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Further praise for Necropolis:


An elegant saunter through the land of the dead


Jad Adams, Guardian


Catharine Arnold conjures up an appalling vista of endless grinning skulls stretching back into prehistory[It] works as a handy one-stop-shop for all things morbid from the fate of Cromwells skull to the Necropolis Railway, post-mortem photography and beyondThe big set-piece with which Arnold ends her story is, of course, the overwrought funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales. Though by the time we get there, it starts to look less like a bizarre aberration and more a natural extension of all the eccentric, moving and ingenious ways Londoners have faced down the spectre of death


Suzi Feay, Independent on Sunday


There has always been a certain relish in recounting the decay of fleshThat is why Necropolis is deeply pleasing: it satisfies the desire for wayward knowledge, being a compendium of death in all its formsIf you wish to go on a pilgrimage down these gravel paths and among these white sepulchres, this book should be your guide


Peter Ackroyd, The Times


Much of Catharine Arnolds account of Londons relationship with its dead carries [a] guiltily pleasurable charge of macabre interestWhere Arnolds account really beguiles is in its eccentric social detail, from the various mourning fashions in the late Victorian age to the medical consultant Francis Seymour Hadens enthusiasm for wickerwork caskets


Sinclair McKay, Daily Telegraph


Stitching archaeological discovery and architectural detail to anecdote and cultural commentary, Necropolis paints London as a city drained by deathThis book offers a fascinating ramble through the cadavers of Londons history, with the irresistible draw of finding out more about what lies under our pavements


Anna Metcalfe, Financial Times
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Introduction






When Sir Christopher Wren was commissioned to rebuild St Pauls Cathedral after it had been destroyed by the Great Fire of London in 1666, he made an astonishing discovery. As Mrs Isabella Holmes reveals in her marvellous book of 1898, The London Burial Grounds:




Upon digging the foundation of the present fabrick of St Pauls, he found under the graves of the latter ages, in a row below them, the Burial-places of the Saxon timesthe Saxons, as it appeared, were accustomed to line their graves with chalk-stones, though some more eminent were entombed in coffins of whole stones. Below these were British graves, where were found ivory and wooden pins of a hard wood, seemingly box, in abundance, of about six inches long; it seems the bodies were only wrapped up, and pinned in wooden shrouds, which being consumed, the pins remained entire. In the same row, and deeper, were Roman urns intermixed. This was eighteen feet deep or more, and belonged to the colony, where Romans and Britons lived and died together.




Wrens discovery reminds us that London is one giant grave. So many generations have lived and died here within such a small spanpagan, Roman, mediaeval, Victorianand left intriguing traces of their lives: like the skulls of Romans, murdered by Boudicca, recovered from the Thames, and the clay pipes of plague victims, discovered during excavations for the Piccadilly Line. In fact, the tunnel curves between Knightsbridge and South Kensington stations because it was impossible to drill through the mass of skeletal remains buried in Hyde Park. London, from six feet under, is not just Cobbetts Great Wen, it is the city a horrified young Thomas Carlyle dubbed the Great Maw!


Death provides a fascinating mirror through which to view London, as it has grown and changed. This book does not claim to be an exhaustive survey of every burial ground; for that, we must turn to Isabella Holmes, who chronicled every cemetery in London, and to Hugh Mellers excellent Gazeteer. The intention is to examine how London has coped with its dead from the pagan era to the present day, and the men and women who have played a part, from the mysterious Roman lady of Spitalfields to Graham Greene and his experience of the Blitz; from the cortge of Queen Elizabeth I to the funeral of Diana, Princess of Wales, 400 years later; and from the Dickensian horrors of the overcrowded inner-city churchyards to the Victorian Valhallas of Kensal Green, Highgate and Brompton.


My own interest in graveyards began in childhood, when I used to walk home from school through Nottinghams Rock Cemetery, with its magnificent marble angels and sandstone catacombs. When I moved to London, and longed for green tranquil spaces, I spent weekends exploring the great Victorian burial grounds. The word cemetery derives from the Greek koimeterion or dormitory, and these great gardens of sleep seemed tranquil indeed.


Each had its unique appeal: the grandeur of Brompton, designed as an outdoor cathedral; Kensal Green, with its elegant Neo-classical tombs; and, most fascinating of all, Highgatelast resting-place of Karl Marx and poor Lizzie Siddal, the Pre-Raphaelite muse who was exhumed so that her husband could recover the book of poetry buried with her.


Highgate was the inspiration for Necropolis. I was sitting in a caf at the top of Highgate Hill one bright May morning, sipping coffee and watching the world go by, when a laden hearse drove straight past my window, reminding me that the great cemetery lay but a few steps away. From planning to write about Highgate, I began to explore the places which inspired it, including Pariss Pre Lachaise, and those that followed, such as Green-Wood, in New York. But London seemed peculiarly suited to a narrative about the dead. As I roamed the cemeteries, and examined dusty tomes in silent libraries, I realized that London possesses a Dickensian aura of mystery, a pervasive melancholy


Writing Necropolis has enhanced my vision of London as a city of ghosts: famous and infamous, they dart along like shadows. The shade of Virginia Woolf flickers through Bloomsbury; forgotten scribblers materialize on Fleet Street near the Wig and Pen; and at Westminster, I sense the phantoms of a thousand Scottish soldiers, interned by Cromwell after the Battle of Worcester in 1651, and buried in the plague pits near the Houses of Parliament.


Meanwhile, we have carved out a place for ourselves among the dead; the glittering pinnacles of commerce rise along the skyline, their foundations sunk in a charnel house; and the lost lie forgotten below us as, overhead, we persuade ourselves that we are immortal and carry on the business of life.


Catharine Arnold
January, 2006













1: A PAGAN PLACE

Celtic Golgotha and the Roman Cemeteries






High above London stands one of the citys oldest burial grounds. The Bronze Age tumulus on Parliament Hill Fields predates Kensal Green and Highgate cemeteries by over 4,000 years. This tumulus, which dates from around 2,400 BC, is characteristic of the peaceful, remote spots where the earliest Londoners went to join their ancestors, although the city, as such, did not yet exist. The region was merely a series of rudimentary villages, inhabited by tribes who survived by farming and fishing in the marshy land around the tidal river.


The tumulus is a reminder that, since time immemorial, humans have demonstrated a universal propensity to bury their dead, to mourn their passing and to mark their passage into the next world with a series of mortuary rituals and religious ceremonies.


The earliest form of interment, during the Neolithic period (4,0002,500 BC), consisted of long barrows. These were vast walk-in burial chambers covered by mounds of earth. Today, those barrows which remain are grassy mounds, but at the time they were decorated with stones or cobbles and had elaborate wooden entrances, sealed with massive rocks which could be rolled away when the occasion demanded. Used and adapted over the centuries, these communal barrows contained large numbers of crouched inhumations (bodies buried in the foetal position).1


When they first opened Neolithic barrows in the nineteenth century, Victorian antiquaries found that many skeletons had been disarticulated, and had bones missing, indicating that they had been moved about before full decomposition had taken place. It appeared then, that Neolithic people did not simply dispose of their deadthey handled them repeatedly and shifted them about.2 The Victorians interpreted this as evidence of lack of respect, ritual sacrifice and even cannibalisma view supported by Classical authors.


A more recent interpretation, in 1999, suggests that the bodies had been moved for a different purpose; it was possible that members of the tribe who had died and been buried elsewhere were exhumed and reinterred alongside their kith and kin, just as the bodies of loved ones are flown home today, for burial in the family plot. Repellent as the practice of reburial may have seemed to the Victorians, there are also anthropological explanations for placing the dead in specific locations, in order to invest the monument with the spiritual power of the dead person.3


There were no individual gravestones in the burial chambers, but the bodies were often framed by rudimentary rows of stones and buried with grave goodspersonal items to accompany the dead person into the afterlife. These included arrowheads, pots, and jewellery made from shells or jet. Many graves also contained the remains of cattle, sheep and even reindeer, and there is evidence that cherished domestic animals followed their owners to the grave; archaeologists have found the bones of dogs and cats in Neolithic barrows.


By the Bronze Age, the long barrows had fallen into disuse. Cremation had become the primary means of disposal, with bodies burned in pits and the cremated remains buried in collared urns beneath smaller, rounded burial mounds. These tended to be the preserve of chieftains, whilst more humble members of the community were consigned to a shallow grave or ditch. The heros funeral in Beowulf conveys the spectacular nature of such an event:




The warriors kindled the bale [bonfire] on the barrow,


Wakened the greatest of funeral fires,


Dark oer the blaze the wood-smoke mounted;


The winds were still, and the sound of weeping


Rose with the roar of the surging flame


Till the heat of the fire had broken the body4




Beowulfs comrades spend ten days fashioning a mound high on a cliff, where the heros ashes are buried along with his hoard of treasure. Twelve warriors then parade around the burial mound, singing dirges, praising his deeds and bemourning the fall of their mighty lord. Beowulf was, of course, composed around AD 800, nearly 3,000 years after the Bronze Age, but it provides a superb poetic evocation of the event, allowing us to imagine a similar procession on Parliament Hill Fields, as the Beaker People bade farewell to a slain warlord or tribal elder beneath his newly constructed tumulus.


The death and burial of warriors would prove to be a recurring theme, for over the following centuries, many Ancient Britons and Roman soldiers were to be slain in battle.


Although Julius Caesar had attempted to conquer Britain in 55 and 54 BC, the Romans did not mount a successful invasion until AD 43, under Claudius. Arriving at the south coast, the Romans made their way up the Thames Estuary. Finding a spot where the tidal river proved deep enough for shipping but narrow enough for a crossing, they immediately grasped its strategic significance and created a makeshift settlement of forty acres along the waterfront. Londinium, capital of the Province of Britannia, was born. But Londinium soon became a target for the oppressed Britons.


In A.D. 60, the Britons, led by Queen Boudicca, rebelled. According to the Roman historian Tacitus, Boudicca hated the Romans as they had stolen her land when she was widowed, flogged her and raped her daughters. Intent on wiping out their oppressors, Boudiccas army descended on London and burned it to the ground. This first Great Fire of London was so intense that it melted bronze coins, scorching the earth so profoundly that archaeologists discovered a seared layer of soil centuries later. Boudicca took no prisoners. Tacitus recorded that over 70,000 Romans and their alliesmen, women and childrenperished in the massacre; they were lynched, burned and even crucified. Romans were beheaded and thrown into the river. The number of skulls recovered from the Walbrook near Finsbury Circus, and the Thames around Battersea and Mortlake prompted the Victorian archaeologist Henry Syer Cuming to name the river our Celtic Golgotha.


The Romans soon retaliated, however, crushing the insurgents and, once they had regained control, set about creating London in the image of a Roman city. A defensive wall, nine feet wide, eighteen feet high and nearly two miles long was constructedsections of which survive to this very day. Inside the wall was the Forum (on what is now Gracechurch Street in the City), a combination of law court, council chamber and shopping mall. With their passion for town planning, the Romans laid out streets, villas and temples. In a policy shift which the historian Guy de la Bdoyre has compared with modern Western Imperialism, the Romans converted militant Britons to their way of life with consumer enticements, introducing them to the urbane pleasures of hot spas and fine dining, encouraging them to wear togas and speak Latin.5


This cultural imperialism extended to the Roman way of death. Roman law forbade burial in urbe. To preserve the sanctity of the living, cemeteries were located on roads leading out of town, such as the Appian Way. These laws derived from a need to keep the dead at a distance. The Romans feared their dead. In fact, Roman funeral customs derived from a need to propitiate the sensibilities of the departed.6 The very word funus may be translated as dead body, funeral ceremony, or murder. There was genuine concern that, if not treated appropriately, the spirits of the dead, or manes, would return to wreak revenge.


Technically, all that was necessary to make burial legal under Roman law was to scatter a handful of earth over the body. However, funerals were as significant to the Romans as they would later be to the Victorians. A lavish funeral, conducted by professional undertakers, was considered essential. Burial clubs enabled individuals to save for their last rites; even slaves could join.7 Funerals normally took place three days after death. The corpse was washed and anointed with oils, as it was believed that the body was polluted by death and would not rest easy without ceremonial cleansing. It was then wrapped in a special toga and placed on a bier. This was carried from the house as a chorus of paid mourners wailed, in contrast to the studied calm of the household. The funeral procession observed strict hierarchy, with the heir at the forefront, dressed in a black toga, the folds of which he held before his face, his hair deliberately dishevelled to signify bereavement. The wearing of black was significant, as black garments were thought to confer invisibility upon the bereaved, protecting them from vengeful spirits.


Following directly behind the bier were the servants who would, in earlier times, have been slaughtered at the graveside, along with a warriors horse. Musicians and torchbearers came next, with the rear taken up by the mimessinister, silent figures in wax masks modelled on dead members of the family. The cortge would stop at the Forum, where a funeral oration was given, before the procession made its way out of the city walls to the cemetery where, after burial, a funeral feast took place at the graveside, with libations poured to appease the spirit of the dear departed.


The Romans, like the British, practised cremation; in their case, the custom derived from the Greeks and the Etruscans. Cremation was well established in London by the first century AD. In Urne Burial, the seventeenth-century divine Sir Thomas Browne referred to the urns of Spittle Fields by London, which contained the Coynes of Claudius, Vespasian, Commodus, Antonius, attended with Lacrymatories, Lamps, Bottles of Liquor, and other appurtenances of affectionate superstition.8 Browne also reminds us that, in Classical Antiquity, there was an element of noble sentiment to cremation. More than a hygienic method of disposing of the dead, cremation enabled lovers and comrades to be mingled together for eternity:




The ashes of Domitian were mingled with those of Julia; of Achilles with those of Patroclus; All Urnes contained not single ashes; Without confused burnings they affectionately compounded their bones; passionately endeavouring to continue their living Unions. And when distance of death denied such conjunctions, unsatisfied affections conceived some satisfaction to be neighbours in the grave, to lye Urne by Urne, and touch but in their names.9




Members of the aspiring British middle class, persuaded to embrace all things Roman, had little difficulty in embracing the Roman way of death, as many of the practices, such as burying the cremains in a sanctified spot, corresponded with existing ritual. Under Roman conditions, the body was burned in a special pit at the cemetery. The bones were removed, washed, and placed in an amphora for the family to bury. A small number of urns were available, although sometimes cooking pots, which had cracked during the firing process and were not suitable for tableware, would be used. This practice was similar to the Beaker custom of burying the cremains in collared jars. The major cultural difference was that, instead of barrows, the Romans buried their dead in purpose-built cemeteries.


The remains of three major Roman cemeteries have been found on roads leading west, north and east out of London.10 Recent excavations at Prescot Street, near Aldgate, have uncovered over 670 burials and 134 cremations. The original site, which lies on either side of the Colchester Road, covered fifty-one acres and contained over 100,000 dead from the 400 years during which it was used. Burial took place in a series of plots, divided by ditches. As well as the major road which dissected the cemetery and formed a route for funeral processions, a number of smaller roads were created and a quarry dug nearby for producing brick. Many of the plots had been used several times during the life of the cemetery, and the remains of lead coffins were found, along with traces of mausolea. Overlapping graves indicate that overcrowding was a problem, even in those days.


Grave goods included jars of food and wine (one motto beaker, now at the Museum of London, bears the inscription utere: use me), chickens, always buried to the left of the body, and coins for Charon, the ferryman, to row the deceased across the Styx. Hobnailed boots, for the long walk to the Underworld, were provided for both adults and children. Many grave goods offer clues to their owners personality. The Harper Road Woman, who died around AD 70, was buried with her bronze torc necklace, a mirror and a jug of wine, suggesting a pleasure-loving character. At West Tenter Street, near Aldgate, another woman was sent on her way with two Medusa amulets to ward off the evil eye, a gaming set, to prevent boredom in the Netherworld, and a jet pendant. The Romans believed jet possessed magical properties to ward off evil spirits.


The Romans practised cremation up until AD 200, when it began to fall out of favour. Under the influence of Christianity, which emphasized the physical resurrection of the body, the first wooden coffins were introduced. Christian burial rites, derived from Judaic law, included washing the corpse before burial and anointing it with oils. Once the corpse had been washed, and the orifices plugged to prevent leakage, it was wrapped in a shroud. The belief persisted that a body must be entire for resurrection on Judgement Day, so, when possible, items such as missing teeth and even amputated limbs were carefully preserved and buried with the corpse.



Traditionally, bodies went on display for at least two days before burial, so that mourners could pay their last respects, and the important practice of watching, also derived from ancient Jewish ritual, might be observed. Watching also seemed to develop from a natural reluctance to leave the dead person to whom so much care had been devoted during their final hours.


Roman coffins ranged from the simple wooden box to the elaborately decorated sarcophagus, placed in a marble mausoleum large enough to accommodate an entire family. The concept of the mausoleum was inspired by the monument to King Mausolus of Halicarnassus, one of the Seven Wonders of the World. Raised by the Kings devoted wife, Artemisia, it consisted of a massive marble tomb, surmounted by an Ionic colonnade supporting a roof-like pyramid. At its foot stood a four-horse chariot containing statues of the King and Queen. Since then, the term mausoleum has been applied to any massive tomb containing shelves upon which the dead could be laid in lead coffins.


The most remarkable discovery of recent years is that of the Spitalfields Woman.11 In 1999, archaeologists were working on the excavation of a site earmarked for a new office block. They were expecting to find the remains of one of the largest hospitals in England (Spitalfields derives from St Marys Hospital Fields), but a greater discovery lay beneath. Under a layer of 8,000 mediaeval burials, they uncovered a cemetery, situated on Ermine Street, the major route north out of London. There were over 200 burials, the most spectacular of which consisted of a stone sarcophagus, dating from the fourth century AD. One of four high-profile burials, it had been placed on a raised area of the cemetery, designed to be seen from the main road. This feature had its drawbacks. Two of the tombs had been broken into, probably during the Late Roman period, and grave robbers had even created a ramp to make it easier to steal the sarcophagus. The latter had been enclosed in a timber mausoleum, long since rotten, although traces of the joists remained. Nearby were the remains of a child.


Image not available


Unlike the other three, this sarcophagus had never been tampered with. Distracted, perhaps, by another find, or interrupted in their work, the grave robbers had left it intact. Perhaps they intended to return at a later date.


By the thirteenth century, the graves had been built over, which had preserved the sarcophagus for posterity. After scanning with a metal detector indicated that there was something precious inside, the lid was raised to show an elaborately decorated lead coffin, surrounded by mud. Inside was an intricate hair ornament made of jet, and a beautiful glass perfume bottle, suggesting that the inhabitant was a woman.



When the coffin was opened, it revealed the skeleton of a young woman, perfectly preserved, lying on a pillow of bay leaves and wrapped in an elaborate robe of Chinese silk, decorated with gold thread from Syria.


The Spitalfields Woman had been prosperous. She came from a wealthy family, the wife or daughter of a senior Government official. DNA testing revealed that she was probably of Spanish origin. Her sarcophagus was limestone, quarried in the East Midlands, possibly selected from a number of sarcophagi kept on hand for important burials by the precursors of the London undertaking trade. Tall for her day at five feet four inches, she showed little evidence of injury or disease; the cause of death was thought to have been an infection. And she had never given birth. DNA testing indicated that the child buried nearby was not related.


The Spitalfields Woman now resides in her coffin, at the Museum of London, for all to see. Reconstruction techniques, pioneered in the discipline of forensic science, have allowed experts to recreate her face. For all the Roman horror of the dead, there is nothing to fear here. We can look into her eyes, and consider the details of her short life, and gain some insight into what it was like to live and die in London, almost 2,000 years ago.


An earlier version of the bustling commercial melting pot that it has become today, London flourished under the Romans. However, as the Roman Empire declined, so did London. In AD 410 the Emperor Honorius withdrew his army from Britannia, abandoning London to a wave of barbarians from Denmark, Germany and the Lower Rhine. These new arrivals, who displaced the Celts and Romans, became known as the Anglo-Saxons. Like the nomadic tribes which had roamed London before the Roman invasion, the Anglo-Saxons were pagans, their religious beliefs shaped by Nordic mythology. Although many Roman buildings fell into disrepairlike their predecessors, the Anglo-Saxons preferred to live in simple village settlementsthe newcomers made good use of the existing cemeteries.



The most spectacular and elaborate of all Saxon burials was not in London at all, but at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk, where, in the seventh century AD, an entire ship was dragged up from the river and equipped with priceless treasures for a kings last voyage to Valhalla. This is echoed in the epic poem Beowulf, believed to have been composed in the eighth century AD Beowulfs father, Scyld, was carried down to the shore and placed in a ring-prowed ship, straining at anchor and sheeted with ice, filled with battle armour, swords and gems. In keeping with tradition, Scylds ship was launched into the unknown deep and trackless seas12; but the ship at Sutton Hoo, the ultimate in grave goods, was buried, a fittingly glorious end to what must have been a glorious life.


The advent of Christianity brought such magnificent examples of paganism to a close. The Church imposed its own pattern on burial, but there was still plenty of opportunity for extravagant funerals and elaborate monuments. There would also be a new challenge to Londoners on how they coped with their dead en masse, in the form of the Black Death.













2: DANSE MACABRE

London and the Black Death






Mediaeval London was dominated by the Church. More than thirty monasteries, convents, priories and hospitals lined its narrow streets. At this stage in its development, Englands capital consisted of the City of London, roughly one square mile, surrounded by the mighty wall which had endured since the days of the Romans. The Tower of London, built by William the Conqueror in the eleventh century, occupied the eastern boundary. To the north lay Cripple Gate and Bishops Gate; to the west stood New Gate and Blackfriars; while, along the south bank, the Thames formed a natural defence. Beyond the wall, Westminster, the seat of Government, lay to the west, Hole Bourn and Clerks Well to the north and, across the river, St Thomass Spital (ancestor of the great London teaching hospital) and St Mary Overeys Priory.


Space was at a premium, and enterprising Londoners constructed houses, shops and even a church on London Bridge. Trade flourished here, in the largest and wealthiest city in England. Entire streets were devoted to one trade and their names survive today: Apothecary Street; Shoe Lane; Stonecutter Street; Pudding Lane. London was one vast factory, drawing workers from all over the country.


In administrative terms, London was divided into parishes, like a series of overlapping villages, which took responsibility for all who dwelled in them, the living and the dead. Named after the churches which governed them, parishes were controlled by churchwardens and overseen by vestries, the precursors of modern district councils or boroughs.


The religious Orders played a vital role in the community, carrying out the majority of charity work, tending the sick, burying the dead and praying for the dead and the living. The monks behaviour, however, was sometimes less than perfect. Despite the Christian injunction to fasting and abstinence, monks ate better than the laity. Recent excavations at Bermondsey Abbey yielded skeletons with the symptoms of arthritis and obesity. Living on a diet heavy in saturated fats and wine, Londons monks were condemned by Peter the Venerable, Abbot of Cluny, for wearing furs and eating fat.1


The cloisters of St Bartholomews Priory, West Smithfield, were notorious for lowlife: lords and ladies, aldermen and their wives, squires and fiddlers, citizens and rope-dancers, jack-puddings [clowns] and lawyers, mistresses and maids, masters and prentices meeting up for plays, lotteries, farces and all the temptations to destruction.2 Occasionally, scholars from St Pauls and other grammar schools would meet in St Bartholomews churchyard for learned debates, but these events inevitably degenerated into street fights and had to be discontinued.3


Influential convents and monasteries included the Greyfriars or Franciscans, later Christs Hospital, which took in underprivileged children; the Blackfriars or Dominicans; and the Crossed or Crouched Friars by Fenchurch Street. Outside the City walls were the Whitefriars or Carmelites, south of Fleet Street; the Abbey and Convent at Westminster; St Mary Spital, outside Bishopsgate; and Bermondsey Abbey. Some Orders were mendicants (beggars), who had no burial place of their own, but most establishments had a large cemetery or cloister garth for monks and nuns. At the Church of the Crutched Friars, by Fenchurch Street, rules for burial stated that:




When any Brother of Suster of the same Bretherhede is dede, he or she shall have 4 Torchys of Wex of the Bretherhede, to bring the Body in Erthe: And every Brother or Suster shall come to his Masse of Requiem, and offer Id and abide still to the Tyme the Body be buryed, uppon Pain of a l. Wex, yf he or she be within the Cite.4




Despite the reference to torches and tapers, burials did not always take place in the evenings. They were conducted after Mass, before dinner, and with as little delay as possible. These were solemn proceedings, particularly if the deceased had been a Prior, or a Canon, with an impressive procession of monks bearing lighted tapers, chanting Psalms, sprinkling holy water, and the celebration of Requiem Mass. At Christs Hospital, this practice persisted into the eighteenth century, with the Christs Hospital scholar or blue carried in a torchlight procession and buried within the school grounds as his fellow students sang the thirty-ninth Psalm. The boys also participated in Londons ceremonial funerals. Whenever a worthy died, one boy for each year of the mans life marched in his cortge.


Builders demolishing the remains of the Blackfriars monastery after the Great Fire of London discovered four heads, in pewter pots, in a wall. The heads, which were embalmed, had tonsured hair. The historian Strype speculated that these were the heads of some zealous priests or friars executed for treason, or for denying the Kings Supremacy; and here privately deposited by these Black Friars.5


The monastic Orders were responsible for a number of hospitals, which had their own burial grounds. These included St Bartholomews in the City and St Thomass in Southwark, devoted to the care of the wounded, maimed, sick and diseased. Greyfriars or Bridewell, a house for the correction of vagabonds, near the Embankment, also had its own burial ground, which continued to be used into the nineteenth century.


As the distinguished historian Dr Vanessa Harding has observed, the dead were everywhere in mediaeval London, neither out of sight, nor out of mind.6 The Romans had feared their dead, and banished them to distant cemeteries; by the Middle Ages, Christians buried their dead close to home. Londoners were born, baptized, married and buried in the Church. Literally, in many instances, as burial within the walls and vaults was considered the most distinguished form of interment.


Although St John Chrysostom had directed Christians to continue the Roman practice in the fourth century AD, warning them that burial in the church was analogous to placing a rotting cadaver near the limbs of Christ, his caution was ignored.7 The custom of burying within the church derived from the concept of martyrdom. Christians revered those who had died for their faith, turning their tombs into shrines. The faithful clamoured to be buried alongside the martyrs, as close as possible to the venerable remains, a custom which, in anthropological terms, recalls Neolithic beliefs that certain human remains possessed supernatural properties. It was believed that canonized saints did not rot, like lesser mortals, but that their corpses were miraculously preserved and emanated an odour of sanctity, a sweet floral smell, for years after death. In forensic terms, such preservation is likely to be a result of natural mummification in hot, dry conditions.


The tradition of martyrdom informed a different attitude towards human remains. Corpses per se were not regarded as objects of fear. Nowhere was this more evident than in the charnel house of St Pauls. Built over a shrine to St Erkenwald, an Anglo-Saxon bishop of London, following a great fire, beneath its soil lay the graves of Britons, Saxons and Romans. St Pauls was Londons principal church after Westminster Abbey. Weddings were celebrated here, sermons preached, plays enacted and burials conducted.


The institution of the charnel house was a particularly gruesome aspect of mediaeval burial. Christians then had little concept of one man, one grave, and many, of course, could not afford an elaborate burial. Fees consisted of payments to the gravedigger for breaking the ground, to the priest and to the parish church, and to the sexton, who tolled the passing bell. Those who could not pay were buried on the parish, in pits, wrapped in shrouds. When one pit was full, it was covered in earth, and a previous one reopened. The bones were dug up, and taken to the charnel house for safekeeping. The term derives from the French charnier: flesh. In France and Italy, skeletal remains were used to create artistic displays, including chandeliers, which were exhibited in the ossuarya gallery above a charnel house.


Eventually, even the bodies of the wealthy, buried under the stone flags of the church, submitted to this fate. But it was not regarded as violation. The French historian Philippe Aris has observed that the significant thing was to be buried in or near the church. What actually happened to your body after that was immaterial. Tombs and headstones were reserved for the nobility. Although the faithful visited the shrines of saints, the concept of returning to the grave of a loved one, and communing with their memory, was unknown.


The dead were also at the heart of the city. Saturated with Christian theology, the attitude of the average Londoner was, in the words of Aris, et moriemur and we shall all die. With land at a premium, churchyards were communal spaces at the core of parish life, more like streetmarkets than parks. Laundry fluttered above the graves; chickens and pigs jostled for scraps. Bands of travelling players enacted dramas, and desecration was inevitable, with boisterous churls playing football, dancing, drinking and fighting on the hallowed ground. Just how rough these activities got is indicated by entries in parish registers of deaths resulting from participation in such pastimes. Church services were frequently disturbed, and the erection of booths for the sale of food and drink caused serious damage to the graves. Before condemning such irreverence, we should remember that the bond between the living and the dead was very different from today. It was an extension of the mediaeval belief that the dead were, in some sense, still close by, and probably grateful to hear the merrymaking.


Under normal conditions, London possessed enough burial space to satisfy demand, but the arrival of the Black Death in 1348 placed existing resources under enormous strain, leading to the creation of Londons first cemeteries since Roman times.


The epidemic of 1348 was the most severe, but it was not the first. For centuries, the plague had been, according to Victorian historian Mrs Isabella Holmes, a constant and dreaded visitor to Britain. London was first ravaged by the plague in 664, and it returned again and again, constantly driving kings, courtiers and wealthier citizens to flee to the country for safety. However, the strain which struck England in 1348 was so virulent that previous outbreaks paled into insignificance. Although historians such as John Stow wrote that scarce the tenth person of all sorts was left alive, it is now believed that the Black Death wiped out a third to half the population of London, and up to 50 per cent of the population of Europe.


Originating in the deserts of Mongolia in the 1320s, it spread to China and, by 1351, had killed two-thirds of the population there. Mongolian nomads then carried it west, along trade routes. The Black Death wiped out millions as it rampaged through these trade routes. Thousands perished in Constantinople in 1347. The following year, two-fifths of the population died in Cairo. Corpses were piled so high in the Egyptian village of Bilbais that bandits hid behind them during ambushes. One third of the Islamic world died as the plague spread on to Damascus, Jerusalem and Mecca. The Black Death derived its name from the internal bleeding that caused black bruises to appear on the skin. There were three, interrelated forms of plague: bubonic, which caused buboes or tumours on the neck, armpit and groin, and from which victims occasionally recovered; pneumatic plague, which attacked the respiratory system; and septicaemic plague, which attacked the blood system and was always fatal.8


In 1346, Genovese merchants travelled to Caffa (now Feodosia) in the Crimea, where they came under siege from Tartar warlords. When plague broke out among the Tartars, their leader, Janibeg, ordered the survivors to catapult the corpses over the walls into the city. The Genovese fled, bringing the plague back to Italy late in 1347. Thousands died, and were thrown into mass graves. In Siena, one Agnolo di Tura buried his five children with his own hands. So many died, he wrote, they believed it was the end of the world. In The Decameron, Giovanni Boccaccio noted: Such was the cruelty of heaven and, to a great degree, of man, that, between March 1348 and the following July, it is estimated that more than one hundred thousand human beings lost their lives within the walls of Florence, what with the ravages attendant on the plague and the barbarity of the survivors towards the sick.9


Many Italian citizens felt that the only solution to the plague was to leave their families, their homes and their city. Neighbours avoided one another. Brother deserted brother. Worst of all, parents abandoned their children.


As the corpses piled up, the churches ran out of consecrated ground and the authorities were forced to dig mass graves, where bodies were buried by the hundred. They stowed them away like bales in the hold of a ship, wrote Boccaccio, and covered them with a little earth, until the whole trench was full. Another commentator observed that the mass graves looked like lasagne.


The Black Death soon reached France, killing over half the population of Marseilles. At Montpelier, only seven out of one hundred and forty Dominican friars survived. Attempts to treat the symptoms with Theriac, a remedy which included crushed snakes, failed dismally. Cattle were slaughtered in the belief that they spread disease. Huge fires were lit to fumigate the streets. One theory was that the air had become stiff and needed to be dispersed: bells were rung and birds were released to fly around rooms. Eventually, the authorities realized that quarantine was the only way of containing the outbreak, and entire households were walled up. Many believed the plague was a punishment sent from God. An Order of Flagellants sprang up, who lashed themselves in an attempt to stop God attacking the world. As mass hysteria broke out, the populace sought a scapegoat for the epidemic. First lepers, then the Jews, were held responsible. In towns and villages across Europe, thousands of Jews were accused of poisoning the water sources and burned alive. In Frankfurt, the Flagellants organized the wholesale massacre of the entire Jewish population.


The plague struck England in June 1348, arriving by ship at Melcombe Regis (Weymouth) on bales of cloth from Burgundy infested with rat fleas. Spreading like wildfire from Bristol to Gloucester to Oxford, it attacked London in November 1348 and flourished in the citys filthy conditions. London was a heaving anthill of overhanging timber-frame houses, where jutting rooftops met across narrow alleyways, trapping fetid air beneath. Pigs and cattle roamed between the houses; industrial waste, from the tanneries which boiled up wool and leather using animal excrement in the process, littered the banks of the river. Butchers turned out their offal into the open drains, which were no more than sewers. Edward III complained that, When passing along the water of the Thames, we have beheld dung and lay stools and other filth accumulated in diverse places within the city, and have also perceived the fumes and other abominable stenches arising therefrom.


Crammed together in rat-infested rookeries, the populace were vulnerable to infection, with the poor the inevitable victims; ideal conditions for a deadly virus to take hold. London was a death trap.



By January 1349, the deadly pestilence had become such a threat that Parliament was prorogued (suspended but not dissolved), because grave fears were entertained for the safety of those coming here at the time, according to Robert of Avesbury, an eyewitness. Avesbury recalled that:




Those marked for death were scarce permitted to live longer than three or four days. It showed favour to no-one, except a very few of the wealthy. On the same day, twenty or forty or sixty bodies, and on many occasions many more, might be committed for burial together in the same pit. The pestilence arrived in London at about the feast of All Saints [1 November] and daily deprived many of life. It grew so powerful that between Candlemass [2 February] and Easter [12 April] more than two hundred corpses were buried almost every day in the new burial ground made next to Smithfield, and this was in addition to the bodies buried in other graveyards in the city.10




According to William Maitland, who compiled a massive History of London in 1756, the new burial ground came into being because the plague:




continued to rage in a most deplorable and dreadful Manner, till the common Cemeteries were not capacious enough to receive the vast Number of Bodies so that several well-disposed Persons were induced to purchase Ground to supply that Defect: Amongst whom we find Ralph Stratford, Bishop of London, who in 1348, bought a Piece of Ground called No-Mans Land, which he enclosed with a Brick Wall, and dedicated to the Burial of the Dead.11




The Bishop of London consecrated this new cemetery, but it became so full that an extension had to be opened:





a Place called Spittle-Croft, the Property of St Bartholomews Hospital, containing thirteen acres and a Rod of Ground, which was also purchased and appropriated to the same Use of burying the Dead by Sir Walter Manny; in which were buried 50,000 Persons, who died of the Plague, as recorded by antient Historians and was long remembered by the following Inscription fixed on a Stone Cross upon the Premises: A great Plague raging in the Year of our Lord 1349, this Burial-Ground was consecrated, wherein, and within the Bounds of the Present Monastery, were buried more than fifty thousand Bodies of the Dead, besides many others thenceforward to the present Time: Whose Souls the Lord have Mercy upon.12




Another cemetery was subsequently opened at East Smithfield by one John Corey, a Clergyman, for the same Use later that same year; dedicated to the Holy Trinity, in which were also buried innumerable Bodies, during the Time of this Pestilence. Maitland believed that, With the Addition of those buried in other Grounds, Church-yards, and Churches, may convince us of the Assertion, that not one in ten survived this divine Visitation, and that there could not die less than 100,000 Persons in the whole.13


Archaeologist Duncan Hawkins of the Museum of London has taken issue with Maitlands figures. The population of London between 1300 and 1348 has been estimated at around forty to one hundred thousand. Of these, between a third to half perished during the Black Death. Whatever the figures involved, Hawkins argues, it is obvious that the victims of the Black Death overwhelmed the existing provision for the dead in churchyards and religious institutions. Recent excavations suggest that between ten and twelve thousand bodies were buried at the new cemeteries.14


Hawkins discovered that Londoners who succumbed to the Black Death were treated with considerably more reverence than in Italy. Between 1986 and 1988, Hawkins led excavations at the East Smithfield cemeteries, which lie beneath the Royal Mint; these revealed that, far from being hurled into mass graves, the majority of the dead were stacked neatly, five deep, with their heads at the west and feet to the east, in keeping with the Christian practice that bodies should be facing the right direction when they were resurrected on Judgement Day. Even at the height of the plague, many victims were decently interred, in shrouds and coffins.


The cemeteries did not remain as such once the first wave of the plague had abated in London in 1350. Real estate was already at a premium in Englands capital. Spittle Croft, where more than five thousand bodies were buried over a twenty-year period, became the site of the Charterhouse or Carthusian Priory, built in 1371. At the cemetery of the Holy Trinity, just without the wall, the Abbey of St Mary of Grace was founded, for Cistercian monks. The development covered the victualizing office and adjoining houses.


Only No-Mans Land retained its identity as a cemetery. Subsequently referred to as the Pardon Churchyard, it was used for the burial of the outcast and excluded, like heretics, executed people and suicides.


This was not the last Londoners saw of the plague. In 1361, another outbreak caused Edward III to order all cattle to be slaughtered, from Stratford in the east of London to Knightsbridge in the west. To no avail, as twelve hundred people died in forty-eight hours.


London recovered, eventually, but the aftermath of the Black Death was devastating. The epidemic destroyed the economy, causing mass starvation and anarchy. The shortage of men and women available to join and run the monasteries, and the decline in numbers of men who could enter the priesthood, undermined the authority of the Church.15 On a theoretical level, the Black Death led the devout to question the very nature of existence. Death, once the inevitable conclusion of a good Christian life, now became a terrifying apparition, striking without warning and wiping out an entire generation. This new manifestation of death was epitomized by the danse macabre.


Image not available


The danse macabre was a traditional form of iconography, popular throughout Europe, depicting Death engaged in a dialogue with every member of society, from the Pope to the common labourer. Death is portrayed as a transi or half-decomposed corpse, enticing the living to join him, and serving to remind us all that memento mori: remember you must die, while the dance itself is not so much a dance as a procession, with the subjects advancing gravely and reluctantly, as though participating in a funeral procession. Dances of death actually took place at European cathedrals following Mass, with the participants paid in wine.16


The message of the danse macabre consisted of three elements: first came the notion that we are all equal in the presence of death. Second was the idea of confronting the living with the dead, a familiar mediaeval theme reinforcing the vanity of human grandeur, and the third was the dance itself, which appears to have been an offshoot of the morbid ecclesiastical imagination, designed to frighten sinners into repentance.


Accounts from Europe indicate that the danse macabre took another form, inspired by the Black Death, rather like our childrens rhyme Ring o Ring o Roses, which refers to the Great Plague. In 1374, a fanatical sect of dancers appeared in the Rhine, convinced that they could put an end to the epidemic by dancing for days and allowing other people to trample on their bodies. It is not recorded whether they recovered but, incredibly, they began to raise money from bystanders. By the time they reached Cologne they were 500 strong, dancing like demons, half-naked with flowers in their hair. Regarded as a menace by the authorities, these dancers macabre were threatened with excommunication.17


In London, the danse macabre became the central feature of a chapel in the Pardon Churchyard, which formed part of the old St Pauls. Founded by Gilbert Becket, and rebuilt in Henry Vs time by Dean Moore, the chapel was surrounded by a cloister decorated with a mural depicting the danse macabre, described thus by the writer John Stow in 1601:




About this Cloyster was artificially and richly painted the dance of Machabray, or dance of death, commonly called the dance of Pauls: the like whereof, was painted about S. Innocents cloister, at Paris in France: the metres or poesie of this daunce, were translated out of French into England by John Lidgate, the Monke of Bery, & with ye picture of Death, leading all estates painted about the Cloyster: at the speciall request and dispence of Jankin Carpenter, in the Raigne of Henry the 6. In the Cloyster were buried many persons, some of worship and others of honour; the monuments of whom, in number and curious workemanship, passed all other that were in that church.18




Jankin Carpenter, who really deserves the credit for persuading Englands leading poet John Lydgate to translate the verses, was the executor of the famous Lord Mayor of London, Richard Whittington. The people of all estates who appear in the poem and were depicted on the wall represented every level of society, facing the inexorable power of Death. Pope, Emperor, Cardinal, Empress, Patriarch, King, Archbishop, Prince, Bishop, Earl or Baron, Abbot or Prior, Abbess, Justice, Knight or Squire, Mayor, Canon, Woman Sworn Chaste [a nun], Gentlewoman, Astronomer, Physician, Merchant, Labourer, Minstrel, Child and finally, Hermit. All erthely creatures to obey my noblynes, states Death: there is no getting away from Dr Machabre. Ryche & pore must daunce in [image: image]e same way.19


The mural of the danse macabre made a profound impression on Sir Thomas More. Speaking of the remembrance of Death, he says:




But if we not only here this word Death, but also let sink into our heartes, the very fantasye and depe imaginacion thereof, we shall parceive therby that we wer never so gretly moved by the beholding of the Daunce of Death pictured in Poules [Pauls], as we shal fele ourself stered and altered by the feling of that imaginacion in our hertes. And no marvell. For these pictures expresse only ye lothely figure of our dead bony bodies, bitten away ye flesh.20




More himself was executed on the orders of Henry VIII in 1535, after opposing the Reformation. In 1549, the danse macabre also fell victim, when the chapel was destroyed on the orders of the Duke of Somerset, the Lord Protector, who was salvaging materials to build his mansion on the Strand. According to Stow:




In the year 1549, on the tenth of Aprill, the said Chappell by commaundement of the Duke of Summerset, was begun to bee pulled downe, with the whole Cloystrie, the daunce of Death, the Tombes, and monuments: so that nothing thereof was left, but the bare plot ground, which is since converted into a garden, for the Pety Canons.21




The danse macabre might have been destroyed, but Lydgates sentiments had impressed themselves on generations of Londoners: Deth spareth not/pore ne blode royal.22 Death was universal; but the manner in which that death was observed was another matter. Doctor Machabre would knock on a palace door, just as he did on the door of a humble minstrel. But the funeral of a royal conjured up a unique blend of religious and dramatic elements: it would become the Theatre of Death.













3: MEMENTO MORI


The Theatre of Death








When beggars die, there are no comets seen;


The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes.1




Life for the Elizabethans was nasty, brutish and short. Londoners lived with the constant prospect of violent death. There were, for instance, the lethal knife-fights, such as the one that killed dramatist Kit Marlowe in the Deptford Tavern; public executions; and, of course, the plague, which continued to menace the city from the outskirts of town, pitching his tent in the polluted suburbs, like a Spanish leaguer, or stalking Tamberlaine, according to the excitable polemicist, Thomas Dekker.


Long before the epidemic of 1665, London endured a series of outbreaks of the plague, the worst of which occurred in the year of the Queens death, 1603. In his ironically entitled The Wonderful Year,2 Dekker portrayed London as one vast burial ground, gaping with a hundred hungry graves. So many coffins harassed the churches that there was no room left for weddings, and every individual faced a grisly end, and must one day be thrown, like stinking carrion, into a rank and common grave.



Death and burial were a public spectacle. Shakespeare may have seen for himself the gravediggers at St Anns, Soho, playing skittles with skulls and bones.3 There is an echo of this in Hamlet, as the tragic hero commands Yoricks skull: Now get you to my ladys chamber, and tell her, let her paint an inch thick, to this favour she must come; make her laugh at that.4


Hamlets gravediggers are hearty artisans, who regard themselves akin to Adam, the first man and the original gardener, and see no shame in their occupation. They are not unsympathetic creations. Public opinion, however, had already revealed a degree of antipathy to those who made a living from death. Dekker referred to merry sextons, hungry coffin-sellers, and nasty grave-makers, employed, like moles, in casting up of earth and digging of trenches. Bosola, about to murder the Duchess of Malfi in Websters tragedy of the same name, describes himself as a tomb-maker, and in Act 4, Scene 2, asks: Do we grow fantastical in our death bed? Do we affect fashion in the grave? Bosola, who enters another scene with a human leg over one shoulder, is a grotesque creation, a necrophiliac monster, but a monster familiar to the audiences of his time.


The sixteenth century was still a period when the living shared their space with the dead; churchyards continued to be employed for a variety of activities. St Pauls Churchyard, which extended further to the north than it does today, was a worldly place, put to a number of uses that would today be condemned as inappropriate. The historian William Maitland noted that in 1569, A Lottery was set on Foot in St Pauls Churchyard, where it was begun to be drawn at the West Door of the Church on the 11th of January, and continued incessantly drawing, Day and Night, till the 6th of May following.5


The Cathedral became a judgment-hall for foreign heretics who were condemned to be burned at Smithfield. One tract describes the south aisle in the late sixteenth century as being a centre of usury and popery and the north side for simony (buying or selling of ecclesiastical preferment). In addition to all kinds of rendezvous and brawls, intrigues and conspiracies, there was a horse-fair, and the middle aisle, Pauls Walk, was a fashionable promenading ground for the rich and eccentric every morning and afternoon.


St Pauls was also the venue for another vital Elizabethan activity: religious and political controversy. St Pauls Cross, at the north-east corner of the Cathedral, was constructed of timber and mounted upon steps of stone covered with lead. Dating from 1299, its original purpose was to inspire passers-by to pray for the repose of the dead, in keeping with Catholic doctrine. However, the cross soon became a popular soapbox, the Speakers Corner of its day, from which announcements and harangues on all such matters as the authorities judged to be of public concern were poured into the ear and heart of the populace. The cross featured all shades of opinion, from clerics to charlatans and cranks. Bishops Latimer and Ridley frequently preached at St Pauls Cross, proclaiming to crowds of eager listeners the opinions that later cost them their lives. They needed bodyguards to protect them from the crowd, and eventually, on the orders of Mary Tudor, they were burned at the stake in 1555.


There was a strong link between drama and death. In addition to famous clerics thundering out their message from the pulpit (and suffering public execution), mystery plays had been performed in churches from the tenth century onwards. At the church of St Catherine Cree, Leadenhall Street, plays included The Massacre of the Innocents, the shepherds feeding their flocks on Christmas Eve, and scenes from the life of St Catherine. Originally, plays took place inside the church, but these were banned during the Reformation by the Bishop of London. After this, troupes of strolling players performed a more advanced form of drama in the churchyards. An old parish record includes the following entry: Receyved of Hugh Grymes, for lycens geven to certen players to playe their enterludes in the churche-yarde from the feast of Easter, An Dni. 1560, untyll the feaste of Seynt Mychaell Tharchangell next comynge, every holydaye, to the use of the parysshe, the some of 27s and 8d.6



Two funerals represent the extremes of sixteenth-century death: that of Anne Boleyn, discarded wife and victim of a public execution in 1536; and that of her daughter, Elizabeth I, the supreme monarch, whose funeral in 1603 was one of the most spectacular London has ever seen, in its combination of tradition, religion, political gesture and theatrical event.


Death by public execution was a common fate in sixteenth-century London. England under the Tudors was a police state, and there was no telling where the axe might fall. A trusted statesman, Sir Thomas More, Speaker of the House of Commons, was executed in 1535; as was a beautiful young Queen. Something more than the ubiquitous threat of plague inspired the English pamphleteer and playwright Thomas Nashe when he reflected in 1600 that:




Brightness falls from the air


Queens have died young and fair7




Brightness could also be the blade of a sword, flashing down on a pretty neck. Dishonoured and discarded, condemned on trumped-up charges, Anne Bolyen was sent to the Tower of London on 2 May 1536. King Henry VIII had tired of his twenty-nine-year-old Queen after a marriage of less than three years, and her failure to bear him a male heir. After she miscarried a boy, he accused her of witchcraft, adultery and incest.


A barge carried Anne from Greenwich, along the same route that she had taken to prepare for her Coronation, and, handed over to a Constable at Traitors Gate, she became hysterical, laughing and crying by turns. Anne was escorted to her last homea cell in the Lieutenants lodgings, fourteen foot square by eight foot high, with a casement window looking out over Tower Green. The sheer drop beneath left no prospect of escape. Few people emerged alive from the Tower. From being a mighty fortress, designed to impress Londoners and foreigners alike, it had become Englands state prison.



During the Tudor period, the Tower had four known burial grounds, consisting of the churchyard of St Peter Ad Vincula, its vaults, and the outer graveyard, as well as a little strip by the eastern wall, that was used for the burial of prisoners and members of the household. Burial also took place within the Tower. In 1674, the remains of two young children were discovered buried at the foot of the staircase of the White Tower. Meetly deep in the ground, under a great heap of stones, describes Holmes. Assuming these to be the bodies of the two little Princes murdered on the orders of Richard III, Charles II had them reinterred in Westminster Abbey.8


It was from the Tower that Anne wrote her last letter to Henry. Pleading for mercy towards the infant princess, your daughter, Anne begged for a fair trial: Let not my sworn enemies sit as my accusers and my judges; yea, let me receive an open trial, for my truth shall fear no open shame. Imploring pardon for those poor gentlemen who are in prisonment for my sake, Anne was unable to resist a snide reference to Jane Seymour, that party for whose sake I am now as I am.9


It made no difference, of course. Henry had long resolved to be rid of her. After a show trial on 15 May, before 200 people, Anne was acquitted of incest, for which the traditional punishment was being burned at the stake. She was, however, found guilty of treason. Anne went to the scaffold on Tower Green on 19 May, in a dark grey gown with a crimson petticoat. Her executioner, from Calais, was said to be an expert in his field. Joking that she was in a safe pair of hands and pointing out that I have a little neck! Anne forgave those who had brought her to this pass, prayed for her husband, and was blindfolded. According to Stow, the executioner smote off her head at one stroke with a sword. Next day, dressed in white, Henry married Jane Seymour.


There was to be no heraldic funeral for Anne. Instead, her body, with the head, was placed in a narrow chest, in the choir of the Chapel Royal of St Peter Ad Vincula, adjacent to the Tower. This church was the last resting-place of executed nobility and those who had died awaiting capital punishment in Londons Death Row. The Earl of Arundel, the Dukes of Somerset, Monmouth, Norfolk and Northumberland were buried there, and Anne was later joined by another of Henrys wives, Catherine Howard, and Lady Jane Grey, the Nine Days Queen. An item claimed to be the head of Lady Janes father, the Duke of Suffolk, was put on show at the nearby Holy Trinity Church, Minories, late into the nineteenth century. Displayed in a glass case, it was preserved like leather, with strands of hair still clinging to the scalp, and a wound visible where the axeman had struck a first, unsuccessful blow.


Annes body was identified during renovations to the chapel in 1876, and she was reinterred, her final resting-place marked on the marble floor. Macaulay later wrote of St Peters that:




there is no sadder spot on earthDeath is there associated, not, as in Westminster and St Pauls, with genius and virtue, with public veneration and with imperishable renown; not, as in our humblest churches and churchyards, with everything that is most endearing in social and domestic charities: but with whatever is darkest in human nature and in human destiny; with the savage triumph of implacable enemies, with the inconstancy, the ingratitude, the cowardice of friends, with all the miseries of fallen greatness and of blighted fame. Thither have been carried through successive ages, by the rude hands of gaolers, without one mourner following, the bleeding relics of men, who had been the captains of armies, the leaders of parties, the oracles of senates, and the ornaments of Courts.10




The Tower, eight centuries of tragedy and suffering within its walls, has inevitably attracted more than its fair share of ghost stories. Sir Walter Raleighs phantom is said to flit about the cells; the white figure of a woman has appeared on Tower Green and, just as suddenly, vanished. In 1864, a sentry posted beneath the window of Anne Boleyns chamber was found unconscious. Court-martialled for being asleep at his post, the soldier claimed he had been approached by a figure. He challenged it, but the figure bore down on him relentlessly. When he charged it with his bayonet and met no resistance, he collapsed in a faint. At his court martial, two witnesses said they had looked out of the window of the Bloody Tower before going to bed. In the clear, cold moonlight they too had seen a figure approach the sentry, and seen everything happen just as he had described. The sentry was acquitted.


Anne met an ignominious fate, laid to rest in the furtive manner of a political prisoner. Almost seventy years later, her daughter, Gloriana, was buried in one of the most elaborate examples of the heraldic funeral London had ever seen.


The heraldic funeral derived its name from the College of Heralds, part of the Royal Household. The original role of heralds had been to organize tournaments. The knights who fought in tournaments were recognized by the arms on their shields and the crests on their helmets, which were hereditary. As a result, the College of Heralds became experts in family coats of arms, and genealogy. Part of their remit soon came to include organizing funerals, derived from the elaborate funerals of the French court in the thirteenth century. The Earl Marshall (always the Duke of Norfolk) ran the College of Heralds, and it was his role to order the Court into mourning, and specify the funeral arrangements.


Elizabeth I died in Richmond on 24 March 1603, mildly like a lamb, easily like a ripe apple from the tree, according to her physician, Dr John Manningham. The Queens body, surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting, was taken from Richmond to Whitehall on a barge draped with black. The coffin then lay in state at Westminster in a room hung with mourning, decked from ceiling to floor with great swags of heavy black fabric, which had remained the traditional colour of mourning since Roman times. Only Mary Queen of Scots challenged the prevailing orthodoxy when she wore white to mourn the death of Lord Darnley in 1567, earning the title of The White Queen.



On previous occasions, displays of mourning had been reckoned so extravagant as to threaten the monarchs authority. Over 900 black gowns were distributed at the funeral of the Earl of Oxford, who had been heavily fined by Henry VII for excessive display of power and wealth. However, not everyone who was entitled to an elaborate funeral received one. When Jane Seymour died in 1537, a fortnight after the birth of Edward VI, Henry VIII made strenuous attempts to restrict extravagant mourning. A big state funeral was deemed inadvisable for political reasons. The Lords decided: that the wearing of doole [from the Latin, doleo, to grieve] and such outward demonstration of mourningdid not profit the deadPrivate men should reserve their private sorrows to their own houses, and not diminish the presence of their Prince with doleful tokens.11


Although Elizabeth had a horror of being embalmed and directed her remains to be wrapped up in cerecloth (waxed linen), sources suggest she probably was embalmed, as this was standard practice for royalty at the time. As heraldic funerals inevitably took time to organize, a rudimentary form of embalming had to be carried out, so that the body could be paraded through the streets at the head of the procession.


According to the historian Dr Julian Litten, the procedure consisted of eviscerating the corpse, with internal organs buried elsewhere or placed in a pot. The inner cavities were then sluiced out and disinfected with aromatic oils, and then sewn up. The exterior was preserved by rubbing it with spices. Finally it was wrapped in cerecloth, and the seams sealed with beeswax to keep it airtight. Then it was placed in a lead coffin. Commoners bones may have been dug up again and slung into a charnel house: for royalty, burial was for ever.


Another embalming technique, especially if the person had died abroad, was the mos teutonicus method. This involved chopping up the body, boiling it in wine or vinegar until it became skeletalized (the flesh falling from the bones), then shipping the remains home for burial. When Henry V died in France in 1422, his remains were subjected to mos teutonicus, so that he could be brought back to England, but the operation was not a success, and the body was in no condition for display. As an alternative, an effigy of the King was constructed from leather and dressed in his clothes; a wax death mask served as a face. The effigy headed the procession and was later displayed in Westminster Abbey.


Heraldic funerals impressed through sheer weight of numbers. The more elevated the status of the deceased, the bigger the funeral. Part of the impact of the heraldic funeral was the amount of time it took the serried ranks of mourners, clad in their blackes, to parade through the streets of London. Unlike the swift removal of Anne Boleyns remains, the funeral procession of her illustrious daughter took many hours. On the morning of 28 April 1603, no less than 1,600 people followed the funeral procession of The Right High and Mightie Princesse Elizabeth Queene of England, France and Ireland from the Palace of Whitehall to Westminster Abbey. This spectacular funeral brought together three key elements of life and death in Tudor London: the pageantry of the heraldic funeral; the civic pride of the big London funeral; and the dramatic spectacle of the royal funeral.


According to Dekker: Never did the English nation behold so much black worn as there was at her funeral. Her hearse seemed to be an island swimming in water, for round about it there rained showers of tears.12 In Englandes Mourning Garment, Henry Chettle invokes Shakespeares Rape of Lucretia, comparing Elizabeths death with a form of danse macabre:




Death now hath ceazd her in his ycie armes,


That sometime was the Sun of our delight:


And pittilesse of any after-harmes,


Hath veyld her glory in the cloude of night


Shepheard remember our Elizabeth,


And sing her Rape, done by that Tarquin, Death.13





In an eyewitness account, Chettle describes how Elizabeths funeral followed the traditional heraldic format. Every member of the Royal Household attended, from the most exalted to the most obscure, with those of highest status closest to the coffin. The procession was led by the Knight Marshals man, to make way. Then came 240 poor women, followed by servants of gentlemen, esquires and knights. After two porters, there were four trumpeters. Music was a vital part of funeral processions and trumpets were associated with royalty. Behind the Standard of the Dragon, symbolizing Elizabeths Welsh roots, came the Children of the Woodyard; the Children of the Skullery; and groups simply described by Chettle as The Skalding House, The Larder, Maker of Spice-bags, Kitchin.
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From further up the social scale came the noblemen, and the French and Venetian Ambassadors, followed by four more trumpeters and the Standard of the Lion. Behind these could be glimpsed the banners of Cornwall, and Ireland, the Lord Mayor of London, Sir Robert Cecil (Secretary of State and Elizabeths spin doctor), and the members of the aristocracythe Barons, Bishops, Earls and Viscounts, and the Archbishop of Canterbury. At the centre of the procession, hemmed in like a queen bee, beneath a canopy held up by four noblemen, was Elizabeth herself:




Covered with velvet, borne in a chariot, drawn by foure horses trapt in black velvet. About it sixe Banner Rolls [wide banners, bearing symbols associated with Elizabeths ancestors] on each side: Gentlemen pensioners with their Axes downeward.
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Behind the chariot marched the women of the Royal Household. The Lady Marchioness of Northampton was the chief mourner, her train supported by a vice-Chamberlaine attended by Viscountesses, and the daughters of Earls and Barons. Under Elizabeths modernizing influence, they were permitted to wear farthingales, the wide hooped skirts made fashionable by the Spanish Court, instead of the traditional mediaeval mourning robes. Finally, the Captain of the Guard, with all the Guard following, brought up the rear, their halberds downeward.


The most extraordinary aspect of this procession was the life-size effigy of the Queen lying on top of the coffin. Carved from wood, with a wax death mask for a face, the effigy had flaming red hair and staring blue eyes, and was dressed in a crimson gown trimmed with ermine, beneath the Parliamentary robes. On its head was the crown, and, in each hand, the orb and sceptre.


This creation was so lifelike that it caused consternation. According to John Stow:




They beheld her statue and picture lying upon the coffin set forth in Royall Robesthere was such a generall signing and groning, and weeping, and the like hath not beene seene or knowne in the memorie of man. At the sight thereof, divers of the beholders fell a weeping.




Although Thomas Dekker wrote at about the same time that: The report of her death, like a thunderclap was able to kill thousands, it took away hearts from millions, we should resist the temptation to take these outpourings of national grief at face value. By 1603, Elizabeth I had become unpopular. Many of her citizens were eager for James I to succeed to the throne, considering it an indignity to be ruled by a woman; after all, there had been two Queens in a row. At Court, Elizabeth was frequently lampooned as a bad-tempered old woman, much given to stamping her foot and swearing at people, and forgetting to change her clothes. Crop failures over three successive years had resulted in famine, with food prices soaring and people starving to death. But if, as Dekker concluded, the whole kingdom seemed a wilderness, and the people in it transformed into wild men, Elizabeths funeral constituted a final show of strength: the heraldic funeral as social control. A big state funeral served to calm and reassure the public and reinforce the power of the monarchy. Elizabeths funeral was a political gesture and a dramatic spectacle, conducted during a period of intense theatricality. Jennifer Woodward, in her excellent book of the same name, refers to this phenomenon as The Theatre of Death. Elizabeth Tudor was dead, but the monarchy, symbolized by her effigy, remained.


James I, who was to be crowned in July 1603, was not permitted to attend the funeral. He was not even admitted to the capital until it was over. Elizabeths dead body was a mere cadaver; her effigy represented the body politic. Display of Elizabeths effigy in the funeral procession, by perpetuating the public ruler image of the dead Queen, filled the ceremonial gap, demonstrating a continuity of rulership until the arrival of the new King.14


In its pomp and pageantry, Elizabeths funeral was the dramatic embodiment of the danse macabre. Its function was to confirm that, the Queen is deadlong live the Queen!


Although London was to see many lavish funerals over the following centuries, Elizabeths was, to a certain extent, the last of the great heraldic funerals. The sheer expense, which involved payment to the College of Heralds and a nominal fee for participants such as the children of Christs Hospital, militated against these events. They took weeks to plan, and the processions clogged the streets of an already bustling metropolis.


The Puritan ethic, during the Commonwealth, condemned elaborate funerals and ostentatious displays of mourning. Although Oliver Cromwells funeral in 1658 was lavish, as befitted a Head of State, costing a total of 60,000 with a 4,000 hearse, the Lord Protector did not rest in peace. Tried for regicide after his death and the Restoration of Charles II, in 1661 Cromwells remains were disinterred from Westminster Abbey and left to swing from a gibbet. Cromwells skull was placed on a pole outside Westminster Hall, where it remained for twenty years before being dislodged. The skull subsequently passed through many pairs of hands, displayed in local pubs for the benefit of the curious. One rumour circulated that Cromwells ghost haunted the Wig and Pen Club in Fleet Street, where the skull was exhibited. Eventually, after forensic tests proved it to be genuine, Cromwells skull was offered to his old Cambridge college, and is buried at an unmarked spot in Sidney Sussex.


However lavish the state funerals of the great and good, the majority of Londoners were interred without ceremony in overcrowded churchyards. St Pauls continued to be used for burials after the Reformation but, however robust Elizabethan attitudes, its condition was giving cause for concern. During an outbreak of the plague in 1552, Bishop Latimer had preached:




The citizens of Naim had their burying places without the city, which, no doubt, is a laudable thing; and I do marvel that London, being so great a city, hath not a burial-place without: for no doubt it is an unwholesome thing to bury within the city, especially at such a time, when there be great sicknesses, and many die together. I think verily that many a man taketh his death in St Pauls Churchyard, and this I speak of experience; for I myself, when I have been there on some morning to hear the sermons, have felt such an ill-savoured, unwholesome savour, that I was the worse for it a great while after, and I think no lessbut it is the occasion of great sickness and disease.15




Following another outbreak in 1563, the Mayor and Aldermen of the City of London realized that they faced a lack of sufficient burial space, particularly if there were to be further epidemics. This factor, and the poor state of St Pauls burial ground, led to the creation of a new site at Moorfields, on land owned by Bethlem Hospital. Walled in at the expense of the Lord Mayor, Sir Thomas Rowe, the burial ground was known as the New Churchyard, and was used by parishes which had run out of space.


Another burial ground was already in the making: following the demolition of the Pardon Chapel at St Pauls in 1549, 1,000 cartloads of bones from the vault and the charnel house were reinterred in Finsbury Fields, with great respect and care, decently piled together. A century later, this site would become Bunhill Fields, one of Londons most celebrated cemeteries.


The condition of its churchyard was but one symptom of a malaise which afflicted St Pauls. Long before it was destroyed by fire, the building had begun to fall into decay. Struck by lightning during the reign of Elizabeth I, repair work had been abandoned and the scaffolding dismantled. By 1645, the Cathedral was being used as horse quarters for soldiers. For Cromwells followers, St Pauls had become a symbol of oppression. Staunch Parliamentarian Robert Greville, Lord Brooke, passing by upon the Thames on 13 March 1640, told his fellow passengers that he hoped they would live to see no one stone left upon another of that building.


Sir William Dugdale, an antiquary, concerned about the effects the Civil War would have on church architecture, foreseeing that God would be turned out of churches into Barnes; & from thence again into the fields and mountains, and under hedges,16 recorded St Pauls in great detail in the 1650s, drawing the monuments, copying the epitaphs and noting the arms on the walls, that by Inke & paper, the shadows of them, with their inscriptions, might be Preserved for posterity. Dugdales record of the old St Pauls was invaluable. But even he could not have predicted that while St Pauls might survive the ravages of the Commonwealth, it would be destroyed by the Great Fire; still less could he have foreseen the devastating epidemic which was to afflict London in 1665.
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