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Keynote Lectures 
 

Wednesday, October 22 

 

Tony Walter (University of Bath): Why Today’s Dead Become Angels – A Case Study of 

Mourning and Vernacular Religion 

How afterlife beliefs vary historically and cross-culturally has been researched, as have 

bereavement processes. Statistical correlations between religious adherence and 

resilience in bereavement have been found, but very little research has asked how the 

actual content of afterlife beliefs may relate to experiences of loss. This keynote looks at 

the recent shift, in a number of western countries, away from the belief that the 

deceased’s soul goes to heaven to be reunited with other deceased family members, to 

the idea that the dead become angels. This shift is found especially online and among 

younger mourners who might expect to live many decades till they themselves get to 

heaven. Unlike souls residing in heaven, angels can move to and fro, continuing to relate 

to the living on earth, not least as protectors. The angelic dead articulate younger 

mourners’ experiences of living with the dead on earth, unlike older mourners who may 

look forward to joining them in heaven. That the dead become angels is taught by neither 

churches nor popular books on angels; it is not a creedal belief, but an idea, a meme, 

spread largely through the internet, that some mourners use – and creatively develop - in 

particular contexts for particular beloved deceaseds, and may be understood as 

vernacular religion.  

 

Thursday, October 23 

 

Altti Kuusamo (University of Turku): How to Make Invisible Things Visible: The Late 

Arrival of a Guardian Angel in the Pictorial World of Christian Art  

In my paper I’ll mainly concentrate in illuminating the cultural the situation in which the 

first guardian  angels were painted and especially a psycho-historical change it implied, 

not to speak of the idea of a transcendental communication it included. Therefore my 

interest is of twofold: first, to show the birth of a new sentiment through angelic pictures 

and second, to discuss the idea of the transcendental dialogue it brought about.  

I’ll start thinking of the possibility or impossibility to maintain a dialogue between Heaven 

and Hell – connected to the almost impossible communication with the supernatural 

system which rested on the idea of the “unchristian” hierarchy of angels. 
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Angels, heavenly messengers, were described in the Bible without wings. The 

presentation will show how they got their heavenly signs and how they finally became 

friendly among mortal souls in the form of guardian angels at the beginning of 17th 

century’s pictorial world.  

The main question is: was the pictorial secularization of angels and, consequently, a 

dialogue between a guardian angel and a human soul (a child) a psycho-historical change 

and did it also mean the secularization of the sacred? So, my paper deals of the activation 

of the deeds of angels depicted in the pictorial world of the 17th century and the 

consequences it had in terms of trance (ecstasy), transference and transgresses of the 

transcendence. 

 

Friday, October 24 

 

Jussi Kotkavirta (University of Jyväskylä): How to Think of Death 

When we die we cease to exist as experiencing subjects. Even though we are painfully 

aware that some day this is going to happen, it is very difficult or perhaps even impossible 

for us to imagine what this actually means for oneself or what will follow from it. We all 

do psychic work due to this painful state of affairs, with all the symbolic means that 

cultures equip us. We are inclined to think that we are immortal as persons, and cultures 

provide abundantly support to these images and hopes. Yet we have to think of and give 

shape to something that makes us deeply anxious, something catastrophic that we tend 

repress from our conscious experience. In my presentation, I will discuss the challenges, 

the nature and the dimensions of this psychic work. I will make use of and also critically 

discuss psychoanalytical approaches to my topic. 

 

Laura Huttunen (University of Tampere): Missing Persons, Liminality and Anguished 

Afterlife 

Death is among the most heavily ritualized moments in human life. All over the world, 

ideas of proper burial as well as ideas of taking care of the body and the soul of the 

deceased person are powerful cultural scripts. Transition from life to death needs to be 

managed in a culturally appropriate way. In this presentation I consider moments when 

this transition fails. Based on ethnographic fieldwork in Bosnia, where 30 000 people 

were missing after the 1992–1995 war, I examine images of afterlife in such a troubled 

situation. I examine the circulation of images of both the corporeal and the spiritual 

afterlives of those who went missing for a protracted period of time. Finding huge mass 

graves in Bosnia and projects of mass-scale identification have been a fertile ground for 
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the proliferation of anguished images of afterlife, while more benign ones are sought by 

the families of the missing through cultural practices on both the private and the public 

sphere. Through this empirical example, I will explore the liminal phase between life and 

death as a site of cultural production. 

 
 
Parallel sessions: Wednesday, October 22 

 

 

 

Riikka Miettinen: Ideas of the Afterworlds of Suicides in Early Modern Sweden and 

Finland 

The paper discusses the cultural imagery and conceptions of the afterlife of suicides in 

early modern Sweden and Finland, with a focus on the ambivalence of the beliefs and the 

practices and customs that were used to transfer the suicides into the afterworlds. The 

material consists of various types of sources, including religious texts, court records and 

other judicial documents, broadsides and folktales.  

For centuries, it was considered that suicide was the most terrible and wrongful way to 

die. Like in all sudden deaths, the soul could not be prepared for the afterlife properly 

with the usual traditions and Christian ceremonies at the deathbed. According to the 

mainstream views, self-inflicted death violated the will and laws of God and destined 

one’s soul to hell without the possibility of salvation and resurrection. Despite the ideas 

and teachings of the authorities the ideas were far from unanimous in early modern 

Sweden. People who wanted to end their lives encountered serious religious dilemma but 

could solve it by unconventional interpretations of God’s word and mercy or by using 

indirect forms of suicide. The conception of the sinfulness of the act had led to a 

widespread prohibition to bury suicides with the customary ceremonies. Moreover, the 

secular laws stipulated penalties for the corpses of suicides. The special rites and 

posthumous corporal punishments that were in use included elements and practices 

directly related to the ideas of the afterlife of suicides. The distinct handling, transport, 

disposal and burial locations of suicides represent how even in death the suicide had not 

entirely transferred to the hereafter; the corpse still entailed danger and the soul could 

remain restless and return to haunt the living. 

 

Session 1: Deviant Deaths 



 
 

5 
 

Milton Núñez: Remedies against revenance – old examples from the Island of Hailuoto 

(Karlö), North Ostrobothnia 

Hailuoto is fairly large off-shore island (c.200 km²) in the northern Bothnian Gulf, some 7 

km from the Finnish mainland. The island was settled in the 12th century and became an 

independent parish in 1587. In 1620 the original chapel building was replaced by a larger 

wooden church, which was destroyed by fire in 1968. During 1985-1987 Oulu 

archaeologists excavated the church ruins, finding dozens of coins and burials from 

medieval and early modern times. Among them was a somewhat isolated medieval grave 

(radiocarbon dated to 1276-1484 cal AD) that contained the remains of a beheaded adult 

male. The individual suffered from severe craniosynostosis, which had led to considerable 

head and facial deformation and may have played a role in his execution. But even more 

bizarre was the fact that the skeleton was associated with two wooden stakes: one 

through his chest and the other next to his detached cranium. Unfortunately there are no 

written records about such an early episode, but an 18th-century case of an alleged 

revenant was recorded in connection with a man that had committed suicide by hanging 

on Hailuoto. According to local lore, the deceased could not rest in peace in churchyard 

consecrated soil and kept wandering about and disturbing people. For this reason the 

body had been exhumed and taken by boat and buried in the forest of Hanhinen island, 

where a stone circle still marks the grave. Interestingly, the 1761 church registers confirm 

the burial of the suicidal man on that very island. This presentation describes and 

discusses the details surrounding these revenance-related cases.  

 

Ulla Moilanen: “Bad Death” in Archaeology 

Literary and ethnographic accounts of “bad deaths” have significant implications in burial 

archaeology in the Nordic context. The manner of death, the qualities of the deceased, or 

the abnormal events and circumstances prior to death (violence, crimes, punishments 

and magic) might motivate survivors to regard the death as “bad” and afford different 

burial practices and locations. Previous research has often failed to take into account 

concepts of “bad death” when interpreting the multiple factors affecting the form and 

location of inhumation burials of Iron Age/Early Medieval Finland. It should be recognised 

that identifying archaeological manifestations of “bad deaths” should be context-specific 

and case-sensitive. The precise treatment of bodies, as well as the choice of funerary 

practises and burial customs are inseparably linked to beliefs of afterlife and otherworldly 

myths, which might have been diverse and dependent on various events and incidents. 

When taking the notion of bad/good death into account, the variations in burial customs 

might be understood in a wider context, sensitive to both social and religious factors. 
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Bilal Afsin : How do people differ on basic human values according to their belief in 

afterlife and self-transcendence desire? 

The purpose of this study is to examine how people differ on values according to their 

belief in afterlife and self-transcendence desire. Schwartz (1992) conceptualized ten 

different universal values as “conceptions of the desirable that influence the way people 

select action and evaluate events” and classified these values under the four main titles 

(Self-enhancement, self-transcendence, openness to change and conservatism). Also, this 

study includes `spirituality` as an eleventh value that it`s universal validity wasn`t found. 

Spirituality is an important concept in this study because belief in afterlife and self-

transcendence phenomena are directly related to spiritual concepts. Most religions 

promise a literal immortality to believers and some people shape their life according to 

this belief and this belief is a way of death acceptance and exceed the time-space 

boundaries. As distinct from this belief, self-transcendence has two different meanings as 

orientation towards an immaterial, cosmic power (vertical self-transcendence) and taking 

responsibility for (wordly) affairs beyond one`s immediate concerns (horizontal self-

transcendence). Thus, this concept might appeals to both belivers and non-believers 

(Schnell&Becker, 2007). In the light of this information, this study expects that people 

who believe in afterlife and give value to vertical self-transcendence desire more, they 

will get higher score on self-transcendence values and conservation values. On the 

contrary, people who don`t believe in afterlife and give value to horizontal self-

transcendence desire more, they will get higher score on self-enhancement and openness 

to change values. In addition to this, people who have higher score on self-transcendence 

desire will appreciate spiritual values more. 

 

Christoph Jedan: The Consolation of an Afterlife 

Christian consolation has been subjected to scathing critiques by nineteenth and 

twentieth-century ideologies. At the heart of these critiques was precisely the 

consolatory function of an afterlife. Marx and Freud, to mention just two authors, 

famously rejected Christianity for its attempt to present an afterlife as a compensation, 

sapping much-needed energy from our attachments in this world. Interestingly, 

twentieth-century theologians have by and large accepted these critiques and have been 

wary of offering specious, ‘cheap’ consolation. In this situation, theologians have been 

gesturing towards historiographies that could shift the blame away from Christianity. For 

instance, it has been claimed that Christian consolation was primarily understood as 

Session 2: Images of Afterlife in Different Spiritual Traditions  
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concrete assistance in this world. The shift towards an overemphasis of the afterlife 

occurred well after the New Testament authors, with the church fathers, who ‘imported’ 

the obsession with an afterlife from the philosophical consolations they were familiar 

with. Such historiographies, however, operate with stark binaries such as religion vs. 

philosophy, truth vs. mythology, modern vs. premodern, concrete and this-worldly vs. 

abstract and other-worldly.  

In this paper, I propose to look afresh at ancient philosophical and early Christian 

consolations to analyse how they represent the afterlife, and how they view its 

consolatory function. I suggest that the available evidence defies simplistic oppositions 

such as those mentioned above. What we find, instead, are striking resemblances, not 

only between early Christian and ancient philosophical ideas of the afterlife, but also 

between the ancient problems and ideas and those of our own, allegedly different, 

late/post-modern age. 

 

Iuliia Buyskykh: Death for freedom: spontaneous memorialization of the perished in 

Ukrainian Winter Revolution 

The Euromaidan was a strong wave of demonstrations and civil unrest in Ukraine. It 

began on the night of 21 November 2013 with large public protests demanding European 

integration. After a peaceful student protest was violently dispersed by the riot police in 

Kyiv on November 30, a million of people went out at the central square of the capital, 

Maidan Nezalezhnosti. Since then the rebellion turned into an anti-government 

movement known as Revolution of Dignity or Ukrainian Winter Revolution.  

On the 19th of January 2014 a new stage of the confrontation between the demonstrators 

and police began. During the 19 – 27th of January 4 men where killed by the riot police, 

hundreds of people were injured, arrested, and disappeared. Since that day the 

spontaneous memorials, dedicated to the memory of the perished, appeared at the 

whole territory of Maidan Nezalezhnosti including the nearest streets and squares in 

front of the Orthodox churches. 

The next and the most tragic wave of violation came on the 18th of February and two 

further days that become black in Ukrainian modern history. Due to the official statistics, 

115 people were perished or died after being seriously injured. Since the 20th of February 

the whole central part of Kyiv became one big spontaneous memorial. 

All these memorials were characterized by the opposition to the Ukrainian government 

and president who caused the tragic escalation of the conflict. These memorials also must 

be understood in the whole religious context, in which Orthodox Church traditions 

regarding death are tightly connected with the remnants of traditional rural folk practices 
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about soul and afterlife. Since the beginning of March when the nine days, prescribed by 

the Orthodox tradition passed, the new permanent memorials appeared at the streets.  

Being a participant of the protests, I also tried to fixate thoroughly everything all around, 

including the spontaneous shrines. Based on the study of the plenty memorials of sudden 

death of the protestors, my research aims to describe, classify them and explain this local 

phenomenon. 

 

 

 

 

Marja Ahola: Evidence of ancestral cult in Stone Age Finland 

Without any written sources, knowledge of Stone Age concepts of afterlife relies strongly 

on archaeological research, especially on information provided by Stone Age burials. 

Approximately 60 Stone Age burial sites are known in Finland. Most of these sites date to 

the Neolithic period (c. 5000-1800 cal BC) but some burials from Mesolithic (c. 9500-5000 

cal BC) contexts are also known. The burials are called “red ochre graves” because of the 

practice of using red-coloured ochre. Because unburnt bone material – the main indicator 

of an inhumation – is generally not preserved in Finland’s acidic soil, the red ochre 

features have been interpreted as graves because of their size, shape, and the artefacts 

found, which are consistent with grave goods.  

Finnish Stone Age graves have been studied for the past century mainly by presenting the 

structure of the sites along with their associated findings. Less attention has been paid to 

attempts to understand the Stone Age funerary practices and, especially, the belief 

systems behind them. However, even though the burials lack bone material, the burial 

structures themselves provide surprisingly much information on Stone Age funerary 

practices.  My examination of archived material from the Stone Age burials has revealed a 

close connection between the living and the dead. This connection can be seen, for 

example, in the location of the cemeteries, in the grave structures and also in the practice 

of ritual reuse of an old burial site. The connection can be interpreted as part of an 

ancestral cult. 

 

Miriam Mayburd: Peril of the mountains. Death and undeath in the medieval Icelandic 

wilderness 

This paper investigates the unique features of Icelandic geographical terrain and its 

impact upon  cognitive reality of medieval Iceland, departing from conventional literary 

interpretations of Icelandic sagas that tend to reduce landscape's role in the narratives to 

Session 3: On the Path from This World to the Otherworld 
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a set of stylistic motifs self-consciously inserted by authors within their creative fiction. I 

examine sagas' depictions of viking-age individuals passing into their local mountains 

when they die, arguing that this does not constitute death in conventional sense of 

ceasing to be, but a transformation into ambiguous “other” entities which continue to 

inhabit the landscape in an altered state. Instead of dichotomous opposition between 

this-world and other-world, I propose that the Icelandic landscape was perceived as both 

at the same time, not as a bridge from one to the other but as a very tangible space 

where such boundaries are confused and do not apply. The question arises: is it these 

characters who are haunting and possessing their mountains and local regions by merging 

with them, in effect becoming them – or is it the mountains themselves that are 

possessing the characters, by transforming them from humans into those “others”? And 

what implications does this carry for the still-living characters inhabiting these areas? 

 

Timothy Benedict: The Path to the Afterlife in Early Medieval Japan 

What does the path from death to the afterlife look like? Naturally, such a vexing 

question could only be answered by one who visits the world beyond and returns to tell 

about it. Fortunately, a number of such tales are available to us in the Nihon Ryōiki, an 

early collection of Buddhist tales in Japan, that were recorded by the monk Kyōkai in the 

late 8th or early 9th century. In the Nihon Ryōiki, fourteen of the one hundred and sixteen 

tales share the motif of a visit to the afterlife. In order to illuminate early medieval 

Japanese understandings of the path to the afterlife, this paper will give special attention 

to the topographic imagery of a "river" that appears in a number of these tales. Through a 

close examination of these tales, this paper will suggest that although the notion of 

crossing a river on the path to the afterlife in Japan likely stemmed from China, a closer 

look at the appearance of river imagery in the Nihon Ryōiki also suggests that the germ of 

the idea of crossing a river on the path to the afterlife may have already existed in Japan. 

 

 

 

 

Albertina Nugteren: Being Woven into the Great Earth Texture: An Afterlife for the 

Body in the Green Death Movement 

Religions have spoken copious words ‘against death’ (Davies 2002 and 2005: 110). Most 

religious meta-narratives are conspicuous by their genius to create buffers with which to 

soften the feeling of loss and give positive spins to death. More particularly, religious 

images of the afterlife are used skillfully to divert from personal grief and the indignities 

of decomposition. As part of such widespread stories and ritual practices against death, 

Session 4: Coping with Death and Bereavement in Modern World 
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their spokesmen tend to favour vertical dynamics: souls, clouds, wings, lights, fires, 

heavens, and paradises.  

Those individuals, however, who preregister in one of the emerging natural burial sites 

tend to be more down to earth, literally so. Bio-centric surrender consoles by weaving the 

dead body into the ongoing texture of all life-and-death that layers our planet. Coping 

and ‘scoping’, in a natural burial site, then imply some form of acknowledgement that 

layer after layer of decomposing life the great story of matter is our own story as well. In 

that sense the earth-to-earth attitude of a green burial presents pure poetry. It needs no 

heavenly frills or memorial devices. Instead it trusts the earth to do its work. 

Whereas natural beauty is generally considered to have positive effects and may function 

as a therapeutic landscape in all matters regarding coping with death, there is one aspect 

that most opponents of green burial find insurmountable: the perceived anonymity of 

natural burial sites. This paper explores the reasons why unnamed graves amidst ferns 

and brambles or beneath full-grown trees evoke such contrasting reactions. 

 

Suvi Laiho, Marja Kaunonen & Anna Liisa Aho: Paranormal phenomena after the death 

of a child 

During the last three decades, the interest towards paranormal phenomena has been 

growing in Europe and USA. Previous research results have indicated that many bereaved 

people experience paranormal phenomena, and post-death encountering with the 

deceased person has a significant healing impact on grieving people as it gives a feeling of 

connectedness with the deceased person. Paranormal refers to something that is against 

the laws of nature or our common sense. Paranormal phenomena are for example seeing 

a deceased person or feeling his presence.  

The purpose of this research is to describe parents’ experiences of paranormal 

phenomena and their effects after the death of a child. The aim of this research was to 

widen the knowledge of the experiences of bereaved people about paranormal 

phenomena. The research questions were: 1) What kind of paranormal phenomena 

bereaving parents have experienced after the death of their child?, and 2) How did the 

bereaved parents experience these phenomena? The data were collected using an 

electronic questionnaire from bereavement organizations (KÄPY ry, Surunauha ry, 

HUOMA ry ja Suomen Nuoret Lesket ry) emailing lists and Internet pages, as well as from 

closed discussion groups (e.g. Facebook). In all, 74 mothers and three fathers answered to 

the questionnaire.  

Parents experienced paranormal phenomena related to the parent him/herself or 

occurring externally after the death of a child. Phenomena related to the parents 

themselves included perceptions, feeling of presence, and bodily feelings related 
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phenomena, as well as communication with the deceased child, and spirituality related 

phenomena. Phenomena occurring externally included animals, objects, and nature 

related phenomena.  

Parent described the phenomena both eased and intensified their grief. Easing of grief 

consisted of receiving good feeling, becoming closer to the deceased child, and changing 

of the parents’ view of life to more positive one. Shaking of the normality and increasing 

of discomfort intensified parents’ grief. Increasing knowledge about paranormal events 

after the death of a child helps the professionals, grieving parents as well as their closed 

ones to better understand these phenomena and their effects. 

 

Kathryn Edwards: Talking to the Ancestors: ‘Ancestralization’ as the next step in 

modern after-death rituals? 

Responses to bereavement in the modern world have long been governed by a Freudian 

approach that calls for ‘getting over’ attachment to the lost one and terminating 

connections to him/her, with successful disengagement ideally being demonstrated by 

reattachment to an alternative love-object. More recent work on ‘continuing bonds’ 

recognises that a person has presence and vitality and scope for relationship when 

absent, including in that quality of absence we term ‘dead’. 

This paper proposes that the functionality of modern funeral and bereavement work 

might be enhanced by building on the ‘continuing bonds’ practices that are visible in the 

ancestor-veneration of parts of the indigenous world.  This is not ancestor ‘worship’, as 

misunderstood by the idol-averse anthropology of the Protestant West, but the 

recognition of the active and beneficial role that the dead can play if allowed psychic 

space within the community of the living.  

The Dagara tribe of West Africa regard their ancestors as very present members of the 

group; the ‘ancestralization’ ritual is elaborated.  Whereas a funeral marks the 

community’s ‘goodbye’ to the person who has died, this family ritual retrieves the dead 

one’s spirit from the wilderness for installation as an ancestor.  Its culminating message is 

‘hello (again)’, and it marks the relaunch of active relationship. 

The perspectives of both spiritual practice and secular commemoration inform a 

discussion of the ritual’s potential for translation into a Western/modern tool to benefit 

the bereaved.  
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Minna Opas: The Question of Individuality in Amazonian Indigenous Christian 

Understandings of Afterlife 

Is Christianity to be understood as an inevitably modernising force when introduced to 

new cultural locations? This is a question which has been much debated in social sciences 

and humanities since Weber’s days. In this paper, I shall approach the question from the 

point of view of the notion of individuality in the context of indigenous Christianities. In 

scholarship, as well as e.g. in development projects, it has been commonplace to use the 

so called western view of the individual when analysing different aspects of indigenous 

worlds. Such a view does not, however, necessarily resonate with indigenous notions of 

the individual and consequently, it becomes interesting and necessary to study, how the 

different processes of modernisation affect the indigenous conceptualisations of the 

individual. In this paper, I wish to explore Christianity’s role in altering people’s 

understandings of individuality and thus advancing western type of modernity, among 

indigenous Amazonian Yine people. In particular, I shall concentrate on Yine Evangelical 

Christian views of heaven and the salvation of the individual: how, if at all, do people’s 

readings of the Bible on this issue challenge their customary understandings of 

individuality?  

 

Evy Johanne Håland: Death and Ideas about the Afterlife in the Greek Context 

The paper examines the Greek death-cult in an attempt to clarify various ideas about the 

afterlife in the modern and ancient Greek context. The cult of the dead is a common 

cultural pattern in the area. Why is this cult so persistent? What is death-cult and how 

does it manifest itself? The paper delves into its lasting importance in the Greek part of 

the south-east European cultural area, where the author has conducted several 

fieldworks. To illustrate the persistence of this cultural pattern, the characteristic aspects 

connected with death-cult in Greek tradition are discussed: The comparison is based on 

festivals, which are dedicated to deceased persons and domestic death-rituals combined 

with ancient sources. Based on them an analytical survey of the relationship between the 

death-cult dedicated to deceased mediators in ancient and modern society, as it is 

manifested through laments, burials and the following memorial rituals is made. The 

modern domestic rituals people perform for their own dead influence the official 

ideological rituals, and vice versa, the domestic rituals reflect public performances. A 

study of modern cult practices reveals many parallels with the official cult of the ancients, 

and suggests ways in which modern rituals can throw new light upon the ancient rituals 

and vice versa. The living then as now depend on the deceased’s successful mediations 

with the powers if the subterranean world to ensure a plentiful harvest and the continuity 

Session 5: Cultural Images of Afterlife 
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of their earthly lives. The paper seeks to demonstrate how new ideologies must adjust to 

older rituals and beliefs and how public and domestic rituals are connected. The paper 

finally suggests how these similarities might represent a common way of expression 

within a larger context. 

 

JoAnn D’Alisera: Dying Betwixt and Between: Afterlife Exiles in the Sierra Leonean 

Diaspora 

In this paper I explore the way Sierra Leonean Muslims living in Washington D.C. 

negotiate displacement in transnational settings through mortuary activities and debates 

about the afterlife. For many of these pious Muslim men and women, complex tensions 

emerge in the competition between a desire for burial in their homeland and the Islamic 

doctrine that mandates a corpse be buried within twenty-four hours. Fear of never 

setting foot in Sierra Leone again, alive or dead, compels them to interrogate Islamic 

theology relating to death and the afterlife. The thought of being buried in the diaspora, 

their bodies trapped in an eternal state of exile, is more frightening than death itself. In 

the paper, I argue that debates over the afterlife conducted through funerary practices 

point to how dead bodies become the site for the production of reconfigured notions 

about morality, social relations, religious piety, and national identities in transnational 

settings. The power of the corpse not only to provoke debate, but to reorient and bind 

the community together in the face of loss, as well as to materialize community 

members’ sense of social and geographic emplacement in the context of displacement, 

has a profound impact on the way Sierra Leoneans in the diaspora discuss death, burial, 

and life after death. In the paper I will explore how notions of the afterlife are 

materialized and acted upon through the manipulation of dead bodies, creating new 

worlds of pious meaning that reorient and bind the community together in the face of 

social and geographic displacement. The paper will also consider the strategies Sierra 

Leonean Muslims living in Washington, DC use to construct a sense of belonging in the 

face of such contradictory understandings of death and the afterlife. 

 

 

 

 

Victoria Whitworth: Building Jerusalem in Viking-Age Northumbria: A Re-evaluation of 

the ‘Hogback’ Grave-stones 

The ‘hogback’ has been considered a diagnostic marker of Viking Colonial burial practice 

in Northern England and Southern Scotland. My current research suggests that this 

important and widespread genre has been fundamentally misunderstood, and that rather 

Session 6: Medieval Images of Afterlife 
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than being associated with semi-converted Viking settlers they develop from the 

indigenous culture of the native elites. These carved stones are of primary importance, as 

almost no documentary evidence survives to assist in decoding cultural and social 

practices in Northern England at this period. This paper considers a subset of these grave-

stones, those decorated with spiral plant-scroll. It argues that these have their origins 

earlier than has hitherto been generally believed, and that the earliest surviving example, 

that from Dewsbury in West Yorkshire, is a rich and complex attempt to convey the 

landscape of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem in ideogrammatic, 

monumental form, an idea that is then taken up and widely promulgated in simplified 

versions. The implications of the redefinition of these stones are wide-ranging. We are 

forced to re-examine our understanding of the religious practices of the north of England 

in the Viking Age (often seen as an isolated and impoverished backwater) and to rethink 

the impact of Scandinavian attack on the culture of these churches in the light of 

evidence that local Christian attitudes to death, burial and the afterlife (as manifested in 

monumental and commemorative practices) were innovative and dynamic. 

 

Katja Ritari: Images of Afterlife in Early Medieval Irish Vision Literature 

This paper will focus on the expectation and images of afterlife in early medieval Ireland. 

Especially in monastic spirituality the expectation of afterlife gained a central role since 

the whole of a monk’s life could be seen as a pilgrimage towards the heavenly home and 

thus as a preparation for the afterlife. Images of the Otherworld were also disseminated 

to the wider population through vision literature and hortatory anecdotes about the 

destinies of good and bad souls, which were popular in a homiletic context. This paper 

focuses on Fís Adomnáin (Vision of Adomnán), a 10th-century text which has been 

dubbed as ‘An Irish precursor to Dante’. It depicts an otherworldly tour by Adomnán, a 

7th-century Irish monastic leader, with the aim of presenting the audience an overview of 

the geography of the Otherworld and the different locations of rewards and punishments 

awaiting in the afterlife. 

 

Katja Fält: Afterlife Visualised - Ecclesiastic Images of the Last Judgment in Medieval 

Finland 

In the Middle Ages, the Last Judgment was an important and powerful image that focused 

on the final and eternal judgment of all mankind by God when each soul was to be 

resurrected from the dead and summoned to judgment. Depending upon the state of the 

person’s soul, it ended up either in heaven, purgatory or hell. The fate of those in 

purgatory was affected by the actions of the living. The parishioners thus expressed 

concern over the salvation of their souls in the afterlife. Rites and ritual, money and 
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effort, prayers and gifts were aimed at shortening the period the soul had to await in 

Purgatory.      

In medieval Finland, the Last Judgment was a motif that frequented in ecclesiastic wall 

paintings in the late-fifteenth and early-sixteenth century. The motif is still wholly or 

partially visible in ten parish churches. The standard form represents Christ sitting on a 

rainbow and showing his wounds, surrounded by the Virgin Mary and John the Baptist. 

The scene includes the dead rising from the graves, the gates of Heaven and the mouth of 

Hell. Usually painted in a monumental size in a visible place detailing the horrors of Hell 

and the joys of the blessed, the motif acted as a constant reminder for the parishioners of 

what awaited them, prompting them to ponder their own salvation and their actions on 

this earth.  

This paper examines how practical, social, collective and material issues concerning the 

notions about afterlife were present in the visual representations of the Last Judgement 

scenes in the ecclesiastic wall paintings in medieval Finland. The images of Last 

Judgement thus relate to both collective and individual concerns about the afterlife and 

the salvation of souls, and reveal how the concept of afterlife was imagined, 

conceptualise and visualised in the medieval period. 

 

 

 

 

Ilona Pajari: Good death for the glorious future of the nation  

The idea of what happens to us after death directs our actions in life and the rituals we 

receive after death. In religious imaginings a good death is the one which ensures a 

blissful existence in Heaven or similar place. Also more mundane afterlives have inspired 

people in life and death: how shall we be remembered, how our earthly deeds 

commemorated. Cause of death may have a central position in creating afterimages of 

groups of people. In the age of nationalism fallen soldiers are said to have sacrificed their 

lives for the nation. Religious beliefs are entangled in nationalistic ideals: dying for one’s 

country often seems to be comparable with the sacrifice of Christ or similar religious 

figure.  

In this paper I will take a look at a specific time and place in the history of nationalistic 

afterlives: Finland in 1941. Finland joined the Second World War for the second time in 

June 1941. The latter part of 1941 was a time of rapid advancement for the Finnish 

military. Yet this seemingly easy war caused great losses, almost as much as the Winter 

War in 1939–1940. These losses – especially the fallen soldiers – were mourned 
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accordingly, but the meaning of their death was interpreted in the light of expected 

brighter future for the nation.  

The concept of good death is essential in this paper. Good death can mean many things, 

but in my usage it refers to a death which is suitable for the individual, understandable to 

the community, accepted by it and managed adequately ritually. Often good death 

requires a good deal of tradition to be realised, but in times of upheaval and change 

exceptions and temporary decisions can be accepted. Also new meanings are created and 

new language used in describing what the fallen have done to receive such 

commemoration. 

 

Heidi Kosonen: Mad, Bad and Sad – The Others and the ‘Bad Death’ of Suicide 

More than half a century ago the British sociologist Geoffrey Gorer, in his article The 

Pornography of Death (1955), analyzed violent death to have hidden the natural death 

from sight in the industrializing West. Although the still prevailing assertion of the 

contemporary era as a death-denying era has also garnered criticism, the predominance 

of violent death continues to be undeniable when consulting the visual culture, which has 

made the “pornographic death” an element of entertainment.  

This “gorerian” progress is visible also in the nowadays numerous, excessively violent 

visual depictions of suicide. Tracing the visual representations of suicide from Antiquity to 

the contemporary era and from art to popular culture, the transition of modernism 

reveals a shift in the pictorial conventions of suicide towards the graphically violent and 

consumable.  

But suicide is more than a form of macabre entertainment; it is also the paragon of “bad 

death.” Moreover, observing the contemporary visual cultural depictions of suicide, one 

witnesses the predominance of three recurring representations of suicide: in addition to 

“bad,” on the forefront are also the two categories of mental disorder, “mad” and “sad.” 

With the connection to crime, depression and mental illness, suicide is painted into the 

margins of both culture and reality as not only a ‘bad death’ but also as a death of ‘the 

other.’ In this manner the secure distance to dying is provided by the otherness of the self-

slaughterers and the fictitiously violent iconography alike. 

In my presentation I propose to examine how suicide is created an undesirable “death of 

the other” in the amalgamation of these three categories. I observe the pictorial 

conventions in the imaging of suicide both in visual arts and contemporary popular 

culture. The presentation is grounded on my master’s thesis (2011), in which I observed 

the functions of the imagery of suicide in modern and postmodern art, and on my 

ongoing doctoral research, in which I theorize the postmodern form of the taboo through 

the visual cultural examples of bodily control both in sexuality and death. 



 
 

17 
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Maria Liston: The Dangerous Dead in Ancient Athens 

Ancient Greeks placed great emphasis on the importance of burial of the dead. The 

ataphoi, or unburied dead were thought to wander the earth, unable to enter Hades. 

Even a token sprinkling of soil could, if necessary, satisfy the minimal requirements of 

burial. However, some categories of the dead were viewed as more inherently dangerous 

to the living, and required special burial or unusual deposition. These included the aoroi, 

or untimely dead, murder victims, and perhaps those who were frightening in life, 

including the deformed and crippled. Excavations in the Athenian Agora have provided a 

number of examples of deviant or non-standard burial that may provide insight into those 

who qualified as the dangerous or unusual dead, and the manner in which they were 

treated in death.  One man was buried in a prone position, with stones weighing down his 

head and legs.  The phenomenon of prone burial has received considerable attention, and 

has been shown at times to be used to bury individuals whose deviant behaviour in life 

made them potentially dangerous to society after death. Other individuals were buried in 

disused wells. The reasons for their abnormal, and at times illegal, deposition vary.  Four 

individuals found in these wells had physical limitations that may have made them 

frightening or disturbing, rendering them social outcasts. A fifth sustained extensive 

trauma around the time of death and probably was a murder victim. Burial in wells 

secured these dead deep within the earth, yet required little investment by the living. 

Occurring across several centuries, these burials suggest that the dangerous dead were 

long recognized in ancient Athens and  attempts were made to reduce their threat to the 

living through the nature of their burial depositions.. 

 

Tommy Kuusela: Protection against the living dead in Old Norse tradition 

In this paper, I will give a presentation of different means of protection against the 

draugar (the living dead) in Old Norse Society. Revenants are common in the Icelandic 

sagas and also figures in poetry. It is natural to associate them with beliefs in the afterlife. 

Although the sagas were mainly written down in the thirteenth century, it is possible that 

the stories and conceptions of the living dead were transmitted for a long time orally. The 

dead could interact with the living in different ways. Many texts speak of them as 

inhabitants in grave mounds (haugbui ‘mound-dweller’) that could be visited by the living 

to gain knowledge or treasures. Draugar or aptrgöngumen are described as corporeal 

beings, usually with similar psychical abilities as they had in life, although there are 
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descriptions of black or pale skin and that they were bigger and heavier than in life. Some 

descriptions mention supernatural strength, prophetic abilities or immunity to weapons. 

A couple of Scandinavian rune stones have grave binding inscriptions, acting as a 

precaution to prevent the dead from rising again. Some customs and rites are mentioned 

in the texts – for example the binding of Hel-shoes or separation of heads – and function 

as an insurance to make sure that the dead stay in their graves. This category includes 

magical means to control or ward of the dead.   

 

Kirsi Kanerva: Having no Power to Return? Suicide and Posthumous Restlessness in 

Medieval Iceland  

Stories in thirteenth and early fourteenth-century saga literature recite of reanimated 

dead corpses that return from the land of the dead and harass or help the living. In later 

Christian thought, it was especially those who had committed suicide who were 

considered likely to return and haunt the living. In my paper I suggest, however, that in 

thirteenth and early fourteenth-century Iceland those who committed suicide were not 

expected to return posthumously. I will argue that the reason for this was that suicide 

was associated with lack or diminishing of life power. Consequently, those who had 

committed suicide were not expected to have the vitality that was expected to remain in 

corpses that became posthumously restless. 

 

 

 

 

Markku Siltala: Post Death Contact Experiences and their Effects on Perceptions about 

Life and Death 

The research is about Post Death Contact Experiences and their Effects on Perceptions 

about Life and Death. The post death contact (PDC) experiences as phenomena occur, 

and are recognised in every day life, despite there are only few research found direct to 

this theme. However, the PDC experiences have been studied as a narrow section of 

researches or they have appeared as a part of the research results of qualitative 

researches in many sciences.  

The inspiration and encouragement for the research/dissertation is based on discussions 

with people, mostly as a priest or as a psychotherapist; a variety of experiences 

concerning death and grief has arisen. Besides to fear of death, mourning and a pain of 

bereavement, people have described extraordinary experiences: feeling, seeing, hearing, 

sensing or smelling a deceased´s presence. Or people have had especial dreams of their 
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deceased ones. These kinds of experiences are named post death contact (PDC) in the 

research. 

The aim of the research is to describe, analyse and create a theory about PDC 

experiences. The research questions are as following: What kind of PDC experiences 

people have? How do people react on the PDC experiences? What do the PDC 

experiences signify for people experienced them, and how do the PDC experiences 

influence on their perceptions about life and death? 

Research procedures; the monograph dissertation is a basic research in phenomenology 

of religion, by inductive approach and reasoning. According to the qualitative Grounded 

Theory, research data will be coded, named, categorized, analysed and theoretical 

propositions will be introduced. The data was collected through newspaper ads and the 

internet (2013–2014). The data base consists of ~ 500 narratives about post death contact 

experiences. 

The research is at the analysing phase in 6/2014; a variety of PDC experiences by different 

senses have already been examined and some preliminary theoretical points produced.  

 

Annika Jonsson & Lars Aronsson: Afterlife-ontology and the making of continuing bonds  

This presentation explores the co-construction of afterlife-ontology by mediums and 

people turning to mediums, particularly ontology which facilitate for the making of 

continuing bonds. By extension, the questions addressed taps into larger discussions 

about re-enchantment, spirituality and relationships with the dead, but they are at the 

same time related to intimacy, meaning and intelligibility. The analysis is based on in-

depth interviews as well as conversations found on sites where after life-issues are 

discussed. Themes examined include experiences of the deceased as still present, imagery 

of the afterlife in terms of space, temporality, agents and agency, and perceptions of the 

possibilities to interact. The overall purpose of the presentation is to show how different 

ontological notions and on-going negotiations about how, where and why the deceased 

continue to exist result in variations when it comes to the enactment of continuing bonds. 

Continuing bonds are usually investigated as features of everyday life, most notably in the 

form of experiences of the dead as somehow present, but also as constituted by various 

memorialization practices. These bonds may be a way of preserving life as they know it 

for the living, but they can also fill other existential needs. Although continuing bonds 

have been explored in the context of mediumship and spiritualism before, the interest 

here taken in ontological elements such as agency, space and interaction enable for a 

more thorough investigation of what sort of continuing bonds can be developed. The 

interest in co-construction, i.e. how notions and imageries are shaped (and challenged) 

collectively, also adds to the analytical scope. 
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Niall Gunter: Twitter and the afterlife — tweeting after you’ve gone  

Social networks have provided a new way for individuals to express thoughts, feelings and 

opinions through text and other multimedia. Once an individual has ceased living, so has 

the ability to express unique thoughts and feelings; though their way of talking as well as 

subjects they discuss can be discovered through analysis of their Twitter stream using a 

public Twitter API [1], [2]. In collaboration with Lean Mean Fighting Machine 

(https://www.leanmeanfightingmachine.co.uk/), this research aimed to investigate the 

possibility of generating new textual content for users of Twitter after death, which 

remains consistent with thoughts and feelings expressed while alive. Results of this 

research can be found online [3].  N-grams [4] are used to statistically model sequences of 

words and grammatical units found in personal tweets, in order to generate new content. 

In testing the effectiveness of this model a small number of Twitter users were invited to 

have their feeds analysed and through questionnaire feedback provided by volunteers, 

the accuracy of the statistical model was assessed. While a significant proportion of those 

surveyed (80%) agreed that the content generated covered subjects they had an interest 

in, a large majority of users (80%) did not feel confident enough to allow the model to 

automatically generate new content to their Twitter feeds; possibly due to issues with 

semantic accuracy in the content. A common criticism levelled at this research by users 

surveyed was that the generated tweets felt like sometimes-nonsensical permutations of 

words and phrases used prior.  Repetition of previously generated content by the model 

was an additional criticism expressed by a number of users. We conclude that although it 

is possible to maintain a digital legacy of the deceased on twitter, more sophisticated 

statistical models will be needed to improve the quality of generated content, with 

machine learning techniques an additional viable option. A robust semantic model of 

language could aid in ensuring that grammatical content generated by the N-gram model 

is more semantically sound to its users. 
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Anuradha Gobin: The Afterlife of the Criminal Body: Preservation, Representation and 

the Transformation of Civic Life in the Dutch Republic 

The stages in the life cycle of a virtuous man have been depicted in a variety of media in 

the visual culture of the Dutch Republic. Artists, however, rarely represented what 

occurred when the ‘normal’ cycle of life was not fulfilled as a result of premature death, 

imposed as punishment for deviant and immoral actions. Executed criminals, for example, 

would have been doomed to a different kind of life after death as the condemned corpse 

did not find rest and reward through burial and resurrection. Instead, the criminal corpse 

was reactivated, reanimated and in many ways reintegrated into civic life. It experienced 

a particular type of fate, and it is this peculiar afterlife of the criminal body in the 

seventeenth-century Dutch Republic that forms the focus of my paper. 

My paper will take as its point of departure two representations of the anatomy theatre 

at Leiden University which prominently feature executed criminals – both upon the 

central dissection tables as well as forming part of the collections on display to the public. 

These images will be used to provoke consideration of the unique type of afterlife 

experienced by the criminal body following execution. Images and objects associated with 

the death of criminals were the source of much interest and curiosity. As my research will 

demonstrate, the criminal body in Dutch society served as a particularly potent ‘thing’ 

that drew together diverse groups. Once put to death, the criminal cadaver did not come 

to rest: its movement through civic spaces such as the anatomy theatre is worth tracing, 

as it indicates the potent afterlife of the deviant body, especially its ability to transform 

civic life. 

 

Tiina Väre, Milton Núñez, Matti Heino, Juho-Antti Junno, Titta Kallio-Seppä, Sanna 

Lipkin, Sirpa Niinimäki, Markku Niskanen, Annemari Tranberg, Saara Tuovinen, Rosa 

Vilkama & Timo Ylimaunu: Fame after death – The unusual story of a Finnish mummy 

and difficulties involving its study 

The cool ventilated environments beneath the floors of old North Finnish churches are 

responsible for the preservation of soft tissues and natural mummification. One good 

example is Vicar Nikolaus Rungius, who died in 1629 and was placed beneath the 

Keminmaa Church, Finnish Lapland. The parish must have become aware of Rungius’ well-

preserved body by 1704, when a new coffin was ordered for him. From a locally revered 

Vicar in life, Rungius became widely famous after death as the Keminmaa parish began 

exhibiting his preserved body in the 18th century. According to local lore Rungius had 

preached: “If I speak the truth, my corpse will not decay”. Rungius’ dead body was a living 
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proof that encouraged and strengthened the people’s faith – much in the same way as 

the saintly “incorrupts” of the Catholic Church, but in a full Lutheran environment two 

centuries into the Reformation. Already an 1892 bishop visitation report states that 

Rungius’ remains had been “damaged by both rodents and men”. The mummy has lost its 

right forearm and a CT-scan made in 2011 showed that at some point the head had 

become detached from the body with a loss of six cervical vertebrae. It is unclear when 

and what happened to these body parts. They may have broken off when changing 

coffins, but they may have also been stolen. Mummified remains were highly valued for 

both magical and medicinal purposes. The question that arises is whether the mummy’s 

present head is really Rungius’s? If it had been stolen or fallen to the ground and 

shattered, a headless Rungius may have prompted a substitution with the head of 

another mummy in order to maintain what was a strong incentive to the parishioners’ 

faith and important revenue source. 

 

Emmi Lahti: Cemeteries as a part of magic rituals in 18th century Finland 

In this paper I will deal with the aspect of using the cemeteries as a part of magic rituals: 

an essential part of my on-going doctoral research into magic and magical trials in Finland 

at the end of the 18th century. The rituals performed at these locations reveal the popular 

attitudes and beliefs towards death in Finland in the latter half of the 18th century.   

It was common in Europe during the 16th and 17th centuries to use dead bodies – 

especially those of executed criminals – in magic rituals as well as for medicinal purposes. 

Contrary to this, it was common in Finland at the end of the 18th century to use bodies 

from the cemeteries in magic rituals. The cemeteries as well as churches were considered 

to be sacred places from the viewpoint of Christianity and popular beliefs. According to 

folklore the power present at the churchyards and cemeteries, kirkonväki (Engl. church-

väki, a crowd and/or the force of the dead), was a powerful entity to be used in magic 

rituals.  

I use the records of the lower courts in Finland, focusing on magic trials (175 cases 

handled during 1754-1800). These sources reveal that the use of cemeteries was a 

significant part of magic rituals in 18th century Finland. Especially the aspect of using 

bodies buried in Christian fashion is a crucial change compared to the previous centuries.   

I will deal with the reasons why these places were important in practicing magic. By 

studying popular beliefs, it is possible to reach the reasons behind these actions as well as 

the popular attitudes towards them. I use several examples from the sources to describe 

what kind of rituals were used and analyze them with the help of research literature on 

Finnish popular conceptions and beliefs towards death, sacred and magic. My research is 

also connected to the European research tradition concerning popular beliefs towards 

death and magic.  
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Marja-Liisa Honkasalo: Afterlife and Personhood in Togonese West-Africa 

The Otherworld of the local Gengbe and Fon-speaking people around the Guinean Gulf is 

crowded with people, material objects and animals, as is also its mirror counterpart, this 

world. People share Yoruba and Vodon-based cosmological systems. In addition to gods, 

also ancestors live in the Otherworld.  They are perceived by senses, such as by hearing 

their voices during rituals, by touch or by an intense sensuous feeling of their presence in 

the everyday life. The ancestors can be visible in the dreams and they can leave 

meaningful signs that are to be interpreted. Some ritual persons, such as the Bokonos, 

the divine healers, are able to talk with them, most often through the oracle, Fa, but 

sometimes also directly. According to my field work in 2011–2012 and 2014, the most 

important difference between the ancestors and “us” is about power. In this regard, the 

relationship between living and the ancestors is highly asymmetrical. The ancestral 

position gives them a hybrid presence; “bilinguality” and consequently a highly important 

intermediate position between the living beings and divinities.  

Consequently, ancestors, together with living people are necessary for livable life. In 

situations that lack all kinds of material resources, Vodon and Yoruba cosmologies are a 

perfect form of “risk management” system, par excellance. This kind of joint protective 

system is badly needed in the precarious situation of the everyday.  In the social situation 

of poverty and high general and especially child mortality and morbidity, every one’s help 

is needed in order to keep oneself and close ones alive. In Sub-Saharan Africa help is for 

the most part based on mutual help and on communality. 

According to some prominent African philosophers, such as Mbiti and Turaki, the 

ancestors are needed for the local concept of human being. In anthropology, it is more 

common to speak of concepts such as “personhood”, or perhaps the “self” despite of the 

latter’s Western connotations. In this paper my aim is to delineate ways for local 

understanding of personhood with an emphasis put on the social order including the 

Otherworld, interactions with ancestors and social relationships, in terms of moral, both 

ideals and lived reality. 

 

Chuu Krydz Ikwuemesi: Good and Bad Death as Agencies for Social Control among the 

Igbo  

Igbo culture has always employed many phenomena as agencies of social control through 

time and history. Among these phenomena is the theory of and belief in good and bad 

death. While good death includes dying at a ripe age (old age) and dying peacefully, bad 

death include tragic and violent deaths (including suicide) or death caused by unusual 
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diseases. Since the way one becomes a corpse determines how one fares in the 

otherworld, that is, the ancestral world, people tried to live in such a way that the 

patterns of their life and death would locate them in the realm of good death, not only to 

enjoy a good place in ancestrality, but also to leave their survivors with a sense of pride in 

the community. In other words, this feeling of pride among the survivors is as important 

as the place of the dead in the otherworld and thus informs the essences of Igbo 

thanatology and mortuary acts and arts. This is so because Igbo believe that the future 

and the past are a continuum as implied in such names a Iruka and Azuka. While the Igbo 

recognize that one must face up to the future at all times, they also acknowledge the 

potency of the past as encapsulated in the kind of legacy one leaves in that past, ukuta, 

and its capacity to influence the future. This paper, therefore, explores the meanings and 

social significations of good and bad deaths and their capacity to influence the legacies of 

the past and promises of the future for the dying, the dead, and bereaved among the Igbo 

and how the phenomenon has evolved through precolonial, colonial and postcolonial 

realities as an agency for social control and factor in vernacular thanatology. 

 

Eva Spies: Dealing with the dead in Madagascar – On religious diversity and different 

modes to imagine community  

Madagascar is not only known for the tradition of ancestor "worship", but also for its 

vibrant Christian communities, fiercely denying any influence of the dead on the living. 

Thus, religious diversity in contemporary Madagascar implies a plurality of ideas about 

the dead and of practices of remembering and forgetting them. In a first step the paper 

wants to briefly sketch different (religious) ideas and practices concerning the dead in 

Madagascar and to ask how they coexist or conflict. In a second step I would like to ask 

how the different ways of dealing with the dead are linked to varying ways of imagining 

and constructing community, and whether these ways also influence the imagination of a 

national community.  

Dealing with ancestors in Madagascar is a balancing act between socially including and 

excluding the deceased and the past in general: Although participants of local funerary 

rites do not only emphasize the continuity of social relations but also their rupture, the 

ancestors form always part of their imagined familial community. The new Christian 

churches on the other hand explicitly deny an ongoing relation with the dead and try to 

exclude them from their community. Their imagined community is based on the things to 

come and on members who distance themselves from the past.  

This diversity of positions concerning the basic principles of a community leads me to the 

question, to what extent the different ways to deal with the ancestors are compatible 

with the idea of the nation. It seems that the creation of a Malagasy lineage relies on the 

same logic of forgetting and remembering the forbears that is followed in the creation of 
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a national community. But how do Pentecostal Christians imagine a national community, 

as they seem to give less significance to the dead and the notion of continuity?  

 

 

 

 

Helen Frisby: The persistence of Purgatory? English folk funeral customs, c. 1840–1920. 

The Protestant Reformation had supposedly swept away belief in Purgatory, the founding 

articles of the Church of England roundly dismissing it as “a fond thing vainly invented, 

and grounded upon no warranty of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God.” 

However folklorists of the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were still 

documenting the persistence of popular funerary customs relating to Purgatory, well 

beyond the Reformation and even into their own times. For example, it is asserted that 

the rationale for leaving the door of the death chamber open was a popular “idea that the 

ministers of purgatorial pains took the soul as it escaped from the body, and flattening it 

against some closed door […] crammed it into the hinges and hinge openings; thus the 

soul in torment was likely to be miserably pinched and squeezed by the movement on 

casual occasion of such door or lid.” This appears to suggest a very late, residual popular 

belief in Purgatory, as does the practice of placing ‘a penny for St Peter’ on the eyes of 

the corpse when it was laid out prior to burial. Likewise also the persistence of the Lyke 

Wake Dirge in northern England, which depicts the newly deceased soul traversing the 

thorn-covered ‘Whinney Moor’, being aided or not according to its conduct in life before 

being permitted to cross over the perilously narrow Brig O’ Dread and into the afterlife 

proper. In this paper I will consider whether later nineteenth and early twentieth century 

English folklore collections offer plausible evidence for such late persistence of 

meaningful belief in Purgatory; and, if so, some of the implications for our understanding 

of History itself.  

  

Anders Gustavsson: Belief Narratives earlier and today on Afterlife in Sweden 

 

I want to illuminate popular afterlife beliefs and how they are visible in written tradition. 

This is documented in folklore archives and nowadays on the Internet. My presentation 

will show popular belief both in good and evil beings. That means for example angels 

respectively ghosts.  A folk-life artist whose paintings I have studied has visualized the 

narratives that he had heard in his youth about supernatural beings. My research 

questions are: Which popular beliefs can be traced in the preindustrialized society? How 

were they expressed in folk narratives and on grave memorials? How have they been 
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visualized in folklore art? Which beliefs can be found and analysed in the present society 

using messages on the Internet? I concentrate on memorial websites. Which changes can 

be found compared with earlier beliefs. The opposite concepts continuity and change are 

essential. 

 

Lucy Bregman: The Eclipse of “Natural Immortality” in American Christian Imagery 

This paper looks at the way North American Protestants up until mid-20th c. relied on 

imagery from nature and “home” to evoke pictures of the afterlife that would resonate 

with everyday experience. Protestant funeral sermons were an ideal occasion for these, 

especially those “easy” funerals where the deceased had been an active believer or a 

child too young for serious sin. “Natural immortality” rests on the assumption that people 

everywhere at all times believed in the immortality of the soul; it makes death a smooth 

transition and departure, not annihilation. Which images made this belief more real? 

Because Jesus’ resurrection was merely an historical example of a universal process, it did 

not dominate even the most orthodox and traditional funeral sermons. Instead, imagery 

of natural transitions appear again and again: caterpillar into butterfly, birds that migrate, 

journeys from one place to the next. Even when “nature” is assisted, the imagery is 

familiar: a rose grows in a greenhouse, but then is “transplanted” by order or the master 

gardener. In addition, the equation of “Heaven our home” with one’s earthly first  home 

appears in these sermons, to make death a homecoming. “Natural immortality” de-

emphasizes surprises, disjunctions and discontinuities between this life and the afterlife, 

as well as minimizing loss and mutilation. 

While this imagery survives elsewhere in popular American culture – the butterfly now is 

associated with New Age and hospice – it has disappeared from Protestant funerals.  

Biblical theologies that severed “immortality” from “resurrection” may have played a 

role, where death becomes an “enemy of God” instead of a “transplantation.” By the 

1970s, “natural immortality” had waned and faded, allowing for new funeral themes and 

the eclipse of afterlife altogether. 

 

 

 

 

Maija Tammi: A Cut – Liminality in photographs 

A photograph of a sperm stain, a photograph of blood and medical equipment, a 

photograph of an open surgery wound, a photograph an amputated leg. There is always a 

point, when a photograph shows something too much, a point where we turn our gaze 

away or wince in disgust. This border, this liminal space, is what I examine in my 
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presentation using Julia Kristeva’s concept of abject and Jacques Lacan’s writings on 

psychoanalysis as a theoretical starting point. 

Julia Kristeva examines the reaction to this liminal state in her book Powers of horror: an 

essay on abjection (1982). Kristeva defines abject as something excess, secreted and 

contagious, something that threatens our existing body image and identity by revealing 

the weakness of their boundaries. Abject arouses a psychological trauma. For Kristeva the 

reaction of confronting abject spurs from culture; she states that laws and religions base 

their functions on prohibiting filthy, defiling elements. As the abject spurs from culture, it 

is learned rather than inherent reaction. 

Jacques Lacan, who has had a big influence on Kristeva’s writings on abject, differentiates 

three registers in his writings: symbolic, imaginary and Real. Symbolic register being 

conscious language and a system of signs, imaginary register referring to the principal 

illusion of being whole and autonomous, and Real as a place beyond symbolic and 

imaginary. The Real is a site of incompleteness against the symbolic order, it is the site 

that disturbs the very boundary separating the outside form the inside. For Lacan coming 

too close to the Real induces a trauma; it is when the image of the clean, whole self 

collapses.  

My paper examines disturbing photographs in the context abject and psychoanalysis. 

As examples I will be using my own works: Removals (2011–2013), Leftover (2012) and 

two other works that are in process. 

 

Glenn Harcourt & Lisa Temple-Cox: Dead on Arrival – The Afterlife of Stillborn Monsters 

This paper will explore issues related to the physical and “personal” afterlife of specimens 

found in the anatomical and teratological collections of medical schools, natural history 

museums, and related institutions where such specimens have been collected for 

purposes of study, teaching, and display. 

In particular, we will be looking at the question of the extent to which such specimens 

(long referred to as examples of what were termed “monstrous births”) have been 

viewed as the material remains of “real” individual (or multiple) persons endowed with an 

irreducible self-hood, rather than as simple objects: specimens related to human beings 

through an entangling discourse of embryological development and its discontents, but 

not in-and-of-themselves endowed with the characteristic attributes of humanity. At best, 

such creatures might be said to exist only as incipient beings, images struck from a 

deformed or damaged template whose only “life” is in fact the afterlife accorded to them 

as pathological or teratological objects.  

We will examine these questions first through a brief survey of the classic discourses of 

natural history and teratology: exemplified by the work of Ambroise Paré, Étienne Serres, 
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and B.C. Hirst and G.A. Piersol. We will then contrast the picture developed through that 

survey with the work of a small number of contemporary artists (representative of a 

much larger cohort) whose depictions of pathological and teratological specimens has 

forcefully raised the issue of their essential self-hood, often in projects undertaken in 

collaboration with institutions where such specimens are stored, studied, and displayed – 

for example, the Mütter Museum in Philadelphia and the Hunterian Museum in London. 

Finally, we will suggest that this recent work has enabled the use of such “monstrous” 

images in the construction of metaphors for the contemporary understanding of the idea 

of “self” in general. 

 

Anna Jensen: How to deal with the undead? 

 Zombies are not as sexy as vampires and not as romantic as ghosts, but they all cross the 

limit between life and death, and all of them bring yesterday back to life. Zombies are the 

unheimlich (as Masahiro Mori points out in Uncanny Valley hypotheses), heterogeneity 

and abject. They bring the past back in the form of rotting flesh and violence, and they 

are formless and uncategorizable.  

Contemporary zombies, the returned and undead, are something different than their 

ancestors. In Les revenants (a french tv drama) the dead return just as they left us: then 

do we love them just like we used to? John Ajvide Lindqvists Hantering av odöda handles 

the questions of how to deal with the undead? Today the undead do not necessarily want 

to eat our brain, maybe not even hurt us. But why are they here? And why did the image 

of the undead change - is there more hope in returning or is the world more hopeless in 

general? Contemporary zombies are not only seen as singular threat, but as a social 

problem. How to deal with the unknown? 

An undead is the ultimate other. Life and death are the utmost dichotomy. Life has got a 

form, so has death, even if its form is less clear. Simon Critchley talks about ghosts in 

classical tragedy: ghosts, that always bring the past to this moment, and how we need the 

past as vampires need true blood. But as ghosts are metaphysical, immaterial thoughts of 

things happened, zombies are material. My research is about visual culture, aesthetics 

and the uncanny. In my presentation I focus on the uncanniness and representations of 

the undead.  
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Hrefna S. Bjartmarsdóttir: People’s belief in deceased relatives as their guardian spirits/ 

fylgjur. 

Belief in fylgjur as guardian spirits is mentioned in Old Norse mythology and in the 

Icelandic sagas. In these sources it can be seen how the belief that these divine beings, 

appearing in the image of women, are considered to have vital influence regarding the 

wellbeing and destiny of the living. In Sturlunga saga, written in the 13th century, are 

examples of deceased people who have similar roles as the Old Norse fylgjur appearing in 

dreams, bringing advice and help to the living. The voluminous Icelandic folklore and 

sagas from the 13th century onwards are rich in accounts involving the dead and contact 

between the dead and the living. In the first decades of the 20th century there was a 

renewal of interest in spiritualism in Iceland and it still lingers on in folkbelief.  

My talk is based on my MA graduate research in Folkloristics at the University of Iceland 

that deals with people´s belief in the deceased as fylgjur (s. fylgja) in contemporary 

folklore of Icelanders. I will consider people´s ideas of the significance the deceased have 

as guardian spirits providing well-being and security. According to the results, deceased 

people as guardian spirits, still called fylgjur, seem to have a vital role in modern Icelandic 

folk belief. People believe in an afterlife that´s similar to the life of the living and the 

possibility to to reach a contact with the dead.  

A total of 15 people were interviewed, both men and women, at the age 32–79 years, 

most of them selected from a significant representative sample of a national survey on 

folk belief and religious ideas of Icelanders in the year range 2006–2007. Other sources 

are e.g. interviews and questionnaires, preserved in the archives of the National Museum 

of Iceland and The Institute of Árni Magnússon in Icelandic Studies. 

 

Eila Stepanova: Narrating the Journey to the Otherworld by Karelian Lamenter 

Laments may be generally defined as sung poetry of varying degrees of improvisation, 

which nonetheless follows conventionalized rules of traditional verbal and non-verbal 

expression, most often performed by women in ritual contexts and potentially also on 

non-ritual grievous occasions.  

This paper addresses the role of the individual lamenter in the context of funeral rituals. 

This paper will introduce the traditional lament register as a necessary mode of 

expression for access to the otherworld and communication with the dead. Each lamenter 

constructs a narrative world surrounding and describing the journey of the deceased to 

the otherworld. Through her narration of the journey, the lamenter actualises her 

imagining and understanding of the otherworld and mythic knowledge associated with it. 

Session 14: Interaction and Agency in Afterlife, II 
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The mythic background of the Karelian lament tradition was influenced by the long 

process of Christianization. It also experienced a new wave of influence following the 

Russian revolution and, during the Soviet period, adopted new concepts and meanings 

into the established tradition. My analyses of approximately 500 lament texts (most 

collected in the 1970’s) reveal which different kinds of layers of influence can be traced in 

the tradition and how individual lamenters develop their own understanding of the 

mythic world of Karelian laments. 

The continuity of the lament tradition has been enabled through the creativity of 

individual lamenters and members of the community who internalize the traditional 

register and cultural concepts as a flexible system. This paper will explore the traditional 

conventions and resources of the register as they are learned and applied by the 

individual lamenters. 

 

Kaarina Koski: Agency and Interaction – Encounters with the dead loved ones in Finland 

In contemporary Finland, encounters with the dead loved ones are fairly common even 

though usually not publicly discussed or approved. I analyze letters, Internet discussions 

and written reminiscences about visits of dead persons and explore the agency given to 

the dead within the experienced contact. I define three types of agency: 1) independent 

agency which is respected by living people, 2) demonized, forbidden agency and 3) 

subordinate agency which serves human interests. In many cases, it is the memory of the 

deceased which is willingly given agency in the survivors’ lives. In others, it is felt it is the 

deceased him/herself who acts. In the narratives of ordinary people, the dead person’s 

capacity to interact with the living tends to be limited – and vice versa. The sensory 

experience of the deceased is often partial, and it is typical that the living experiencer 

cannot deliver a respond to the visitor before the contact ends. That the boundary which 

hinders communication is not only ontological but culturally established can be inferred 

from the fact that discussions between the living and the dead have been amply reported 

in medieval and early modern Europe, often with theological emphasis. In Finnish 

tradition both in preindustrial societies and now, the capacity to transcend the boundary 

and to have reciprocal interaction with the dead has been allocated to specialists only.  
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Parallel sessions: Friday, October 24 
 

 

 

Mikko Kemppainen: Working class author Hilda Tihlä and the visions of human spirit in 

the beginning of the 20th century  

Hilda Tihlä (1870–1944) was one of the few Finnish women working class authors who got 

recognition for her literary work in the beginning of the 20th century. In her novels, short 

stories and other writings, published in the working class newspapers and magazines, she 

strongly criticized capitalistic society. Within her socialist criticism was a strong religious 

and spiritual tendency inspired by new spiritual reformist ideologies, such as Theosophy 

and Spiritualism that got foothold in Finland in the late 19th century. Greatest influences 

Tihlä adopted from count Lev Tolstoi but her religious worldview included mystical 

elements also from Finnish folklore and pagan beliefs.   

Tihlä often wrote about poor and oppressed people but in several writings she also 

pondered the problematic existence of the modern individual and reflected her own 

religious and spiritual beliefs. Tihlä, like Tolstoi and theosophists, saw Lutheran church as 

an institution of oppression founded to serve the capitalistic order and violent regime. 

She wanted to purify religion from false doctrines of the Lutheran church and restore the 

true legacy of Christ based on altruism and equality. Even though Tihlä shared a lot of the 

spiritual elements of Theosophy, she criticized theosophists arguing they didn´t pay 

enough attention to the social and economic inequality. People living in poverty and 

misery were forced to act against the karmic law to make their living. In afterlife there 

was no heaven or hell, yet reincarnation – as the bourgeois theosophists saw it – wasn’t 

the answer either. Though Tihlä didn´t give an explicit answer to the question of afterlife 

in her writings, she had a strong vision of immortal human spirit which could be described 

pantheistic as she felt God’s presence everywhere in the surrounding nature. Therefore 

the secrets of God and the hidden world of humanity could be found only by unifying with 

nature.  

   

Ringa Takanen: Near-Death Experience and Journey to After-Life: An Analysis of Venny 

Soldan-Brofeldt’s Altarpieces: “Jesus Raising the Daughter of Jairus” and “Angel Taking 

a Human Soul to God”  

In the paper I concentrate on the analysis of two paintings by artist Venny Soldan-

Brofeldt. The first artwork is ”Jesus Raising the Daughter of Jairus” (c.1917) that is an 

exceptional theme for the Finnish protestant church art of the period. Christ is performing 

Session 15: 19th and Early 20th-Century Images of Afterlife 
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a miracle – he returns the daughter of Jairus from death. The theme is concerned with 

the borders between life and death, and thus near-death experiences. In the second 

painting, “Angel Taking a Human Soul to God” (1906), an angel is carrying a girl’s soul to 

Heaven. The treatment of the subject in Soldan-Brofeldt’s painting is quite an unexpected 

one for its time. In The Daughter of Jairus, the greatest difference from other 

representations of the theme is the age and appearance of the female person. 

Conventionally, in the motif the person next to Christ is a  young girl, around 12 years old. 

In Soldan-Brofeldt’s work Jairus’s daughter is a young adult. Thus I am posing a question 

of what could have thriven the artist to paint the scene of Christ Raising the Daughter of 

Jairus in an unconventional way. The theme of Angel Taking a Human Soul to God is an 

unusual one in the period of the first decade of the 20th century Finnish church art. The 

painting could be seen contradicting the  traditional view of the Lutheran belief of what 

happens right after death. I am reflecting the relations  of this after-life image to the 

changing religious views of the time. I consider both paintings in the context of the artist’s 

views and the societal changes in the turn of the 19th and the 20th centuries. My 

methodology utilizes interdisciplinary approaches as contemporary iconographical, 

iconological and visual culture research. The results of the analysis are proportioned to 

the wider context, to the social discussion and the mindset of the period according to the 

methods of the cultural history. 

 

Antti Harmainen: Notes from the afterlife: The death of Elias Erkko and manifold 

concepts of religion in the late 19th century Finland 

Elias Erkko (1863–1888), a young Finnish author, died in 1888, in the age of 25. His death 

was not unexpected, due to the fact that Erkko was diagnosed with tuberculosis couple of 

years earlier, but still his departure meant a tragedy for the people close to him. Erkko 

was especially missed by his fiancée Hilda Asp (1862–1891) and his older brother J. H. 

Erkko (1849–1906), also a well-known writer. After Elias’s death, Hilda Asp and J. H. Erkko 

started an intensive correspondence and tried to process the sorrow and emotional crisis 

by using a variety of religious as well as scientific concepts in their writing.  

One of the most prominent themes in these letters is the interest towards modern 

occultism and esotericism – cultural phenomena that were receiving plenty of recognition 

in late 19th century public life. Asp and Erkko were in contact with spiritualistic mediums 

and used also other concepts derived from modern esotericism in their aspirations to 

construct a modern perspective to the afterlife. At the same time they became involved 

with wider contemporary debate over “old” and “new” interpretations of religion and 

death and their functions in modernizing society. 

In this presentation my purpose is to analyze the death of Elias Erkko from a viewpoint 

that is constructed on the manifold concept of religion in the late 19th century. I will 
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concentrate on the ideas carried by the modern occult and esoteric collectives and 

societies such as Spiritualism and Theosophical Society. My intention is to reflect as a 

historian, how modern occult thinking could help individuals to process the sorrow and 

anxiety caused by the death of a close family member and how it could enable the 

construction of a certain type of spiritual continuum in the cultural atmosphere that was 

shaped by heavy criticism towards institutional religious concepts and Lutheran state 

church. 

 

Suvi Karila: Darkness and Silence: Unbelief in Afterlife in the Poetry of Voltairine de 

Cleyre 

How does an unbeliever, a person who doesn’t believe in other-worldly beings, imagine 

the life hereafter? That is one of the questions I unravel in my ongoing doctoral thesis 

Your God is no longer mine – Experiences of Female Unbelievers in the 19th Century United 

States. In this presentation I trace the images of afterlife in the poems of Voltairine de 

Cleyre (1866–1912). 

De Cleyre, an American feminist and anarchist writer, was born into poverty. Her 

freethinker father, who named her after the French Enlightenment philosopher Voltaire, 

sent young Voltairine to a Catholic convent school to receive education. The school’s 

teachings of self-sacrifice and charity work attracted her, but her inability to embrace the 

authority of God and the Catholic imagery of the world and beyond caused her much 

anxiety: “I suffered hell a thousand times while I was wondering where it was located.” 

The mystery of death was also present in de Cleyre’s later life in a concrete way, as she 

watched death from eye to eye more than once. She suffered from depression, was often 

severely ill and is believed to have attempted suicide more than once. In 1902 she was 

also shot and nearly killed. 

These experiences are reflected in her vivid poetry as recurring reflections on death and 

what comes after it. In my presentation I wish to show how, as de Cleyre reinvented 

herself as an unbeliever, her imagery of afterlife slowly transformed from the fires of hell 

into the darkness and silence of nothingness. However, the meaning of life after death did 

not diminish. On the contrary, the idea of “darkness and silence” offered her a 

fundamental meaning of life and shaped her career as a human rights activist. 
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Susanne Ylönen: Existential fears in picture books for children 

The living dead flood popular culture. Vampires, zombies, and monsters of other more or 

less supernatural kinds creep into our everyday through the television screen, through 

computer games and through books. They probe the line between life and death, 

between the known and the unknown, between the possible and the impossible. The 

living dead and the socially monstrous are also a part of children’s literature. The 

narratives they star in may be adventurous (such as Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure 

Island), gothic-horrific (like the resurrected or never truly dead evil in Harry Potter) or 

reassuring (like in the little monster’s existential fears in the picturebook Hirveää, parkaisi 

hirviö by Suna Vuori and Katri Kirkkopelto). This presentation will focus the last one of the 

above mentioned examples.  

Depictions of monsters, ghosts, fears and violence in children’s books are often related to 

cultural representations of both physical and social death, and of both child related and 

wider cultural fears. Discussing these issues in the context of children’s literature is 

theoretically interesting in multiple ways: one can look at the assumptions about 

childhood and children that the stories incorporate, one can discuss the appropriateness 

and neatness or messiness of the portrayal of death and one can tackle ideas about 

agency. Children fighting monsters or fears depict a different sort of agency than children 

used for portraying fears in general or children portrayed as monstrous. Since the horror 

of death or non-existence is often domesticated or rendered less scary through humour, 

domestication and aestheticizing, portrayals of death and monstrosity in picture books 

can in some cases be addressed as a sort of kitsch. The question then is: what purpose do 

these domesticated or kitsch representations of existential fears serve? What do they do? 

Do they entertain, educate, empower or restrain? Do they confirm existing assumptions 

about death and dying or of power-relations between children and adults, or do they 

challenge them, open them up for discussion? 

This paper is based on my PhD-research on the aesthetics of horror in children’s 

literature. 

 

Antti Vesikko: New Primitivistic transmigration of the Soul – Michelangelo 

Frammartino’s film ‘Le Quattro Volte’ 

 

The cinematic expression of the Soul has haunted film makers from the beginning of the 

modern medium. According to Gilles Deleuze (2005/1983) Carl Th. Dreyer succeeded in 

Session 16: Representations of Death, Spirits and Afterlife in Art 
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offering temporal or even spiritual perspective in film The Passion of Joan of Arc (1928) by 

flattening the third dimension with the close-ups so that the two-dimensional space is set 

into immediate relation with the affect, with time and soul. In Le Mistral (1965) and A 

Tale of the Wind (1988) Joris Ivens films the invisible, the wind, by recording its sound and 

observing how the wind moulds material things. Apichatpong Weerasethakul establishes 

a continuum between the past of the countryside and the present of the city by bringing 

the souls into present (virtual images). Semih Kaplanoglu evokes the spiritual presence 

with long shots that are based on the Sufistic conception of continuous present and haal, 

a state of consciousness. For Kaplanoglu (2012) this conception of “pure cinema” creates 

a harmonious life by linking the past with the present. Can this implementation of the 

archaic and the mythic (harmonious life) be seen as a coded critique of neoliberalism? 

(Wayne 2001) Michelangelo Frammartino responds to these questions with his film Le 

Quattro Volte (2010). Set in Calabria, Southern Italy, where Pythagoras used to give 

lectures from behind the veil to teach his students not to trust their sight, Frammartino 

gives us a non-dialogical, nature-based sound “film essay” concerning the immanent 

transmigration of the soul – “human-animal-plant-mineral” – punctuated with intervals 

(black screens). The aim of this paper is to study how the transmigration of the soul is 

expressed in Frammartino’s film, and what political insights it can offer us in thinking 

anew the criticism of the neoliberal “pan-visibility”. I’ll do this by using Pythagoras’s 

theory of transmigration, Gilles Deleuze’s writings on time-image, and Jacques Rancière’s 

conception of “emancipated spectator”. By liberating the spectator’s gaze to study the 

whole screen (extreme long shots) and stressing the importance of the sound (off screen 

diegetic sound), Frammartino is following Jean-Marie Straub’s maxim for the political 

cinema: “I don’t shoot for spectators, I shoot for citizens.” 

 

 

Paivi Miettunen: Figurative Sculpture and Expression of Grief – Melancholy, Mercy and 

Transcendence 

 

Study of grief presents a challenging paradox. While experience of grief is universal, its 

emotional manifestations are often considered private.  Throughout centuries, visual arts 

have shaped our understanding of emotional loss. The current paper explores if and how 

an aesthetic exploration of grief could inform our understanding of both emotional loss 

and figurative sculpture. 

This paper compares the portrayal of loss through mortality in the form of funerary 

statues from Staglieno Cemetery, Genoa, Italy over 100 years (1840s-1940s). It also 

analyzes how Antonio Canova’s funerary monument to Maria Cristina of Austria (1805) 

influenced the funerary art of Staglieno. Among the monuments from Staglieno include 

works by Santo Varni, G.B. Villa, Giuseppe Benetti, Onorato Toso, Giulio Monteverde, etc. 
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The key themes explored include the figure of sorrow, the concept of portal as a symbol 

for transitioning from this life to afterlife, consolatory symbols and angels. To express the 

psychology of emotional pain, the figurative sculptors operated through constructed 

metaphors ranging from a solitary figure with averted gaze to the evolution of “figure of 

sorrow” from an allegorical figure to a “grieving widow” and finally to an angel. In each 

work presented, the sculptor connects with the viewer through emotions, and portrays 

sadness and loss by gesture and facial expression. He provides a sense of mercy through 

the gentleness of the countenance and by use of consolatory and/or allegorical symbols 

and figures.  

Emotional loss can be difficult to describe, but through figurative sculpture each artist 

offers non-verbal ways of expressing and understanding psychological pain. Even though 

the individual artists represent work over more than a century, they all generate in the 

viewer a similar poignant connection on an abstract level. The aesthetic beauty of the 

sculptures offers solace and transcends the experience of grief. 

 

 

 

 

Misty L. Bastian: Dead Time – Temporal Regimes of Working Class North American 

Paranormal Researchers 

In this proposed paper, I will discuss how working class North American paranormal 

researchers (“ghost hunters”) understand the complexities of temporality. Ghost hunting 

hobbyists, as well as more serious paranormal researchers, are interested in flows of time 

that may seem to run counter to those more familiar to mainstream North American 

society. Indeed, for paranormal researchers, time is not only “out of sync,” but it is 

purposefully de-synchronized through their technological and mediumistic practices in 

order to establish communication with past people in spaces once associated with labor 

and leisure possibilities that seem increasingly out of reach. The technical equipment 

used by paranormal researchers may also detect the locations of already de-synchronized 

time/space—“portals” in their cosmology—that enable direct communication with the 

dead and (not quite) gone. As I will argue in the paper, North American paranormal 

researchers’ work constitutes an attempt to reconfigure the value of their time and of 

their labor in a society that seems to care less and less about working class men and 

women’s experience. By going into “dead time”—the liminal period after most North 

Americans’ bedtime and before most North Americans’ awakening—ghost hunters 

attempt to recover snatches of the voices and glimpses of the forms of the United States’ 

working class past. 

Session 17: Studying the Interaction with Otherworldly Spaces and Agents 
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Asta Raami: Evaluating The Reliability of Personal Experience when Encountering Dead 

People 

Highly intuitive individuals often have extraordinary and unexplainable experiences of 

intuition, including encountering dead people. These experiences are meaningful and real 

to the person experiencing, even though the truth-value of the experiences can be 

questioned. 

My previous research on intuition development with designers has revealed that some 

individuals are able to evaluate the reliability of their intuitions. Through their personal 

intuition observation and development during several years or even decades, some 

individuals have developed the skills and personal methods of discerning the reliable 

intuition apart from biased intuition. The interviews of some highly intuitive individuals 

reveal that these individuals are able to utilize certain types of personal confirmations to 

underline the trustworthiness of their intuition. Typically, these confirmations may be 

embodied signals, mental observations or noetic knowing types of confirmations. At the 

same time, these individuals report some typical biasing effects that can indicate the 

unreliability of their intuition. The most common biases of intuition mentioned are 

emotional and mental attachments like imagination, fears, storytelling, wishes, and over 

confidence. A talented individual seems to have skills to discern these different qualities 

of intuition in order to evaluate the reliability of an intuitive experience. 

In my contribution, I present case studies based on new interviews made with a small 

sample of highly intuitive individuals who have been describing experiences of 

encountering dead people. The main objective is to handle the methods used by these 

individuals, when encountering dead people and verifying the reliability of these 

experiences. All of the interviewees have their personal ways of perceiving information, 

which underlie the actual experience. In the outcomes, these perceptions and differences 

are unveiled and reflected. Further, the interviewees reflect how they are able to discern 

their personal experience of encountering dead people apart from the biases, for 

example, imagination, storytelling or magical thinking. 

 

Andreas Henriksson, Gerd Lindgren & Magdalena Raivio: Emotions and spirits online – 

How inexplicable feelings are made spiritually significant on an internet forum 

By analysing a Swedish online forum for spiritual development, we show how people 

draw on emotions as a source of knowledge about the spirit world. We use these results 

to discuss how the sociology of emotion can shed light on the broader theme of 

contemporary re-enchantment.   
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The large online forum is open to the Swedish-speaking public. In contrast to other similar 

forums, it is not confessional or tied to a specific group. Its members express a general, 

non-dogmatic interest in the foremost experiential side of spirituality. We have analysed 

all forum posts pertaining to spirits, and interpreted how emotions are expressed, 

discussed and understood. 

Our results show that members tend to bring up and discuss emotions perceived as 

socially responsive, but experienced in apparently non-social situations. These include 

sensations of presence, fright, being uncomfortable, and of rooms feeling empty or 

crowded. We suggest that the distinction between affect and emotion, i.e. non-verbalised 

and socially embedded sensations respectively, can be used to interpret these results. 

Gender is also shown to be important when deciding who feels what and who can rightly 

interpret whose emotions. These results may inform academic understandings of the 

contemporary trend of re-enchantment. 

 

 

 

 

Leena Vuolteenaho: Immortality and Ethics in Religion and TV 

My doctoral research focuses on immortality and the pursuit of extended life as ethical 

questions, examined from the viewpoint of Christian and Buddhist ethics, and as issues 

depicted in popular entertainment. A modern-day alternative of sorts to an otherworldly 

afterlife, the prospect of extended or eternal life presents a host of ethical issues worthy 

of examination. I focus on the narratives (explicit or implicit) regarding immortality 

presented by the aforementioned religions, and those in the TV series "Doctor Who". 

Based on my observations, I then evaluate the approach of Christianity and Buddhism 

towards the pursuit of extended or eternal life, and assess how they communicate their 

approach. I also examine how "Doctor Who" approaches the question, and how much the 

attitude of the series has in common with that of the religions named above.  

The aim is to examine the ethics of immortality, the type of narratives that exist around it, 

and the various contexts in which these narratives are encountered and negotiated (in 

the case of my research, religious ethics and a popular television series). The findings 

contribute to the wider discussion regarding the ethical implications of the pursuit of life 

extension or eternal life. Using both religious narratives and those found in contexts of 

popular entertainment as subjects of study helps illustrate general tendencies in the 

attitudes that exist regarding immortality – for example, how the attitudes of world 

religions affect those of a secular television series.  

Session 18: Ethics of Death: Immortality and the Art of Dying 
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The research is conducted within the discipline of English philology. However, it is 

connected to and makes use of the methodology and theoretical background of a number 

of other disciplines as well, including theology and religious studies, social ethics, 

narratology, and film and television studies. This research, then, offers insight into 

depictions of and attitudes towards immortality, and contributes to the study of ethics, 

religion, narratives, and (popular) culture from a multidisciplinary viewpoint.  

 

Mira Menzfeld: “This makes my dying bearable”. Moral evaluations of dying by 

terminally ill people 

Within the field of research about dying processes, many studies about the perception of 

dying are made by professionals (e.g. physicians, nurses, etc). But few articles and books 

refer directly to the lived experience of dying by dying people themselves. In my current 

work, I try to fill this gap with an extended field study with terminally ill people in 

Germany.  

My aim is to line out the implicit and explicit moral guidelines that lead my informants to 

evaluate aspects of their dying process as “good”, “bad” – or in between. Additionally, I 

want to find out how ambivalences in these evaluations open up spaces of individual 

choice, as well as transformations of moral standards that the informants have counted 

as crucial for a bearable dying phase before they got terminally ill. After the completion of 

my study, I hope to be able to give an outline of the personal experiences, emotional 

processes and structural inhibitions that dying people go through; and if there are ideas 

or practices that seem to be communalities. 

At the “Images of Afterlife” conference, I will present some first findings of my 

ethnographic fieldwork with terminally ill people at the Palliativstation of the 

Universitätsklinik in Cologne, and discuss the methodological framework. The main 

methodological issue of my study is the combination of an extended explorative phase 

inspired by phenomenological anthropology, and a following stage of reinsuring the 

findings with cognitivist methods (e.g., ranking models). 
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Andrea Brady: Geographies of the Afterlife 

Despite the polemics of Damien Hurst, the impossibility of death in the mind of anyone 

living is a contemporary phenomenon.  Early modern spaces dominated visually and 

sonically by death, with time punctuated by the ringing of the ‘passing bell’, funeral 

processions mapping circuits of affection and loyalty through the city, and graveyards as 

noisy, commercial, social locations, sites for orations and book burnings, athletics and 

horse-racing, and the examination of law-suits.  Death in this period was distinctly public.  

The dying could be visited by hundreds of people, and the spectacle of execution watched 

by thousands. 

Death has been read as a rite of passage, following van Gennep’s classification of stages 

of separation, transition, and reincorporation.  These are temporal stages, but they are 

also spatial: they depict the journey of life and death as movement over thresholds or 

limens.  In the Christian tradition, eschatology became dominated by spatial conceptions 

of the other world during the medieval period. This paper will examine the spatiality of 

the afterlife, comparing contemporary and early modern morbid geographies.  I will 

discuss the work of Gillian Rose, Giorgio Agamben and Judith Butler, each of which treat 

the spaces of contemporary death and mourning in different ways.  These philosophical 

approaches will inform a reading of Patricio Guzman’s 2010 film Nostalgia for the Light 

alongside the sci-fi film Gravity (2013).  Where the ubiquity of early modern visual and 

sonic reminders of death were embedded in a culture which taught the living that it was 

their duty to learn how to die, the afterlife of the heroine in Gravity, and the contrast 

between masculine scientific rationality and the incompletable mourning of mothers in 

Nostalgia, is typical of the impossibility of death in the mind of contemporary culture. 

 

Mikko Kallionsivu: Last temptations – Art of dying in the Late Medieval morality play 

Everyman  

The most famous late medieval catholic morality play is arguably Everyman. Written in 

the vernacular, it is all about dying. The central figure is suddenly confronted with the 

personification of death. He tries to bribe his way out of the situation, but Death won’t 

submit to his will. Everyman is scared deeply. He starts to think about the awaiting pains 

of Purgatory. This terror at itself, manifesting as a series of last temptations, becomes a 

threat to his soul. Fortunately, the personification of Knowledge comes to rescue. He 

comforts the terrified protagonist: “Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide. In thy 

most need to go by thy side.” With Knowledge, Everyman knows what rites to perform in 

order to find a secure passage into the Afterlife. He also learns the value of optimal 

mental disposition for the dying. Although Everyman cannot escape Death, he can now 

influence his fate after death.  
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Everyman, from the late fifteenth century, bears a close connection to the contemporary 

Ars moriendi. Ars moriendi is a genre that instructs how to die a good Christian death. In 

difficult times, these books were considered very valuable. With the help of Ars, a dying 

person knew how to behave in the last moments and how to manage the imminent fear 

of death.  

Ars moriendi was usually written in the vernacular. It also contained illustrative pictures of 

the stages of dying for the illiterate. These pictures and the dramatic curve of Everyman 

closely resemble each other. So do the teachings in both cases. In essence, Everyman is a 

dramatized version of this lost knowledge. In all, it is a well-balanced, didactic 

masterpiece comprised of skilful drama, entertainment, humour, deathbed therapy and 

pastoral guidance. 


