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Special issue: mortuaries in crisis

Editorial

Thanks to the work of The Bones Collective at the University of Edinburgh,1 and in 
particular since the 2010 special issue of the Journal of Material Culture, edited by 
Cara Krmpotich, Joost Fontein and John Harries,2 we know that human remains 
are endowed with an ‘emotive materiality and affective presence’, and have agency 
on their surrounding universe. A range of studies extending this pioneering work3 
have further demonstrated the symbolic efficacy of human substances, and have 
highlighted the fact that the presence of human remains in great numbers – bone 
or flesh – provokes in many contexts a necessary reformulation, if not a renegotia-
tion, of the social orders and value systems in place. While they may be an indicator 
of crises, human remains are therefore also often the cause of crises.

Despite this, we still know little about the effects of these remains on the spaces 
that first house them after their discovery or recovery: the mortuaries, morgues 
and laboratories where cadavers and bones are stored in order to determine their 
origin, identity and history. What in fact happens when these places are confronted 
with mortality crisis and the large-scale arrival of cadavers or human remains? 
What role do mortuaries play when faced with other kinds of crisis, for example of 
a political nature? Are mortuaries always places in which scientific rationality and 
objectivity prevail, or do they indeed allow room for diverse forms of knowledge 
and belief?

The six contributions brought together in this special issue offer a few elements 
of response to these questions. The first two articles demonstrate perfectly how 
mortuaries are places in which value systems are disturbed when challenged by the 
outbreak of violence. José Varas’s article focuses on the mortuary in Santiago and 
shows how it is involved in the reformulation of mourning rituals. A complex set of 
affects is in fact expressed at this site, creating tensions between scientific knowledge 
and popular representations of death and, more broadly, between administrative 
practices and religious beliefs regarding the cadaver. Fabien Provost, on the other 
hand, shows how hospital mortuaries in northern India, where he has carried out 
extensive ethnographic research, are places where violent death shakes up the ordi-
nary framework of medical expertise, by forcing doctors to reconfigure the value 
systems upon which their professional skills depend.

The two following contributions reveal the highly political function that some 
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mortuaries have assumed in the context of historical mass violence. María José 
Sarrabayrouse Oliveira’s article shows how the judicial mortuary in Buenos Aires 
played a crucial role during the period of state terrorism between 1976 and 1983. 
Distinct from hospital mortuaries, the Argentinian judicial mortuary indeed 
enabled the re-emergence of the bodies of political opponents who had been 
abducted, held prisoner, tortured and assassinated by military forces, writing them 
back into state records while also contributing to eliminating traces of the violence 
committed. The article by Magdalena Figueredo and Fabiana Larrobla, which con-
siders the situation in Uruguayan mortuaries between 1975 and 1979, shows how 
forensic pathologists can turn out to be important allies for the historian. Faced 
with the appearance of dozens of mutilated bodies washing up on the country’s 
coastline, Uruguayan mortuaries produced extremely rigorous documentation 
of the violence suffered by the dead. In doing so, the pathologists were unknow-
ingly contributing to the documentation of the ‘death flights’ carried out by the 
Argentine junta: documentation that later offered precious information to those 
seeking to prove the existence of such flights. The mortuary, a place of scientific 
expertise, can therefore reveal itself as a space from which historical and judicial 
truth may originate.

In this regard, the two final contributions, which adopt a less monographic and 
more analytical approach, show how mortuaries can also find themselves directly 
implicated in the complex and delicate processes of transitional justice, some-
times in less than ideal working conditions. For the spaces of judicial expertise are 
also threatened and vulnerable spaces. The article on the case of Brazil by Marco 
Aurelio Guimarães and his co-authors thus highlights to what degree the spaces of 
medico-legal expertise can find themselves at the heart of highly political tensions, 
even when involved in identifying the partial remains of victims of crimes commit-
ted over thirty years ago. The concluding article, by Roxana Ferlini, on the other 
hand, highlights the difficult but essential role played by mobile mortuaries, on 
the grounds of humanitarian rather than judicial need, which allow the remains of 
victims in situations of mass violence to be returned to their families. These spaces, 
in which precarious working conditions often contend with danger, contribute in 
fact to resolving societal issues of the highest order and are, on many accounts, 
places from which resilience, and even peace, is able to develop.

In conclusion, these six articles reveal in all its richness and diversity the interest 
that lies in researching mortuaries and the social life of the human remains that are 
deposited in them, and show how they are spaces in which mourning and knowl-
edge, political violence and peace, may originate. These contributions call for more 
research into these unique places through further exploration of the whole range 
of functions assigned to mortuaries, and documentation of all the practices and 
representations that they deploy.

Elisabeth Anstett and Michel Signoli
Guest Editors
Marseille
June 2017
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