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Thomas W. Laqueur, The Work of the Dead: A Cultural History of Mortal 
Remains (Princeton and Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2015, 736 pp., $39.96 
hardback).

After two noted volumes on the history of sexuality – and significantly, one on 
the history of masturbation – the American historian Thomas W. Laqueur here 
delivers an ambitious essay on the cultural history of mortal remains in the 
Western world from antiquity to the present. The volume is not a cultural history 
of death, even if Laqueur’s very erudite approach draws from the classic work by 
Philippe Ariès on this matter,1 but neither is it simply a historical anthropology of 
funerary rituals. Laqueur uses a wide array of material, especially the classic works 
of Western philosophy. The book starts with – and constantly refers to – the words 
of Diogenes (ca. 412–323 BCE), who told his students that when he died he wanted 
his body to be tossed over the wall, where it would be devoured by beasts. This ideal 
of a ‘riddance’ of corporeal remains has been constantly countered in Western 
history, first and foremost by the teaching of the Church. As one would expect in 
a history of the treatment of corpses in peace-time, telling of the gradual move to 
bring dead bodies close to the church, and even inside it (ad sanctus), and then of 
the revolutionary move to transport them beyond the limits of the city, to modern 
suburban cemeteries, the author brings into his descriptions a reflection on the 
very agency of mortal remains. For him, the ‘dead’ are those ‘whose bodies are 
treated as dead – buried, burned, tossed into the sea, left for birds to eat – but who 
remain powerful in the imagination of the living under very different assumptions 
about what or where they really are, whether they are anything, or whether 
they have efficacy in the world of the living’ (p. 79). The book aims to describe a 
‘drama’ that for more than 1,000 years has ‘unfold[ed] not only on the level of the 
individual corpse and the bereft mourner, but also on the level of civilizations and 
their histories’ (p. 84). It traces how multiple social and cultural processes have 
incrementally reworked the indelible relationship between the dead body and the 
civilisation of the living. This is not, as others have suggested, a story of progressive 
disenchantment but, rather, a history of the creation of new ways of construing 
the fundamentally unbreakable bond between the materiality of corpses and the 
consciousness – individual and collective – of those who live with the dead.
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Reading The Work of the Dead, one is surprised that Laqueur is able to handle all 
the themes that are announced in the introductory chapters, even if those themes 
are not all equally developed. There are many ground-breaking ideas in this ample 
description, such as the discussion about the ‘names of the dead in deep time’ 
(chapter 6). Those names ‘evoke, commemorate, beckon, stand, and speak for 
the dead, singly and collectively’ (p. 367). They took a more powerful turn in the 
absence of corpses – or of identified corpses, that is – in modern, large-scale wars. 
The names of the dead were given agency when they were set in stone, in long lists, 
on war memorials. This modern act of naming stands in contrast with the ‘billions 
and billions of the dead [who] had disappeared without leaving a name behind’ 
(p. 431) in past ages. The Holocaust saw the rise, even triumph, of what Laqueur 
calls ‘necronominalism’. The work of the French activist and historian Serge 
Klarsfeld is recognised as seminal, with his 1978 publication of the lists of deportees.

The originality of Laqueur’s chapters on naming the dead lies more in their 
setting in a global history of the influence of mortal remains on the world of the 
living, rather than in the research per se. It is the same for Part IV of the book, 
which describes a seminal, anthropological change: the turn (or the return) to 
cremation in the twentieth century. It all started in the 1870s, when modern tech-
nologies developed in the steel industry were applied to the cremation of bodies. 
The process – with the use of gas – made the cremation at least ten times more 
rapid than had ever previously been possible. Now, the dead were mobilised in 
radical new projects of ‘modernization’. The push to cremate provoked massive 
intellectual and political debates that can also be understood as part of the strug-
gle against the hold of the Catholic Church over European society. The Vatican 
gave its permission for cremation only a century later, after the Second World 
War. Crematoria constructed all over (northern) Europe mimicked churches. The 
discussion ends abruptly after the fascinating interpretation of this new architec-
ture, leaving open the questions raised by the twentieth century, the slow rise of 
cremation from the 1960s onwards, the difference between Catholic and Protestant 
countries, etc. Surprisingly, there is no mention of Nazi crematoria. In the opinion 
of this reviewer, this outstanding work does not make a sufficient contrast between 
the treatment of corpses in peace time and at times of natural death and that of 
corpses en masse in times of world wars, epidemics or genocide.

Jean-Marc Dreyfus 
The University of Manchester

Note

1 Philippe Ariès, Western Attitudes toward Death from the Middle Ages to the Present 
(Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974).

David Errickson and Tim Thompson, Human Remains: Another Dimension – The 
Application of Imaging to the Study of Human Remains (London, Academic Press, 
Elsevier, 2017, 218 pp., £30.99, €35.95, $49.95 paperback).
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Imaging techniques are now fully integrated in the research field of many 
disciplines, and during the past couple decades physical anthropology sensu lato 
(i.e. bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology) has been increasingly benefitting 
from the application of microscopy, radiography, computed tomography or surface 
scanning. This set of tools is not only another medium to visualise archaeological 
sites, crime scenes and bones in 3D, but a real opportunity to push the limits of 
traditional analytical techniques and further understand the material studied by 
anthropologists. The editors of Human Remains: Another Dimension (Academic 
Press, Elsevier, 2017) understood the need to provide students and researchers 
with an up-to-date scientific compilation of different applications of imaging to the 
study of human remains. This need arises from the constant and rapid evolution 
of the techniques, their greater accessibility and their improvement in resolution, 
resulting in continuous innovations.

The wide range of applications of imaging to human remains and the diversity 
of frameworks in which they contribute result in a complex challenge for today’s 
researchers. This becomes particularly striking through the different chapters of 
this book. Each imaging technique and each application (forensic or archaeologi-
cal) requires a revision of the methodology, revealing possibilities and limits in the 
protocols. In this way, the book emphasises the necessity to reinvent the concepts 
of traditional anthropology, even if we are still seeking to answer the same major 
questions of the last century.

After a brief introduction by Thompson (Chapter 1), Booth presents how the 
microstructure of bone can be analysed through microscopy to infer bacterial 
bioerosion and reveal some information about the taphonomy of human remains 
(Chapter 2). Miszkiewicz and Mahoney (Chapter 3) present histological applica-
tions to the study of skeletal biology in past populations, underlining the strong 
potential of histomorphometrics. Still at the microscopic scale, Dittmar (Chapter 
4) demonstrates the use of scanning electron microscopy in tool mark analysis, 
with examples of human dissection and interpretations on the treatment of human 
remains in the history of medicine. Vallis (Chapter 5) synthesises the use of radi-
ography techniques (digital, dental, fluoroscopy, CT-scan) in disaster victim iden-
tification and confirms that such modalities significantly improve the identification 
rates of wide or complex operations. When human remains are still in context, 
i.e. before excavation, a full record of their position through digital image-based 
 modelling preserves the information before the destruction of evidence, which is 
developed by Ulguim (Chapter 6); moreover, techniques like 3D photogrammetry 
allow for a posteriori measurements and spatial analyses in archaeological sites or 
crime scenes. As mentioned by Errickson (Chapter 7), ‘3D digitisations will never 
replace the need to study an actual individual’s skeleton’ (p. 100), but collecting 
the surface information through structured light scanning offers additional advan-
tages, i.e. visualisation, measurement and long-term preservation. Surface laser 
scanning nowadays implies a resolution high enough for subtle quantification, as 
presented by Griffith and Thompson (Chapter 8) with an application on abrasion 
on water-submerged bones. The same technique is employed by Wilson, Holland 
and Sparrow (Chapter 9), who describe a workflow and list  recommendations 
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for the proper imaging of pathological specimens. Further in the data treatment, 
Godinho and O’Higgins (Chapter 10) provide an application of geometric mor-
phometrics to virtually reconstruct missing parts of the Kabwe 1 cranium. At 
this stage, readers can appreciate the full potential of imaging when coupled with 
advanced statistical techniques. Practical inputs of medical imaging in forensics 
are then illustrated by van Wijk, Marloes, Arthurs and van Rijn (Chapter 11); these 
examples in suspected child abuse cases convey the link between different imaging 
techniques and specific diagnostics. The three final chapters address fundamental 
elements: storage (Niven and Richards, Chapter 12), management (Decker and 
Ford, Chapter 13) and ethics (Márquez-Grant and Errickson, Chapter 14). It is 
indeed critical to ensure a long-term strategy for both the storage and management 
of imaging data, as the rapid development of computer engineering also implies 
the fast obsolescence of files and software. With the ease of sharing information 
and large files and the improvement of web-based networks, the research poten-
tial of the imaging of human remains is vast, but the risks the risks of misuse of 
such material also increase. Consequently, the conclusions of Márquez-Grant and 
Errickson in the last chapter of the book are paramount, and the since continual 
development and availability of imaging tools can be foreseen in the near future, 
ethical considerations need to be disseminated and agreed upon by the scientific 
community.

Overall, Errickson and Thompson’s volume presents key aspects of both fun-
damental research and the anthropological applications of imaging techniques. 
While the book is mostly aimed at scholars, it will also be of interest to any profes-
sional in related disciplines who needs to keep up-to-date with the most recent 
tools and methodologies used in the exploration of human remains.

Pierre Guyomarc’h 
Université de Bordeaux (UMR Pacea)

Rebecca C. Redfern, Injury and Trauma in Bioarchaeology: Interpreting Violence 
in Past Lives (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2016, 340 pp., £49.95 
hardback).

Rebecca Redfern’s book is constructed around two fundamental questions to 
which bioarchaeology has a particular ability to respond: what are the factors 
leading to violence, and how does violence affect individuals differently over the 
course of their lives depending on their age, sex, social background and the type 
of society to which they belong? The work takes a firm life-course perspective, 
but also provides a holistic approach, with significant time spent analysing the 
psychological, genetic, social and ecological processes at work in the emergence of 
violent behaviours that proceed from the complex and interconnected phenomena 
illustrated by Turpin and Kurtz’s ‘Web of Violence’ approach.1 These are the 
violent practices – physical or structural – taken as a whole, which the author aims 
to cover in this extremely dense text.

The study’s most original contribution perhaps lies in the bioarchaeological 
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analyses of chapters 5 to 7, which explore the links between indications of trauma, 
age, sex and individuals’ social status. Emerging questions seldom considered 
by archaeological research, such as violence towards children, women, elders, 
migrants and vulnerable people, are currently the subject of major developments, 
including comparative studies of types of trauma found within different types of 
societies (hunter-gatherer and sedentary, rural and urban). However, these analy-
ses are largely based on clinical studies and their implications for archaeological 
research remain to be evaluated, as the author herself acknowledges.

Redfern devotes a great deal of space to structural violence, a vast field of 
research that includes racism, social inequality, gender inequality and poverty as 
well as political violence – significant truths indeed, but ones that both archaeology 
and bioarchaeology unfortunately struggle to bring to light. There is a great deal of 
work still to be done in this research field, the immense potential of which is par-
ticularly well illustrated here by a study of the health of Indian populations before 
and after the conquest of Peru. Finally, the book provides a complete review of the 
literature on the consequences of violence for people with impairments, illustrated 
by very detailed case studies.

The other major theme linked to structural violence, currently very popular in 
prehistoric archaeology in particular, is the role of ‘climate shock’, often rather 
conveniently held responsible for events ranging from cultural upheaval and 
migration to the outbreak of conflict over access to resources. The author paints a 
complete picture of the theories linking climate and violence while prudently and 
rightly emphasising that these proposed models, which are valid only on a case-by-
case basis, cannot take into account often highly complex historical realities.

The study of interpersonal violence (including mass and ritual violence) occu-
pies the first three chapters of the book. A great deal of research has been done in 
this area and there is now an over-abundant, primarily Anglo-Saxon literature 
dedicated to it. Redfern provides a useful synthesis of such work, sifting through 
the key academic studies while analysing with great finesse (see the identification 
of possible acts of cannibalism in Saunatuk, northern Canada, for example) their 
place in the history of research. These chapters, richly illustrated with many exam-
ples taken from across the world and from all periods of history, would have ben-
efited from a more hierarchical approach by avoiding placing on an equal footing 
data of different types deriving from archaeology, social anthropology and history, 
and by further untangling interpretation and verified facts.

If I might permit myself just a few criticisms of this impressive study, I would 
note that the Herxheim Linearbandkeramik site, used here to illustrate mass vio-
lence, would be better placed in the chapter on ritual violence, given that the cut 
marks observed on the bones and the items associated with the consumed human 
remains clearly indicate a highly ritualistic cannibalistic episode comparable to 
Aztec sacrifices. Other Neolithic sites from the same culture – which have most 
certainly supplied traces of massacre (most recently Schöneck-Kilianstädten2) – 
could have been usefully included in the book. In addition, to identify through 
archaeology alone the existence of sacrificial practices (beyond the Mesoamerican 
and Andean cultural areas) is a tall order: interpretation of the discoveries at 
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Mount Juktas – a human sacrifice ‘in progress’ fossilised by an earthquake that 
buried the persons concerned, presented here at length – is, like the question of 
human sacrifice in Greece more generally, much debated,3 and should be treated 
with some caution. With regard to individuals put to death during the funeral cer-
emonies of an important figure, who, strictly speaking, are not sacrificed, I would 
finally point towards Alain Testart’s essential work on ‘the accompanying dead’,4 
a concept that can be applied to the royal tombs of Ur, which cannot therefore be 
considered as an atypical example.

In conclusion, it is difficult to convey the sheer multiplicity of themes covered 
in this book, clearly illustrated by numerous case studies and accompanied by an 
impressive bibliography. It will most certainly find a very favourable audience not 
only among specialists in this area, but also among social anthropologists, archae-
ologists and historians.

Philippe Lefranc 
Institut National de Recherches Archéologiques Préventives, UMR 7044 – 
ARCHIMÈDE (Archéologie et histoire ancienne : Méditerranée – Europe)

Notes

1 J. E. Turpin and L. R. Kurtz (eds.), The Web of Violence: From Interpersonal to 
Global (Champaign, IL, University of Illinois Press, 1997).

2 C. Meyer, C. Lohr, D. Gronenborn and K. W. Alt, ‘The massacre mass grave 
of Schöneck-Kilianstädten reveals new insights into collective violence in early 
Neolithic central Europe’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the 
United States of America, 112:36 (2015), 11217–22. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1504365112, 
accessed 1 June 2017.

3 P. Bonnechere, ‘Les indices archéologiques de sacrifice humain grec en question’, 
Kernos, 6 (1993), 23–55. doi: 10.4000/kernos.534, accessed 1 June 2017..

4 A. Testart, Les Morts d’Accompagnement: La Servitude Volontaire I (Paris, éditions 
Errance, 2004).

Holger Stoecker, Thomas Schnalke and Andreas Winkelmann (eds), Sammeln, 
Erforschen, Zurückgeben? Menschliche Gebeine aus der Kolonialzeit in akademischen 
und musealen Einrichtungen (Objects of Collections, of Research, of Restitution? 
Human Remains from the Colonial Period in Academic and Museum Institutions) 
(Berlin, Christoph Links Verlag, 2013, 525 pp., €50, $55, £42 paperback).

This edited volume contains papers presented at a workshop entitled ‘Collecting 
and preserving. Research and restitution’ that took place at the Charité in Berlin 
in October 2012. It addresses questions that human remains from the colonial 
period in anthropological collections in different German-speaking countries 
(Germany and Austria) currently raise. The event was organised within the frame 
of the interdisciplinary research ‘Charité Human Remains Project’, conducted 
at the Berliner Charité under the leadership of Thomas Schnalke and Andreas 
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Winkelmann and funded by the German Research Foundation from 2010 to 2013. 
The project itself was mainly triggered by restitution claims from Australia and 
Namibia that concerned human remains in two collections held by the Charité. 
The research had the goal to analyse the collections from a historical perspective, 
and also to provide a basis for the negotiations of the Charité concerning the 
restitutions that eventually took place in 2011 (Namibia), 2012 (Paraguay) and 
2013 (Australia) (further restitutions to Namibia have taken place since then).

The twenty-five chapters of the book are divided into three parts. Part 1, enti-
tled ‘Collectors and Collections’, focusses on historical aspects of anthropological 
colonial collections in museums and universities in German-speaking countries. It 
addresses the motivations of the institution holders and collectors to gather human 
remains, the conditions of acquisition, the diverging trajectories of different collec-
tions, and also scientific works published at the beginning of the twentieth century 
on the basis of the human remains collected.

Part 2, ‘Methods in Research on Provenance’, discusses the methods developed 
during the project. The difficulty of conducting research on provenance in the 
German anthropological collections presented here becomes apparent. Not only 
was information concerning the identity of the human remains already scarce at the 
time they were gathered – as several authors in the volume stress, the aim of the col-
lections was to prove differences between larger groups and ‘races’, so that the iden-
tity of the dead bodies was not considered relevant – but bombing during both 
world wars, as well as subsequent displacements of the collections throughout the 
entire twentieth century, led to the destruction and loss of parts of the documenta-
tion and of parts of the collections themselves. Faced with this lack of archival data, 
methods in the field of physical and biological anthropology gain in importance. In 
some cases a combination of methods from these different fields made the identifi-
cation of human remains possible (Holger Stoecker and Barbara Tessmann).

Part 3, ‘Restitution’, addresses questions related to the repatriation of human 
remains in the light of the seventeen restitution exercises that had taken place in 
German-speaking countries until then. It presents the ‘Recommendations for the 
Care of Human Remains in Museums and Collections’ by the German Museum 
Association (Wiebke Ahrndt), as well as experiences on the international level. 
This part not only reflects on national standards (for example in the United States 
or Australia) and international guidelines (for example within the UN) triggered 
by movements of indigenous people (Sarah Fründt), but also, through a multi-site 
research conducted in Namibia following skulls after their restitution, it questions 
the political significance that human remains may take on in their country of origin 
(Larissa Förster).

The contributions in this book also discuss further cross-cutting issues such as 
the contribution of anthropological collections to the conceptualisation of ‘race’ 
(Anja Laukötter); the status of media such as plaster casts or recordings of human 
voices, which Britta Lange suggests to include in the definition of sensitive collec-
tions; the process of re-humanisation through research on provenance; and the 
danger of reification of ethnic categories, as a division along ethnic lines, partly 
developed and imposed during colonialism, is at risk of being taken for granted 
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and applied in an uncritical way in research on provenance and in restitution 
 processes (Gesine Krüger).

This very impressive volume provides a broad outline of theoretical and practi-
cal questions at stake with regard to anthropological collections in postcolonial 
contexts and at the same time succeeds in treating the issues addressed in a detailed 
way. Further, it provides the reader with numerous extracts from archival data 
and bibliographic references. However, the voices are missing of the actors and 
actresses in the countries claiming the repatriation of human remains. Both in 
the introduction, and also at the beginning of numerous chapters in the book, the 
authors stress the fact that the entire research project began following restitution 
claims from ‘indigenous groups’. Thus, these are presented as major actors in the 
process, but are absent from the texts. A closer insight into the motivation, aims 
and strategies of these actors in future works would most probably significantly 
support the idea of ‘dialogue’ that is stressed as being particularly crucial – on the 
scientific level as well as in museum recommendations listed in the edited volume.

Elise Pape 
Université de Strasbourg, UMR 7367 – DynamE (Dynamiques Europēennes)

Debra L. Martin and Cheryl P. Anderson (eds), Bioarchaeological and Forensic 
Perspectives on Violence: How Violent Death Is Interpreted from Skeletal Remains 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014, 340 pp., £67.00, hardback).

This wide-ranging volume is based on a symposium organised by the editors at 
the 2012 meeting of the American Association of Physical Anthropologists, an 
association which frequently includes research from a wide range of disciplines 
concerned with the study of human remains. Similarly to other volumes published 
by Martin and colleagues, the work focuses on individuals who have evidence 
for a violent death, with the authors considering violence in all its diverse forms: 
political, ritual etc, using human remains dating from prehistory to the present 
day. The chapters have been grouped into three sections, each concerned with a 
particular theme, and are a mixture of forensic and archaeological case studies 
which vary in length and detail. The majority concern trauma, but a minority 
explore related issues or techniques, such as the use of biometrical methods to 
determine the sex of those killed during a prehistoric conflict in Bronze Age 
Germany. Although, the majority of chapters are case studies or have small sample 
sizes, they have relevance for broader studies with respect to the techniques and 
methods used. Each chapter is well written and supported by excellent images.

The Introduction addresses how, in recent years, the fields of bioarchaeology 
and forensic anthropology have grown closer together (particularly true for trauma 
studies) and argues that they are ‘both sides of the same coin’. The editors urge for 
greater overlap and interdisciplinary working, particularly in the training of foren-
sic anthropologists and bioarchaeologists, and go so far as to suggest that many of 
the divisions between the disciplines are artificial in any event. In the ‘Overview 
and Innovative Methodologies’ section we see the broadest array of research, with 
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chapters ranging from taphonomy to ethnography. As a whole, they emphasise the 
importance of being able to distinguish between peri- and post-mortem changes, 
and the importance of context, particularly in how it can make a real difference to 
interpretation.

The ‘Ritual and Performative Violence’ section has only archaeological studies, 
which are based in the New World. Often, other details of these populations or 
individuals have been published elsewhere, so it is good to see further data on 
these interesting cases being available, such as the population from San Pedro de 
Atacama and the Fort King George ‘skull’. The emphasis of these chapters is on the 
bioarchaeological interpretation of the data and they make an interesting contrast 
to the first section.

The last section, entitled ‘Violence and Identity’, contains a mixture of archaeo-
logical and forensic cases. These are a diverse range of papers and among the most 
interesting in the volume, often dealing with difficult ethical issues, and highlight 
that past bodies have resonance and purpose in contemporary communities. What 
is unique and of interest to both disciplines is the use of personal reflections and 
emotive responses to the work, particularly in the papers by Bauer-Clapp and 
Perez concerning indigenous Mexican human remains, and Devisser et al.’s work 
on victims of the violence perpetrated by the Pinochet dictatorship. Finally, in 
‘Concluding thoughts’, there is a break from the traditional format, as the editors 
have used a very striking chapter by the forensic anthropologist Alison Galloway to 
conclude the volume. This chapter is perhaps the most important and distinctive in 
the entire volume. Galloway has written a very personal response to violence and 
trauma, structured around how our practice changes and challenges us throughout 
our professional lives and how the nature of our work shapes our memories, views 
on human nature, and can put us at risk of developing post-traumatic stress dis-
order. It makes for challenging and heart-rending reading and does not shy away 
from being emotive, contrasting with the professional detachment usually found 
in academic work.

As a whole, the volume is more wide ranging and diverse as compared to other 
edited works about violence in bioarchaeology and forensic anthropology by 
Martin and colleagues. However, similarly to these works, the volume is domi-
nated by studies based on human remains from the New World which give rise to 
interpretations and methodologies that are sometimes difficult to work with cross-
culturally, or indeed with forensic anthropology as it is practised elsewhere in the 
world. Nevertheless, the volume contains several chapters, particularly the one by 
Galloway, that make it a book worth investing in.

Rebecca Redfern 
Museum of London
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