      

      
      The mummy’s liminal status in the Western imagination as something dead, but with
         the potential to return in material form, problematizes the obvious binary of dead
         versus alive—one example of the ever-popular horror trope of “fusion.” Noël Carroll, who wrote one of the horror genre’s definitive, philosophical texts,
         notes that fusion often “entails the construction of creatures that transgress categorical
         distinctions such as inside/outside, living/dead, insect/human, flesh/machine, and
         so on.”[13]   More subtly, it blurs the line between viewer and participant, as well as demarcations
         between agent and thing.[14]   
      

      
      In The Jewel of Seven Stars, there is a complex dynamic at work. Certainly Stoker elicits sympathy for the Queen
         through the resistance of Margaret, which brings an element of de-familiarization
         to what would ordinarily be the most pedestrian part of the experiment: the unwrapping
         of a mummy. An Edwardian reader might be jolted from his/her laissez-faire attitude toward what was then a relatively common parlor pastime. Still, this novel
         requires readers to suspend their disbelief and subscribe to the animation of the
         inanimate. Without the supernatural leap to transubstantiation, the scientists aren’t  raping a woman; they’re performing an act not unlike those performed daily by coroners
         and morticians. Stoker plays on the reader’s tendency to conflate the “material” with
         the “spiritual” and calls into question the “thinghood” of things.
      

      
      Quasi-Property Rights

      
      Questions surrounding the ownership, use, and display of human remains artifacts have
         resulted in a growing body of legislation in the West. Early nineteenth-century legal
         developments, such as the 1832 Anatomy Act, have garnered renewed public interest
         in recent years, especially in relation to Gunther von Hagens’s popular anatomy exhibits,
         Body Worlds—extraordinary collections of preserved, flayed cadavers, posed to emphasize various
         physiological functions.[15]   In the United States, England, and other parts of Europe, dead bodies are legally
         “things,” possessed—but not technically owned—by the next of kin.[16]   Disputes over possession of the corpse are generally addressed under the legal
         umbrella of “Common Law” (non-statutory law, dictated by legal precedents, rather
         than legislation). Sherry Hutt and Jennifer Riddle describe the implications of common
         law on human remains:
      

      
      
         The common law of human remains and burials in the United States . . . is derived
            from the common laws of England, Spain, and France. While each of these contributing
            sources has some differences, most notably in the succession of real estate upon death
            or dissolution of marriage, they are united in the regard for human remains and burials.
            While landowners typically have rights to all that is embedded in their land, all
            of the common law sources regard human remains as “quasi-property”—that is, not subject
            to such ownership. The descendants retain rights of control and access and obligations
            for care in their deceased ancestors, regardless of where they are buried.[17]  
         

         
      

      They note that such laws resemble ancient Roman law, in which dead ancestors were
         seen as the religious responsibility of the eldest son, but were “not transferable
         in the marketplace.”[18]   Going back even further, early Egyptians, like contemporary Westerners, accepted
         that the preparation of the corpse for burial might involve money (e.g., embalming
         and funeral costs), but the corpse proper was considered sacrosanct (priceless). Hutt
         and Riddle also point out that buried remains in the United States are not considered
         “treasure trove” under “the common law of finds”: “Burials are considered intentional
         placements and not abandoned property.”[19]   If one finds a human skull in one’s backyard, it’s really not okay to keep it as
         decoration on the fireplace mantel. 
      

      
      While some states have enacted specific legislation surrounding the theft or abuse
         of a corpse, others have not. As John Troyer explains, necrophilia (an extreme example
         of misuse of a corpse) is not named as a crime, per se, in certain states, such as
         Wisconsin, New Mexico, and Louisiana. While “approximately 40 of the 50 US states
         have some version of a law that defines illegal actions with human corpses,”[20]   the language for describing these actions and their consequences varies greatly.
         In Alaska, “misconduct involving a corpse” is only a misdemeanor (maximum sentence
         of one year), whereas in Florida, “abuse of a dead human body” is classified as a
         second-degree felony (with up to fifteen years in prison). In a few select states,
         such as Kansas and Nebraska, there isn’t a specific law against engaging in sexual
         activities with a human corpse.[21]   Such examples point to the capricious nature of the Western legal system, especially
         when a given society does not know how to classify the victim or the actual damages.
         As Troyer points out, United States case law reflects confusion over the “dead body’s
         legal status”: “[S]tates such as California which have tried to use rape laws to prosecute
         necrophiliacs have failed. The problems arose because ‘rape requires a live victim.’”[22]   (This issue of the “live victim” complicates the reader’s response to The Jewel of Seven Stars and will be revisited later in the chapter.)
      

      
      Logical irregularities relating to human-remains-law extend far back into European
         history, in which theft of a dead person’s clothes carried a higher penalty than the
         theft of a body.[23]   Ruth Richardson underscores the absurdity of this legal practice, in which theft
         of a dead body was rarely punished. In the words of journalist William Cobbett (1822),
         “to steal the body of a sheep, or pig, or calf, or ox, or fowl of any sort, is a capital
         felony, punished with DEATH.”[24]   Richardson also points out that, although most of the bodies used for dissection
         were from the poorer classes, nobody was safe from exhumation:[25]   
      

      
      
         Corpses were bought and sold, they were touted, priced, haggled over, negotiated for,
            discussed in terms of supply and demand, delivered, imported, exported, transported.
            Human bodies were compressed into boxes, packed into sawdust, packed in hay, trussed
            up in sacks, roped up like hams, sewn in canvas, packed in cases, casks, barrels,
            crates and hampers; salted, pickled or injected with preservative. . . . Human bodies
            were dismembered and sold in pieces, or measured and sold by the inch.[26]  
         

         
      

      And these were their fellow countrymen and women. It is, therefore, not surprising
         that the bodies of ancient Egyptians have been handled over the years with minimal
         sensitivity. 
      

      
      As Roseanne Montillo notes, the carnage continues: Even the illustrious Masterpiece Theatre host, Alistair Cooke, was “dismembered” in 2004 “by a band of so-called body snatchers
         and cutters,” working at a funeral parlour in Brooklyn. “The body parts were later
         skinned and the remaining bones sold to various companies that cleaned them and processed
         them, eventually shipping them to different hospitals across the country.”[27]   Ultimately, no one can be guaranteed safety from resurrectionists (ne’er-do-wells
         who dig up the dead and sell them to dissectors), past or future, as long as bodies
         and their parts have a market demand.
      

      
      Interpretation of laws can also seem generous when it comes to activities categorized
         as scientific or educational. When phenomena (anatomy theaters, mummy exhibitions,
         Body Worlds, etc.) manage the right mix of popular entertainment and education—”edutainment”[28]  —at an opportune historical moment, they can escape many of the legal strictures
         that would ordinarily apply to the pilfering, transportation, and/or display of dead
         bodies. Callum F. Ross makes the surprising observation that “[currently], rules do
         not regulate who carries out dissections; they only regulate the institutions that
         can obtain cadavers.”[29]   The law, while increasingly sensitive to cultural claims, tends to follow public
         opinion on these matters—especially when “experts” support claims of scientific or
         educational “progress,” generally defined. In the case of Egyptian mummies and other
         mummies that have been dead for several hundred years or more, the distance between
         death and display helps to allay viewers’ anxieties regarding privacy. 
      

      
      Mummies, along with the Body Worlds’ specimens, also share the neutralizing characteristic of being dry.[30]   Mike Parker Pearson asserts that remains such as skeletons are “crowd-pullers,”
         in part because the public prefers to indulge its morbid curiosity with dry specimens
         that do not “retain flesh and skin.”[31]   Drying out the corpse is the cornerstone of both mummification and plastination.[32]   Egyptian embalming was accomplished primarily through evisceration of the internal
         organs followed by a prolonged immersion in natron, “a mixture of sodium carbonate
         and sodium bicarbonate [that] . . . draw[s] the moisture from the tissues,”[33]   with the intent of fully desiccating the body. Plastination, a preservation technique
         patented by von Hagens, also centers on drying the corpse thoroughly, while painstakingly
         injecting it with a polymer compound for prolonged preservation and pliability.[34]   According to Tony Walter, “Plastinated specimens are expected to remain stable
         for at least four thousand years,”[35]   the age of many mummies on display today. Both processes entail extensive labor.
         Walter also reports that von Hagens’s “whole body specimens” require “1,500 skilled
         person-hours to create.”[36]   While the exact hours have not been clocked for Egyptian priests, most accounts
         suggest that high-level embalming took about seventy days from death to entombment.[37]   
      

      
      It remains acceptable to objectify mummies, even modern ones, in ways that are no
         longer politically correct for other types of human remains. Even former president
         Bill Clinton cracked a joke at the expense of a teenage Peruvian mummy, nicknamed
         Juanita: “I don’t know if you’ve seen that mummy . . . but you know, if I were a single
         man, I might ask that mummy out. That’s a good-looking mummy.”[38]   (The centuries-old age of the mummy does not make the joke more appropriate.) Clinton’s
         joke was rather mild, given the sleazy offers presented for the use of Juanita’s body.
         One for-profit company wanted to harvest Juanita’s eggs: “By fertilizing the ova with
         modern sperm, the team hoped to create an Inca baby.”[39]   This moment epitomizes everything wrong with the commodification of human remains:
         the purposeful impregnation of a non-consenting, pubescent corpse.
      

      
      Getting Under the Skin

      
      Von Hagens, who has been lucky overall when it comes to public opinion,[40]   came close to the tipping point. Despite his claims that “every day about five
         people who attend the Body Worlds exhibition sign up as body donors for plastination,”[41]   von Hagens was accused of including executed Chinese prisoners in his exhibition.
         The case was resolved in 2004 when von Hagens agreed to return seven of the corpses,
         due to his inability to provide an adequate paperwork trail to the contrary.[42]   (Von Hagens states that the lack of paper trail is deliberate and protects the
         anonymity of his donors.)[43]   
      

      
      Critics of von Hagens’s acquisition methods have been countered by his many fans,
         including 13,843 future/living donors to date.[44]   Tony Walter interviewed four Body Worlds donors and “none had any qualms about the poses or uses to which their plastinated
         bodies would be put.”[45]   Still, one might argue that despite von Hagens’s assurance that plastinated remains
         will be used “exclusively for the purposes of research, instruction and public education,”[46]   some of Body   Worlds’ activities seem to brush closely against legal and ethical parameters, including
         selling specimens through the “Store,” over the internet. As a pre-emptive strike,
         the online store includes an “Ethical Questions” subpage, which underscores that they
         are only selling the cost of the plastination, not the specimens themselves, and only to “qualified buyers”—individuals
         or organizations that will use them solely for research, medical, or educational purposes.[47]   (It did seem, however, that the verification criteria for “qualified users” might
         be a little generous.)[48]   
      

      
      As Aviva Briefel points out, Body Worlds promotes an “ideology of consent,” but the euphemistic rhetoric of donation does
         not necessarily cancel out elements of exploitation.[49]   I’d argue that most donors, after walking through the exhibition have—or should
         have—a fair idea of what they’re getting themselves into.[50]   There is no suggestion of misrepresentation, and potential donors should consider
         all of the possible uses of their bodies or body parts. According to Tony Walter,
         von Hagens’s plastination facility in China annually produced a thousand individual
         specimens and only fifteen full-body specimens.[51]   Clearly most of these specimens did not end up on display. As the factory in China
         has since been shuttered for economic reasons,[52]    Body Worlds plastinates are now constructed exclusively in Germany.[53]  
      

      
      There’s a quality of historical neurosis to the “scandals” caused by the display of
         human remains, such as von Hagens’s provocative posing of his full-body plastinates
         or the unrolling of mummies. Such scenes have played out again and again, with a similar
         mix of outrage and fascination, only to be temporarily buried and resurrected in a
         new form. Von Hagens himself is refreshingly upfront about acknowledging his predecessors.
         The official Body Worlds catalog contains essays that cite his origins as both “scientific Prosektor [dissector]
         and humanistic Proplastiker [anatomical modeler].”[54]   The essays also note aesthetic similarities between von Hagens’s plastinates and
         the great écorchés (the result of a “corrosion-casting” process) of eighteenth-century
         anatomist Honoré Fragonard.[55]   This includes the famous man on horse pose, generally considered one of the artistic
         highlights of the Body Worlds exhibition. Other aesthetic tributes include Paulo Mascagni’s “Lymphatic Vessel Man”;[56] the creepy, kitsch posturing of fetuses with a variety of props in the early eighteenth-century
         works of Frederik Ruysch;[57]   and Michelangelo’s St. Bartholomew, “fully restored in his resurrected body while
         holding his own flayed skin.”[58]   
      

      
      These are bodies that have been aestheticized, either through theatrical staging (such
         as in a museum) or through artistic intervention (such as the posing of plastinates).
         The change of context—museum versus cemetery—along with a sterilization (virtual or
         real) of content (drying the wet specimen) encourages a different audience reception.
         Both mummies and plastinates are not, to quote Catherine Belling, “fresh meat”—although plastinates “are about thirty
         percent biomass [meat].”[59]   While such techniques mirror, in many ways, the artistry of modern mortuary practitioners,
         such as Forest Lawn, the product is radically different. Mortuaries neutralize a personal
         “loved one”; anatomical and curatorial artists distance and depersonalize the dead.
      

      
      Still, there is a point at which the audience can become disenthralled and when the
         production behind the artifact, as well as the decency of its display, is called into
         question.[60]   Two of von Hagens’s specimens have attracted such attention. In 2009, at an exhibition
         staged at the Postbahn in Berlin, von Hagens presented two corpses having sex. While
         it’s true that sex is a biological part of life, some spectators took pause and, at
         least momentarily, considered the decedents.[61]   How would they feel about coupling in death with a complete stranger in front of a paying audience?
         Well, according to von Hagens, the donors “consented to appear in a sexual pose.”[62]   
      

      
      The second eyebrow-raiser is a specimen that was on display in earlier Body Worlds exhibitions: A young woman reclines on a settee, a pose redolent of classical paintings.
         Resting in her exposed uterus is an eight-month-old fetus. The mixture of sensuality
         and miscarriage has proven unnerving for some folks, but von Hagens has stuck to his
         guns on the aesthetic and pedagogical merits of this display of “motherhood.” He also
         defends the pose, claiming that the “head has been tilted to the side with the eyes
         closed, i.e., consciously away from the viewer, and the hand of the free arm has been
         laid on the back of the head, as with a headache.” In what seems like an effort to
         short-circuit criticism, he states that “the body language of this pose fundamentally
         differs from a lascivious provocation, in which the head would be coquettishly thrown
         back and the eyes would be enticingly trained on the viewer.”[63]   Still, this conjured image of seductive glass eyes beckoning the viewer does suggest
         a kind of sexual association of words such as “lascivious” and “enticingly” with a
         dead, pregnant woman, which makes von Hagens’s rationale a bit unnerving.
      

      
      Like most of the Body Worlds specimens, this figure of “motherhood” has been stripped of both clothes and skin.
         Tony Walter asserts that while “mentally undressing people to expose their skin is
         to sexualize them . . . to undress them one step further, to take off their skin as
         well as their clothes, is to anatomize them.”[64]   In fact, this specimen seems to do both simultaneously, by melding the attractive
         with the skinless. As a viewer, one is torn between presentation and content. Then
         there is the uncomfortable issue of consent—one of von Hagens’s points of pride.[65]  Although von Hagens claims that “woman donated her body to science when she learned,
         while pregnant, that she had a terminal disease,” it’s unclear whether she knew exactly
         how her donation would be utilized.[66]   Von Hagens calls the specimen a “double tragedy.”[67]   Personally, I wouldn’t want to be this “tragic” pregnant corpse, but to each their
         own. On some level at least, consent was granted.
      

      
      Body Worlds is famous for ideologically framing its specimens as anonymous, safe, democratic,
         and educational.[68]  ,[69]   Although there is a “discrepancy between its [Body Worlds’] practice and its discourse,”[70]   this discrepancy is also a crack in the ideological veneer. The hidden commodification
         process of Body Worlds leaks through in the two examples mentioned previously. Viewers begin to ask questions
         that bypass wonder and knowledge: Why would anyone do this? Did they consent to these
         poses? What lessons am I supposed to learn? How does this relate to my own life and
         death?[71]   Are these really dead bodies? The paradoxical tension between the body and art is the defining attribute
         of Body Worlds, and nowhere is the “reversal of art-representing-body into body-representing-art”[72]   more apparent than in these examples. Von Hagens’s specimens, which usually deflect
         such questions by overwhelming viewers with their mastery, draw attention to themselves
         here as “dead,” trapped forever in compromising positions, before rotating audiences
         of the “morbidly curious.”[73]  
      

      
       

      It’s the fall of 2017, and I’m visiting the new Body Worlds exhibit, “Pulse,” at the California Science Center.[74]   Accompanied by the soundtrack of a heartbeat, I’m greeted by a description of the
         “Ethical Review of Body Worlds”: 
      

      
      
         The consensus of the Ethics Advisory Committee is that Body Worlds: Pulse has considerable educational value, that all bodies were donated with full and informed
            consent of the donors, and that donors agreed to public display for educational purposes.[75]  
         

         
      

      There’s a list of the “past and current Ethics Advisory Committee”—a few doctors,
         a reverend, a rabbi—a decent, but by no means comprehensive, representation of folks
         who might object to the presentation of plastinated people. As I wander through the
         rooms, listening to the questions of six-year olds and the giggles of high school
         students, I note that things haven’t changed much from my last visit in 2004. Many
         of the exhibits seem to be the same, including my favorite specimen, “The Skin Man,”
         who looks as if he just unzipped a Halloween costume crafted from his own leathery
         hide. I don’t recall seeing the gymnast, precariously balanced on three balls, wearing
         his flayed spine like a cape and triumphantly holding up his viscera, lungs perched
         on the tippy top—the perfect mix of anatomy lesson and circus act. I’m likewise impressed
         by the new “Poker Playing Trio” (featured in the latest James Bond movie, Casino Royale, with an attendant photograph of Gunther-on-set), which shows the dubious under-the-table
         passing of a card between two of the players’ defleshed toes. One wonders if the donors
         would have preferred being posed as cheaters or as clueless schlubs.
      

      
      Finally, I arrive at the controversial room housing the pregnant woman. The come-hither
         corpse has been replaced by a more demure specimen, staring blandly at the crowd,
         while cradling a fetus in her split belly. It’s an attempt at better taste, I think.
         Still, I’m relieved to find myself nearing the end of the exhibit. A single suite
         remains—an uncomfortable looking Science Center employee stationed in the doorway.
         It must be a sex exhibit, I guess, and sure enough it is. Two corpses are vigorously
         copulating, the woman on top, and both displayed to full advantage astride a mirror
         showcasing every possible angle. I take a walk around, and then another. On my way
         out, I pass a couple pushing a stroller. As the toddler is steered into the room,
         he points at the plastinated peepshow and laughs.[76]  
      

      
       

      It is admittedly old-fashioned in the twenty-first century, the era of reality television
         and social media mapping, to pick on the nineteenth-century public spectacle of mummy
         unwrapping. Still, there’s something unsettling about a practice that, whether illegal
         or government sanctioned, removed private property without consent and collectively
         dismantled human remains. Most disturbing, however, is the ideology put forward, which
         framed such activity as scientific and educational, even when the justificatory rhetoric
         steered towards the blatantly misogynistic, with undertones of necrophilia. Jasmine
         Day recounts some of the descriptions by male spectators of public unrollings of female
         mummies. One mummy was described by Dr. Augustus Granville (dissector of mummies)
         in 1828 as an “Egyptian Venus”;[77]   another mummy was said by German Egyptologist Heinrich Brugsch in 1883 to possess
         the “brown, perfectly preserved body of a maiden who had departed this earth in the
         flower of her youth.”[78]   The probability that these mummies had had their bowels and brains removed doesn’t
         seem to have decreased their sexual allure.
      

      
      The legacy of these displaced mummies can be found in today’s museums and academic
         institutions. According to Mary Brooks and Claire Rumsey, “More than 130 British museums
         hold human remains, some in large quantities, such as the Natural History Museum,
         London (twenty thousand specimens), and the University of Cambridge (eighteen thousand
         specimens). The majority are in storage.”[79]   The number of human remains, particularly Native American remains, held by institutions
         in the United States is also substantial. According to Cassman, Odegaard, and Powell,
         “It has been estimated that two hundred thousand Native American remains are held
         by federally sponsored institutions in the United States.”[80]  ,[81]   
      

      
      My informal discussions with museum personnel indicate that many institutions are
         taking a progressive stance when making decisions involving both the accessioning
         and repatriation of human remains. They are considering not only what is legal, but
         also what is ethical, even with clean provenance (history or origin and ownership).
         While there is considerable protection in place for Native American and Native Hawaiian
         remains through the “Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act” (NAGPRA),
         the legal status of non-indigenous bodies is ambiguous at best. In the United States,
         bodies not protected under NAGPRA fall under the purview of state, not federal, law.
         While museums and archeological organizations adhere to legal and best-practice standards,
         there is little effort to regulate human remains on the open market. Up until July
         2016, human bones, including skulls, were still being sold on eBay. While eBay has
         since changed its policy to exclude the sale of skeletal remains, it had been actively
         criticized for this practice since 2004.[82]   (Popular news outlet BuzzFeed takes credit as the straw that finally broke the camel’s back, claiming its investigation
         provoked the policy change.)[83], [84]   Better late than never. Even so, the twelve-year gap indicates a general public
         tolerance towards the commodification of human remains, at least the dry variety,
         which do tend to surface in a variety of places. Tanya D. Marsh presents the example
         of a child’s skull being sold—legally—on Craigslist in Phoenix. According to the advertisement,
         the seller had bought it at a garage sale (also legal). She points out the inherent
         contradictions in a society that is so reverent towards certain remains, and absolutely
         callous towards others.[85]   
      

      
      Western law has toughened up, however, with regard to stolen artifacts. In 1956, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organizations
         (UNESCO) crafted its first accord. Although only a recommendation, this accord “encourage[d]
         member states to adopt laws regulating trade and discouraging [antiquities] smuggling
         and ‘clandestine’ excavations.” Formal regulations were enacted by UNESCO in 1970,
         which prohibit the “illicit import, export and transfer of ownership of cultural property.”
         Included under its provisions are “products of archaeological excavations or of archaeological
         discoveries”; “rare collections and specimens of fauna, flora, minerals and anatomy,
         and fossils”; and “objects of ethnological interest”—all of which touch upon the domain
         of human remains.   Hutt and Riddle note that the United States did not ratify this
         accord until 2003.[86]   Also spearheaded by the United Nations is UNIDROIT, the United Nations’ International
         Institute for the Unification of Private Law, which, at its 1995 convention, formally
         requested that countries return any known stolen or illicitly acquired cultural objects
         to their proven owners, providing compensation to any innocent third-parties to the
         transaction.[87]   Unfortunately, despite these efforts, looting persists. Mike Parker Pearson reports
         that “[in] 1990 Geraldine Norman, an art correspondent, estimated that 80 percent
         of antiquities on the market were illegally excavated and smuggled.” Parker Pearson
         attributes some of this to events that destabilize countries. Wars, for example, can
         result in tomb pilfering, sometimes by impoverished locals who use the chaos as an
         opportunity to sell artifacts to buyers in Europe and North America.   [88]    Still, one can only sell if someone is buying.
      

      
      Shifting focus back to mummies, there is no question that the West—first France, and
         then England and the United States—was responsible for the exploitation and appropriation
         of Egyptian resources. Nevertheless, there is evidence that some of the local Egyptian
         officials cooperated with and profited from the foreign tourists and archaeologists
         in search of antiquities. In the midst of political turmoil and bids for control of
         the government by both indigenous and invading factions, many treasures were taken
         from the country, not all under the stealth of night.
      

      
      Even the notorious nineteenth-century tomb raider, Giovanni Belzoni, documents (at
         least according to his own account) the extensive cooperation and aid that he received
         from both national authorities and local municipalities in “plundering” Egypt’s burial
         grounds. Indeed, his Narrative of the Operations and Recent Discoveries in Egypt and Nubia (1820) details an elaborate and extensive system of bribes and legal transactions.
         Written as self-propaganda to delineate his personal contributions to bolstering England’s
         treasures and his patron’s wealth, this travelogue also shows the complicated machinations
         involved in antiquities hunting, as well as the cavalier approach that many locals
         had towards their embalmed countrymen: “Arabs had become quite unconcerned about the
         secret of the tombs; for they saw it was in their interest to search, as they were
         rewarded for what they found, and those who were duly paid were indifferent whether
         we or their brethren found a tomb.”[89]   With so many competing political factions, his work seems to have always been legally
         sanctioned by somebody. Despite “his growing reputation as a tomb robber,”[90]   Belzoni seems to have smuggled little and paid (albeit, not enough) for his acquisitions.[91]   
      

      
      Hunting for mummies in the nineteenth century was tough work. With the assistance
         of local tribes, Belzoni crawled on his belly through tunnels “choked with mummies,”[92]   unable to breathe through the mummy dust, and finally falling into a pile of “broken
         mummies, with a crash of bones, rags, and wooden cases”: “I could not pass without
         putting my face in contact with that of some decayed Egyptian….Thus I proceeded from
         one cave to another, all full of mummies piled in various ways, some standing, some
         lying, and some on their heads.” While he claimed that the purpose of this escapade
         was to “rob the Egyptians of their papyri”[93]   this thievery was in the form of underpayment, rather than theft proper. Only towards
         the end of the nineteenth century would Egypt put a better price on its treasures,
         recognizing them as commodities worth more than common sense or use would indicate.
      

      
      By the end of the nineteenth century, the tourist caravan routes had raked over every
         excavation site from Ghizeh to Thebes. Travel writer Amelia Edwards describes a plateau
         in Sakkarah, as it appeared to her in the 1870s, “thickly strewn with scraps of broken
         pottery, limestone, marble, and alabaster; flakes of green and blue glaze; bleached
         bones; shreds of yellow linen, and lumps of some odd-looking, dark-brown substance,
         like dried-up sponge.”[94]   She notes her surprise at learning “that yonder odd-looking brown lumps are rent
         fragments of what once was living flesh!” while adding that this realization was mitigated
         by the pragmatic necessity of returning to England with suitable souvenirs: “We soon
         became quite hardened to such sights and learned to rummage among dusty sepulchers
         with no more compunction than would have befitted a gang of professional body-snatchers.”[95]   
      

      
      In fact, by the time of Edwards’s trip, the thrill of “discovering” mummies was a
         hallmark of the new “mass-tourism” industry in Egypt during the late nineteenth and
         early twentieth centuries,[96]   yet one more amusement attraction on the ride to Nubia. During the political chaos
         of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Egypt, it would have been challenging to distinguish
         a body snatcher from an agent of local industry. Egyptian officials were even known
         to stage a “spectacular find” for visiting dignitaries, such as when King Edward VII
         happened upon over thirty “sown” mummies during his journey to western Thebes.[97]   While the Egyptians were undoubtedly exploited by European imperialists and American
         fortune-seekers, the “ownership” of Egyptian antiquities was complicated by a history
         that alternated between complicity and resistance. 
      

      
      However, it’s important to emphasize that Western natural history museums are heavily
         entwined with the history of imperialism.[98]   Erika Rappaport asserts that “If . . . the everyday, mass commodity symbolized
         the frenetic acquisition of colonies at the end of the nineteenth century, the rarified
         object in a collection—the mummy, the oriental rug, or the Andamanese weapon—elicited
         the fantasies, fears, and pleasures associated with gaining and losing imperial possessions.”[99]   Specifically in England, the exhibition of the dead helped the imperial crown to
         demonstrate its superiority over its conquered people—not only during their lifetimes,
         but also after death. It is difficult not to feel superior, or at least lucky, in
         the presence of an unrolled or naked mummy. Owning a mummy, or, as was more frequently
         the case, a piece of a mummy, was not only to own a symbol of imperial conquest; it
         was also to own a piece of an Egyptian proper.[100]   Jane Bennett, for one, is unequivocal in her assessment of the symbolic investment
         that people place in certain things: “[My] hunch is that the image of dead or thoroughly
         instrumentalized matter feeds human hubris and our earth-destroying fantasies of conquest
         and consumption.”[101]   At the end of The Jewel of Seven Stars, human hubris might well destroy the earth, as ambition/aggression directed outward
         toward mastery of the other turns in upon itself. Mr. Trelawny characterizes ancient
         Egypt as “times strangely other than our own; when human life counted for little,
         and when the morality of the time made little account of the removing of obstacles
         in the way to achievement of desire,” but he could just as easily be talking about
         himself.[102]   More significantly, the description might apply to the twenty-first century, in
         which skulls are casually traded on the internet.
      

      
      Egyptian mummies in particular occupied a hotly contested ground as supposed ancestors
         to Western Europeans. They were material relics that exceeded a morbid curiosity in
         old-fashioned burial practices and represented the genetic prowess of the West in
         areas ranging from science to governance. The aptly named Jewel, with its many facets, reflects these concerns, while going much, much further: Jewel represents the literal dangers of “raping the Nile”[103]   and deciphering the fetish.
      

      
      Stolen Jewels

      
      The Jewel of Seven Stars begins with a chapter titled “A Summons in the Night.” From the first sentence, one
         is confronted with the foreboding that Western telos will be trumped by primordial déjà vu: “It all seemed so real that I could hardly imagine that it had ever occurred before;
         and yet each episode came, not as a fresh step in the logic of things, but as something
         expected.”[104]   The novel’s narrator, barrister Malcolm Ross, has been called in the middle of
         the night to the house of the fetching Margaret Trelawny, daughter of famed Egyptologist,
         Mr. Abel Trelawny. 
      

      
      At the house he meets an assortment of competent professionals, including the forthright
         Superintendent Dolen, the highly observant Sergeant Daw, and the skilled Dr. Winchester,
         who tells the assembled party that someone has tried to sever Mr. Trelawny’s hand
         at the wrist, and the rough wound is “not clean-cut as with a knife, but like a jagged
         rent or tear.”[105]   The wrist is wrapped by a metal bangle, to which a key is attached. Daw quickly
         surmises that the key is designed to open a locked safe in the room. The doctor notes
         that there are no obvious medical reasons for Trelawny’s “stupor.” However, he observes
         the predominant odors in the room “peculiar Egyptian scents, bitumen, nard, aromatic
         gums and spices,”[106]   all used in the processes of mummification. Ross will later call this odor, “the
         strange Egyptian smell,” associating it with lingering “secrets” lost to modern times.[107]   Ross’s impulse to protect himself from such penetrating and pernicious odors by
         donning a respirator proves efficacious in warding off the hypnotism that afflicts
         the other characters, exposing the still-unconscious Mr. Trelawny to another mysterious
         attack. Still, Ross’s respirator does not provide foolproof protection against this
         “horror of a dream within a dream, with the certainty of reality added,”[108]   and he too drifts into a haze and slacks on the job. 
      

      
      The reader, like Ross, is kept in strange suspension, in the liminal zone that Tzvetan
         Todorov calls “the fantastic,” lingering between the uncanny and the supernatural.
         In The Jewel it’s the dream that is real; reality is merely science that has been added after the
         fact. Through the dim light and odorous vapor of Trelawny’s haunted house one hangs
         in “uncertainty,” in “that hesitation experienced by a person who knows only the laws
         of nature, confronting an apparently supernatural event.”[109]   Is the culprit the unlikely seven-fingered Persian cat? (As the detective notes,
         the cat doesn’t have the strength to pull Trelawny out of bed or amputate his hand.)
         The mysterious daughter? Mr. Trelawny himself? Or is it some “marvelous” visitor hidden
         amidst the Egyptian treasures? The possibility that the culprit is in a transitional
         state between subject and object falls outside the logic of Scotland Yard. As noted
         by Sergeant Daw, “when crime is done, or attempted, it’s people, not things, that
         are at the bottom of it.”[110]   Daw, like the other characters, is both right and wrong in his summations, able
         to translate part, but not all, of this hieroglyphic puzzle.[111]  
      

      
      After Mr. Trelawny’s second attack—this time with a deadly Kukri knife—Ross admits
         outright to Margaret that “there is more than an ‘only’ round us here.”[112]   More menacing still is the exotic and tomb-like atmosphere of the room, which has
         the power to put the sensible hired nurse into a deep trance and provokes the hypnotized
         police detective almost to shoot Ross with his revolver. They recognize the connection
         of these crimes to the weird atmosphere generated by Mr. Trelawny’s Egyptian antiquities.
         Even brain specialist Sir James Frere (the textbook example of the Edwardian man of
         medicine) agrees to treat the patient only on the condition that he is moved to another
         room without antiques.
      

      
      As it turns out, finding a room without antiquities would have proven challenging:
         Mr. Trelawny is quite the collector and has several mummies in his house, which Margaret
         compares to the British Museum.[113],[114]   Mr. Corbeck implies that some of the artifacts were stolen. The hallmarks of Trelawny’s
         treasure trove include the severed hand of the ancient Egyptian queen, Tera, bejeweled
         with an enormous seven-faceted Star Ruby ring. The Queen’s mummified pet cat is also
         amongst the collectibles, as is the crown jewel of his collection, the Queen herself.
         Meanwhile, Margaret, who was always a bit odd, gets stranger still. 
      

      
      At the very least, she is an empathetic “familiar” of the mummified Queen, either
         serving as the mouthpiece for or perhaps anticipating the Queen’s thoughts and anxieties.[115]   There is some evidence that Margaret has been the Queen’s double since birth, suggested
         by the date/time of her birth, her name, and the Egyptian accessories that she wears
         on her first meeting with Ross.[116]   She is also “possessed,” in the broadest sense of the word. As with any woman of
         her time, she is her father’s “possession,” and she is “possessed” by the Queen (who
         is also one of Mr. Trelawny’s possessions). Ultimately, Queen Tera’s mastery will
         win out for ownership of Margaret.
      

      
      At this point in the novel, the narrative flashes back to the tale of the Queen’s
         mummy as told through a seventeenth-century book (roughly translated) by Mr. Corbeck,
         an archeologist employed by Mr. Trelawny to find the artifacts described in this book.
         The Queen, first discovered by a Dutch explorer and his band of Bedouins during the
         invasion of her secret tomb, is found in a surprisingly lifelike state.[117]   Her hand, visible above the bandages, protects the remarkable ruby, which the Dutchman
         surreptitiously removes. One of the Bedouins also removes a treasure in a gesture
         of “rude outrage”;[118]   he secretly cuts off the hand of the Queen. The hand, but strangely not the jewel,
         turns out to be cursed.
      

      
      When Trelawny finally awakens, he immediately begins preparations to revivify the
         Queen at his remote castle in Scotland. The castle, located at a cliff’s edge, mimics
         the physical conditions of the Queen’s original tomb, and he has selected a date and
         time for the procedure that corresponds with the seven-starred astrological coordinates
         on the Queen’s ring. 
      

      
      If Trelawny represents the cold eye of the scientist and imperialist who treats the
         mummy as pure object, Margaret spiritualizes the mummy, giving it agency. Both are
         pawns in the Queen’s larger game. To illustrate his mastery, Trelawny must treat the corpse as pure object, in order to transform it into a sentient subject.
         Ironically, in order to conquer nature, he must cede to nature’s power.[119]   His plan to galvanize the corpse is dependent upon a magical configuration of the
         stars, and his subscription to magical thinking is evidenced throughout the book.
         Yet despite his plans to augment science with magic to enact the “Great Experiment,”
         Mr. Trelawny never considers that, within the laws of magic, he’s committing the taboo
         of releasing a dead body from its symbolic confines.[120]   In many ways it harkens back to the classic tales of hubris, in which arrogant
         protagonists believe that they can dabble with the devil. 
      

      
      Margaret’s efforts to stop the revivification would, if successful, block the Queen’s
         return to the world, which Mr. Trelawny argues was carefully orchestrated by the Queen
         herself. Although she is, at the very least, an advocate for the Queen, Margaret’s
         efforts to stop the Queen’s return seem to be at odds with the Queen’s intent to live
         again, as evidenced by the astrological coordinates on her ring and coffer, which
         provide the directions for her return. Stoker likely chose stars due to their connection
         with the Egyptian “akh.” According to Ikram and Dodson, “The concept of the akh was . . . the aspect of the dead in which he or she had ceased to be dead, having
         been transfigured into a living being: a light in contrast to the darkness of death,
         often linked with the stars.”[121]   Unlike her father, who sees the Queen as only potentially alive, Margaret treats
         the Queen as if she were already a conscious being—at least through her ba (spirit form)—and, more disturbingly, as if she herself were already the physical
         “house” (at least in part) or ka for this consciousness.[122]   
      

      
      Stoker’s narrative plays with the uncertainty, hovering in the liminal zone between
         two possibilities: the Queen as a living and quasi-embodied consciousness versus the
         Queen as a mummified corpse. Jane Bennett argues that “things” can have “power” and
         that, without crossing into the supernatural, humans and things can “slip-slide” into
         each other.[123]   From this vantage, the Queen’s mummy, even without a predatory astral body, could
         be dangerous.
      

      
      Stoker does, however, repeatedly gesture towards a “marvelous” explanation, especially
         if one is to trust the “facts” of Malcolm Ross’s narration. The Queen, who bleeds,
         does not, paradoxically, breathe. During the second attack on Mr. Trelawny, Ross notes
         the presence of “some new person” in the room “and that a strong intelligence was
         awake close to me.”[124]   Yet this “strong intelligence” has two botched murder-attempts to her credit. If
         the Queen is working towards full return to the world, it’s clear that she must rely on the cooperation,
         inadvertent or deliberate, of others. Her own agency is not enough. 
      

      
      While Margaret is unable to stop the experiment or the ghastly events that precede
         it—namely the burning of Tera’s mummified pet, the unrolling of her mummy, and the
         lascivious gaze of the men in attendance—Queen Tera gets the last word. It is Trelawny’s
         odd chemistry that causes the final catastrophe: magic mixed with science,[125]   Egyptian religion with Judeo-Christianity, mysticism and logic, and, finally, a
         radical imbalance, in which the “dream” trumps “reality.” Trelawny reads the signs
         well enough to bring back the Queen, observing that “[Queen Tera’s] precautions were
         against the disturbances of human hands; against the jealousy and hatred of the priests
         who, had they known of her real aims, would have tried to baffle them. From her point
         of view, she made all ready for the time of resurrection, whenever that might be.”[126]   He does not see himself within the signifying chain of “disturbances of human hands,”
         but rather as her liberator. What he misreads and overestimates is his own agency
         and mastery.
      

      
      A “strong intelligence” that can orchestrate its resurrection is not likely to play
         nicely at the role of medical specimen. While Trelawny thinks that he is using Queen
         Tera, she is, in fact, using him. Even Margaret, who served admirably as protector
         of her corpse, is disposable. Indeed, it is unclear how—or even if—Margaret would
         be able to survive without the Queen’s force of spirit. There is retrospective irony
         in Trelawny’s words: “What her intentions were when once she trod the open earth afresh
         we do not know, and we never shall, unless her own dead lips can soften and speak.”[127]   Although the “end” of his experiment would be the very softening of these lips,
         it never dawns on him that her words, if uttered, could be fatal.
      

      
      Most mummy fiction, from Edgar Allen Poe’s short story, “Some Words with a Mummy,”
         to the films of Universal Pictures, reflect a fear of the mummy’s return. The revivified
         mummy comes back to scold, to warn, to frighten, or to kill, usually as the fulfillment
         of a curse for disturbing his/her grave. Poe’s mummy, Count Allamistakeo, reprimands
         a group of mummy manhandlers, who parody the leading unrollers of their day. He reprimands
         them “in very capital Egyptian, thus”: 
      

      
      
         “I must say, gentlemen, that I am as much surprised as I am mortified at your behavior.
            . . . I really did anticipate more gentlemanly conduct from you. What am I to think
            of your standing quietly by and seeing me thus unhandsomely used? What am I to suppose
            by permitting Tom, Dick, and Harry to strip me of my coffins, and my clothes, in this
            wretchedly cold climate?”[128]  
         

         
      

      The story, which is great fun, reads like an imperial confession. If the empire’s
         fear is that the “thing” will find its voice, then its greatest dread is that it will
         speak in the language of the self, and not in the language of the other.
      

      
      Do Not Disturb

      
      The ancient Egyptians lined their tombs or sarcophagi with warnings to pillagers and
         fortune seekers. These threats were designed to function as the security gates of
         their time, protecting both grave goods and body. Most archaeologists are in agreement
         that these measures were not effective, and many graves were robbed by fellow Egyptians
         either at the time of embalming or entombment, or later by local grave robbers. Royal
         tombs, which usually enjoyed the formal protection of priests, were repeatedly plundered.
         For their safety in the afterlife, bodies were relocated to royal tomb caches in Deir
         el-Bahri and the Valley of the Kings.[129]   These are the tombs that survived, only to be desecrated by foreign fortune seekers
         and tourists. 
      

      
      By the time Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Egypt in 1798, the country had changed hands
         many times and the governmental powers were in constant flux among the conquering
         Turks, the resident Bedouin tribes, and other groups that had settled there over the
         years. He brought with him a powerhouse of 167 “savants,” which included archeologists,
         historians, and scientists. Although his military conquest was unsuccessful,   [130]    he was able to amass a vast repository of artifacts and documentation (including
         the multi-volume Description de l’Egypte), which circulated in France and England. This is the point at which the “exchange
         value” of Egyptian artifacts skyrocketed, as exotic objects quickly transformed into
         palpable treasures for the imperial project.[131]   No power in Egypt had particular allegiance to the ancient Egyptian cults, most
         of which had disappeared from practice by 600 CE. Many of the more accessible tombs
         had been stripped of any precious metals or stones long before the mass arrival of
         the West in the nineteenth century. Up until that time, mummies were sold sporadically
         for medicinal purposes without much fear of retribution, either legal or spiritual.
         
      

      
      The mummies, the papyrus, and the tombs themselves were not valued by many Egyptians
         until the mid-nineteenth century, and this made it relatively cheap and easy to export
         them. According to Belzoni (his version of the story), when he discovered the antiquities at Beban el Malook, he
         soon became aware that the region’s ruler, Hamed Aga of Kennesh, did not understand
         their worth. Looking around the opulent tomb, Belzoni pointed out the “beautiful figures
         painted all around.” The Aga was not impressed: “He just gave a glance at them, quite
         unconcerned, and said, ‘This would be a good place for a harem, as the women would
         have something to look at.’”[132]   The Aga understood the exchange value of gold, but not of artifacts or artwork.
         Like many other Egyptian officials of his time, he didn’t see the value of the past.
         This illustrates well Igor Kopytoff’s assertion that “the same thing may, at the same
         time, be seen as a commodity by one person and as something else by another.”[133]   Belzoni was able to exploit the difference in valuation and made out like a bandit,
         as did other exporters scouring the hills for mummies and grave goods.[134]   The West, of course, drove this economy by its demand for artifacts and antiquities.
         Mike Parker Pearson sees consumers as the primary agents of exploitation, stating
         that “[if] the collectors didn’t want these things we wouldn’t have a problem.”[135]   
      

      
      Mummies began to accumulate a limited “use value” from the time of the Middle Ages.
         Mummia—the Persian word for bitumen or pitch used to seal mummies and later conflated by
         a bad translation with the mummy itself—would remain on the market as an anti-coagulant
         and cure-all until the early twentieth century.[136]   For several hundred years, the popularity and purposes of mummia continued to expand. According to Heather Pringle, Sir John Sanderson shipped six
         hundred pounds of mummy to England in 1586.[137]   Paintings featuring “Mummy Brown,” a fine-art pigment made with mummy linens, still
         hang in the Louvre, and there were other rumored uses of mummies and/or mummy bandages
         as ingredients ranging from paper to fuel to fertilizer.[138]  
      

      
      However, the mummy’s true value was symbolic. As Egyptian mummies increasingly entered
         the space of Western drawing rooms and museums, the prestige was in simply “possessing”
         one, as if ownership constituted meaningful participation in the imperial project—a
         metonymic, if unconscious, connection to a larger nationalism.[139]   Artifacts are not, as Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, points out, “ethnographic
         documents,” a category of representational materials, such as “field notes, recordings,
         photographs, films, and drawings.” Rather, they are a small chunk of the “real” thing:
         “Objects, according to [eighteenth-century philosopher/historian] Giambattista Vico,
         were ‘manifest testimony’ and carried greater authority than texts, even contemporaneous
         ones.”[140]   
      

      
      The ancient Egyptians went to a great deal of trouble to prevent their dead from becoming
         objects. The intent of the decedent is manifestly clear in the instructions and warnings
         against removal, robbery, and/or desecration written on or near their coffins (and
         sometimes on the body itself). There is little room for interpretation in the words
         “DO NOT.”[141]   These instructions were designed for a specific end, dictated by the ancient Egyptian
         belief in the reunification of the soul with the body, following a time of trial.
         In order for this reunification to take place, the body needed to be “intact and provided
         with the necessary grave goods.”[142]   The removal of the body from its original and magically charged environment and,
         worse still, its destruction and the removal of amulets, would result in a bodiless
         spirit, thereby preventing resurrection.[143]   
      

      
      Mummies epitomize what Arjun Appadurai refers to as commodities by “diversion,” in which objects are “placed into a commodity state though originally protected
         from it.”[144]   Tomb instructions, warnings, and amulets were all designed to protect the mummy
         and its grave goods from entering the market. To defile an Egyptian mummy bypasses
         any insult or injury that could be committed by a conquering power during the decedent’s
         lifetime; in the context of ancient Egyptian belief systems, it meant conquering decedents—possessing
         them—forever. Their souls are made homeless, forced to remain in perpetuity in the dismal crevices
         of Egyptology collections. 
      

      
      As traced by Bob Brier in Egyptian Mummies: Unraveling the Secrets of an Ancient Art, mummy “unrollings” or “unwrappings” were conducted primarily in the nineteenth century.
         Expert unrollers of the day included France’s Frederic Caillaud (who performed one
         of the first public unrollings in 1823), England’s Augustus Granville (skilled unwrapper)
         and Samuel Birch (less so); Germany’s Johann Blumenbach (who unwrapped privately in
         the late eighteenth century); Egyptian Antiquities service director Gaston Maspero
         (who botched several significant unrollings); the United States’ ignominious George
         Gliddon (who used unrollings as propaganda in support of slavery); and—the most famous
         and prolific unwrapper of all—England’s own Dr. Thomas Pettigrew, a highly respected
         physician and author of History of Egyptian Mummies.[145]   According to Brier, Pettigrew “unrolled dozens of mummies, delighted thousands
         of witnesses, and advanced the study of mummification considerably.”[146]   
      

      
      Sanchita Balachandran recounts a particularly unpleasant 1895 unrolling that took
         place in Baltimore. As reported in several local newspapers, the unwrapper, Dr. John
         Goucher, armed with an arsenal of tools (including a hammer, a screwdriver, and “tin
         cutting shears”) and assisted by a couple of volunteers, desecrated a female mummy.
         According to the Baltimore Sun, the crowd of spectators expressed disappointment when Goucher failed to reveal “whether
         the ‘woman of old’ was young or aged, pretty or homely, strong in character or lacking
         in strength.”[147]   This preoccupation with the sexual attractiveness of a corpse, in combination with
         a penetrating screwdriver, underscores that many of these spectacles were considered
         entertainment. Certainly the scientific and educational elements of the demonstration
         seem to be missing. However, the British Empire had nothing on the United States when
         it came to tasteless treatments of human remains. Callum F. Ross cites an 1836 public
         “dissection of a black woman advertised (clearly fraudulently) to be the 161-year-old
         former nurse of George Washington.” The host of this event was the famous showman,
         P.T. Barnum.[148]  
      

      
      Over the past two hundred years, the West has employed several rationalizations to
         destroy and/or exhibit mummies in the name of science and education. Historically,
         most have fallen into one or more of the following baskets: (1) racial lineage, by
         which means Western Europeans and United States citizens attempted to “prove” that
         the Egyptians were Caucasian ancestors, as one means for trying to defend slavery;
         (2) medicine, as a means to track the evolution of disease and parasites; and (3)
         social theory and anthropology, through which funerary rites and preservation techniques
         were used to demonstrate social customs and cultural distinctions. Related to the
         first grouping, and yet distinct, is a fourth use of mummies: as a spectacle of sublimation.
         Mummies remain popular, not as remnants of the past, but as reassurances for the future.
         They not only demonstrate the success of imperial conquests; they also demonstrate,
         as a warning, the potential future of capture and control.
      

      
      Opportunists, such as Belzoni, were able to overcome their scruples of using dead
         humans in this way, eventually seeing them as another object among many: “I . . .
         became indifferent about them [mummies] at last, and would have slept in a mummy pit
         as readily as out of it.”[149]   Others were not as cavalier. Popular adventure author Henry Rider Haggard, in a
         1923 letter to the London Times, expressed his distaste for the prevailing treatment of mummies: “Now [Tutankhamun,
         a.k.a. King Tut] may be stripped, and . . . laid half-naked to rot in a glass case
         . . . at Cairo . . . thus exposed I doubt whether any [mummies] will last another
         century; and meanwhile to be made the butt of the merry jests of tourists. . . . Is
         this decent?”[150]   His plea to “examine them by all means . . . but then hide them away again for
         ever, as we ourselves would be hidden away” is one of the most vocal calls on record
         for, if not repatriation, then reburial. He also might have been reflecting what Day
         identifies as “self-interest. . . . Mummies’ fates were feared to foreshadow those
         of the living.”[151]   It’s not hard to think that Haggard, a highly imaginative writer, might have—at
         some point—envisioned the horrific possibility of ending up on public display himself.
         Day also points out that many Christians saw the parallels between their own beliefs
         in full-body resurrection and reunification of body and soul to which the Egyptians
         subscribed[152]—a point that, in the case of Catholic relics, might seem ironic. According to Mike
         Parker Pearson, this remains the case today, and indigenous tribes have found some
         unlikely advocates among the religious Right.[153]   
      

      
      In the case of mummies, commodification leads to violation—a nuance not lost on many
         nineteenth and twentieth-century members of the public. As Jasmine Day points out,
         many Victorians found mummy unwrapping unseemly, inappropriate, and morally offensive,
         especially the “denuding” of mummies.[154]   This did not, however, put a damper on the vogue for unrollings. Brier reproduces
         an invitation issued in 1850 by the Earl of Londesborough: “Lord Londesborough at
         home Monday, 10th June, 1850, 144 Piccadilly. A Mummy from Thebes to be unrolled at
         half-past Two.”[155]   British Museum Egyptologist John H. Taylor notes that “everyone who had a mummy
         in some far-flung place did a similar thing [mummy unrollings]. They unwrapped it
         with a little audience and a brass band playing a tune.”[156]  
      

      
      In the nineteenth century, the trophy—a mummy or mummy part—was, in many cases, more
         important than the journey itself. It seems that as part of the young gentleman’s
         introduction as a travelled man of the world, he also had to be initiated as an imperial
         subject. If the gentleman could not make the trip, he “could still acquire a mummy
         at auction,” although the risk of purchasing a fake was great. This could lead to
         awkward moments after dinner during the evening’s entertainment, when “instead of
         a perfectly preserved human body, there might be a piece of wood, some mummy parts,
         or . . . the mummy of a bird.”[157]   Perhaps, like today’s “reality television,” the element of unscripted surprise
         was half the fun. 
      

      
      It’s a mummy’s sad trajectory from treasure to trash, in what Igor Kopytoff calls
         “the cultural biography” of a thing. Most mummies were simply thrown away at the end
         of an evening’s entertainment, answering one of Kopytoff’s more provocative queries:
         “How does the thing’s use change with its age, and what happens when it reaches the
         end of its usefulness?”[158]   This destruction of a “priceless”[159]   and hallowed object demonstrates the centrality of waste to imperialist ideology. The imperialist performs his/her power by taking the most
         sacred values of the conquests and literally throwing them away.
      

      
      James Clifford claims that “in the West . . . collecting has long been a strategy
         for the deployment of a possessive self, culture and authenticity.”[160]   Owning a mummy—or, better yet, wasting a mummy as part of an evening’s entertainment—entered
         the long European tradition of curiosity cabinets and collections.[161]   Such “conspicuous consumption”[162]   served as an immutable reflection of one’s accomplishments (such as places traveled);
         one’s beliefs and values (choice of objects collected); and, I would argue, as a defiance
         of death through the collection of human remains. By exhibiting a dead human, one
         distances oneself from it: I am not that.[163]   By possessing the material other, one is able to possess oneself. As Ruth Richardson
         points out, the corpse is “a carcass, with a predisposition to decay, to become noisome,
         obnoxious to the senses, and harrowing to the emotions.”[164]   To see a corpse that was not any of these things—which had survived the ravages
         of time—might have been comforting to the observers. A well-preserved mummy is like
         a minor miracle, in which the human body wins the fight against nature. Tony Walter
         echoes this point, noting that mummification is just one way in which bodies are “ritually
         transformed…into something that symbolizes a ‘conquering of death.’”[165]   
      

      
      The contemporary arguments, both pro and con, for maintaining mummies in private or
         national spaces are also part of the imperial project. They demonstrate what Appadurai
         calls “the eminently social, relational, and active” nature of “consumption,” pulling
         it out of the realm of the “private, atomic, or passive.”[166]   Debates continue among the various factions of the archeological and museum communities,
         as well as other stakeholders, on how to talk about human remains or even what to call them. The complex language game betrays the project. Cassman, Odegaard, and
         Powell claim that “[the] use of different vocabularies tends to reveal or impose a
         level of regard by those that work with the dead. Words that imply the greatest distancing
         include artifact, object, specimen, decedent, and corpse. Words that are impartial or objective include fossil, skeleton, mummy, and cadaver. Words that convey a sense of connection include individual, person, and human remains.”[167]   Any categorization can be contested. For example, the word “decedent” associates
         the body with a living subject and, therefore, might be considered a more “personal”
         term than “skeleton.”[168]   
      

      
      In the case of Body Worlds, von Hagens uses a slogan akin to advertising language. In a Baudrillardian turn,
         he tacitly acknowledges that his corpses look like high-level simulacra and that he
         must remind the public that they are “real human bodies.” Von Hagens asserts the “reality”
         of his corpses by denaturalizing them as “specimens.” In sum, he performs a complex
         move through which, using Elizabeth Klaver’s framework, “even death becomes exposed
         as culturally constructed”[169]   and something normally repugnant becomes “educational” within the context of a
         museum.[170]   
      

      
      A few years ago, the California Science Center in Los Angeles hosted a traveling exhibition
         titled “Mummies of the World: The Exhibition.” It featured an international array
         of mummies of various ages and origin, as well as some of the commercial by-products
         of mummies. Signage, asking audiences to be respectful of these “real people,” was
         juxtaposed by spooky music, creepy lighting, and dramatic staging that veered more
         towards entertainment[171]   than education—techniques that Sharon Macdonald identifies as typical efforts on
         the part of museums “to emphasize the ‘magical’ qualities of objects.”[172]   While it’s true that education and entertainment needn’t—and usually shouldn’t
         be mutually exclusive—such exhibitions beg the question: should the bodies of dead
         people—either recent or ancient—be the subject, without their consent, of either education
         or entertainment for the public? Gunther von Hagens—an unabashed showman—seems to
         have the leg up here; at least he asks for permission. 
      

      
      James Clifford posits, in a Foucault-like turn, that meanings are produced in museums,
         just as they are everywhere else, and they’re also prone to presenting this “production”
         as “representation.”[173]   Ivan Karp makes a similar point, noting that the museum’s assumed “neutrality”
         belies a hidden “apparatus of power.”[174]   This is not to imply that museums have nefarious, ideological agendas, but the
         very act of making choices—from the display to the catalog—reflects underlying assumptions
         and judgments, in spite of significant efforts to be objective. That said, objects
         do have the power to speak—at least in part—for themselves. As Luckhurst asserts,
         potent artifacts, such as human remains, will exceed representation: “The museum dreams
         of itself as total and complete, with mastery over its items and their interpretations,
         but there is always a ghostly supplement that it cannot contain.”[175]   
      

      
      Children are especially susceptible to this “ghostly supplement.” They are told to
         value mummies for their educational and historical value; however, children are drawn
         to mummies—they like them—without fully understanding them. They sense “safe danger”
         behind the acrylic walls—a place where they can touch death, but where death can’t
         touch them. The fun comes with the impossible possibility that mummies can extend their reach, especially when provoked. This is the manifest nightmare expressed
         through mummy fiction, such as in The Jewel of Seven Stars. Mummies, wrenched from their tombs or burial plots against their will, are resurrected
         as monsters.
      

      
      Disruption of a mummy’s tomb was rumored to cause bad luck—even death. According to
         Luckhurst, mummy lore reached an all-time high in 1922, when amateur collectors became
         superstitious following the discovery of the tomb of Tutankhamun. Initially spurred
         by the sudden death-by-mosquito of the excavation’s sponsor George Herbert, fifth
         Earl of Carnarvon, fear grew as others associated with the dig began to die prematurely.
         Suddenly, the British Museum was hit with an influx of letters concerning curse rumors,
         as well as mummified objects—both human and animal—that frightened members of the
         public wanted to get out of their houses: “The [British] Museum had received an anonymous
         ‘avalanche of parcels containing mummies’ shriveled hands and feet.”[176]   As Luckhurst points out, fact was sometimes conflated with fiction in curse narratives,
         with “real-life” curses reinforcing imaginary accounts, and vice versa.[177]   In tracing funerary customs from early-modern Europe to the present, Ruth Richardson
         finds that many superstitious rituals surrounding the handling and treatment of the
         dead (e.g., touching/kissing the corpse, burying it with certain objects or herbs,
         covering the mirrors, and stopping the clocks) reflect efforts to keep the dead from
         returning to trouble the living.[178]   Curses are, after all, modes of revenge, in which poor treatment is countered with
         targeted misfortune. 
      

      
      If mummies persist as “haunting” reminders of nineteenth-century Western imperialism,
         do they also perform as fetishes? Certainly, Mr. Trelawny’s home is packed to the
         gills with objects: 
      

      
      
         The house seemed to be a veritable storehouse of marvels of antique art. In addition
            to the curios, big and little, in Mr. Trelawny’s own room—from the great sarcophagi
            down to the scarabs of all kinds in the cabinets—the great hall, the staircase landings,
            the study, and even the boudoir were full of antique pieces which would have made
            a collector’s mouth water.[179]  
         

         
      

      Trelawny’s miniature museum seems to exceed the parameters of a personal collection.
         James Clifford argues that “The good collector (opposed to the obsessive, the miser)
         is tasteful and systematic. Accumulation unfolds in a pedagogical, edifying manner
         . . . and any private fixation on single objects is negatively marked as fetishism.”[180]   A few objects in Mr. Trelawny’s collection capture his full attention, namely the
         coffer (supposedly housing the spirits of ancient Egyptian gods/goddesses), the hand
         with its jewel, and the mummy herself. These objects, which Mr. Trelawny has relentlessly
         hunted over the course of his career, have been imbued with magical potential. Here,
         the fetish exists as a tangible object that stands in place of an invisible entity
         or spirit that, in the words of Louise Kaplan, can “be manipulated at the will of
         the fetishist.” The danger, according to Kaplan, is in the fetishist’s “false belief”
         that the power or deity behind the fetish “can be controlled through possession and
         manipulation.”[181]   Trelawny might not have control over the universe, but he can turn one dead woman
         into his personal “familiar.”
      

      
      From a Marxist perspective, this substituted commodity transforms the assignment of
         value from use and equivalence of labor to imagination and excess. As Louise Kaplan
         points out, “Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism is always addressing the inverted
         relation that exists between material things and sensuous human beings. As suggested
         in Marx’s early papers on fetishism, money, and alienation, the deadening or reification
         of human being goes hand-in-hand with attributions of life energy to material things.”[182]   A fetish exceeds the intent of its production. It’s been “diverted” and has taken
         on a life of its own. It also, as Theodor Adorno argues, gathers life by exceeding
         its original parameters: “[Objects] do not go into their concepts without leaving
         a remainder.”[183]   Bennett expands this notion, noting that “life will always exceed our knowledge
         and control. The ethical project par excellence, as Adorno sees it, is to keep remembering
         this and to learn how to accept it.”[184]   The imperial fetishist, by contrast, only acknowledges what she or he can control.
         The chaotic remainder is repressed, only to re-emerge as the “ungrateful savage” or
         the angry mummy.
      

      
      Buyer Beware

      
      What does the mummy “obstruct, displace or refocus”? What “longed-for object” does
         it replace?[185]   In his 1927 essay, “Fetishism,” Freud posits that the fetish proper is “an indelible
         stigma of . . . repression,”[186]   which has been “conditioned by accidental circumstances”[187]—something (either quality or thing) associated with the moment at which the male
         child discovers his mother’s castration, as evidenced by her lack of phallus. The
         fetish is the salve that protects the child from his terror that he himself will be
         castrated.[188]   However, Mr. Trelawny, with his numerous references to the Queen’s masculinity,
         reflects a fear that she is not castrated. In addition, all of the elements for reconstructing the traumatic memory
         of the whole—the phallic Queen—are available (the mummy, the jewel, the hand, and
         the coffer). What Mr. Trelawny hopes to gain through this reassembling of elements
         is vaguely characterized as “a lesson handed down, as by a miracle, through nearly
         five thousand years. . . . There may be hidden . . . secrets which, for good or ill,
         may enlighten the world.”[189]   This “secret” turns out to be the lack of difference between the “boy” and his “mother.” As “mother” to Egypt and a metonymic
         symbol for Western man’s mastery over mother, Queen Tera can only be mastered if she is castrated. If she is intact, then she reveals the “dream” of
         the British Empire to be just that. The ideology of difference is destroyed.
      

      
      The unwrapping of Queen Tera reflects Mr. Trelawny’s compulsive desire to reassure
         himself that she does not have a phallus and that his mastery—and that of modern science and empire—is real.
         With Malcolm Ross serving as a (perhaps) reluctant voyeur, the men of science (Mr.
         Trelawny, Dr. Winchester, and Mr. Corbeck) conduct their work “in the full glare of
         the light.”[190]   The ensuing scene, lasting several pages, reads like a sinister burlesque in which
         an unconscious woman under a bright spotlight is slowly disrobed to an audience of
         enthralled men. Part of her appeal is her inability to move. Louise Kaplan makes this
         point explicitly: “To the fetishist, the lifeless, or nearly lifeless body is far
         preferable to a desiring body that might assert its own ambiguous energies. Thus an
         object (the fetish) that presents itself as an emblem of erotic liberation turns out
         to be a servant of necrophilia.”[191]  
      

      
      Under the “bulk” of the Queen’s bandages, “showed that unhidable human figure, which
         seems to look more horrible when partially concealed than at any other time.”[192]   In a Freudian sense, the partially concealed body hides a horrible secret. Ross
         notes that he “felt low-spirited, and miserable, and ashamed.” He focuses his attention
         on the “finer” elements of the embalming products, the “gums and spices,” as well
         as the “attendant red dust and pungent presence of bitumen.” Like Freud’s male child,
         he is trying not to look. He grows “more and more excited,” noting that “we all, I
         think, began to feel it as though it caught or touched us in some special way.”[193]   The pile of discarded bandages, like stripped clothes, “kept growing to a monstrous
         height.”[194]   Sensing Margaret’s concern, Mr. Trelawny says, “Do not be uneasy, dear! See! There
         is nothing to harm you. The Queen has on a robe.” This implies that the only thing
         standing between the Queen and her violation, or Margaret and “harm,” is a robe. 
      

      
      This robe, as the last impediment to the final reveal, is collectively ogled by the
         men: “And such linen! We all bent over to look at it.”[195]   The description of the robe and the Queen’s jewels occupies several paragraphs—a
         prolonged and lingering distraction from the body beneath—a fetishistic “strategy,”
         which, in Louise Kaplan’s framework of the fetish, “displays with suspicious urgency
         a narrow or partial representation of the body’s experience, in order to mask or repress
         a fuller experience that might otherwise constitute a trauma.”[196]   The enigmatic sexuality of the jewels extends the gaze. The bejeweled girdle has
         a buckle made of “great yellow stone, round of outline, deep and curved, as if a yielding
         globe had been pressed down. It shown and glowed, as though a veritable sun lay within.”[197]   Ross imagines a concave “yielding” within the Queen that, nonetheless, is filled,
         rather than lacking. The “yellow stone” is “flanked” by “two great moonstones of lesser
         size,”[198]   forming a phallic trilogy of sorts. 
      

      
      Margaret, at first entranced by the spectacle, “suddenly drew back and stood fully
         erect at her grand height. She seemed to speak with the conviction of absolute knowledge.”[199]   As the Queen’s double, she is jarred from passive reception of this behavior and
         begins to speak with the patriarchal authority appropriate to one “fully erect.” She
         states that the robe—a marriage, not funerary garment—has been merely laid across the Queen’s body. As the Queen is already unclothed, Margaret’s father feels no unction
         at lifting it from her body, which “now lay completely nude before us.” The deed is
         not complete, however, until “with hands that trembled slightly” Mr. Trelawny raises
         the cloth that covers the Queen’s face. The “harm,” which by Mr. Trelawny’s own admission
         was hampered by the robe, now runs rampant. Ross recognizes this as the ultimate indignity:
         
      

      
      
         As he [Mr. Trelawny] stood back and the whole glorious beauty of the Queen was revealed,
            I felt a rush of shame sweep over me. It was not right that we should be there, gazing
            with irreverent eyes on such unclad beauty: it was indecent; it was almost sacrilegious!
            And yet the white wonder of that beautiful form was something to dream of.[200]   
         

         
      

      It is not until Mr. Trelawny comments on the uncanny resemblance between the Queen
         and his daughter that the reader realizes the magnitude of this transgression.[201]   The horror is not the “difference” between self and other; rather it’s the lack of difference. 
      

      
      With “the jewel” and its hand installed on the arm, trauma, as an extra-linguistic
         moment of the real, is unveiled at last.[202]   It’s a revelation of the long-forgotten whole, which, in the words of Nicholas
         Daly, fulfills the “sexual promise” of “acquisition.”[203]  And to unwrap this mummy, one’s own daughter, is to violate yet another taboo. According to Jasmine
         Day, “Bram Stoker explicitly presented unwrapping as rape. Instead of using a metaphor
         of sexual intercourse to make a romantic scenario seem natural and pleasurable, he
         inverted the metaphor to produce a scene of defilement with a shocking pedophilic
         implication.”[204]   This suggests that Queen Tera is, on some level, a “live victim.”[205]   
      

      
      Despite the “grave” demeanor of these scientists, a group of men unraveling the secrets
         of an unwilling woman—dead or living—is upsetting to the reader. As the reader’s proxy,
         Ross captures the right balance of overwhelming disgust, shadowed by titillation.
         The “living” double, Margaret, who is also experiencing this violation by proxy, directs
         the interpretation of this scene. It encourages the reader to consider ways in which
         external objects of desire are entwined with internal truths, here manifested in Trelawny’s
         daughter. 
      

      
      Margaret, who seems to understand the narrative trajectory better than the men who
         surround her, anticipates the cataclysm to come. With the mummy now unwrapped, the
         characters wait for the witching hour and the Queen’s, literally, shocking return.
         The damage has been done, and the “locked-room mystery”[206]   has morphed into “revenge tragedy.”[207]   Margaret blows out the candles in her room, saying cryptically that, “They are
         done with! Whatever comes—Life or Death—there will be no purpose in their using now!”
         Ross himself revels in doom, noting, “We returned to the cavern with a strange thrill
         as of finality. There was to be no going back now!”[208]   
      

      
      Queen Tera will not only triumph over her oppressors, thereby using them and their technology, as they hoped to use her; she will also trick both empire and patriarchy
         into releasing her from her body.[209]   Mr. Trelawny and Mr. Corbeck’s “Great Experiment” of revivifying the Queen, “consequent
         on the researches during a lifetime of these two travelled scholars,”[210]   succeeds too well, as many imperial projects do. Magic has, as Judith Wilt observes, been put
         in motion, “plotted to the remorseless logic of scientific process,” and the science
         employed by the men has reached a point “where every construction reveals the way
         to deconstruction.”[211]  
      

      
      In their final moments, Mr. Trelawny and Mr. Corbeck take their places at the head
         and foot of the sarcophagus, “ready with their lit tapers, like gunners in old days
         with their linstocks.” The last vestige of imperial “progress” is extinguished with
         the electric lights, conquest is ceded to magic, “and everything seemed in an instant
         to change.”[212]   Just as Daniel Headrick notes in Tools of Empire, after the imperialists abandon their conquered lands, the subjugated people tend
         to discard the cultural resonances of their oppressors, but not their tools, which
         they keep and use to their own advantage.[213]   Tera has five human instruments at her disposal and a few thousand years of scientific
         progress. 
      

      
      With the infusion of the strange green miasma emanating from the coffer, a final revelation
         takes place, which only Ross and the reader are unable to see. Mr. Trelawny, Mr. Corbeck,
         Dr. Winchester, and even Margaret look into the sarcophagus with “speechless wonder”[214]   at the horror that literally can’t be articulated. This is the moment of revelation—the
         moment in which the imperialist trades places with the subaltern and is castrated
         by magic. “Traumatic amnesia”[215]   reverts back to pure, unmediated trauma. The storm, which now batters open the
         shutters, contributes to the chaos of explosions and smoke. In the confusion of the
         darkened room, Ross unwittingly carries the Queen—now vaporizing with each step—upstairs,
         where she escapes into the ether. Her bridal gown and “the jewel” of her escape are
         left behind, no longer needed. Ross experiences a “terror which has no name.”[216]   There is no fetish on which he can lean. 
      

      
      His friends are dead, “gazing upward with fixed eyes of unspeakable horror,” stiff
         with death, not potency.[217]   If, as Emily Apter argues, the fetish seeks its “materialist twin,” then once the
         “marvelous” Queen Tera becomes whole, she loses her status as fetish. She is no longer,
         in Apter’s words, the “degraded simulation [that] may be recuperated for politics.”
         If the fetish “speaks in the name of colonized, lesser gods,”[218]   then the colonizers are now the ghostly remnants of remnants past. 
      

      
      Yet, as David Glover observes, the reader never “see[s] the living Queen Tera.”[219]   This encounter with the real has proven fatal to everyone but Ross, who is perhaps
         less lucky than the others. The narrative ends with Ross’s ominous observation: “It
         was merciful that I was spared the pain of hoping.”[220]   He is spared because he alone has empathy for the “female”—as evidenced by his
         keen identification with Margaret—and can therefore withstand the trauma of the phallic
         woman. If, as Louise Kaplan asserts, “most fetish objects are adopted to allow a man
         to express his shameful and dangerous wishes to be female and yet remain male,”[221]   then perhaps there’s “hope” for Ross after all. Stoker leaves behind Tera’s robe
         and jewels—items to compensate his loss, from behind closed doors. 
      

      
       

      The Jewel of Seven Stars (along with other works of mummy fiction) materializes the monstrosity of imperial
         ideology. What happens, these narratives ask, when pilfered souvenirs seek revenge?
         Queen Tera is one of the best examples of a reified nightmare who gains self-possession and escapes the collection. For Walter Benjamin, collectors not only live
         through the items in their collections, they are dependent on them for their identity.
         They are essentially “possessed” by their possessions.[222]   Once Mr. Trelawny is deserted by his most cherished prize, he loses all ontological,
         epistemological, and teleological grounding. In the words of Nicholas Daly, he “face[s]…his
         own objectification” and, in the process, loses himself as subject. For Trelawny,
         “the collector’s gaze becomes the means through which his mastery over the foreign
         object is undermined rather than confirmed.”[223]   
      

      
      By the end of the novel, Queen Tera has made Mr. Trelawny her disposable object. Tera is a Queen, after all, and doesn’t have to respect the parameters
         drawn by Mr. Trelawny’s pedestrian ambitions. She epitomizes what Erika Rappaport
         identifies as a common trope in the late nineteenth-century gothic: “the instability
         and dangers associated with the imperial project . . . [and] the revolutionary potential
         of objects in a colonial marketplace.”[224]   And, as is the case in many revolutions, the “king” of the old regime must die
         for a new era to emerge. 
      

      
      The Jewel shows how Mr. Trelawny and his associates attempt to master death, and how they fail
         in these efforts. In the end, death masters everyone, and every death is a nightmare
         (or miracle) of sorts to the individual experiencing it. In death, we all become the
         other.[225]   It’s an impossibility as outrageous as Queen Tera’s resurrection. Since all living
         subjects eventually become dead objects, it’s vivifying to imagine an object becoming
         subject. It’s the return of the dead fetish—the journey back from “decay, de-vitalization,
         and morbidity” to a “living substance or spiritual essence.”[226]   Still, one can bring a thing back to life, but one can’t predict what it will do
         once it’s living. Much like a plastinated specimen, by overcoming death, Queen Tera
         magically transforms the representation of life-after-death into a fully embodied
         sign. 
      

      
      Unfortunately, the fantasy of a mummy escaping her collector is limited to fiction.
         Buyers should beware of promises of preservation. Those made “incorruptible,” whether
         by bog, honey, cryonics, formalin bath, or curable polymers should think forward to
         the reliquary, the storage cabinet, and the glass case.[227]   There is even a business in Utah called Summum® that performs its own version of mummification for $67,000.[228]   But think carefully first. As Heather Pringle points out, the history of mummies
         illustrates “just how much can go wrong when the dead are unable to lift a finger
         to defend themselves”: “[Will] they [future generations] size up this trove of ancient
         human flesh for its commercial potential and auction off its primeval DNA and untainted
         blood cells on some future version of eBay?”[229]  
      

      
      Well, the future is here. With a credit card, a computer, and some credentials one
         can order up a plastinated human organ on Gunther von Hagens’s eCommerce site. It’s
         not cheap, but it’s real human flesh, with clean title. But of course, caveat emptor.
      

      
       

      We are defined by our collections. The dead speak back to accuse the living, though
         they are powerless to escape their condition, except in the limits of fantasy. They
         are enacted into arranged permanence, which they nevertheless manage to slip. As Cannon
         Schmitt argues, collectible corpses are “organisms whose alluring alterity gives rise
         to paroxysms of desire and bouts of miserly acquisitiveness.”[230]   Though Schmitt is writing about insect corpses, displayed in neat nineteenth-century
         cabinets, the argument seems amplified when speaking about collected human remains.
         Collected corpses tell us about ourselves: they are both being and a means of knowing.
         
      

      
      The scarabs in Trelawny’s cabinet reconnect the beetle and the corpse through the
         collector. Carved Egyptian scarab figures, placed on the mummy, were thought to shepherd
         the deceased into the afterlife—surely never imagined as Trelawny’s drawing room.
         Even so, the paired aesthetic arrangements—the mummy’s original arrangement and its
         second life—represented attempts to master, to make sense of, to know. They demonstrate
         an attempt to order the afterlife and thereby to order the life. Regardless of the
         disposition practice, we aestheticize corpses. Arranging, marking, labeling, whether
         on tombstones or in cabinets or in museums, betrays hope that through knowing the
         being of death, as it is created through aesthetic practice, we might be able to transcend
         it. 
      

      
      Trelawny’s attempts to ground being and knowing in the body of the corpse inevitably
         fail, catastrophically. Aesthetics is the realm of the living; the dead have always
         already escaped the collector. Stoker’s artful unification of the living and the dead
         and von Hagens’ clean commodification, even as they deny the power of the living to
         represent their own deaths (who have given themselves up to futures in cabinets, curios,
         and museums), accept the troubling political consequences of the empowered fetish
         to speak back to the collector a death sentence. 
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      Chapter 6

      Corpse Consumption

      
         
         
         
         The Postmodern Corpse

         
         
      

      
      
         And when He had taken some bread and given thanks, He broke it and gave it to them, saying,  “This is My body which is
            given for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” [1]    
         

         
      

      If the displayed collection represents a failed attempt to control death though an
         arranged representation of corpses, corpse consumption fills a different space, a
         more digestive one. The reciprocal commentary on being that takes shape through the
         collection might work from the inside out. The longstanding discourse on digestion
         and disgust as a function of aesthetic taste need not be revisited in its entirety
         here.[2]   Perhaps it is sufficient to say that taste represents an idealization of a sensory
         experience, an application of judgment and choice to the processing of raw material.
         Few things are more raw than corpses, almost nothing more demanding of aesthetic shaping
         in order to reclaim meaning. But it is in the willing abandon of corpses in favor
         of becoming one with nature—through acts of assimilation—that we must now turn. If
         we let go of the physical body in favor of remembrance, where will we end? 
      

      
      The Body and Blood

      
      The Associated Press describes the work of Kittiwat Unarrom as a “confectionary slaughterhouse.”[3]   Whole heads and blood-oozing body parts are uncannily recreated—in bread. Yes,
         bread that can be purchased at a reasonable cost and eaten. The artist, who holds a master’s
         degree in fine arts from Silpakorn University, Bangkok, explains, “My family is in
         the baking business and I learned to bake when I was about 10. . . . I want to speak
         out about my religious beliefs and dough can say it all. Baking human parts can show
         the audience how transient bread, and life, is. Also, my bread is still bread no matter
         how it looks.”[4]   It’s hard to imagine that Unarrom isn’t being a bit wry with this remark, since
         the work, as shown in numerous YouTube clips, does a good job of messing with one’s
         head, even if it is “still bread.”
      

      
      While there are high profile artists who make critically acclaimed work either representing
         human remains or using them as materials (or both), Unarrom seems to have flown under
         the radar. This omission might be due, in part, to his art’s radical accessibility,
         impermanence, and (literal) consumption by the general public. However, there is a
         strong argument that his edible pieces should be taken seriously as performance art.
         Their macabre, transgressive humor offsets a series of complex conceptual moves that
         puts the viewer/customer in the uncomfortable position of existential anthropophagite.
         The fact that the work is, in Unarrom’s words, “transient,” makes it resistant to
         high-end commodification, which perhaps gives it less traction in the world of contemporary
         art. At the same time, any attempt to preserve the bread—for example, by dehydrating
         it and dipping it in resin—would destroy its performative qualities. It could no longer
         be consumed. This quandary reflects the basic tensions inherent in death care practices
         that actively acknowledge the body as food for other beings. Some of these disposition
         practices, such as Promession, meld environmental activism with performance; others
         such as sky burial reflect deep spiritual traditions associated with a return to nature
         through a performative processing. The common thread is an acknowledgment of the body
         in transition, much like Unarrom’s bread, from subject to object, from human being
         to being food. Postmodern repurposing invites a new subjectivity for the living and
         a distinct renewal for the dead.
      

      
      Food for Thought: Promession and Sky Burial

      
      Swedish “Promession” and Tibetan “sky burial” might seem very different. However,
         both involve recycling the body—one by repurposing it into soil and the other by allowing
         for the conversion of the body to food. Also, both techniques are highly symbolic,
         producing a fractured body that can be rearranged syntactically to produce new meanings.
         This consumption is simultaneously an act of assimilation and remembrance; the body
         becomes and lives on. 
      

      
      What could be more palatable, in theory, than a body becoming one with nature—a bird
         or a tree? Promession and sky burial reflect the kind of euphemistic optimism that
         often accompanies mythological transformation into the eternal and idyllic. As Ellie
         Ragland notes, “In our attempts to keep the ground from shifting, we idealize our
         objects, clothe people and thoughts with the ideological garments of the good, the
         true, and the beautiful.”[5]   Then again, the process of becoming is less poetic when it involves feeding one’s loved one to a bird or a tree. The visceral entanglement of the symbolic ideal
         with the biological real stands at the nexus of this encounter with the corpse, between
         the ideal sign and the messy process of signification.
      

      
       

      Perhaps the ultimate postmodern disposition technique is Promession. In this process,
         the corpse is cryogenically frozen when exposed to liquid nitrogen (at –196 degrees
         Celsius) into a protein icicle of sorts, before undergoing a short mechanical vibration
         that shatters it into pieces. Water is evaporated in a vacuum chamber   leaving pristine,
         dry, pinkish beige granules—a people powder “fertilizer,” which will gently, lovingly
         nurture new life, such as a tree or a flowering plant.[6]   It’s quite soothing, I think, watching the animated simulation on Promessa’s® website. 
      

      
      However, at least one unforgiving critic has described the process as more consistent
         with death metal than Mendelssohn, drawing comparisons to “heavy equipment,” including
         a krossar (crusher), kompostkvarn (chopper), and rivjärn (grater).[7]   Still, even if it takes a bit more than vibration to shatter the remains, is it
         any more “violent” than maggots or fire?
      

      
      Promession was invented by Swedish biologist Susanne Wiigh-Mäsak, whose background
         as an environmental engineer, in conjunction with a passion for organic gardening,
         led her to ponder ways of “composting” human remains. The process, patented in 1998,
         drew the attention of her eco-friendly homeland, and original investors included the
         Church of Sweden, which promoted Promession as a burial method.
      

      
      This was followed by a ten-year kerfuffle with the Church, which ultimately opted
         out of the articulation agreement, and the process, successfully tested on dead livestock,
         has still not received permission from the Swedish government. Amidst the delays,
         over a dozen bodies remain in a frozen state in a decidedly non-eco-friendly freezer. Wiigh-Mäsak continues to be optimistic, citing serious interest
         in Promession from other countries, including the United Kingdom and South Korea.
         She claims that approval is just around the corner and that one hundred Promession-processed
         pigs—and their accompanying rosebushes—turned out nicely.[8]   Indeed, legislation, such as The Well-Being of Future Generations Bill in Wales,
         which affirms a commitment to environmental sustainability across industries, seems
         to be opening the door for the inclusion of new disposition technologies.
      

      
      Even NASA has seen the potential of this technology. One would think that bodies in
         space could be “buried at sea,” but the United Nations’ Outer Space Treaty (1967)
         prohibits ejecting anything into space that might lead to “the harmful contamination
         of space and celestial bodies.”[9]   NASA invited Wiigh-Mäsak to collaborate with them on the “Body Back” project to
         help develop a “sleeping bag for the deceased,” which would utilize some of the Promessa
         technology to reduce and temporarily store the bodies of astronauts who die during
         space missions.[10]   
      

      
      Still, some newspaper headlines reflect a fundamental resistance to Promession, describing
         bodies as “mulch,”[11]   “compost,”[12]   and “fertilizer.”[13]   Since Promessa prides itself on converting bodies into “living soil,” such comparisons
         probably don’t bother them. As Wiigh-Mäsak points out, there’s not much to recommend
         traditional burial, which simply takes a “slow, ugly, smelly process” underground.[14]   Burying temporarily defers, but doesn’t stop, decay. In fact, chemicals and lack
         of oxygen draw the process out, sometimes over the course of several years, keeping
         some corpses in a moist state of suspension. 
      

      
      Promession works well as a signifying practice, combining convenience and practicality
         with beauty and ritual. Wiigh-Mäsak claims that fragmenting the body into granules
         speeds its conversion to high-quality soil, noting that a whole body is too large
         for environmental elements, such as microbes, to manage quickly. Promession makes
         the body bite-sized, so that it can be reincorporated into topsoil and returned to
         the earth. In many ways Promession functions paradoxically, combining mechanization
         with “the natural.” While the technology is highly performative—almost operatic—it’s
         also transparent. In fact, Wiigh-Mäsak plans to invite the public to witness a demonstration
         of the Promession process in its entirety to show that it’s far from disturbing. 
      

      
      Promession comes close to a conceptual reality of material death, while still retaining
         what Žižek calls “the minimum of idealization the subject needs in order to be able
         to sustain the horror of the Real.”[15]   It maintains the fantasy and romance of commitment to a noble cause. However, choosing to become compost is a noble gesture, of sorts. Sometimes fantasy and reality are not mutually exclusive.
         
      

      
       

      I would like to provide a poetic illustration of Tibetan sky burial, but I’ve watched
         examples of it on YouTube: an undertaker, sweat-drenched, hacks away with a machete
         at the naked corpse, while lamas chant prayers from a distance; super-sized vultures hop gleefully around the circle
         of chanting mourners; a human leg is wrenched from the torso by a bloody beak.[16]   It’s not necessarily appealing, but it’s nothing new. While Promession is still
         a process in utero, sky burial has existed in various forms for thousands of years.
         The process varies by religious practice,[17]   but the basic material elements are similar: exposure to the elements and excarnation
         by animals, usually birds. 
      

      
      The persistence of sky burial is partly practical in nature. For example, during winter
         on the Tibetan tundra, frozen ground makes burial impossible, and cremation would
         be difficult due to a limited wood supply. Beyond practicalities, the practice is
         deeply symbolic. Vultures, generally not considered cuddly, lovable birds, need a
         meal, and what better way to demonstrate the true leveling effect of death. One is
         not only spirited into the elements; one also recognizes, in the most graphic way
         possible, the flexibility of the food chain. Sky burial is simultaneously karmic sacrifice
         and gift, and it produces no chemical by-products or mercury emissions. 
      

      
      A Very Warm Bath

      
      Let’s take one last look at a process that has had a rough go of it in the press:
         alkaline hydrolysis (water-based cremation). One of the people working to rehabilitate
         the image of the practice is Jevon Truesdale, founder and president of the start-up
         Qico. Qico is in the process of developing a state-of-the-art machine that uses an
         alkali solution to convert soft tissue into clean bioenergy. 
      

      
      Certainly, Qico isn’t the first company to get on the alkaline hydrolysis bandwagon,
         but the machines currently on the market, like their flame-based counterparts, are
         large and industrial. Truesdale has a plan for manufacturing a device that looks more
         at home in a chapel than in a basement. In fact, that’s where he plans to showcase
         it. 
      

      
       Qico’s machine is visually compelling: curved like a nautilus, it is attractive enough
         to be the focal point of a memorial service, Truesdale explains, following a traditional
         viewing, as the body (wrapped in a protein-based shroud or garment) slides into the
         machine, where it is converted to hydrolysate (effluent) and bones. With the family
         still in attendance, the equipment quietly dries and cremulates the bones, which are
         then divided mechanically into a set number of pre-selected urns. Everything, from
         intake to output, is fully automated within the machine.[18]   
      

      
      Looking at the artistic rendering of this postmortem processor/objet d’art, I’m struck by its distinctly postmodern qualities. While the equipment conceals
         the body in a literal symbolic shell, it simultaneously reveals the real accelerated
         deconstruction of the body just beneath the surface. Although the decedent’s family
         and friends do, in fact, “witness” the cremation, the aesthetic presentation functions
         as a buffer. However, there is no promise of slumber in perpetuity; rather the body
         just disappears, leaving behind a sign, the cremains, which stand in place of the
         missing signifier. It makes dematerialization of the body—absence—palatable by translating
         disintegration into transformation—a moment of theatricalized transcendence through
         the repurposing, not destruction, of chemical elements. Borrowing from Žižek, by viewing
         the body at an angle, not “straight on,” witnesses might be able to “see . . . the
         thing in its clear and distinct form.”[19]   It’s hard to say what people will imagine it’s like in the middle, inside the machine: A whisper-quiet dishwasher? A Star Trek transporter? A final cinematic
         fade? In any case, whatever is left behind will be spotless, without stain.
      

      
      Practice and Portraiture

      
      A similar symbolic practice is at work in the Urban Death Project, a Kickstarter-funded
         initiative developed by environmentalist and death visionary, Katrina Spade. Spade,
         who comes from a family of doctors and was trained as an architect, has designed a
         structure that uses composting techniques to turn the dead into fertilizer. At the
         center of this facility is a tower, surrounded by a gently sloping, circular ramp.
         The bereaved are invited to ceremoniously deliver their loved ones to the composting
         site at the top, where the body is laid and covered with wood chips. Over the course
         of several months, the body—perched atop the many bodies that were planted before
         it—decomposes and sinks to progressively lower points in the pile, until eventually
         it emerges at the bottom, blended with its cohorts, as nutrient-rich soil. Spade completes
         her online Kickstarter pitch by saying, “You could be a lemon tree!”[20]  
      

      
      In response to my concern that building these structures would create a significant
         environmental footprint, Spade points out that not all of these Urban Death Project
         structures need to be new builds. There is great potential, she says, in repurposing
         existing structures that have fallen out of use, such as abandoned churches. While
         she’s a fan of conservation burial, she notes that it’s not always a feasible option
         for people living in urban centers: “Thirty cars driving a great distance for a green
         burial also doesn’t make a lot of sense.”
      

      
      There are many things to like about this project, in addition to its obvious environmental
         advantages. It’s conceptually and visually arresting, and, with her plans to incorporate
         public space, brings death—a contemporary memento mori—to the living, both in theory and in practice. However, innovation requires explication
         and the Kickstarter video is accompanied by hand-drawn animation that reenacts the
         factory-like chain through which the composting body passes. The shrouded figures,
         portrayed with disarming simplicity, sink through the soil, before dissolving gracefully
         into nothing. It’s a representation grounded firmly in the symbolic, leaving the viewer/potential
         investor/customer to imagine the splits and seepages happening within the contraption.
         For Spade, that was the point, and she notes that she wanted to be both honest and
         gentle: “You never know if the person watching the video lost someone yesterday or
         embalmed someone yesterday. You don’t know what someone has experienced.” 
      

      
      While the rationale for this is understandable—indeed, commerce and common sense demand
         it—artistic renderings that magically transform a human corpse into tree food contribute
         to the mythology of what happens to the body as it decomposes. Judging from some of
         the backlash against Promession, Spade’s decision to soften the blow of reality is
         probably a smart one. She underscores that the purpose is not to shame anyone about
         their past practices, but rather to get them to see creative, constructive options
         for the future, and if that requires bringing an element of representational magic
         into the equation then so be it: “It is magical when you think about it, transforming a body into compost.” For Spade, death
         is a momentous occasion—”It’s a good reason to make a fuss!”—and she hopes that the
         animation in her videos is a way of helping people “see” the biological potential
         of death, without scaring them away.[21]  
      

      
      At this point, it might be useful to look briefly at the opposite end of the representational
         spectrum: Andres Serrano’s controversial photographic series, The Morgue.
      

      
       

      The Morgue is a 1992 series of three dozen, large-scale, color photographs of real dead people,
         taken over a three-month period at an undisclosed morgue.[22]   Serrano claims that his access to the bodies was predicated on his agreement to
         maintain the corpses’ anonymity, so many of the photos are tightly cropped representations
         of body parts, usually the parts associated with the person’s death.[23]   The works are starkly titled and equally descriptive (e.g., the “Rat Poison Suicide,
         II” and “Knifed to Death, I”), reducing the body, in part, to the circumstances of
         its destruction. 
      

      
      As many art critics have noted, the photographs are beautifully composed and can be
         situated within a larger art history context, with references to paintings from the
         Baroque and Renaissance eras. While still admiring the technical accomplishment of
         the work, other critics such as Andrea Fitzpatrick have drawn attention to the potentially
         exploitative nature of the images. She names other artists (Nan Goldin, David Wojnarowicz,
         and AA Bronson, specifically) who, she claims, have photographed bodies with more
         sensitivity by providing a meaningful and sometimes personal context for their portraiture:
         “Such photographic portraits show it is possible to portray the bodies of the dead
         (even by using compositional devises like radical fragmentation, airless proximity,
         and near-exploitative exposure) without necessarily enacting representational violence,
         without subjecting the dead to alterity or to isolation.”[24]  
      

      
      My point is not to argue the relative merits of these artists, but rather to draw
         attention to the subjectivity sometimes assigned to dead bodies. Lucretius, two thousand
         years earlier, cautioned against projecting pity onto the dead, either one’s own prospective
         corpse or another’s, underscoring that the body, empty of life, is pure object.[25]   One might be critical of Serrano’s ethics (indeed, he’s profited from that controversy),
         but not because of a violation of the corpse’s subjectivity, even broadly defined.
         The corpses themselves are past caring. There are more solid grounds for concern about
         the lack of consent—the living subject’s agency in granting consent to being photographed posthumously or, for that
         matter, even the permission of the individual families.[26]  
      

      
      It could be argued that museum practices for exhibiting representations of the dead
         share certain commonalities with the display of bodies in works of art. If the “Jane
         Doe” burn victim whom Serrano renders into an aesthetic object is morally objectionable,
         then perhaps museums should think twice before displaying the dead without their consent
         or the consent of their families. Institutions such as major museums are powerful,
         and it’s reasonable to question why it’s wrong to photograph the dead (breaking necrophilia
         laws in some states),[27] but it’s educational to display mummies and cadavers. “Education,” in many different
         contexts, justifies practices that perhaps should be re-examined, especially when
         they don’t involve willing donors. 
      

      
      The difficulty is finding balance between dignity for the dead and the avoidance of
         assigning sentience to dead matter, which inhibits people from realistically valuing
         their own remains or the remains of their families. Serrano’s hyper-realistic, stripped
         down photographs of the dead provoke a confrontation with death, but to what end?
         It’s not Serrano’s job to provide interpretation or closure for his work. Viewers
         need to figure that out themselves. Still, one is left with a lack—a lack of context,
         a lack of consent from the families, a lack of responsibility, anybody’s responsibility. The photographic studium is reduced to dead weight that gains its vitality through shock.
      

      
       There’s a noticeable lack of shock value to the Urban Death Project’s scaled-down
         animation. If Serrano’s work leads viewers to speculate about the dead people in his
         photographs, the Urban Death Project’s animation encourages viewers to imagine themselves
         as the implied figure in the hand-drawn shroud. Currently, Spade is trying to raise
         half a million dollars to do a full-scale build in eastern Washington and is gearing
         up to launch another wave of fundraising. It’s my hope that a modern museum will take
         her on as an installation commission. While the Urban Death Project aims to address
         practical needs for both people and the planet, it also functions in a space of true
         jouissance.[28]   Nothing puts a crack in the symbolic like a dead body composting in the sculpture
         garden. 
      

      
      Food for Thought

      
      In The Anatomy of Disgust, William Ian Miller states that “[the] anus and excrement are the great reducers
         of human pretension.”[29]   Becoming manure or a meal is even more humbling. It’s also honest. We will all
         be somebody’s dinner, if only for the bacteria in our guts. It might take a month
         or a millennium. It might be direct—a body in the ground—or it could take a circuitous
         route—from archeological dig to museum. It might be slowed by embalming and endowment
         care at a well-managed cemetery or accelerated by scattering from a speedboat. Regardless,
         we are all “vile jelly” in the end.[30]   The only possibility for reconciliation with this “impossible” real is to accept
         it: “I cannot take death away from the other who can no more take it from me in return,
         it remains for everyone to take his own death upon himself.” To own one’s death, in Derrida’s terms, is to accept that it is non-transferrable,
         thereby eliminating its exchange value.[31]   The only way to become priceless is, in effect, to take oneself off the market.
      

      
      It only takes a few bugs and some bacteria to bring down the symbolic fantasy of Western
         culture. In the blink of an eye, a fly can slip into a $10,000 casket and, suddenly,
         as stated by Lars von Trier’s rotting fox, “Chaos reigns”[32]—because, chaos is inherent: “[The] Real is the umbilical cord of the Symbolic, the
         residue behind all articulation which cannot be eliminated.”[33]   As Philippe Ariès observes, “Decomposition is the sign of man’s failure”[34]—the humiliating and unstoppable peach fuzz of mold unfurling in an armpit. It’s the
         losing battle of “us” versus “them.”[35]   
      

      
      Promession, the Urban Death Project, and sky burial come close, perhaps as close as
         is possible, to representing through ritual what happens in nature. In different ways,
         they try to draw a straight line between signifier and referent, by, in Ellie Ragland’s
         terms, “reliteralizing what has become merely symbolic.”[36]   To get from point A (the loved one) to point B (compost), one invites a mediator
         or an artist to help bridge the gap between the imagined whole and its real parts.
         Yet, that representation will only be partial because, as Sarah Webster Goodwin and
         Elisabeth Bronfen note, it has no model, no “original presence. . . . In any representation
         of death, it is strikingly an absence that is at stake, so that the presentation is
         itself at a remove from what is figured.” Death is “the limit of cultural representation.”
         It’s “what representations try to screen out.”[37]   At the end of the Urban Death Project’s composting process, there’s soil. After
         the vultures, there’s nothing, or at least nothing to speak of.
      

      
      Epitaph

      
      To return to the idea that the fulfillment of the death drive may well be rebirth,
         the literal assimilation of the corpse into the (living) body or the living earth
         must be the practical, physical representation of the Freudian idea. It is a beautiful
         possibility, one that need neither be vile nor disgusting. This aesthetics—of corpse
         becoming rather than absenting—seems to offer some hope, in all its political and
         powerful possibilities. 
      

      
      New approaches to disposition and memorialization should provide consumers with more
         options, not necessarily eliminate their existing ones. A family that wants—or feels
         that it needs—a traditional viewing and burial to say good-bye should be able to get
         one. Still, it’s my hope that with increased environmental awareness, people will
         start to want different things. It is this project’s argument that perception—aesthetic
         and real—translates into practice. Are we outgrowing the “memory picture” model? I
         don’t know. It involves thinking deeply about how one wants to be remembered.
      

      
      I, for one, plan to go out in style, wearing one of artist Jae Rhim Lee’s chic, eco-savvy
         catsuits. Imagine a Tron costume “infused” with mushroom spores. Ensconced in this sleek ensemble and lathered
         with bio-rich jelly, my body will sprout—literally—in a fungal feeding frenzy.[38]   It’s true that I might end up as an exotic truffle on one of Gordon Ramsay’s platters,
         but—to me—that sounds kind of glamorous.
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      Afterword

      
         
         
         Dead Ends

         
         
      

      
      Surely the corpse, every corpse, becomes a logical impasse, an aporia, the moment
         we attempt to consider it. Encounters with corpses are necessarily the dead ends in
         our discussion. Even when they have been urged back into the living system of meaning,
         or aestheticized, they fall down: collapsed into the bio arc, decayed under a marker,
         eaten. And if a corpse should find an afterlife as a specimen in a museum or collection,
         plasticized or mummified, it records perhaps even more obviously the signature shaping
         vision of the living. So when a plastinate waves and stares with fixed eyes at visitors
         to Body Worlds, the dead body speaks back to the living, recalling responsibility fleshed out through
         the ability to choose one’s condition, perhaps even beyond death. One last case study
         explicitly showcases the possibilities of archive and erasure—bound within every dead
         body—and provokes a final return to our beginning. Consider the mass grave. 
      

      
      Mass graves leave us aghast at the violation of irreplaceable singularity, the complete
         failure of the symbolic order to give the body place. Any place. Its own place. Recognizing
         this outrage, we label the practice of dumping bodies into mass graves as inhumane.
         One particular recently uncovered grave has drawn such critical attention. The Smyllum
         Park Orphanage in Lanarkshire, Scotland, seems to have buried up to 400 of its charges
         in an unmarked mass grave over the course of several decades. Perhaps allegations
         of malnutrition, into which an investigation has opened, account for some of the disturbance.
         However, the Telegraph’s reporting hints that a more troubling abuse haunts the grave itself: “Most of the
         children sent to live at the orphanage who died were buried in an unmarked mass grave
         at St. Mary’s Cemetery. Headstones mark the graves of the nuns and staff members buried
         nearby but no stone or memorial has ever recorded the names of the lost children.”[1]   The death of the other here threatens to betray a truth about the self: in the
         quest for remembrance, failure threatens. The transience of memory, particularly when
         archive might fail as a device to augment and preserve remembrance horrifies us with
         the thought of absence. 
      

      
      In Smyllum Park’s case, the adult nuns and staff members received a sort of personhood
         through their memorialization, while the children have been literally forgotten, their
         deaths as their lives. Any shaping process has been abandoned as the bodies were dumped
         together, rotted together; we cannot face that possibility. So we are outraged. The
         threat of dissolution unearthed when we fail to place a body within accepted systems
         of aesthetic meaning is the most haunting threat of all. If the other might be forgotten,
         the self might be forgotten. The creep from ‘might be’ to ‘will be’ crawls perilously
         forth. 
      

      
      Worse, when the dead are not seen as fit for remembrance, the absence of choice bleeds
         backward into both the condition of the dead and the case of the living: both becoming
         worthless by association. When the living choose for the dead and choose to throw
         them unceremoniously together into a hole, the singular possibility of the human becomes
         impossible. Smyllum Park memorialized the sisters yet discarded the possibility for
         their wards. The doubled gaze of the uncanny, familiar and unfamiliar, splits around
         worth: we are worth preserving; the memory of our charges is not. But surely fault
         is hard to assign; surely expediency and necessity contributed to this particular
         loss. How much more, then, does this absent aesthetic arrangement speak to irresponsibility.
         To the extent that the possibility of choice is taken away, the human choosing is
         similarly absented. The absence of arrangement betrays an absence of self though choicelessness
         and voicelessness. As Body Worlds: Animal Inside Out reminds us, “Being Human” means that we are “able to express and share complicated
         thoughts through language and writing, remember past events and plan for the future.”[2]   Mass graves invalidate these human possibilities: there is no remembrance, archived
         or otherwise; the plan for the future haunts from its place of absence. 
      

      
      As we have attended to a politics of bodies through this book, we have gradually approached
         the dissolution of self, chosen or not. Like orphans in the mass grave, mouldering
         threatens to immediately overtake us. How will we choose to arrange ourselves and
         our loved ones in light of the options available? To what end? The choice to abandon
         aesthetic arrangement in its entirety may be possible, but denying the end of the
         process is impossible. The most resistant will find her or himself caught in the system
         of meaning, which necessarily extends even over the graves of those dumped, as if
         worthless. Meaning is inescapable. It will be applied back to nun and orphan and reader
         alike. 
      

      
      Reading the relationship between the words and the thing, between the meaning and
         the body, is a political act—of necessity. The promise that these orphans give, look
         at this and become, offers no succor, no responsibility, no humanity. 
      

      
      Aesthetic expectations not only shape the commodification of bodies, by which we assert
         the literal entrance into the system of signifying exchange, but more troublingly
         they also haunt us in their absence. To return briefly to Derrida’s hauntology, mass
         graves foreground the multiplicity of lost futures. This happens in two ways: there
         is, first, the immediately-lost living-singularity of those interred in the grave.
         Their irreplaceably singular life is lost and, perhaps worse, their singularity has
         become itself an impossibility as even their trace remains combine into the earth.
         If it can be said that this loss is common to corpses, though their shared proximity
         to the dead (each other) engages the specter of abjection for the living, they aren’t
         likely bothered much by their neighbors. 
      

      
      Yet there is also a lost future of memorialization. Nothing soothes the feeling of
         déjà vu. We are, therefore, caught between the archive and its absence. Without the memorialization
         process, there is no assimilation of the threat of the dead. The self-forming processes—that
         mirror the aestheticization processes of the corpse—of Levinas and Heidegger become
         impossible without the face of the other, even the dead other. The failure of archive
         taking place at the moment of disinterment becomes the moment of the failure of the
         symbolic order; de Man’s predicament threatens to swallow us all whole. The situation
         demands our outrage and intervention. Whatever options are available, it is clear
         that nothing is not a politically tenable option. 
      

      
      When we entirely lose the ability to memorialize the dead, when the corpse no longer
         maintains the trace of self that may stand after death to represent the living that
         was, being itself dissipates. And the threat to ours becomes inextricable. Still,
         clearly, we desire the safely processed corpse, in text and in life. Entirely abandoning
         the significance of the corpse to its mass dissolution is not an option that we can
         stomach. 
      

      
      By extension, aesthetic works reflect the formal properties of such challenges. Each
         engages the reader in a different exploration of the material body, which gazes back
         at the reader through the various stages of identity formation: Beckett begins where
         the story ends, closest to the real corpse; Waugh parodies the imaginary by holding
         a mirror up to a body-construct; and Stoker reveals the dangers of taking the symbolic
         as all-encompassing. There are fistfuls of ashes scattered throughout—imaginary constructions,
         real transformations, symbolic artifacts.[3]  
      

      
      The singular natural corpse signifies the most direct correspondence between words
         and referent. Biological processes exceed the efforts of language to transform visceral
         decay into a “return to nature.” Even aesthetic representations of decomposition are
         untidy, excessive. This is especially true of Beckett’s Molloy, Malone Dies, and The Unnamable—works that underscore the instability of signifiers and, like natural burial, “redefine
         boundaries between life and death.”[4]   There aren’t strict binaries in nature, in Beckett, or in Lacan. There are only
         the stories that we tell ourselves, the sense we make. But life isn’t linear—it’s
         a constantly shifting condition within a greater ecology. By presenting the trilogy
         as a mystery that cannot be solved, by ending every sentence with a question mark
         or an ambiguity, Beckett takes the reader beyond the symbolic. There is no hemp burial
         shroud, no GPS locator, no good deed, no witness to Molloy’s final dissolution. He crumbles like one of billions of squirrels and
         birds that just disappear one day.
      

      
      In contrast, corpses that have been prepared for viewing in a funeral facility reflect
         the imaginary reconstruction of the subject in death, by mirroring a fantasy “loved
         one.” In traditional burial one “sleeps,” in anticipation of “waking,” suspended by
         symbolic strings between life and death. By seeing a “loved one” reconsidered and
         represented as a “memory picture,” one can hover in a liminal space between the real
         and the simulacrum. The corpse, which is a hybrid of the dead body and all of the
         chemicals and artifice that go into making it temporarily presentable, filters the
         experience of recognition. It maintains the “whole,” while allowing its imminent disassembly
         to show through. 
      

      
      The Loved One sneaks past the symbolic safeguards of institutional death care, showing the inherent
         fragility of the constructed corpse by employing the techniques of satire. Confronted
         by the backstage hijinks at Whispering Glades, one laughs at the outrageous mix of
         the sacred and the profane. What one learns is not how “loved ones” become props in
         a larger societal production designed to manage death; rather one discovers, through
         humor, that the language and rituals of death care are self-perpetuating signs without
         referents. These referents, the “loved ones,” have gone underground to rot—not rest—in
         peace.
      

      
      Conversely, cremation leaves little room for imagination. The missing body is one
         of its hallmarks. The weight of the ashes alone prompts the reflexive question: what
         happened to the other hundred or so pounds? And then there is a moment of realization
         that the rest of the person’s remains are now free-floating chemicals somewhere in
         the atmosphere. After picking up the ashes at the funeral home, one pauses, trying
         to decide whether it’s better to transport the urn in the backseat or in the trunk.
         In that moment, one is forced to acknowledge that it really doesn’t matter.
      

      
      The End of the Affair capitalizes on this radical change. Bendrix “burns” his lover, not only in the literal
         sense of destroying her body with fire, but also in the metaphorical sense of vengeance.
         The evildoers of Soylent Green feed the people green wafers, which bear no resemblance to the sick and elderly who
         cycle through suicide parlors to be “humanely” euthanized. Readers or viewers understand
         the message, even if they don’t agree with it: burning and rendering are nasty things
         to do to a body. They’re not. Still, it demonstrates the power of aesthetic representations
         to invoke false analogies—cremation to hellfire, alkaline hydrolysis to food. 
      

      
      Mummies, plastinates, and other “dry” specimens are already aestheticized and therefore
         lack the visceral punch of other dead bodies, but they cannot be taken at face value.
         One must, in fact, reverse the aesthetic process and historicize these bodies to see
         them “awry.”[5]   This entails working through the ideological frameworks that convert human bodies
         into political signs. One does so by contemplating such corpses as on display, within the context of their latest institutional setting, posed with
         their justificatory signage and photo opportunities. These are bodies that gaze back,
         exposing the dangers of hubris. One can’t live forever; after the experts have collected
         their data, one can only gather dust, becoming the object of passing curiosity.
      

      
      The Jewel of Seven Stars uses traditional narrative techniques to underscore questions surrounding the various
         institutional structures of Bram Stoker’s day: medicine, science, religion, imperialism,
         education, and “progress,” generally. It exposes, deliberately or not, the weaknesses
         of such structures, using the contested body of a mummy. Queen Tera could be your daughter. Worse, she could be you, prodded by the eager fingers of scientists. Stoker’s mummy not only gazes back;
         she points and accuses, threatening to make you the next subject/object of outrage. Mummies and their contemporary counterparts are
         victims of the symbolic—forever trapped in public discourse, within the context of
         the other’s fantasies. 
      

      
      Taken together, the institutional corpse, the natural corpse, the processed corpse,
         and the displayed corpse present a compelling picture, indicating ways in which human
         beings manage the building of self, from basic biological components to a subject
         fully invested in a special socio-cultural symbolic order. This continuum travels
         from the most personal—the self as embodied consciousness—to the least personal—the
         subject as also object, now digested by the social body. 
      

      
      It is not surprising that the collapse of the symbolic may provoke outrage, whether
         from an uncontrollable multiplicity of symbolism resulting in mayhem, as in The Jewel, or its apparent absence, as in a mass grave. They tumble from atop The   Unnamable monster that leaks and lunges across the page, threatening to pull one down into
         nothing. There is, thankfully, not far to fall. We already exist at the edge of the
         real.
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