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letteR fRom tHe editoRs
Dear Reader,

Welcome to EPOCH - the first postgraduate magazine supported by the History 
Department at Lancaster University. This is more than just a friendly salutation - it 
is also an introduction. Our inaugural issue represents the culmination of months 
of collaboration, ingenuity, and diligence. In January of 2020, nine members of the 
postgraduate history community came together to create a platform that would 
showcase the work of students and early career researchers. As 2020 progressed, and 
the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic proved increasingly disruptive across the 
globe, our framework adapted and shifted to facilitate the demands of digital delivery. 
Despite these fluctuations, our objectives remain the same.

EPOCH is, first and foremost, a scaffold for early researchers to present their 
professional work to wider audiences. The articles selected for publication have 
been written by authors from all over the world and provide a rich array of 
historical interests and specialisations. We continue to encourage submissions from 
all backgrounds, and we have not set any parameters on geography, chronology, 
methodology, or theme. 

The magazine is designed to be both accessible and academically rigorous. We have 
worked with our participating writers to craft pieces that convey their research in 
an engaging manner while demonstrating the academic efforts of these emerging 
scholars. Each author has provided a list of suggested reading for those who desire 
additional resources and further information.

Looking ahead, we have plans to expand our reach. We are looking to establish 
ongoing connections with international universities and institutions to exhibit 
material that is representative of both regional and global histories for our upcoming 
issues. If you have an interest in contributing to future issues, please read our Ethos 
and Submission Guidelines. We are also laying the groundwork for a podcast in 2021, 
allowing early researchers to discuss their ongoing projects and publications. 

Since our first meeting in January, we have accomplished a great deal, and we look 
forward to bringing you more issues. We thank the members of our advisory board 
for their support and expertise. Thank you for visiting the website and for letting us 
introduce you to EPOCH and, more importantly, the work of so many promising 
researchers. 

Yours sincerely,

The Editorial Board

This issue was first 
published September 
1st, 2020. online at 
epoch-magazine.com

Cover Image: Ashton Memorial, Lancaster, photograph by Ryan Guthrie. This page: the Lune Aqueduct, Lancaster.
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So far, EPOCH boasts 
a range of histories 
spanning five continents, 
with contributors from 
three. As well as enriching 
the magazine, we find 
many of these histories 
prove to be as topical as 
they are academically 
relevant. For instance, 
many of our global 
articles consider the 
impact of Race, Religion 
and National Identities 
through the ages. We also 
have articles showcasing 
the Art, Literature and 
Culture of communities 
from all around the world. 
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NiCk 
BaRRatt

a WoRms-eye 
VieW of HistoRy

With Louis Pulford, Lancaster University

l.p. : You have had a very varied and 
multifaceted career. Starting with looking at 
medieval pipe rolls and finances, through to 
being one of the big names in genealogical 
history. To get started, in your own words 
could you explain to us how that developed? 

N.B. : Really, I’m glad you avoided the word 
chequered career because people often use 
that with my meandering path through 
different fields and institutions. It’s a really 
hard question to answer because it’s always 
felt right when to move on to the next thing. 
I still have an incredible passion for medieval 
history, and I’m so disappointed I’ve not had 
the chance to present papers this year that 
I’ve been writing and working on. I have 
never lost that passion for the arcane and 
archaic mechanics of the Exchequer. There’s 
so much more we can do that is so important. 
I still have that sense of ‘follow the money’ in 
everything that I do and that was ingrained in 
me when I started looking at the records and 
trying to understand firstly, how it worked, but 
also what the money was telling us about the 
ability of administrators and Kings to exert 
power. So, I guess that approach to history has 

stuck with me throughout and whenever I’ve 
gone into a different field, I always try to apply 
that and get into the accounts, understand how 
the money was spent, what does that mean in 
terms of the power? How is the money spent 
in terms of house history? Where does money 
flow in terms of wheels looking for people? I 
guess the other thing is that I’m just naturally 
curious or naturally zipping onto the next 
thing before the first thing is finished, but I 
love exploring the past for various reasons. It 
is about storytelling. I do like spinning a yarn 
every now and again, but that ability to be able 
to look at a bunch of random stuff and bring 
it together into a narrative that you can then 
present and possibly defend and be challenged 
on lends itself to the media and also what I’m 
trying to do now, which is to get more people 
telling their stories.  
 I’m passionate about the fact that so 
much history throughout the course of human 
experience has been written by the privileged 
elite and actually it’s the voices of the everyday 
folk that often get airbrushed out, so we don’t 
get the true story emerging. That’s often 
because the records that are kept are pre-
selected to define what people wanted to say by 

The war historians were appointed to select 
which Army records would go in. It was often 
around massaging evidence to provide the 
official war history of the First World War. So, 
you are already determining what you wanted 
the sources to tell you, so that you could select 
them and get rid of the rest, and we don’t 
often, as historians, perhaps challenge that.  
 That’s why I’m so keen on genealogy, 
microhistory, call it what you will. That 
worm’s eye view up as well as the top down 
view, you have to have two parts, otherwise 
you’re not getting the true picture, and I think 
that’s where some of the challenges that we 
face today, with the proliferation of channels 
and media to explain and share our experiences 
are going to be posed to the historians of the 
future. But coming back, I’m just naturally 
curious and I like exploring and sticking my 
nose into the areas where the stories are.  

l.p. : I’m intrigued by what you said about 
how much you enjoy telling stories of people 
who don’t normally get acknowledged by 
the top down approach to history. What 
are the methodological differences between 
that traditional method and the process of 

keeping them in that particular way. I’m really 
struck by the records at the National Archives. 

As the author of Restless Kings, 
The Forgotten Spy, and Guide to 
Your Ancestor’s Lives, presenter of 
Who Do You Think You Are?, and 
founder of Sticks Research Agency, 
Nick Barratt has attributed a wealth 
of experience working in both aca-
demic and public history. He kindly 
agreed to discuss his career, the pub-
lic’s fascination with genealogical 
history, and his views on the future 
of our discipline and its role in the 
modern world with EPOCH
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researching, uncovering, and constructing the 
stories of those stories that haven’t been so 
diligently recorded?  

N.B. : Firstly, reflecting on medieval history 
and the traditional focus on the elite. The 
records are actually stuffed full of everyday 
folk, maybe not quite on the ground, but 
certainly in the locality. Thinking back to 
the pipe rolls and the general ayres that were 
conducted throughout the 12th and 13th 
centuries, royal justice was the opportunity 
to break out from your local administration 
by paying some money, so you’d have to have 
a certain amount of status, but the names of 
those individuals are captured and you can 
then start to get into some of the nitty gritty 
of the manorial administration and their local 
lives, and it’s all there. But we don’t give it the 
significance, and in many ways, I think that’s 
the challenge with micro history or genealogy. 
We all like a grand story or a dramatic finish, 
and in many ways, that’s why programs like 
Who Do You Think You Are? often avoid the 
humble agricultural labourer. What do they 
do all day? They worked in the fields. Why 
does that make a good TV show? It doesn’t. 
But actually, it’s the experience of most people 
and we are saying that that experience doesn’t 
matter. But now I think we’re coming back to 
understand it.  
 The challenge is providing enough 
detail to give that person back their identity, 
their personality, the nuances of their life, 
because the way we have created, and curated 
records tends to lead to a focus on those on 
the margins that were picked up by the state. 
Thinking of some of the grand Victorian 
record keeping which brought more people 
before us today in terms of census returns, 
civil registration, it’s often those marginalized, 
the Poor Law Records for example, which 
document the people put into an institution 
because they can’t be captured elsewhere, 
through the generosity of their families, 
because of the conditions they were living 
in, criminal records, people who went off to 
fight. It tends to be that where the records 
focus is where the state is intervening. And 
therefore, we’re looking at people’s lives that 
are atypical or abnormal, and because we 
don’t have this massive ephemera in everyday 
life because people weren’t literate, or they 

were, but they didn’t keep stuff or there was 
nothing valid to be passed down to the next 
generation, it’s just gone. We’ve lost that level 
of human history, the human experience. 
That’s the area that I love to explore, there’s 
more than I’ve given credit for there, but it 
tends to be 18th century when we start to get 
the Great State Department and the emerging 
Home Office. There is some fantastic, radical 
material in the Home Office, it just gets you 
into the nitty gritty of what was happening. 
You need to spend time peering into those 
records, and that’s where the groundwork 
takes place. There’s a lot of that out there, it’s 
just it’s not very well indexed and you have to 
work, you have to research. You don’t need 
to search for it. The way that genealogy and 
family history is perceived; You stick in a name 
onto a large commercial search engine and out 
spits your family tree, of course is not research, 
it’s searching, and the discipline that I learnt 
as a medievalist has given me the skill set to 
interrogate a whole range of other records 
because we have to go through this thought 
process of what exists, what doesn’t exist, what 
is the structure to get into those records, what 
is it telling us about, who are the people who 
created them, used them and then have kept 
them, and how do we then start to untangle 
that myriad of lives. Then you can start to 
build a picture around that individual or that 
place with that event.  

l.p. : If people want to see the Grand Narrative 
of history on TV, why do you think that 
genealogy has become such a popular pursuit? 
Why do you think that people have become so 
fascinated by that smaller narrative?  

N.B. : I think there’s something around 
identity at one level, and that sense of 
legitimacy if you can connect to someone of 
status you legitimize yourself. I’m not so sure 
that it’s the same though. The way people go 
looking for their ancestors, some of it is just 
curiosity and love of research, and I hesitate to 
use the term stamp collecting, I’ve heard it used 
about people who come up with 1500 names 
in a family tree. That isn’t for me. I admire 
the research that goes into making those 
connections, but I think it’s something more 
human than that, that desire to be connected as 
much as establishing one’s status, because a lot 

of people are not going to find anyone of status 
and a lot of the hardcore genealogists don’t 
want to find royal connections or the great and 
the good, they want to get down in the dirt, 
literally in many cases and find out what it 
was like living in a village in the 18th century 
with no money. And they want to reclaim 
these people. They wanted to reclaim them for 
history, posterity, and for their own lives, and 
their descendants to come.  
 It’s a very human thing, reaching 
out and finding another human that you’re 
connected to that you might share a story 
about someone in the past. You’re creating 
that bond, and in many ways, as we are doing 
now, we’re communicating, conversing. There’s 
something about gathering together in social 
groups and just chatting. Sharing stories is a 
different sort of storytelling and the Internet, 
I think, has fractured some of that, the real 
joy and magic often happens in family history 
conferences where you’ve got groups of people 
just chatting about people who they’ve found 

on who they’re connected to. I was at Reach-
Tech in November last year and they had 
some meet and greet sessions where long lost 
family could come together, and they were just 
hugging and saying ‘Oh yeah, I’m your cousin 
from Pittsburgh and we’ve never met, but we 
had this person we found on the Internet’, and 
they were just chatting and sharing. It’s a very 
human thing. It’s a really human thing.  

l.p. : In the spirit of this humanistic and 
holistic approach to history, I wonder if we 
could turn to a quote of yours in history 
today where you commented that history in 
the twenty-first century needs to be vibrant, 
inclusive and relevant to survive’. How do you 
think that has taken shape, and what do you 
think needs to be done in order to continue 
that process? 

N.B. : Right, so this is about how we challenge 
what history is, and try to make it more 
vibrant, inclusive and relevant, otherwise, 

history becomes a bit 
redundant. So, this 
is, I suppose, applied 
history, history in 
action campaigning 
history. We’ve 
obviously seen this 
year the protests of 
the Black Lives Matter 
movement and the 
toppling of Edward 
Colston’s statue in 
Bristol, because too 
many voices are not 
heard in the history 
that we write, create, 
and share via the 
media. The media is 
a powerful tool, but 
it’s also a stifling tool 
and for so long we’ve 
only seen one view. 
And there are some 
brilliant historians 
who are now 
beginning to articulate 
the alternative version. 
So, we have to use 
history the right way. 
I can’t believe I’m 
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saying this, but we have to learn from the 
past to help the present. It is trite, but just an 
example from a genealogy perspective, I tried 
to get some funding to put together based on 
death certificate data, the spread of the 1918 
nineteen Spanish flu in order to see if you 
could see a ripple effect around communities 
and get some sort of means of communication 
and spread out of it and just play around some 
of the datasets, and it wasn’t funded as it wasn’t 
relevant. Why would we want to track the 
spread of a disease during a pandemic?  
 That was a few years ago anyway, 
but there is something around history that 
needs to evolve, and I think that because we 
have got more people both partaking in the 
pursuit of history and sharing their findings. 
It’s not necessarily at an academic level, but 
still, it’s sharing their view, and this is the 
really important thing to me, creating the 
raw material from which history of the future 
will be made. I’m thinking here around social 
media platforms. Love them or loathe them, 
they’re an outpouring of people’s feelings and 
expressions and moments. And so, the days 
of all history being tied up in state or local 

archives or the family papers of people of 
status, and thus surviving is long gone, and we 
need a new generation of historians coming 
through working on ultra-modern history, but 
also thinking about some of the techniques 
that we’re developing to explore different 
avenues of the past and then retrospectively 
applying them to some of the disciplines of 
old and make them more vibrant and relevant. 
Otherwise, I do fear for the future of the 
traditional ivory tower history. I went to a 
British Academy sponsored event a few years 
ago where I was told that my brand of history 
was insidious. It’s insidious that we are handing 
over the narrative of the past to an army of 
amateurs. I think that we have to move away 
from that approach. The job of a historian is to 
curate stories, but we need to blend that with 
a language of dissemination that people are 
going to understand and react to or contribute 
to. Contribution, I think, is a really important 
part of this. House Through Time has done 
that brilliantly in the sense that it was very 
timely. They couldn’t have known about the 
current round of protests when filming, but it 
touches upon slavery and gives voice to some of 

the challenging histories that we simply don’t 
talk about or learn about in our curriculum.   
 I think we need to be teaching a 
different style of history. It should not be just 
the teaching of what happened, but then how 
do we ask questions? How do we learn? How 
to we question, and how do we challenge? 
Fake news, surely, should be a catalyst for a 
new generation of history to challenge and 
provide alternative narratives, or get people 
to interpret sources in a different way. I’m 
so tired of listening to people say ‘it must 
be true, I found it on the internet’, so my 
goodness, you know, let’s just let’s just use 
our historians to try and help people build a 
different relationship with the content and 
the opinions, and actually have proper debate. 
I’m not a great fan of cancel culture, but I do 
understand that we need to recognize the debt 
that we collectively owe to the disenfranchised, 
the voiceless, the underrepresented, and so we 
need to find that balance. But the only way 
we’re going to build a consensus and a better 
opportunity for all these to be shared is if we 
recalibrate the medium for discussion and 
stop shouting at each other. And instead, talk 
together and use our historical skills to be able 
to curate that conversational framework and 
look at the evidence in a very different way. 
We need historians now more than ever, but 
we do need that new generation of historian to 
broker a way forward. And for me that comes 
back down to grassroots movements and one 
of the other networks I’m involved with, the 
Community Archive and Heritage Group, 
because they’re not state archives, they’ve been 
collecting micro histories and community 
histories that are not in any other place. 

Communities of refugee groups and migrant 
groups who have brought their own culture 
with them, but no one has actually captured 
that and said this is an important part of the 
community, which they have joined. They’re 
having to do it themselves, and so again, 
they’re isolated, and we need to make sure that 
these are mainstream and all being drawing 
upon so that we can then rethink our narratives 
moving forward. So, there’s a vast amount 
of opportunity, a vast amount of material 
out there, but we do need this generation of 
historians to come forward and use it in the 
way that I think it could be done. 
 I think we need to be teaching a 
different style of history. It should not be just 
the teaching of what happened, but then how 
do we ask questions? How do we learn? How to 
we question, and how do we challenge?

l.p. : As someone who’s done a very successful 
job of remaining a part of that academic 
community, but also managed to broaden the 
audience that you reach, how do you think 
that the academic community can change what 
they do now in order to achieve what you are 
suggesting? 

N.B. : The first thing is that we need academic 
history, we need academic historians, we need 
that level of professional skill, and we need the 
intellectual rigour and freedom to debate and 
discuss the top-level ideas. But what we need 
to be doing is sharing those ideas in a different 
way. And I don’t just mean around scholarly 
comms, I mean the language of communication 
that we use. We’re thinking around multi-
channel presentation of content. So, you write 
your peer reviewed article for a Journal, but 
then you should be doing a blog about that 
or a podcast, making sure that you’ve got 
your social media streams to disseminate that 
out into the groups that are going to benefit 
from that. Use different words, use different 
phrases, make it relevant. Again, this goes 
beyond ‘impact’ and academic frameworks 
for the sake of getting money, and there are 
some great practitioners who really do that; 
Mike Esbester at the University of Portsmouth 
on his old railway lives project, Laura King 
at York. In many ways it’s using some of the 
techniques of the public historian with the 
networks in which they work to make sure that 

I think we need to be teaching a 
different style of history. It should 

not be just the teaching of what 
happened, but then how do we ask 
questions? How do we learn? How 

to we question, and how do we 
challenge?

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic.
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we’re communicating across all levels, but also 
engaging with and drawing up on some of the 
materials and experiences and micro histories 
that they’ve got.  
 It’s not so easy if you’re working on 
13th century state finance and physical history. 
I found that when Brexit was rumbling on, 
and I’m sure we’re going to have more of that 
now that we’ve got rid of one major crisis this 
year, that it was really useful just to remind 
folks that this wasn’t even the first, second, or 
third Brexit, we’ve had four or five of these 
ruptures with Europe and it’s cyclical, it’s been 
a bit of a gap since the last one, a few hundred 
years, but we need to put things into the wider 
context. So, you can make things such as 1203-4 
(The loss of the Duchy of Normandy) relevant 
to a modern audience and highlight that our 
relationship with the continent has been rich 
and deep and meaningful for many years, and 
then we’ve had a hundred years of conflict and 
then we come back. That’s the context we need 
to be providing and you can do that without 
having to talk about how the funding campaign 
that King John put together failed etc., it’s 
about making sure that we are aware of that 
wider world. That’s not easy, that’s really not 
easy.  
 So, you write your peer reviewed article 
for a Journal, but then you should be doing 
a blog about that or a podcast, making sure 
that you’ve got your social media streams to 
disseminate that out into the groups that are 
going to benefit from that. Use different words, 
use different phrases, make it relevant.
 The Academy needs to make itself 
relevant, particularly now when we do have 
real economic hardship. People’s jobs are going 
to disappear, we mustn’t forget that despite the 
challenges of our academic status, the precarity 
and lack of contracts, there are people that 
have no jobs and are unlikely to have jobs for 
some time to come despite the government’s 
best intentions and their ‘large pots of money’. 
We’ve got the economy or part of the economy 
on life support and we’re going to see some 
interesting changes, I suspect, over the next 
few months and years to come. So, let’s see 
how we can help people make a difference 
to their communities. It’s about that whole 
sense of applied history, practical history, 
making it work for a different range of people. 
Otherwise, we are just going to drift further 

out of touch and people can say ‘why are you 
sitting around researching long dead Kings and 
Queens and institutions like the Exchequer? 
Why should we fund you with taxpayers’ 
money? What’s the relevance?’ And it’s a 
question, it’s not a comfortable question, that 
I think we need to answer, and I think it comes 
back to the skill set that we provide in that 
interpretation of context and understanding 
to help nuance and challenge public opinion. 
It’s the reason why we come together at 
IMC (International Medieval Congress) and 
other events to share our passion, share our 
knowledge, and share that experience. It’s our 
delight, just like genealogists gather together 
and swap stories about long dead ancestors, or 
local historians will come together and talk 
about how that particular name was found on 
the War Memorial and whether it’s this person 
or that person, we just love sharing our stories 
and our research, there’s nothing wrong with 
that at all.  

l.p. : In order to engage more accessibly 
with more people, do you think there are, 
what might be termed, more unconventional 
skill sets that aspiring historians should 
be cultivating in order to sort of gain that 
understanding and begin that process of 
interaction? 

N.B. : I think that the skill set that most 
historians don’t have exposure to is oral history 
and that opportunity to interview, because it’s 
seen very much as a journalistic activity. That’s 
where a lot of family historians are actually 
very good at recording their older generations, 
they’re not so good about themselves. they 
don’t see the relevance, but there’s something 
around that listening and empathizing, that’s 
really key. I feel that I’ve become a better and 
more mature historian and then reapplied 
that back to the medieval period because 
of the work I’ve done investigating families 
and people. Because history is about people 
and getting that empathy is critical, because 
it allows you just to approach the past in a 
different way and think about, instead of 
rushing to the grand narrative, what it meant 
for that individual. It takes time and it’s not 
something that you can necessarily put into a 
postgrad training course, but it is something 
that is a skill set that perhaps we don’t have 

enough. It helps you with your research, but 
it also helps you with the contextualization, 
the broadcast, and the relevance piece, I 
suspect. 
 Another thing is having a thick skin. 
You’re going to have your papers shredded 
at some point, and not being afraid to have it 
shredded and learning from that. It’s not the 
end of your career if you have some eminent 
academics pull you apart, it says more about 
them than it does you. If they’re doing it in 
a constructive, helpful way, fine, but I’ve seen 
some car crashes of papers overtime, but good 
historians’ dust themselves down, they learn 
from it, and they carry on. It is a cut and 
thrust debate, but it’s an academic debate. 
Again, I think it depends on what you’re 
looking for out of that. If you want a career 
in the Academy, then that’s absolutely fine, 
but like I said, maybe we need to rethink the 
academic approach a little bit. For practicing 
historians who don’t necessarily have tenure 
positions, or any other sort of approach, then 
the skills that you take into the world are 
vast. It’s about surfacing that when you look 
at alternative academic careers. And there’s a 
lot of them out there and not just in the arts, 
culture, and heritage sectors, but applying 
to a whole range of different skill sets. So 
the most effective managers, or leaders that I 
have met are historians, because they get the 
context they understand where they’re going 
because they can draw upon that ability to 
cross connect and see the bigger picture and 
then articulate that bigger picture and with 
their persuasive skills bring people on board 
with them. And I think that’s something 
that’s often overlooked, historians have a 
collection of skill sets that don’t necessarily 
define them by their small niche piece of 
history that they’re looking at. Don’t forget 
that skill set when you go into your career, 
it’s really key.  

 

 

EPOCH would like to thank 
Nick Barratt again for his 
time and generosity, it was a 
pleasure working with him, 
and we hope to do so again 
in the future.
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n the year 1850 a strange discovery took 
place at St. George’s Church in Doncaster. 
While digging up an aisle to make space 
for a new organ, workers accidentally 

broke through the roof of a vaulted 
subterranean chamber which had lain long-
forgotten beneath the church’s floor. Peering in 
through the hole, a doorway could be seen in 
the north east corner, so to avoid damaging the 
vaulting further, flagstones outside the church 
were raised and a hole dug down to find the 
entrance. Once the doorway was clear it was 
discovered that the crypt had been harbouring 
a very strange secret; it was full to the brim 
with stacks of human skulls and bones. 
Against its walls the remains had been stacked 
systematically and methodically, clearly placed 
with great care by whoever had put them there. 
While such an occurrence might at first sound 
like something singularly unusual, this was not 
the first time that it had happened.     
 At Holy Trinity Church in Rothwell, 
Northamptonshire, a crypt containing stacked 
human remains was discovered in a similar 
(but slightly more dramatic) fashion around 
the year 1700, when a sexton digging a grave 
in the aisle knocked his way through buried 

brickwork and plummeted straight down into 
the middle of a forgotten cavern. Local folk 
stories tell of how, upon looking up and finding 
himself surrounded by thousands of grinning 
skulls and bones in the flickering lamp-lit 
dimness, the man fell mad for the rest of his 
days.   
  One such story might make for a 
compelling mystery, but the existence of 
two near-identical accounts is suggestive of 
something deeper. Yet still, even more similar 
incidents were recorded throughout the 19th 
century. On the 11th October 1851, the Kentish 
Mercury reported that work in the ruins of St. 
Edmund’s chapel in Dartford had left them 
‘totally at a loss ... to describe the amazing 
deposit of bones’ that lay in a chamber there. 
On 14th October 1859 the Glasgow Herald 
described how a similar vault containing an 
estimated 1500 bones, neatly stacked, had 
made itself known at Christchurch Priory, 
Hampshire. And on the 25th November 
1866 the Worcester Journal described the 
unceremonious demolition of a similar vault 
belonging to the city’s cathedral in order to 
accommodate the widening of a nearby road. 
Its ‘vast number of bleached human skulls and 

An Edwardian gentleman poses with the bones at Rothwell, c.1905. Rows of skulls punctuate the front of the bone stack, showing 
the aesthetically orientated nature of their medieval arrangement. Author’s Collection. Anon. Original photograph, c.1905.

Extant charnels attracted tourists when interest in them rose in the 19th century. Here, visitors are shown inspecting a gothically 
exaggerated depiction of the Hythe ossuary, c.1865. Details: J.S. & Co. (c.1860s) Illustrations of Hythe. Hythe: W.S.Paine.

thigh-bones’ were destroyed all at once when 
the vaulting overhead gave out and crashed in 
a colossal cloud of dust, crushing the contents 
and scaring away the reporters in fear of their 
safety.
 These accounts are but a few of many 
which describe such chambers, raising the 
questions of what exactly they are and why do 
they exist? Even more curiously, why were they 
hidden away and do any more of them remain 

out there to be chanced upon by unwitting 
churchwardens and builders?
 In the medieval period, burial in 
churchyards was a temporary rather than 
permanent affair. This might seem odd today, 
where cemeteries full of old stone memorials 
suggest a permanence of memory. However, 
when inspected more carefully, dates found on 
the stones of many ancient churchyards rarely 
date back beyond the 17th century. When the 
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oldest marked burial around a thousand-year-
old church is a mere four hundred years old 
it becomes clear that burial as we think of it 
today, as permanent and fixed, is in reality 
quite a modern phenomenon.
 By the 7th century the importance of 
burial in holy ground was well established. 
Urban burials under the Roman Empire had 
occurred beyond city walls, with the rising 
desire for interment in the presence of martyrs 
and other holy individuals leading Christian 
graves to accumulate in clusters around 
them. These sites became centres of sanctity, 
sometimes developing into extramural shrines. 
As Christianity rose in prominence, mortuary 
customs evolved in response and these 
venerable remains were brought back within 
city walls. Here, their burials often served as 
church foundations and produced a ‘radius of 
sanctity’ which bestowed spiritual advantage 
on those buried within it, this being the origin 
of the Christian churchyard.
 However, within the context of a 
doubling of the European population between 
1100 and 1300, burial demands far outstripped 
the space afforded by fixed churchyard 
boundaries. As centres of the community they 
had been surrounded and hemmed in by the 
development of their associated settlements, 
making expansion impossible. The solution was 
simple: the easiest way to make more burial 
space was to clear out old graves. Sometimes 
these exhumations were intentional, but with 
disorderly layouts and wooden grave markers 
that soon decayed, old remains were often 
encountered accidentally when digging new 
graves. Whenever and however they turned up, 
such remains were reinterred within communal 
graves known as charnel pits which ensured 
that they remained on consecrated ground.
 Medieval belief in the literal 
resurrection of the dead during the end times, 
when souls would be physically reunited with 
their refabricated former bodies, meant that 
the continued existence of bodily remains 
was essential. However, the disarticulation or 
fragmentation of remains presented no issue so 
long as they remained on consecrated ground. 
The power of the Almighty, it seems, was not 
so easily thwarted by a good jigsaw puzzle. 
Charnel pits thus responded to this need in 
practical and spatially efficient manners.
 In 1274 the Catholic Church’s official 

endorsement of purgatorial doctrine effected 
changes in the spiritual landscape which 
were reflected also in the physical one. While 
purgatory had long been talked about, its 
official recognition cemented its status as a real 
place wherein the souls of the deceased would 
undergo penance for their sins in preparation 
for eventual resurrection and ascension into 
heaven. Prayers made by the living on their 
behalf, as intercession, became increasingly 
valuable in assisting their progression through 
purgatory.
 As the prayers of priests were considered 
more valuable than those of lay people, 
being closer to the divine, a chantry industry 
arose whereby priestly intercession through 
prayer could be purchased on behalf of the 
deceased or guaranteed in advance by a willed 
endowment. The practice became a significant 
revenue stream for the Church, reflected in 
the existence of dedicated chantry priests. 
Following the money, specific chantry chapels 
soon sprung up to accommodate the practice. 
Upturned charnel previously reburied in pits 
was now put to use in the crypts of some of 
these chapels, where the remains would be 
neatly stacked and arranged - waiting, ready 
and expectant for the resurrection soon to 
come.
 Charnels soon became structures 
of status. When Exeter Cathedral had one 
constructed in 1286 the cathedral’s churchyard 
produced insufficient bones to furnish it, so its 
contents were augmented by remains collected 
from surrounding parishes. This suggests that 
the charnel chapel’s function or perhaps the 
perception of its legitimacy and authenticity 
rested at least partially in its iconography 
and aesthetics. A good stack of bones would 
ensure its economic success by satisfying public 
expectations of what such a space should look 
like.
 Charnelling continued with gusto 
throughout the late medieval period. However, 
in the mid-16th century the Dissolution of the 
Monasteries changed their standing completely. 
No longer were charnels things of status, 
instead becoming symbols of close living-dead 
relations which reflected Popish superstition. 
Through this, the historic dead become prime 
targets for reformatory iconoclasm. The 
confiscation of church property resulted in the 
dissolving of chantry institutions and the sale 

of their buildings, contents included, to private 
individuals to be dealt with as they saw fit. 
What had once been sacred territory was now 
just property and material, with the nail of 
desanctification left to be hammered home by 
the reliable mechanism of private enterprise.
 The charnel of St. Paul’s Cathedral 
in London was the country’s largest and 
was included with the sale of the cathedral’s 
precinct to the Duke of Somerset. In 1549 he 
began disassembling the churchyard in order to 
salvage building material for the construction 
of his new house in the Strand and to ready the 
site for economic redevelopment. The charnel 
structure itself was not destroyed, being instead 
sold off to a stationer named Reyner Wolfe 
to house his printing business. And of course, 
it was up to Wolfe to clear the basement. No 
refunds.
 In 1603 the historian John Stow recalled 
how ‘more than 1000 cartloads’ of bones were 
removed from the building, from where they 
were taken and dumped beyond the city walls 
on a plot of marshy unconsecrated land then 

known as Finsbury Fields. There, they were 
covered over by ‘soylage of the city’, equating 
them quite literally to landfill.
 Such was the scale of this upheaval that 
the land soon became known as Bone Hill, 
after the literal hill of human bones which 
now marked it. Its size ensured that within 
a few years three windmills (later six) were 
constructed there to take advantage of the 
raised terrain. During the plague year of 1665 
the site was enclosed by the City of London, 
finding subsequent use as a burial ground 
for religious dissenters. It still exists today, 
though the pleasant sounding Bunhill has 
come to replace Bone Hill as its name. For all 
of its archaic memorials, dating back to the 
17th century and hosting such luminaries as 
Blake, Defoe and Wesley, not one stone there 
commemorates the longburied bones of St. 
Paul’s Charnel which made up its foundation.
 Some freestanding charnel structures 
were pulled down over their bones which 
remained in situ, while those cleared of 
remains were repurposed in a variety of 

The charnel at Holy Trinity Church, Rothwell. This photograph, taken c.1900, depicts the crypt’s arrangement before it was reorgan-
ised for conservation purposes in 1911. Author’s collection. Details: Postcard. Pub c.1905; H. Evans, Market Place, Kettering.
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ways. These included storage spaces, wine 
cellars, schools or even homes. Some located 
beneath churches were also cleared, finding 
new employment as the family crypts of local 
landowners.
 While many charnel collections were 
dismantled or destroyed in this way, in some 
cases they were retained intact but made 
invisible. While reasons for their preservation 
in England specifically are not recorded, the 
charnel of Vilshofen in Germany provides 
some insight. When its deconstruction was 
ordered in 1592 local residents simply refused 
to dismantle it, even when offered good sums 
of money to do so. Eventually the compromise 
was reached that it should be left in situ but 
bricked up to prevent further access and use.
 That the residents of Vilshofen were so 
unwilling to simply turf out the comfortably 
resting bones of their ancestors suggests that 
the significance of charnels was more than just 
religious. By housing the remains of whole 
communities which had accumulated over 
centuries, charnel houses became repositories 
of social memory, ancestry and the history 
of place. They represented the continuity 
of the community through the changes of 
time, physically housing them at the centre 
of daily life and ensuring their continued 
tangible presence in everyday activities. 
Like photographs of bygone relatives on 
contemporary living room walls, the skulls 
watched on.
 The charnel crypt at Rothwell, 
accidentally rediscovered in 1700, is one such 
hidden example from within England and 
forms one of only two generally known extant 
examples in the country. It has undergone 
substantial research in recent years as part of 
Sheffield University’s Rothwell Charnel Chapel 
Project and may be seen online in virtual form 
following its GIS mapping.
 The other example exists at St. Leonard’s 
Church in Hythe, Kent, and was similarly 
blocked up rather than destroyed during the 
Dissolution, though when it was rediscovered is 
harder to ascertain. James Brome, a clergyman 
and author, mentioned the skulls in 1679. He 
described how no local people that he asked 
could account for their presence, indicating 
that within little over a hundred years all 
popular awareness of previous charnel practices 
in the town had fallen far from memory. 

In their place, myths of Saxon battlefields 
and Kentish shipwrecks arose as popular 
explanations for the bones.
 While charnelling as a Catholic practice 
was done away with during the Dissolution, 
the issue still remained that large populations 
outstripped available burial space, particularly 
in urban areas. In the 17th century John Aubrey 
noted that ‘’our bones in consecrated ground 
never lie quiet: and in London once in ten years 
(or thereabout) the earth is carried to the dung-
wharf”. This disregard, however, was perhaps 
the exception rather than the norm. Removed 
from its Catholic context, charnelling remained 
a practical and respectful way of dealing 
with quantities of disturbed human remains. 

Richard Taylor, in his 1821 ‘Index Monasticus’ 
describes how after the Dissolution some 
crypts simply ceased to be used for religious 
purposes and remained in use as repositories 
for upturned bones. So while some were 
demolished, disassembled, hidden away or 
repurposed, others remained in continuous use.
 As the term ‘charnelling’ remained 
lastingly associated with Catholic practices, 
continuations were rebranded in a more 
pragmatic way. At St. Mary’s, Warwick, for 
example, the accounts of 1653-1654 describe 
a payment made to John Glendall for ‘piling 
up the bones in the bonehouse’. Many such 
references pepper churchwarden’s accounts 
of the 17th and 18th centuries, with their 

use and occasional construction continuing 
throughout the 18th and even 19th centuries. 
The parish church of Colton, Lancashire, had 
one constructed in 1764 (absent by the early 
20th century), while another was built at St. 
Bartholomew in Burnley in the 1830s.
 The 19th century was a contradictory 
time for charnels and bonehouses, which 
attracted growing interest among antiquarians 
such as Matthew Bloxam who recorded 
numerous examples. The period also saw 
the destruction of many sites, such as the 
aforementioned crypt at Worcester Cathedral. 
Victorian propensities toward the ‘restoration’ 
of ancient churches seem to have offered little 
room for the relics of medieval charnelling, 

Bones in the ambulatory of St. Leonard’s Church in Hythe, depicted c.1910. The skulls were arranged on shelves in the mid-19th century and are displayed like this to this day. Author’s collection. Details: Postcard. 
Pub c.1910; J. Davis, Queen Victoria Street, E.C. (Canterbury East?).



24 25

which arguably clashed with fantastical idylls 
of the period as green and pleasant. Many 
‘restorations’ saw the installation of heating 
systems - for which the most convenient place 
of storage was the old and underutilised crypt. 
The example at Doncaster was among those 
cleared for this purpose when St. George’s was 
rebuilt following a fire in 1853.
 At the same time, a completely new 
example was assembled at Ripon Cathedral 
in Yorkshire. In 1843 the sexton, a Mr. Dennis 
Wilson, took it upon himself to rearrange the 
crypt’s jumble of old upturned bones into a 
real work of art, bearing visual similarity to 
the acclaimed Paris catacombs. The crypt was 
a successful attraction, locally beloved and 
described as ‘celebrated’ in tourist guides of 
the time. The antiquarian Francis Buckland’s 
account of his visit in 1864 makes for an 
entertaining read, commenting on its tasteful 
design and ‘festoons of skulls’.
 However, Victorian ‘restoration’ once 
more became the culprit of this arrangement’s 
untimely demise, as in 1865 the architect Sir 
George Gilbert Scott deemed it hardly suited 
to his vision for the place. He had the crypt’s 

contents deconstructed and buried in the 
churchyard where the bones joined Mr. Wilson 
- who had, perhaps fortunately for the integrity 
of Scott’s nose, passed some years earlier.
 The 19th century’s medical 
developments and reactions to industrial 
urban squalor granted new importance to 
the hygiene of the wider population. Reports 
on bonehouses in crowded cities spoke of 
ghastly and gruesome goings-on, fuelled by 
the financial incentive of ever-rising burial 
fees. In the 1840s it was reported that in the 
bonehouses at Clerkenwell and Spa Fields, 
London, newly-exhumed bodies were being 
hacked apart with spades and burnt to 
make room for more paying customers. An 
enquiry was undertaken in 1842 where a Select 
Committee heard of how coffin fittings were 
being stripped and sold on in the bonehouse at 
St. Anne’s in Soho, and furthermore, employees 
had been seen playing skittles with skulls and 
bones.
 These ‘bonehouses’ were in reality not 
‘bonehouses’ at all, representing a corruption 
of the term which nonetheless discredited 
more legitimate practices occurring under that 

name. As real-life penny dreadfuls dropped 
squarely on the doorstep of social progress, 
the described phenomena were much more 
representative of the dark capitalism at the 
heart of the under-regulated early Victorian 
burial industry than any true charnel practice. 
All the same, they helped contribute to the end 
of such practices which were soon rendered 
largely obsolete anyhow, at first through 
the renewed Victorian focus on cemetery 
construction and secondly by the rise of 
cremation as an acceptable process of bodily 
disposal.
 With the newly established cemeteries 
meeting spatial demands and cremation in 
turn reducing them, no more would it be 
required or even acceptable to exhume old 
graves for the purposes of interring new 
ones. Within the context of Victorian ideals, 
which have continued to shape contemporary 
notions of burial in perpetuity and permanent 
memorialisation, charnelling not only became 
obsolete but downright offensive within 
changing ideas of how the dead were to be 
respected.
 The account given here has in some 
cases presented contradictions. For example, 
the simultaneous destruction, retention, 
repurposing and continued use of charnel 
structures through the Dissolution represents 
four disparate strands of what would be all 
too easy to present as one story. Additionally, 
it is interesting to note how the great interest 
that arose in them in the 19th century 
was contemporaneous with their frequent 
destruction during church renovations. In 
acknowledging these facts, it is important to 
remember that generalisations are often not 
the way to truth. Furthermore, the ways in 
which individual communities have historically 
related to their dead are often locally varied: 
just because something is suddenly established 
practice in London does not make it 
immediately the case in deepest Yorkshire.
  It is also important to remember that 
the full story of this phenomena’s practice 
and history within England is still largely 
unexplored. The work of the Rothwell Charnel 
Chapel Project has done a great deal to 
illuminate the site in Northamptonshire, and 
by extension medieval practices in general. 
However, it is still just one case study out of the 
potential hundreds suggested by documentary 

sources which remain to be addressed.
 In response to the last of the questions 
raised at the start, it is entirely possible that 
more of them might remain out there. In 
1905 a 5ft by 5ft charnel room associated with 
the medieval church of St. Peter, demolished 
and built over in the early 17th century, was 
rediscovered when building a bank in Dover 
town centre. While not a large example, 
the discovery nonetheless proves that such 
chambers may remain located beneath not 
just churches, but also places where churches 
used to be. More recently, in 1999, remains 
of the medieval charnel house of St. Mary 
Spital in London were discovered during the 
construction of an office block. The structure 
was free of bones, having been repurposed 
as a house after the Dissolution, before its 
eventual demolition for redevelopment c.1700. 
Its foundations remain visible through a glass 
ceiling, thoughtfully preserved beneath Bishops 
Square.
 All things considered, the story of 
English charnel practices remains largely 
unwritten and their modern investigation is 
only just beginning. With more work on the 
way it is hoped that they will not much longer 
be consigned to the charnel house of history - 
but instead resurrected, bringing them almost 
full circle in the strangest of ways.
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tHe mysteRy of tHe missiNg miNeRs
tHe peRils of studyiNg past populatioNs

Matt Pawelski | Lancaster University

 n his two-volume work, A View of the 
Present State of Derbyshire (c.1789), the 
antiquarian and writer, James Pilkington 
of Derby, aimed to achieve something 

he claimed had never been done before. A 
systematic and precise enumeration of the 
population of the county of Derbyshire. 
 The only other writer to attempt an 
estimate was the Anglo-Saxon chronicler 
Bede, who supposed that about 7,000 families 
inhabited an area roughly covering the counties 
of Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, then part 
of the Kingdom of Mercia. Though how he 
arrived at this number remains something of a 
mysterium fidei.  
 Similarly broad estimates are possible 
using the Doomsday Book. It is thought, for 
example, that 140 households belonged to the 
town of Derby in c.1086, making it one of the 
largest settlements in England at that time. 
 Yet, neither of these efforts represent 
anything close to a ‘systematic or precise’ 

enumeration.
 In that sense, Pilkington was justified 
in claiming to be a pioneer, and, as any great 
pioneer of demographic analysis would, he 
proceeded by taking ‘the considerable pains’ 
(and I believe him) of visiting every settlement 
and farmstead in Derbyshire, and counting all 
the houses he could find during a seven-year 
period (c.1781-8). 
 Despite the crudeness of his method, the 
estimate he produced has its merits.  
 He counted a total of 25,206 houses by 
the time of his writing, and using a multiplier 
of 4.9 persons per household (arrived at by 
counting the number of people living in a 
sample of 30 parishes distributed across the 
county and dividing that by the number of 
houses observed in those same parishes) he 
arrived at a total population of 124,465. A 
figure that marries well with what we know 
about national and regional growth rates for 
the period, and with the c.1801 census figure of 

168,829, for Derbyshire.  
 Pilkington’s example demonstrates 
the perils facing the researcher brave (or 
perhaps foolish) enough to take on the 
mantle of enumerating populations, even for 
a contemporary of the period in question. 
Imagine then, how brave (or foolish) one 
would have to be to attempt to enumerate a 
sub-section of that population. 
  Well, that is precisely what I am 
venturing to do for a community of lead 
miners living in the north west of Derbyshire 
during the seventeenth, eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. 
 The driving force behind this endeavour, 
beyond my own interests, has been a series of 
findings made by the Cambridge Group for the 
History of Population and Social Structure. 
 Using a combination of sources, 
including parish registers, census records, 
probate inventories, wills, and county surveys, 
they have produced the most complete and 
rigorous account of the occupational structure 
of England and Wales to date.  
 However, as with any project of such 
scale, it comes with its own challenges. When 
we look a little closer, at the sub-regional and 
local figures, the lead miners of Derbyshire 
appear to be missing, or significantly fewer in 
number, for periods when we would expect 
them to be far more numerous. 
 For the period c.1661-1761, for example, 
estimates produced using the surviving probate 
records suggest that the miners comprised 
<1% of the population in key mining localities 
and parishes. This figure then rises to between 
10 and 20% for c.1817 when parish registers 
have replaced the probate inventories as the 
underpinning source. 
 What we know about the history of 
the lead industry during this period suggests 
that the reverse ought to be true, namely: that 
the period c.1661-1761 was a ‘heyday’ in the 
productivity and growth of the industry, and 
that by the turn of the nineteenth century, the 
industry had entered into a period of terminal 
decline. 
 So, what hope is there for locating our 
missing miners? 
 Well, sadly, unlike Pilkington, I cannot 
go back in time and start knocking on doors 
(though I definitely would if I could). Instead, 
it falls to detailed analysis of the available 

record, combined with qualitative research of 
the locality in question and its economic and 
social structure over time. 
 This article represents the first of three 
venturing after this enigmatic group in early 
modern society. It is hoped they may offer 
some light on methods and approaches to 
quantitative research and the perils facing any 
historian seeking truths about past populations. 
 In short, the search must go on! 

 

NB: I would like to thank the staff and 
volunteers at the Staffordshire Record Office 
who have kindly furnished me with the digital 
index of Probate Inventories and Wills for 
Derbyshire from c.1600-1780. Their kind 
assistance has made this project possible under 
the most extraordinary of circumstances.
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ameRiCaN 
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ImagiNed
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merican Psycho is a dark, satirical 
novel by Brett Easton Ellis, first 
published in 1991. The novel is set 
in Manhattan, New York City, over 
about three years in the mid-to-

late 1980s. The story follows Patrick Bateman, 
a banker by day and a serial killer by night. 
The author’s use of space in the text is striking. 
The novel is written in the first person, and 
Bateman is very self-conscious of his environ-
ment: streets are called precisely by name, and 
he narrates his routes as he travels about the 
city. For example, from the police pursuit in 
the chapter ‘Chase, Manhattan’:

The only sign of human life [is] some-
one playing a saxophone on the corner of 
Duane Street… ignoring them I make a left 
on Broadway, heading down toward City 
Hall Park, ducking into an alleyway… I 
run out the end of the alley as fast as I can 
onto Church Street… and I barely avoid a 
collision with another cab on Franklin - is 
it? - and Greenwich… while running to-
ward Wall Street. 

Here street names serve to set the scene – they 
add an element of realism, placing Bateman 
in the real Manhattan. You could go to New 
York and follow this route yourself, if you 
liked. They also add momentum to the chase: 
Bateman is not moving vaguely from place to 
place but moving quickly from one street to 
another. This felt like an unusual level of pre-
cision, not only for a novel but for anybody 
narrating their life. This article explores the 
rich descriptions and strange uses of space in 
American Psycho, using Geographic Informa-
tion Systems (GIS) software. GIS software are 
computer programs that use spatial data to 
create maps.
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fig d. 
HomelssNess 

IN ameRICaN 
psyCHo, IN oRdeR 

of appeaReNCe

WHat is spaCe? 

What exactly is meant by space? There are two 
qualities of space that are important in the 
context of this article. Firstly, that space can be 
simultaneously real and imagined. Secondly, 
that space is produced by and produces human 
experience. 
 Although Manhattan is a real place, 
American Psycho is a work of fiction and 
imaginary locations in the city are part of the 
story. An imaginary space is a space that is 
figurative, like a city in a book. To say that a 
space is imaginary is not to deny its relation 
to reality. Imaginary spaces might be based 
on real spaces, and they might in turn impact 
reality by inspiring the creation of new spaces 
or by emotionally moving real people. So, 
for the purposes of this article Easton Ellis’s 
Manhattan is both real and imaginary. Because 
Manhattan exists, it is very easy to create 
maps of the novel. The reality of Manhattan 
also gives the author a lot to work with, a 
vibrant space built up by millions of people 
over hundreds of years. Compare that with 
this stark map of King’s Landing from George 
R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire: despite 
having a long (fictional) history and being one 
of the key settings for the books, the city seems 
much less fleshed out.
 Another characteristic of space is that, 
although the things in space are really there, 
and some of these things have been there 
for much longer than us, the physical and 
conceptual dimensions of space are shaped by 
society. The spaces of American Psycho are 
not only informed by the actual Manhattan, 
but also Easton Ellis’ cultural values and the 
context of the novel’s production. In turn, 
space shapes our everyday lives and our social 
and cultural contexts. So, we can say “space 
produces”, as well as “space is produced”.  

 

WHy maps? 

But why map space? Anders Engberg-Pedersen, 
a Professor of Comparative Literature at the 
University of Southern Denmark who writes 
on literature and cartography, argues that 
thinking of spaces in cartographic terms is 
second nature in the digital age. Since we are 

charting Patrick Bateman’s movements in 
Google Maps, there is probably some truth to 
Engberg-Pedersen’s idea. After all, is Google 
Maps not our first port of call in any strange 
city? Mapping parts of American Psycho 
helps those unfamiliar with the geography of 
Manhattan make sense of Easton Ellis’ use of 
commutes and directions. Mapping helps us 
use description that the reader might take for 
granted, to begin to ask where things are, and 
why they needed to be there. 
 This article will first look at a map 
plotted on Google Maps of a journey that takes 
place at the beginning of American Psycho and 
examine the challenges of mapping the past in 
the present. Then we will turn to maps made 
in the GIS software package ArcGIS Pro that 
uses the mentions of homeless characters in 
the novel to elucidate the breadth of space that 
American Psycho inhabits. The final section 
will use another journey plotted in Google 
Maps to think about interesting relationships 
between the real and imagined Manhattan. 

 

taxi Ride 

The first map in this article depicts the route 
of a taxi ride in the first chapter, ‘April Fools’, 
using four locations mentioned by Bateman 
during the journey. The ride is from Wall 
Street to Bateman’s girlfriend’s apartment. The 
novel begins:

Abandon all hope ye who enter here is 
scrawled in blood red lettering on the side 
of the Chemical Bank near the corner of 
Eleventh and First and is in print large 
enough to be seen from the backseat of 
the cab as it lurches forward in the traffic 
leaving Wall Street […] the word FEAR 
sprayed in red graffiti on the side of a 
McDonalds on Fourth and Seventh’ […] a 
beggar on the corner of Seventh and Fifth’. 
[The taxi stops] on the corner of Eighty-
first and Riverside. 

 On the first attempt to map the journey for 
this article things did not seem to add up. At 
the time, this seemed like an example of how 
maps can change the reader’s perspective of 
a narrative: a reader who had never been to 

Manhattan might have no 
idea that the taxi’s route 
makes no sense, because 
it is narrated as if it was 
just a commute. Google 
Map’s most efficient 
route for a motor vehicle 
from Wall Street to the 
corner of Eighty-first 
Street and Riverside Drive 
primarily takes the New 
York State Route 9A 
north (see Figure A)*. 
This would completely 
avoid the intersections in 
the passage above. The 
second attempt to map 
this journey tried to plot 
a route on Google Maps 
that would take a taxi past 
these intersections, to see 
if it would make sense. 
The route created (Figure 
B)* isn’t very practical and 
takes twice as much time 
to get from Wall Street to 
Riverside Drive.  
 Why had Easton 
Ellis devised a route 
that did not make sense? 
It was certainly a good 
introduction to the 
author’s dark depiction 
of New York, taking 
the reader past scenes of 
desperation and poverty 
and juxtaposing this with 
the wealth and material 
concerns of Bateman and 
his colleague. But after 
more thorough research, it 
seems that Google Maps’ 
most efficient route in 
2020 would not have been possible until 1995, 
because before then there was no 9A. The 
previous iteration of the 9A, the West Side 
Elevated Highway, had collapsed in 1973. Figure 
B probably does represent a fairly efficient 
route for the 1980s setting of American Psycho.   
 This mistake highlights two important 
points about spatial research. Firstly, that even 
when dealing with a contemporary source we 
should not imagine that its spatial features 

have not changed since that source’s 
creation. Secondly, that any map is 

going to be limited by the cartographer’s 
knowledge and the software. You could not 

ask Google Maps to devise the most efficient 
route from Wall Street to Riverside Drive 
in, say, 1987: the software is only designed 
to work with the present. We must provide 
our own knowledge of what routes would have 
been possible in the past. 
  But, returning to the extract 
at the beginning of this section, there is no 
way anyone could see graffiti on the side of a 
chemical plant on the corner of Eleventh Street 
and First Avenue from Wall Street: not only 
is this a distance of three kilometres as the 
crow flies, but Manhattan is so densely built 
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up that – on Google Street View – you can 
barely see buildings after the next intersection 
(see Figure C). This serves as a reminder that 
even imaginary spaces anchored in real spaces 
– like Easton Ellis’ Manhattan – are not always 
easy to map onto spaces in our reality. Thus, 
the intersection of Eleventh Street and First 
Avenue is not included in figures A and B.*

Homeless iN maNHattaN 

I hand a beggar on the corner of Duane 
and Greenwich a dollar. 

The homeless are a constant companion to 
the reader throughout American Psycho. 
They inhabit the spaces between places – the 
corner of Duane and Greenwich, above, is 
not a precise location. You could guess at the 
coordinates, but never pinpoint them. They 
only exist where the narrator notices them, 
but a homelessness map can tell us something 
about the book – perhaps just where the 
narrator visits. Some places in the book are 
fictional: the exclusive restaurant Dorsia and 
Patrick’s residence at the American Gardens 
Building for example. But the intersections 
seem for the most part real, and so the 
homeless who occupy these non-places are 
one way Easton Ellis anchors the imaginary 
Manhattan onto our reality. 
 There may be one exception to this rule. 
‘A beggar dressed as a Hawaiian frets over a 
garbage can on the darkened corner of Eighth 
and Tenth’. This intersection doesn’t appear 
on Google Maps, and there appears to be no 
historical record of it, but Tenth Avenue south 
of the Lincoln Tunnel is now part of the 9A, 
so it may be that this intersection no longer 
exists. The beggar is dressed as a Hawaiian, 
so they may in fact be a figment of Bateman’s 
imagination – perhaps it is better to analyse 
this character as part of Bateman’s madness, 
in the same way Broadway seems to be the 
recurring scene of his breakdowns.
 Because the homeless are such a 
recurrent motif in American Psycho, they 
are a good theme to base ArcGIS maps of the 
novel around. Figure D visualises the homeless 
characters who can be definitively linked to 
geographical coordinates in American Psycho 

by order of appearance – essentially it serves 
to demonstrate the geographic breadth of the 
novel. If we look at Figure E, we see that not 
only are homeless characters spread across the 
geographic range of the text, but throughout 
the novel itself. In other words, they are not 
concentrated in any one part of Manhattan or 
of the narrative. But homeless characters are 
clustered, although this seems to be because 
they are near the places that Bateman visits. 
Points 7 and 11 on Fifth Avenue are close 
to Trump Tower (on Fifth Avenue between 
Fifty-sixth and Fifty-seventh street). Point 2 is 
outside Bateman’s girlfriend’s house. Points 
4 and 5 are outside a nightclub. Point 3 is not 
only near Bateman’s place of work on Wall 
Street but also his favourite restaurant, Harry’s. 
Point 10 is in the Tribeca neighbourhood, 
where Bateman cruises for prostitutes. These 
are only the points that could be linked to a 
geographical coordinate with some probability 
– like the beggar at Duane and Greenwich, in 
the extract – some homeless characters are not 
geographically placeable at all.  
 The map reveals a few more things. 
There are no dots on the eastern side of 
Manhattan – why is that? Does Bateman 
avoid that area in the novel? Perhaps eastern 
Manhattan simply is not on the way to 
anywhere Bateman would go. Another thing 
apparent from the map is that Bateman and 
his girlfriend both live on Eighty-first Street. 
This is not something that was at all apparent 
from reading the book. Bateman’s girlfriend 
is a distant character who often seems like she 
is on another world: it feels like she should 
live on the other side of the city, rather than 
the same street. The map also shows how Wall 
Street and Bateman’s Apartment almost serve 
as brackets for the novel – most of the text is 
set between these two points.  

aRouNd tHe BloCk

Originally this section was going to be about 
the police chase from the chapter ‘Chase, 
Manhattan’. But when the route was mapped, 
the chase turned out to be a straightforward 
zig-zag through lower Manhattan. It looked 
less impressive than it seemed in the novel, 
and the map would only have served as a 

visualisation. Instead, this section focuses on 
the events described by Bateman in the chapter 
‘Tuesday’. ‘Tuesday’ is interesting for two 
reasons. Firstly, unlike the two other scenes 
in this article, Bateman navigates Manhattan 
on foot. Secondly, this passage deals with one 
of Bateman’s many terrible crimes that this 
article has so far avoided: it seems dishonest to 
write about American Psycho without at least 
alluding to the more disturbing aspects of the 

text. The scene begins with Bateman leaving 
a lavish yet boring party at the Puck Building 
on Houston Street at about 10:30pm. He 
heads north along Broadway until he spots a 
homeless character on Twelfth Street. He then 
loops around the block (in which direction is 
unclear), returns to the homeless character and 
assaults him. He then flees the scene, taking 
refuge in the McDonalds on Union Square. 
Figure F* represents the interpretation of this 

fig e. 
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apaRtmeNt

Wall stReet
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sequence created for this article. What was 
most interesting about mapping this route 
is the time walking it would have taken. In 
the novel, Bateman moves along Broadway 
unhurried – visiting a cash machine and a 
phone booth –despite the unappealing picture 
that Easton Ellis paints of drug dealers and 
dilapidated streets. But this route should take 
about half an hour, according to Google Maps. 
It’s interesting that this journey that takes up 
a page of text and takes only a minute to read, 
but takes half an hour in real life and takes up 
an indefinite amount of time in the text. This 
demonstrates the limitations of thinking about 
imaginary spaces in novels as anchored in our 
world – real places might appear in fiction, but 
they are twisted to fit the ideal space and time 
for the narrative. Unlike the route Bateman 
takes in ‘April Fools’, ‘Tuesday’ demonstrates 
how mapping contemporary cities can be easier 
than mapping ancient ones: the McDonalds 
on Union Square is still there today (Figures G 
and H).
 Mapping shows that Broadway is not 
only an important space in the novel, but it is 
centrally situated in Manhattan’s geography. 
Broadway is associated with moments of mad-
ness throughout the text. In ‘A Glimpse of a 
Thursday Afternoon’, Bateman finds himself 
suddenly in a phone box, panicking, ringing his 
secretary. In ‘Killing Dog’, after Bateman com-
mits the first murder (‘In the middle of Sixty-sev-
enth street’) of the novel, he finds himself ‘run-
ning down Broadway, then up Broadway, then 
down again, screaming like a banshee’. Bateman 
teeters on the brink of insanity throughout the 
book and Easton Ellis has himself said that he 
did not know, and was not interested in know-
ing, whether the events of the book were real (in 
his fictional universe) or whether they happened 
in his character’s head. This leads us to another 
interesting question: should Bateman’s ambigu-
ous sanity temper the way we think about space 
in American Psycho? Might this article be tak-
ing his testimony too literally? 

CoNClusioN 

Engberg-Pedersen asks whether literature can 
even be mapped, and this seems a good theme for 
final reflections. The question of whether liter-
ature can be mapped depends on what we mean 
by mapping. If a map is a tool we use to bet-
ter understand the relationship between us and 
space, then we can map literature. Because space 
is so clearly labelled in American Psycho, we can 
map the imagined Manhattan and our Manhat-
tan onto one another easily. Mapping American 
Psycho onto our Manhattan at the very least en-
riches our understanding of space in the story. 
We might go further to ask what these maps tell 
us about the relationship between spaces im-
agined and real. Having said that, Anders Eng-
berg-Pedersen gives a voice to Edward W. Soja’s 
criticism that ‘everyone thinks they take part in 
the spatial turn when they map something’, and 
this might give the reader pause for thought: do 
these maps contribute to the spatial humanities 
in a meaningful way? 
 The maps are not self-evident – Patrick 
Bateman is an unreliable narrator – but it does 
not seem very helpful to ask whether a character 
took one route or another in a work of fiction. 
Rather they seek to show the relationship be-
tween real and imagined spaces. So, they do not 
have to show anything obviously breath-taking 
directly. But they are important because they 
make the reader more aware of how space is 
used in literature. Further research into space 
and American Psycho might investigate the re-
lationship between space and feeling or affect. 
Two things might be particularly interesting. 
Firstly, what spaces does Easton Ellis associate 
with feelings and affects? Secondly, are there 
feelings and affects that the reader associates 
with specific spaces within the text? It would 
be interesting to use GIS to compare the nov-
el’s feeling-words and the feelings of the reader. 
Either would further elucidate a complex and 
provocative text. 
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*This article was first published online. To 
access figures A, B, C, and F, consult the online 
version.
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n 17 June 1797, the Harmony left the 
port of Gravesend in England and 
started its annual journey to Labrador, 

where it arrived on 27 July. The two-master 
belonging to the Moravian Church provided 
the missionaries at the missionary stations of 
Nain, Okak and Hopedale with supplies every 
summer. The Harmony transported clothing, 
food products, tools, medication, letters 
and large quantities of building materials to 
Labrador. For the pietistic Moravians, who 
had been officially recognised as the Episcopal 
Church in Great Britain since 1749, getting 
supplies to their missionaries in Labrador was 
a Herculean task from a financial perspective: 
they had to maintain and insure the Harmony, 
pay the crew and purchase the supplies and 
many other items. On average, supplying the 
missionaries in Labrador cost the Moravians 
£1100 per year, which was a vast amount of 
money at the end of the 18th century. This begs 
the question of how the Moravians succeeded 
in ensuring the long-term financing of their 
expensive missionary activities in Labrador, 
which had begun in 1771. The following 
economic history article aims to answer this 
question.
 The history of missionary activities 
has undergone a renaissance over the past two 
decades and has primarily been researched as 
the history of the globalisation of knowledge. 
Numerous studies have reconstructed how 
missionaries created and disseminated colonial 
knowledge. At the same time, questions of 
economic and financial history still remain 
one of the most under-researched aspects of 
historical missionary activity. Very little is 
known of how catholic, protestant or pietistic 
missionary activities were financed. This 
article aims to make a small contribution 
towards closing a major gap in the research. 
It will demonstrate that the Moravian Church 
had two very different sources of income for 
financing its missionary work in Labrador: 

Extract from a map of the Labrador coast showing the Hopedale Moravian Mission. From ‘Plans of Anchorages on N.E. Coast of Labrador’, surveyed by Comr. W. Chimmo, R.N., and the officers of HMS ‘Gannet’. 
Engraved by Davis, Bryer & Co. Published by the admiralty, 1867. Image in the McGill University Collection.
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transatlantic trade and raising donations. On 
the one hand, the Moravians imported raw 
materials from Labrador which were highly 
sought-after in the young British consumer 
society. On the other, they intensively targeted 
noble and bourgeois supporters to ask for 
donations.
      The Moravian Church was established 
in the 1720s under the leadership of Count 
Nikolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf (1700–1760) 
in the Holy Roman Empire of the German 
Nation. Intensive missionary activities were 
characteristic of the Moravians from the 
very beginning. They felt particularly bound 
by the so-called great commission of the 
Gospel according to Matthew (Mt 28, 19-20) 
and considered proclaiming the gospel to 
“heathens”, Jews, and Muslims to be one of 
their most important tasks. The Moravians 
started their very energetic missionary 
activities in the Atlantic World in 1732. They 
set up missionary stations in Greenland (1733), 
Georgia (1735), Suriname (1738) and the Danish 
West Indies (1738). Despite their missionary 
activities, the Moravians had a rather negative 
reputation in Great Britain and central Europe 
in the 1740s: Numerous critics described them 
as dangerous “sectarians”.  Only during the 
late 1750s a fundamental shift in the perception 
of the Moravian Church took place. The 
older view of reality according to which the 
Moravians were dangerous sectarians was 
replaced by the perception that the Moravians 
were hardworking, obedient, yes almost 
exemplary subservients.
 The following details are based on 
extensive research conducted at the Moravian 
Church House Archives (London) and the John 
Rylands Library (Manchester), which I was 
able to carry out thanks to a fellowship with 
the German Historical Institute London.

RaW mateRials fRom laBRadoR foR 
tHe BRitisH CoNsumeR soCiety

King George III authorised the Moravians to 
set up missionary stations in Labrador in 1769. 
In Whitehall, people hoped that missionary 
work with the Inuit may reduce the conflict 
between the Inuit and English merchants. 
One year later, the Moravians created the 
foundations for their Labrador missionary 
activities in London: they founded a ship’s 

company and acquired the ship for their annual 
Labrador journeys. The company acquired the 
capital required for this by issuing 100 shares, 
each at a value of £10. The ship’s company 
had 30 owners; however, the operational day-
to-day business was managed by a six-person 
committee. This committee was responsible 
on the one hand for ensuring that the ship was 
fully equipped and waiting in the port by early 
summer each year. On the other, the committee 
had to ensure that the ship returned to London 
with raw materials that sold well. For this 
reason, the company sent two trading agents 
to the Nain missionary station in June 1772. 
The only task for which their agents John Hill 
and Joachim Wolfes were responsible was trade 
with the Inuit. Their focus was on three raw 
materials which were highly sought-after in 
London and Great Britain: whalebone, whale 
and seal oils, and furs.
 Whalebone had been used for producing 
corsets for noble customers since the 16th 
century. The bone plates from the jaw of a 
whale were used as corset stays and gave the 
garment its original name “corps à la baleine”. 
The growing influence of the bourgeoisie 
in the 18th century was associated with the 
popularisation of the corset, which led to 
increased demand for whalebone. This demand 
had also been met by the Moravian Church 
since the start of its missionary work in 
Labrador. Whale oil and seal oil, on the other 
hand, served as fuel for oil lamps. In Great 
Britain, the majority of poor households were 
unable to afford candles made from beeswax, 
and as such oil lamps were the primary source 

of artificial light.
 Hill and Wolfes sold all manner of 
tools and traps for hunting in their stores 
in Labrador. Their customers included Inuit 
buying goods to meet their own requirements 
as well as so-called Inuit “middlemen” who 
purchased the goods in larger quantities in 
order to later sell them on. However, the 
church leadership had strictly regulated the 
trading activities of both agents: all trading 
activities had to comply with biblical and/
or Christian standards. This meant that 
the agents were forbidden from taking the 
maximum possible profit from the Inuit. The 
goods had to be sold to the Inuit at a fair 
price. The Moravians designed their Labrador 
trade according to the principle of the iustum 
pretium formulated by Albertus Magnus 
(1193–1280) and Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274).  
At the same time, the church leadership had 
prohibited the sale of certain goods, such as 
alcohol or weapons, which it believed to be 
harmful to the Inuit. The Moravians were 
in no way exempt from colonial patterns of 
perception and believed unbaptised Inuit 
to be “wild, murderous people”. In their 
opinion, selling guns or swords would promote 
breaches of the fifth commandment (“Thou 
shalt not kill”). In 1786, 15 years after the first 
missionary station was set up, the Moravian 
Church permitted the sale of guns to the Inuit. 
In previous years, the missionaries had noticed 
that English merchants had been selling 
substandard guns to the Inuit “that burst in 
their hands” at inflated prices. Following 
extensive discussions, the trading agents were 

permitted to sell functional guns to the Inuit 
at fair prices. Eight to ten whalebones were 
determined to be an iustum pretium for a gun.
      This episode proves that the Moravian 
Church felt committed to an economic concept 
designed for the common good, which is 
strongly reminiscent of the old European 
economic concept of the 15th and early 16th 
centuries. Around 1500, striving for wealth in 
a self-serving manner was seen as a breach of 
the divine order and thus as sinful. Traders and 
merchants were expected to earn enough to buy 
‘sufficient food’ without falling victim to greed 
for profit. Although the Moravians pursued an 
economic concept designed for the common 
good, the Ship’s Company made a profit as 
early as 1773, two years after it was established. 
As shown by numerous profit distributions 
to the owners, the economic development 
was positive until the mid-1780s. At the end 
of the 1780s, however, the Ship’s Company 
experienced financial difficulties. Some of 
the factors responsible for this included a 
temporary oversupply of whalebone on the 
British market, which led to a rapid downward 
price trend. Accordingly, in 1790, the London 
Moravians complained that the price of 
whalebone had “decreased by more than half 
in 2 years”. In view of this development, the 
second source of income became significantly 
more important.

RaisiNg doNatioNs iN NoBle aNd 
BouRgeois CiRCles

Raising donations was the responsibility 
of the Moravian Church’s ‘Society for the 
Furtherance of the Gospel’ (SFG), which was 
based in London. A look into the minutes 
of the SFG shows that raising donations 
was clearly one of the primary tasks of the 
organisation, which had been set up in 1741. 
At the start of every meeting, the secretary 
recorded the donations which had been 
received since the last session and who had 
acquired the respective donation in the 
minutes. The donors were primarily members 
of the British upper class. In the SFG meeting 
on 30 March 1801, the secretary recorded, 
for example, donations from Admiral 
James Gambier, the philosopher Lawrence 
Butterworth, Lady Robert Manners, and 
Sophia Vansittart, the daughter of the Director 

Extract from ‘Plans of Anchorages on N.E. Coast of Labrador’ (above) showing the  Moravian Mission at Hopedale seventy years on. Image in the 
McGill University Collection.
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of the East India Company. But how did the 
Moravians come into contact with potential 
donors? How did they inform the donors about 
their missionary activities?
 As early as in the 1760s, i.e. before the 
start of the Labrador missionary work, the 
Moravians had connections with high-ranking 
crown officials, scholars and clergymen in the 
Anglican Church. They used methods which 
were customary in a court context: personal 
attendances and congratulatory letters on new 
appointments or at the turn of the year. After 
the start of the Labrador missionary work, 
personal attendances became increasingly 
important because the SFG was able to connect 
(potential) supporters with those returning 
from Labrador. For example, Paul Eugen 
Layritz returned to London from Labrador in 
November 1773. Just a few days later, Layritz 
had to report on his experiences in Labrador 
to numerous high-ranking supporters. Thanks 
to a letter by Benjamin LaTrobe, we are very 
well informed about the attendances. LaTrobe 
informed the missionaries in Labrador:

Upon Br. Layritz’s return [from Labrador, 
T.D.], I went with him to all our Patrons 
& Friends, e.g. Lord Dartmouth, Ld. 
Hilsborough, Mr. Pownal, Mr. Knox 
(the other Under Secretary of State for 
America), Sir Hugh Palliser etc. etc., and 
they all took real share in your prosperity, 
and every one of these have desired me to 
assure you of their regard & willingness to 
assist where they can. By the means of Mr. 
Banks & Dr. Solander Br. Layritz, Hutton 
& I dined with the Royal Society & were 
at one of their Sessions. Several made 
particular enquiry about Labrador, and 
wished us much success.

 “Patrons and friends” were people who 
did not belong to the Moravian Church but 
were interested in Labrador or the Labrador 
missionary work for various reasons: Sir Hugh 
Palliser, for example, was the Governor of 
Newfoundland and Labrador between 1764 and 
1768. As botanists, Joseph Banks and Daniel 
Solander, two of the most eminent Fellows 
of the Royal Society, were interested in the 
plants of Labrador. In addition, gifts were 
given on multiple occasions during attendances 
of this kind. Particularly sought-after items 

included minerals and plants from Labrador, 
which enjoyed a great deal of interest, both 
from scholars of the Royal Society and from 
political officials. Accordingly, letters to the 
missionaries in Labrador regularly contained 
requests to send more valuable minerals to 
London.
 However, the SFG also offered some 
less prominent supporters the opportunity 
to get in touch with missionaries. They held 
meetings with missionaries at their Fetter Lane 
premises in London. On 19th December 1797, 
for example, the Beck family reported on their 
many years spent as missionaries in Labrador. 
Brother Beck had spent 24 years in Labrador 
and Sister Beck 22 years. They returned to 
Europe in the autumn of 1797 to allow their 
daughter, Louisa, who had been born in 
Labrador, to start school. In order to make 
the meeting a memorable experience for the 
friends and supporters of the missionary work, 
“Br. & Sr Beck” appeared “with their Daughter 
[…] in the Esquimaux habit”. Appearing in 
Inuit clothing would, no doubt, be criticised 
as cultural appropriation nowadays. The 
participants of the meeting, however, had 
no such objections to the appearance of the 
missionaries. On the contrary: they rewarded 
the appearance of the Beck family by making 
donations to the missionary work in Labrador.
 Moreover, in 1790, the acquisition 
of donations was taken to a new level. The 
SFG set up its own journal, the ‘Periodical 
Accounts’, to inform the British public about 
its missionary activities in Labrador and in 
other parts of the world. However, setting up 
a missionary publication was anything but 
revolutionary. Catholic orders and pietistic 
groups had already been publishing journals to 
report on their missionary activities for many 
decades. In recent times, historical research has 
been able to demonstrate again how important 
these journals were in the 17th century in terms 
of acquiring supporters and raising donations 
for the missionary work. The SFG regularly 
published letters from missionaries in Labrador 
in its ‘Periodical Accounts’. However, the 
letters were heavily edited and shortened before 
publication. The editors removed, for example, 
passages which related to the trading of raw 
materials from Labrador. The Moravians did 
not wish to provide their opponents with any 
additional material with which to attack them. 

Figure 1: Benjamin LaTrobe (1728-1786), head of the Moravians in 
Great Britain since 1768.
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In the 1770s in particular, opponents spread 
the rumour that the missionary activities were 
merely a pretext for creating an opportunity to 
make major trading profits.
 The importance of the ‘Periodical 
Accounts’ in expanding knowledge among the 
British public about Labrador and the Inuit 
can hardly be underestimated. The Moravians’ 
missionary publication was one of the most 
important sources of information about 
Labrador around 1800. At the same time, it 
must not be overlooked that the ‘Periodical 
Accounts’ reinforced colonial thinking and a 
negative image of the Inuit: unbaptised Inuit, 
for example, were consistently presented as 
wild, uncivilised and superstitious people. 
Only after conversion did an Inuit receive the 
paternalistic label of “our dear Esquimaux”.

summaRy

The British Moravians established two 
financial mainstays in order to be able to 
implement the missionary activities they had 
started in Labrador in 1771 on a long-term 
basis: they imported whalebone, oil and furs 
to Great Britain from Labrador and ensured 
that all trading activities were carried out in 
compliance with Christian standards. At the 
same time, they carried out extensive work 
dedicated to acquiring donations for the 
missionary work in Labrador from noble and 

bourgeois circles. Whilst the nobility and 
bourgeoisie of London were able to come into 
personal contact with the missionaries, the 
rest of the country was given the opportunity 
to find out about the missionary work in 
Labrador from the ‘Periodical Accounts’ 
published from 1790 onwards.
 Whilst the missionary activities in the 
1770s were primarily financed from trade 
revenues, donations became significantly 
more important from the middle of the 1780s 
onwards. Both sources of finance enabled 
the Moravians to establish their missionary 
activities in Labrador on a long-term basis. In 
total, the missionaries were active in Labrador 
for 234 years and they established eight 
missionary stations in total. The missionary 
activities of the Moravian Church in Labrador 
only came to an end in 2005 when the final 
missionary left the Inuit country.
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BeNeVoleNt 
BotNet 
eNaBles 
eNjoymeNt 
of aRt aNd 
aRtefaCts 
oN soCial 
media

Ben Wills-Eve | Lancaster University

he term 
‘botnet’ 
is most 
commonly 

associated with 
cybercrime and 
has come to recent 
attention featuring 
in news stories 
detailing the dangers 
to internet security 
posed by fridges, 
washing machines 
and even cat-flaps. 
Bots and botnets 
on social media are 
currently the focus 
of similarly negative 
press due to their 
use in the spreading 
of fake news and 
potential influencing 
of recent elections 
around the world. 
On social media, 
bots are usually 
accounts that operate 
automatically, but the 
term can also refer 
to semi-automatic 
‘fake’ accounts that 
pretend to be a 
certain type of user 
and require some 
human oversight. The latter are usually what 
is being referred to when the media talk about 
‘bot farms’, particularly in Russia. Unlike 
traditional botnets, as featured in the article 
about hacked fridges, social botnets are simply 
coordinated networks of social bot accounts. 
Again, these are commonly associated with the 
spread of fake news and political propaganda, 
but one social botnet is starting to make an 
impression for all the right reasons. 
 The Off The Easel social botnet is a 
community of over 1,000 social bot accounts 
present on Facebook, Twitter and Tumblr 
(a photo-blogging site). Many of these bots 
are self-proclaimed ‘fan accounts’ of famous 
artists, including the big names like Vincent 
Van Gogh to the more obscure such as Boris 
Kustodiev, an early-20th Century Russian 
painter, which share said artists’ works for 

other users to enjoy. Some of these bots carry 
out the same sharing activity but for artefacts 
in museum collections; for instance, there are 
eighteen Twitter bots dedicated to different 
departments of the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art in New York, showcasing different galleries 
from Medieval Art to Greek and Roman Art. 
These accounts constitute a mass of automated 
activity that is capable of sharing over 150,000 
different artworks and artefacts in a month and 
millions of people are seeing and interacting 
with them; in March 2020 alone there were a 
staggering 88 million views and interactions 
with content posted by the botnet, which 
currently boasts over 7 million followers. 
 An important fact to note about this 
automated activity is that it is neither random 
nor mindless. Algorithms running in the 
background constantly assess which content 

Figure 1: The social bot accounts on Twitter for Vincent Van Gogh (above) and Boris Kustodiev (be-
low) A Record of the Festival: Part II. p194. Ripon: W. Harrison.(Canterbury East?).
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is proving most popular, i.e. what is being 
viewed, liked, shared and retweeted the most, 
and tweak the volume and frequency of posts 
accordingly. The algorithm does not simply 
promote the already popular, as often happens 
with content on social media, instead it 
seeks to use the popular accounts as a way to 
recommend the bots for lesser known artists or 
collections, effectively promoting content that 
is relevant but might otherwise be overlooked. 
The bot accounts themselves do not act in 
isolation either but follow other bot accounts 
based on manually determined similarities 
in artistic style, meaning that any artist bot 
accounts tagged as impressionists will follow 
each other on Twitter. This not only creates 
small networks of related art and artefacts 
within the wider botnet, it also allows these 
accounts to retweet and promote each other’s 
content so that followers of one account might 
more easily find similar images that interest 
them. 
 The interconnectedness, scale and 
intelligent automation of the Off The Easel 
social botnet is what has allowed to share 
such a huge quantity of content to an ever-
expanding online audience, many of whom 
may already follow official, human-run social 
media accounts of institutions like the Met 
Museum. It is important to note that bot 
accounts sharing museum or gallery collections 
are unofficial and are not affiliated with the 
given organisation, yet the idea is not for the 
bots to compete with the official accounts 
but to complement them, taking advantage 
of the growing amount of online content 
made available copyright-free by galleries 
and museums under Open Access policies. Of 
course, the experience of viewing artworks and 
artefacts as individual entities within a social 
media feed is completely different to that of 
seeing them on a museum or gallery website, 
where collections are often tightly grouped 
together; although decontextualization is a 
feature of many interactions on social media 
platforms, in the case of art and artefacts it is 
particularly pronounced.
 Other practical problems also highlight 
one key issue with such automation, namely 
that it is truly automatic. The entire botnet 
was created and is managed by one individual, 
Andrei Taraschuk, a developer and art lover. 
However, Andrei spends significant amounts 

of time, effort and money hosting this social 
botnet and fighting its corner when policies 
designed to curb the activities of problematic 
social bots have a restrictive effect on the art 
bots. Twitter sporadically bans many of his 
bots for breaching its automation policies, 
despite their careful design and beneficial 
effects. Similarly, Facebook’s censorship 
algorithms sometimes ban his art bots for 
posting ‘pornography’, which can be triggered 
by anything from an artistic nude to a flock 
of birds. Millions of people obviously find 
enjoyment in the art and artefacts shared 
by one man’s benevolent botnet, but an 
overwhelmingly negative view of social media 
bots still poses a great risk to its future activity. 

 

Ben is a History PhD student at Lancaster 
University studying the role of automation, 

algorithms and AI in online public 
engagements with the past. He is also our 

Digital Humanities Editor - read more about 
his research here.

Twitter: @wills_ben

Figure 2: A bot and its friends – the Twitter bot account for the St Louis Art Museum’s Ancient Art 
Department and the various Met Museum social bot that it follows.



50 51

RepReseNtiNg RaCe 
aNd speCtaCulaR 
VioleNCe iN tHe 
WoRk of j.p. Ball

Shona Thompson | Lancaster University

BlaCk Bodies iN 
paiN foR puBliC 

CoNsumptioN HaVe 
BeeN aN ameRiCaN 

NatioNal speCtaCle 
foR CeNtuRies

- elizaBetH alexaNdeR
hotography has offered up Black 
bodies, particularly pained 
Black bodies, for possession and 
consumption by audiences since 
Louis Daguerre first invented the 

process of recording images onto silver-plated 
copper in 1839. Named after the inventor, 
daguerreotypes were the first commercially-
produced photographs. As news of the 
invention crossed the Atlantic (along with the 
knowledge of how to produce such images), 
daguerreotypists in the US immediately began 
to categorize and document the bodies of 
enslaved people. The photographs were used to 
support developing scientific theories on the 
origins of human races. Prominent scholars 
such as the biologist Louis Agassiz—who 
commissioned the artist Joseph Thomas Zealy 
in 1850 to photograph enslaved Africans named 
Jack, Drana, Jem, Alfred, Fassena, Renty, 
and Delia to provide evidence for his theory 
of separate creations—used photography to 
develop highly racialised visual conventions 
which objectified, dehumanised, and exoticised 
enslaved Black bodies. The spectacularisation 
of racial violence has been central to American 
visual culture ever since. From the ships, 

auction blocks, and plantations of American 
slavery to public torture, lynchings, and rape, 
through to current video-recorded beatings and 
shootings by law enforcement officers today, 
suffering Black bodies have been exploited and 
consumed. These bodies are evidence of how 
American visual culture has been shaped by, 
and contributed to, spectacular racial violence. 
This influence can be seen most strikingly 
in the photographs that were produced in 
tandem with the rise of spectacle lynching in 
the eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. 
Perpetrating mobs took inspiration from a 
rapidly evolving visual culture which moved 
relentlessly towards immersive and enthralling 
spectacles. Staged as theatrical extravaganzas, 
photographed, sound-recorded, and paraded 
through public spaces, Black people’s bodies 
were violently sacrificed for a vulnerable 
White identity that would seek to destroy the 
perceived threat of Black success and civility in 
the wake of emancipation.
 This article will explore how the life and 
works of African American daguerreotypist 
J.P. Ball challenged this violence. Born free in 
Virginia in 1825, by the end of his eighty-year 
life Ball would become the most celebrated 
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Black daguerreotypist and photographer of the 
nineteenth century. His works, ranging from 
portraiture to panorama, worked within early 
African American mourning traditions and 
invited audiences to witness racial violence in 
America without dehumanising the Black body 
or eradicating Black experience. In tracing 
Ball’s early career, exploring the spaces in 
which he worked, and analysing a selection of 
his photographs and panoramas, this article 
highlights how Ball celebrated Black artistic 
excellence, rallied against racial violence, and 
resisted dominant visual cultures.

*

Lynching has a long history in the United 
States. In the antebellum era, before the 
outbreak of the Civil War, the term was most 
associated with the extra-judicial punishment 
of those who had trespassed against societal 
norms. However, after the end of slavery and 
the ultimate failure of Reconstruction, the 
nature of lynching had taken a spectacularly 
violent turn. Where lynching in the antebellum 
era was an accepted form of social regulation 
in which punishment enforced and enacted 
by the community stood in for the extremely 
limited availability of law officers, lynchings 
in the late nineteenth century were most 
commonly deliberate acts of terrorism against 
the African American population. Violence, 
murder, and spectacle were used to dismantle 
the perceived gains of Black people after the 
abolition of slavery.
 Thousands of White men, women, and 
children attended these brutal and ritualized 
killings. It was common for the time and 
location of a lynching to be published in 
newspapers or announced on the radio prior to 
the event. Railroads ran special excursion trains 
to lynching sites or added cars to accommodate 
wider audiences. Schools would even let 
children out for the day, to enable the whole 
community to attend. The lynching was usually 
followed by frenzied souvenir gathering. There 
are reports of burnt pieces of wooden stakes, 
iron nails, torn pieces of clothing, and body 
parts being auctioned off on-site to the delight 
of the spectating crowd. Photographs and 
postcards of victims were regularly circulated 
in vast numbers for profit in and around the 
local community.

 The popularity of spectacle lynching 
and the visual practices that accompanied 
it were propelled and shaped by America’s 
late-nineteenth-century preoccupation with 
visually sensational experiences. Amusement 
parks, world’s fairs, urban theatre districts 
and circus extravaganzas came together with 
the extraordinary constructions of elevated 
railways, underground subway systems, 
department store complexes and skyscrapers to 
create new and visually stunning environments. 
One of America’s most popular tourist 
destinations at the turn of the nineteenth 
century, Coney Island in New York, offered 
visitors the opportunity, for a small fee, to 
watch blazing fires, catastrophic shipwrecks, 
biblical floods, and brutal battles recreated into 
entertainment extravaganzas. In this context, 
lynching’s frenzied performance of “justice” 
was a distinctively theatrical and visually 
enthralling phenomenon that was both product 
and architect of modern American visual 
culture.
 Henry Smith’s lynching in Paris, Texas, 
in 1898 is one example of how spectacular 
visual culture influenced the actions of the 
lynch mob. The Fitchburg Daily Sentinel 
described how the town had organised a 
parade, in which a beaten Smith was seated 
upon a cardboard throne and handed a sceptre, 
in mockery of a King. For the alleged crime 
of murdering and raping three-year-old 
Myrtle Vance—an account which was refuted 
by Civil Rights journalist and activist Ida 
B. Wells’ Red Record after an investigation 
revealed no signs of sexual assault on the young 
girl’s body—Smith was tortured with hot 
irons and blades before being burned alive. 
Photographs of Henry Smith’s lynching were 
later synchronised with sound recordings of his 
agonised screams (recorded by an early form of 
graphophone) and projected onto a screen for 
the audience’s entertainment.
 Mass consumption of lynching imagery 
only increased alongside the democratisation 
of photography. The invention of the portable 
Kodak camera in 1888 handed the power 
to create photographs to the masses. A 
National Association for the Advancement 
of Coloured People (NAACP) informant, 
writing from the site of Thomas Brooks’ 
lynching in 1915, reported that: ‘Hundreds 
of kodaks clicked all morning at the scene of 

the lynching… Picture card photographers 
installed a portable printing plant at the bridge 
and reaped a harvest in selling postcards 
showing a photograph of the lynched Negro’. 
The hundreds of Kodak photographs and 
hundreds more picture cards sold by vendors 
disseminated the violence that was inflicted 
upon African American victims of lynching 
across the nation.
 However, contemporary photographers 
also sought to use the lynching photograph 
to expose the White supremacist violence 
that these images promoted and circulated. 
In what is known as a “frame narrative”, 
photographers incorporated the traditional 
lynching photograph into a series of images 

which showed lynching victims before and 
after their death. This frame narrative was a 
distinctly African American approach. Though 
not the only contemporary approach used 
by the Black press to report on lynchings—
for example, hand-drawn political cartoons 
which could display the explicit violence of 
lynching without circulating photographs was 
also a distinctly Black tradition—early Black 
photographers worked to challenge dominant 
visual conventions that objectified and 
criminalised the Black body.
 The most famous of these African 
American photographers was James Presley 
(J.P) Ball. Ball’s career began in his late 
teens when he met the African American 
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daguerreotypist John B. Bailey. By 1845, Ball 
had opened his own one-room studio in 
Cincinnati, Ohio. Initially, he struggled to 
establish himself. The first studio Ball opened 
saw only two sitters in the first three months, 
one of whom was photographed on credit. But 
after four years of itinerant work and a short 
yet successful period back in Virginia, Ball 
returned to Cincinnati in 1849. This time, with 
years of experience, an established name, and 
the financial means to support the running of 
his own gallery behind him, his career thrived.
 Ball’s Great Daguerrean Gallery of the 
West was more than a studio. In keeping with 
the entertainment culture sweeping the nation, 
Ball’s gallery was a sensational experience. 
With a reception room measuring twenty by 
forty feet, fine furniture, gold-leaf wallpaper, a 
piano, and two towering mirrors, the opulence 
of the space led to its crowning as the most 
famous and most ornate studio in Cincinnati. 
The extravagant surroundings also hosted 
works by the best of Cincinnati’s Black artists 
and cultural innovators. Paintings by African 
American artist and Cincinnati resident Robert 
Duncanson adorned the walls, along with 
sculptures paying homage to the goddesses of 
Science, Religion, Music, Poetry, and Purity. 
An advertisement printed in an 1855 pamphlet 
demonstrated the extent to which Ball 
publicised his studio as stunningly experiential:

 The very seat on which you sit and the 
carpet on which you tread seem to be a 

gem culled from the fragrant lap of Flora; 
all of these are reflected by two bright 
mirrors in the south end, present you a 
scene replete with elegance and beauty—
to cap the climax, there is a noble piano 
by whose sweet notes you are regaled, 
while the skilful operator is painting your 
face with sunbeams on the sensitive yet 
tenacious mirror.

Ball’s success was ground-breaking. He soon 
opened two more galleries in the city with the 
help of his brother and brother-in-law. When 
one studio was destroyed during a tornado 
in 1860, both Black and White patrons and 
wealthy customers funded the rebuild. Ball’s 
list of sitter’s ultimately included illustrious 
titles such as Frederick Douglass, Jenny Lind 
and P.T. Barnum, and the wife and daughter of 
Ulysses S. Grant.
 The reason behind Ball’s relocation 
to Helena, Montana, in 1887 is not known 
for sure, though there is speculation that the 
rising Black population and reputably vibrant 
culture may have drawn him. Nevertheless, it 
was here that Ball photographed the lynching 
of an African American man called William 
Biggerstaff. Convicted for the alleged murder 
of African American prize fighter Dick Turner, 
Biggerstaff was hanged in front of a crowd of 
spectators in 1896. In all likelihood, Ball and 
Biggerstaff were acquaintances, perhaps good 
friends. Either way, Ball was certainly familiar 
with the case and was aware that Biggerstaff 

had claimed self-defence in the trial. In the 
days following Biggerstaff’s sentencing, Ball 
headed a clemency movement alongside over 
one hundred men and women belonging to 
Helena’s Black community. His efforts were to 
no avail. Unable to save Biggerstaff’s life, Ball 
did what he could to preserve it.
 He developed a triptych of photographs, 
backed onto cards bearing the emblem of 
Ball’s Montana studio. Yet, rather than 
sensationalising his physical suffering, Ball 
narrativized Biggerstaff’s life and death in 
a way that created a sense of movement, of 
transition, and of vitality.
 In displaying images of Biggerstaff 
when he was alive and after his death, Ball 
brought both life and loss into the narrative 
of Biggerstaff’s lynching. He reminded his 
audience that Biggerstaff was a man. A man 
who, like most others at this time, had sat for 
a portrait that would project a professional, 
refined image. A man who, as we can see from 
the final image (and the ring on his left hand) 
was married. A man who was mourned. A 
man who was taken away from his family. 
In showing this, Ball’s approach allowed for 
a fuller expression of the pain felt by the 
African American community in the wake of 
Biggerstaff’s death.
 This was not the first time Ball had 
used a frame narrative approach to counter a 
dominant White narrative. Forty-one years 
earlier, Ball exhibited his abolitionist panorama 
Ball’s Splendid, Mammoth Pictorial Tour of 
the United States Comprising Views of the 
African Slave Trade; of Northern and Southern 
Cities; of Cotton and Sugar Plantations; of 
the Mississippi, Ohio, and Savannah Rivers, 
Niagara Falls &c,  painted entirely by African 
American artists. Operated using a canvas that 
was rotated across two poles, panoramas were 
illusory spectacles designed to make audiences 
feel as though they were moving through time 
and space alongside a narrative trajectory. They 
preceded Coney Island-like extravaganzas in 
that they encouraged visitors to fully immerse 
themselves in a scene or narrative. As would 
be expected from a new mode of visual 
technology at this time, one that was inevitably 
shaped by the decades of discourse on the 
truth-telling capacities of the photographic 
medium, panoramas were met with a demand 
to promote scientific discourses and educate 
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the public about exotic landscapes, bodies, and 
artifacts.
 In many ways, due to the constraints of 
the form with which he was working, Ball’s 
Pictorial Tour complied with these demands. 
Landscapes played a central role. Though the 
panorama itself is lost, it can be inferred from 
the title alone that viewers of the panorama 
could expect to be transported across different 
continents, states, and countries. The fifty-
six page pamphlet that accompanied the 
panorama also paid great attention to the 
details of the flora and fauna in each scene, 
thereby providing audiences with substantial 
scientific knowledge. More important than this 
adherence to panoramic conventions, though, 
is the narrative Ball created. He presented his 
tour of the United States through the journey 
undertaken by an enslaved African American 
man. Beginning with his life in an African 
village, described as an idyllic world of natural 
wonder and beauty, the story follows the man 
as he is captured, transported, and sold at an 
auction in St Louis, Missouri, and enslaved 
on a plantation. His eventual escape through 
the swamps of Louisiana is shown before 
he reaches Canada, where the monumental 
Niagara Falls thunderously celebrate his 
freedom.
 Ball’s struggle to reconcile conventions 
that often evoked colonial and imperialist 
nostalgia through ethnographical and spatial 
forms with the violent reality of slavery is 
detectable, but so too is his desire to challenge 
and disrupt White narratives. In the same way 
that the enslaved man in Ball’s panorama was 
first shown in his home in Africa, with his 
family and village communities surrounding 
him, Biggerstaff’s first portrait depicts a man 
with a sense of place, purpose, and citizenship 
in modern America.
 In his portrait, Biggerstaff is clean-
shaven, with a trimmed moustache and neatly-
cut hair. He wears a suit jacket and waistcoat, 
with a flower blooming in his lapel. Seated 
in a wooden chair, he gazes thoughtfully at 
something just to the left of the camera’s 
lens. His chin rests upon his right hand. The 
background, though faded, shows a circular 
trellis which forms a halo around Biggerstaff’s 
head. The cherub that bestows a wreath of 
flowers upon the top of the trellis could 
almost be reaching out to touch Biggerstaff, 

to whisper in his ear as he sits in thoughtful 
repose.
 It is difficult to subsequently reconcile 
this image of Biggerstaff with the one that 
succeeds it. Now dead, the face that first greets 
and intrigues the viewer with its contemplative 
meditation is covered by a hood, unable to 
return the gaze of either camera or viewer. 
Though he wears the same jacket—presumably 
his best—the flower, a sign of life blossoming, 
has gone. A wedding ring is just visible on his 
left hand. A crowd of White men stand behind 
Biggerstaff’s body, whilst Reverend Victor Day 
and Sheriff Henry Jurgens stand either side of 
him. Every White face is staring intently at the 
camera, which returns their relentless gaze in a 
stand-off that teeters upon the confrontational. 
Considering that the Black photographer 
had headed the group that lobbied for 
Biggerstaff’s life, this may indeed have been a 
confrontational exchange. The White faces of 
the law are almost challenging Ball—and by 
extension, the viewer—to say or do something 
to oppose its actions.
 The final image in the sequence is 
of Biggerstaff in his casket. Now more 
prominently displayed, his wedding ring draws 
the viewer’s gaze immediately. This draws 
attention not only to the loss of Biggerstaff 
himself but to the sorrows felt by a wife 
and family left behind. Biggerstaff’s body is 
displayed in a lined casket that is propped up 
to allow Ball to capture Biggerstaff’s torso 
in a style not too far removed from that of 
portraiture. Spectators can see that, after his 
execution, Biggerstaff’s body was attended to, 
cared for, and mourned. Central to this mode 
of presentation is an adherence to traditional 
African American mourning rituals that were 
widely practiced at the end of the nineteenth 
century. Open-casket funerals were traditional 
in African American communities. This way 
of communal mourning allowed people to 
express their grief by touching, kissing, and 
laying their hands upon his body. Lovingly 
embracing and establishing physical contact 
with the bodies of lynching victims was often 
a way for families and loved ones to reclaim 
the bodies of those who had been taken from 
them, a way to protest against and challenge 
the injustice of their deaths. In photographing 
the casket in this way, Ball made the mourning 
process available to a wider audience. Where 

Biggerstaff’s community in Helena could see, 
touch, and mourn his body at the funeral, the 
tactility of the photographs allowed viewers 
to participate in this ritual from both a 
geographical and temporal distance. Viewers, 
too, could lay their hands upon the body, 
hold it to their lips or to their hearts as they 
mourned Biggerstaff’s death.
 Despite the high levels of violence 
perpetrated against African American 
communities, and despite working within 
a White-dominated industry and culture, 
J.P. Ball’s work repeatedly challenged White 
assumptions about Black inferiority and 
criminality. He celebrated Black excellence 
by promoting and exhibiting works by 
Black artists, musicians, and craftsmen in 
his sensational Cincinnati studio. He rallied 
against racial violence by leading the clemency 
campaign after Biggerstaff’s trial. When 
this ultimately failed, he commemorated 
Biggerstaff’s unjust death in a way that 
honoured African American mourning 
traditions and emphasised a life lost as opposed 
to a criminalised corpse.  Like many Black 
artists and performers throughout American 
history, Ball used innovative visual technologies 
and conventions to overturn the dominant 
visual culture that so often dehumanised 
African Americans and eradicated Black lived 
experience in the United States.
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Steven Kent | Kingston University

Through the eyes of Japanese 
women, Steven Kent explores the 
place of the Kamikaze in Japan’s 
experience of the Second World 
War. He offers a close and sober-
ing account of the trauma of the 
Kamikaze on a whole generation.

Pilot taking off from Chiran Air Base being bid farewell by Waving Girls holding blossom branches
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Fukuko with oldest daughter Kazuko

The Japanese 
would endure the 
unendurable

he prevalence of Japan’s “War Gods”, 
a term many kamikaze appropriated 
themselves in their final writings 
home, has long captivated audiences 

in both Japanese and Western historiography. 
Centuries of deep-rooted belief in the 
mythological “divine winds”, a typhoon which 
protected the Japanese islands from Mongol 
invaders during the late thirteenth century, has 
since come to epitomize Japan’s endeavouring 
reliance upon human sacrifice to resist external 
powers. One such demand occurred on 11 May 
1945, where a sortie of kamikaze departed from 
Chiran Air Base amidst the American invasion 
of Okinawa. Amongst the volunteers and men 
pressed into the Special Attack Corps, 21 year 
old Second Lieutenant Haruo Araki in the 
hours preceding the attack wrote to his wife of 
less than a month, Shigeko, stating ‘the happy 
dream has vanished, and tomorrow I make 
an attack on an enemy ship. I will cross the 
Sanzu River to the next world along with some 
Americans.’
 Forty-five years later, Shigeko Araki 
would recount her experiences of Japan’s 
war, commenting that ‘I want to believe he 
didn’t die in vain. Otherwise he still lies at 
the bottom of the cold Okinawan Sea for 
nothing’. In 1946, Shigeko buried their infant 
son, conceived without Haruo’s knowledge 
during the 4 hours they spent together as 
husband and wife, alongside a box containing 
a lock of Haruo’s hair and his nail clippings 
delivered to her following his death. Her 
narrative complements the increasing interest 
in women’s history in Japan and adds to 
the growing understanding of the impact 
upon women of Musubi - a term which 
defined the collective demand for sacrifice 
in honour of both the Emperor and the 
nation. The principle of Musubi disregarded 
the experiences of individuals and reminded 
every Japanese person that regardless of their 
personal suffering, everybody had a role to 
fulfil for their nation. Despite the hardships 

endured during Japan’s war of 1937 – 1945, 
many Japanese were prepared to face oblivion 
with a sense of euphoric fanaticism. The 
emotional burden of the kamikaze in Japanese 
society overwhelmingly fell upon women, 
many of whom were grieving mothers, wives, 
sweethearts, sisters or in rare circumstances, 
daughters. The memory of the kamikaze has 
since evolved into a trans-generational trauma 
in Japanese society, despite an overwhelming 
majority of the kamikaze being young, 
unmarried and childless men. Their relevance 
in contemporary Japanese society resonates 
with the remarks Emperor Hirohito made 
during his speech to end the war, that the 
Japanese would ‘endure the unendurable’. Even 
following the conclusion of the war, many 
Japanese remain unconscious of their inability 
to forget the moment their nation expected, or 
indeed demanded either their sacrifice or that 
of previous generations.

 The kamikaze, whilst often revered 
as righteous martyrs in Japanese literature, 
are also increasingly being viewed by both 
Japanese and Western historians as victims 
of wartime trauma. For non-Japanese, 
particularly those serving aboard Allied 
warships and who witnessed such attacks, 
the concept of the kamikaze was rather 
alien, differing enormously from the theme 
of noble militaristic sacrifice popularised in 
western literature, such as the Spartans at 
Thermopylae. The kamikaze have therefore 
been documented in western military history 
amongst the cruellest examples of emotional 
and psychological warfare, where accounts 
from sailors state that they could glimpse a 
brief look at their attacker’s eyes before being 
consumed in a fiery inferno. On the same day 
as Harou Araki’s sortie, two kamikaze struck 
the USS Bunker Hill within 30 seconds, killing 
393 American sailors and airmen, resulting in 
the deadliest attack of the Pacific War. Despite 
this, kamikaze continue to fascinate many 
audiences of both American and Japanese 
military history. Projects such as Kamikaze 
Images, a digital archive run by American 
historian Bill Gordon since 2004, is updated 
monthly with individual pages consisting of 
the final letters, poems and photographs of 
many kamikaze, all of which are translated and 
digitised, an act which humanises the kamikaze 
and adds insights into their tragic lives.
 Equally, it is important to emphasise 
that some kamikaze have been posthumously 
disowned by their surviving families. Following 
the de-militarisation of Japanese society, 
they have endured as painful reminders of 
wartime trauma and loss which continue to 

haunt a society fixated upon strong traditions 
of family honour. Whilst very few mothers 
would wholeheartedly encourage their sons 
to commit such attacks, in reality, wartime 
conscription removed the choice young men 
had in the matter at all. An exception would 
be First Lieutenant Fujii Hajime, an instructor 
at Kumagaya Aviation School. When Fujii’s 
wife, Fukuko, learnt about his intentions 
to volunteer and join his students selected 
for the Special Attack Corps in a kamikaze 
attack, she initially opposed, yet soon came to 
understand and accept his decision. Fukuko’s 
trauma can perhaps explain her actions on 
14 December 1944; overcome by a sense of 
guilt for standing in the way of her husband 
fulfilling his sense of national duty, Fukuko 
led her daughters, aged 3 and 1, dressed in 
their finest kimonos and submerged herself 
along with them within an icy river. In her 
suicide note, she wrote ‘we will go ahead of 
you and will wait for you. Please fight without 
reserve’. On the night of their funeral, Fujii 
wrote, ‘It is painfully sad that together with 
your mother you sacrificed yourself ahead of 
your father because of his fervent desire to lay 
down his life for his country.’ The deaths of his 
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Photograph of Torihama Tome with kamikaze pilots outside her restaurant.

wife and daughters urged Fujii to once more 
write a petition (rumoured to be written in his 
own blood) addressed to the Japanese Army 
demanding to join his students in the Special 
Attack Corps. Given the circumstances, Fujii 
was granted his place and carried out his attack 
in February 1945. Two planes from the sortie 
of nine in which Fujii commanded have been 
documented as responsible for striking and 
sinking the USS Drexler in under a minute, 
killing 158 American sailors. The Japanese 
Army heavily censored any publication of the 
details surrounding either Fukuko’s death or 
that of their daughters.
 Kamikaze literature, of which contains 
large proportions of fictitious, romanticised 
and mythicized revisionism, continues to be 
published for audiences as young as 4 years old, 
indoctrinating children into a contemporary 
Musubi, one which focuses upon remembering 
the sacrifices of previous generations. For 
example, A Thousand Origami Cranes for 
Father, written in 2004 by Hiroshi Tokita and 

marketed towards children aged 4-7, subverts a 
traditional folktale concerning somebody who 
folds a thousand paper cranes being granted a 
wish. This fable was evoked by the publicised 
final months of Sadako Sasaki’s life. Dying 
of leukaemia in 1955 aged 12 following the 
atomic bombing of Hiroshima, Sadako, upon 
hearing the tale from her father, spent her 
final months aiming to fold a thousand cranes, 
demonstrating the enduring cultural influence 
of traditional folk tales. Tokita however twisted 
the story children such as Sadako have been 
told for generations and instead, when the 
pilot’s young daughter hands him a thousand 
paper cranes, they each contain messages of 
support and encouragement, which burst to 
life after his plane strikes an American ship. 
This narrative ignores the reality that very few 
kamikaze were fathers, and of those who were, 
their children were overwhelmingly infants. 
The number of children’s books relating to 
Japan’s kamikaze also highlights how elements 
of Japanese society continue to ‘mythicize’ 

Japan’s war dead. In Noriko Uemura’s 2008 
children’s book Prayer from the Earth: Chiran 
Special Attack Base, Uemura tells her story 
from a feminised Mount Kiamon’s viewpoint. 
Pilots, such as Haruo Araki and Fujii Hajime 
would have glimpsed their final visions of the 
Japanese home islands with the towering shape 
of Mount Kiamon, before it faded from view. 
The mountain is personified by emphasising 
that the motherland is seeing off her children, 
a characterisation based upon Torihama 
Tome, often referred to as the ‘mother of the 
kamikaze’. Many pilots ate at her restaurant 
prior to their sorties and similar to how the 
winds informed Mount Kiamon of the pilot’s 
demise in Uemura’s book, Torihama would 
often post the last writings of kamikaze to 
their families. Despite the number of books 
and films released following Torihama’s 
death in 1992, one could question Uemura’s 
decision for the narrator to be a mountain and 
not a fictitious woman, or Torihama herself, 
given that many kamikaze envisioned her as a 
surrogate mother in their final writings.
  One reason the kamikaze continue 
to influence children’s publications is that 
schoolchildren and young adults can relate 
to the average kamikaze’s age, the youngest 
of which the Chiran Peace Museum estimates 
was 17 years old. However, Japanese literature 
overwhelmingly focuses upon the pilots, 
none of which were female. This tendency 
goes against the massive increase in women’s 
visibility in post-war Japanese literature, 
which can be attributed to influential (and still 
adored) characters created by Japan’s newly 
‘liberated’ women. One enduring example 
would be Machiko Hasegawa’s beloved Sazae-
san, which began as a comic strip in 1946. 
Sazae-san was a controversial feminist role 
model upon release and her adventures have 
adapted to social-economic changes faced 
by women in Japanese society. Yet Japan’s 
infatuation with kamikaze literature continues 
to limit the engagement of female readers by 
limiting female characters to ceremonious 
and traditional roles, such as that of ‘waving 
girls’, located at airbases such as Chiran. These 
books fiercely highlight a young man’s duty to 
die for Japan, but at the same time, side-line 
the narratives of young women to supporting 
characters and instead glorify the honourable 
aspects of Japan’s home front. Girls as young 

as 13 were tasked in providing psychological 
comfort to young men destined to die and were 
often the final faces many kamikaze would 
set eyes upon. Reiko Akabane, a waving girl 
based at Chiran Air Base, recounted that ‘we 
were just little girls from the countryside and 
didn’t even know how to talk to them. We only 
thought about how to serve them well during 
their final days’. Many books exclude the 
realities girls such as Reiko endured. On one 
occasion, Reiko was given a handful of pebbles 
by a pilot who told her, ‘These are the last 
stones that were under my feet.’ She adds that 
‘we were so young and didn’t understand how 
these people could smile… I was only a child… 
On the way back home sitting on a truck, 
shoulder to shoulder, we [the waving girls] 
all cried. We always cried on the way home, 
almost without end.’
 How important the duties as a 
‘waving girl’ were to Japan’s war effort are 
questionable. For morale and propaganda, 
they served as important symbolic links 
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Schoolgirls who would comprise the Lily Corps prior to the battle of Okinawa

We were so young and didn’t understand how 
these people could smile… I was only a child… 

On the way back home sitting on a truck, shoul-
der to shoulder, we all cried. We always cried on 

the way home, almost without end.

to a nation eager to preserve its traditions. 
However, the limited emphasis placed upon 
them in children’s literature overshadows 
other important duties millions of other 
Japanese women and girls fulfilled in other 
aspects of Japan’s home front. Haruo Araki’s 
wife Shigeko worked in a factory supporting 
Japan’s war effort and recounts the daily drill 
practice she and millions of Japanese women 
undertook. They were each armed with a 
bamboo spear, adorned in a headband bearing 
the rising sun and bowed in unison in the 
direction of the Imperial Palace before work 
would commence, ‘Thrust, thrust, thrust… 
Americans are large and well built, so go for 
the throat. Stab here, drive your spear into the 
throat. Don’t look at the face.’
 Millions of Japanese women prepared 
for suicidal combat. However, memorials 
concerning the traumas confronted by women 
who saw direct action in the conflict are absent 
on a national scale. This creates a dependency 
upon visiting museums and memorials 
scattered across Japan which focus upon a 
specific experience, many of which prioritise 
promoting and publishing local histories. 
This limits engagement for those unable to 
travel. During Kikuko Miyagi’s service as a 
student nurse in the ‘Lily Corps’ during the 
Battle of Okinawa, she recounted the fate 
of her classmates: ‘some were buried alive, 
some had their legs blown off and five died 
from gas… When children were injured, they 
were left along the roadside.’ The absence of 
stories concerning girls and young women’s 
experiences of war can also be attributed to 
traditional elements of Japanese society which 
emphasized that a woman’s place was not 
on the battlefield. It is estimated that 80% of 
Okinawa Island’s Lily Corps perished during 
the Battle of Okinawa. Many fell victim to 
American flamethrowers, suicide by hand 
grenades and on one specific occasion, an 
American attack using white phosphorus 
which killed 46 girls aged 14 - 17 hiding 
within a single cave. This figure is significantly 
higher than the estimated 45-55% fatality rate 
of Okinawan schoolboys conscripted to the 
Imperial Army during the battle.
 The fatality rate of the Lily Corps 
was not far off the estimated number of 
the men, only a few years older than them, 
recruited to the Special Attack Corps who 

actually departed on their missions. Wartime 
propaganda was quick to martyr the women 
who were ‘sacrificed in combat’ or committed 
suicide in battles such as the Battle of Saipan 
in 1944, where mothers suffocated their 
babies to avoid detection, whilst others blew 
themselves up with grenades or leapt to their 
deaths from Saipan’s cliffs. It is no secret that 
Japan’s wartime government was willing to 
sacrifice every drop of Okinawan blood in 
defence of the mainland. Entrenched racial 
attitudes towards Okinawan’s can perhaps 
explain why the narratives of other surviving 
Lily Corps nurses are overlooked on a national 
scale. The image of glorifying child soldiers 
on Okinawa however is also troublesome for 
a nation which struggles with the geopolitical 
fallout surrounding the legacy of the Japanese 
Imperial Army, who particularly in Okinawa’s 
defence, encouraged boys as young as 14 to dive 
under American tanks coated in explosives. 
Many mainland Japanese who lived during the 
conflict, including Shigeko Araki, continued 
long after the war to hold grievances and 
dismiss the plight of the Okinawan’s. Shigeko 
recounted her visit to Okinawa after the war, 
stating ‘Okinawan’s think they are the only 
victims… They think that Okinawa was cut 
off and only Okinawan’s had a terrible time… 
Haruo died to protect Okinawa.’
 Despite the different demands that 
Musubi placed upon them, both Kikuko 
Miyagi and Reiko Akabane shared an 
occupation that many schoolgirls and young 
women subconsciously found themselves 
fulfilling; surrogate ‘little sisters’ to Japan’s 
soldiers. Both played an important role 
of emotional support, under different 
circumstances, in the lead up to their ‘older 
brother’s’ sacrifice by caring for their 
emotional and physical needs and fulfilling 
the duties expected by young men whose 
younger sisters they would never see again. 
The inclusion of young girls at airbases such as 
Chiran undoubtedly acted as encouragement 
to the kamikaze, motivating them that their 
sacrifices will protect these younger, more 
vulnerable women. As such, sisters were often 
the focus of writings from many kamikaze 
and kaiten pilots. This included Ensign Ta’ichi 
Imanishi, who wrote to his younger sister Fumi 
prior to being confined to his human torpedo 
asking her to ‘please, be a Japanese girl and 
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live happily… Please, be a Japanese mother 
who will not disgrace’. The final writings of 
Lieutenant Nobuo Ito to his younger sister 
Emiko, however, illustrated the realities faced 
by many younger women during the twilight 
of The Pacific War. Prior to his departure 
from Chiran Air Base on the 17 March 1945, 
Nobou wrote ‘now it is a difficult thing that 
you are the Ito Family heir. Certainly you must 
continue and run Father’s business’. Many 
young girls, such as Emiko, consequently faced 
uncertain futures and the ensuing challenges of 
navigating the male dominated post-war Japan 
in the shoes of their departed brothers.
 Nineteen-year-old Setsou Ishino wrote 
to his mother ‘at last the day has come when 
the final flower will bloom. I will go smiling.’ 
Setsou’s attack holds a particular significance, 
as it is believed that either he or one other pilot 
from his sortie successfully struck the USS 
Missouri. On 2 September 1945, Japan’s official 
surrender was signed upon the USS Missouri’s 
scarred decks, symbolising the ultimate failure 
of the kamikaze in defending Japan and 
turning the tide of the Pacific War. That day, 
Admiral Onishi wrote an apology letter to 
the kamikaze he had sent to their deaths and 
urged survivors to focus on rebuilding Japan, 
before committing ritual suicide unassisted, 
succumbing to his wounds after 15 hours. Many 

mothers have treasured the final messages 
of their departed sons. With the passage of 
time, those memories have endured in the 
ageing widows and sisters of Japan’s kamikaze. 
Shigeko Araki stated that ‘the season of cherry 
blossoms was the most painful time for us… 
We four or five widows of kamikaze pilots, 

there are so few of us as they died so young, see 
each other once a year, at a special memorial 
ceremony.’ In April 1945, a lone aircraft circled 
over Shigeko Araki’s home, yet it was not until 
June that year she learnt it had been Haruo 
trying to capture the attention of her and his 
father. After 45 years dreaming of Haruo and 
waiting for him to suddenly walk back into her 
life, feeling guilty for not waving at Haruo’s 
aeroplane, Shigeko reflected in the early 1990’s 
that ‘all that’s left for me is to look forward to 
the day when I can meet Haruo in the other 
world’, mirroring the final words written by 
her husband of crossing the Sanzu River.
 The lack of a singular national museum 
or collective archive dedicated to Japan’s 
war for Japanese students to visit and study 
emphasises the localised effects of the war 
upon Japanese society. Many memorials 
and museums are more tailored for their 
local populations, with their own unique 
and collective histories of the conflict, but 
endeavour to attract visitors from all over 
Japan. Therefore, the trauma young girls such 
as Kikiyo and Reiko endured fails to captivate 
Japanese emotions nationally on the same levels 
as the kamikaze. Strong regional folklores and 
oral histories evidently exist between Japan’s 
prefectures, but the kamikaze, particularly in 
Japanese literature, instead reflect mythological 
figures who originated from across the former 
Japanese Empire and intertwines them in the 
image of national unity and collective sacrifice 
which embodied the belief in Musubi.
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 acial violence, inequality and prejudice 
are just some of the issues brought to the fore 
by movements such as Black Lives Matter. 
Beneath these overt acts of discrimination, 
there lie deeper issues in both Britain and the 
United States. The year 2020 has cast a light 
on these issues, highlighting the importance of 
decolonising curriculums within humanities 
departments. Such discussions are not recent 
revelations, as excellent research has already 
been done into teaching the existence of Black 
Africans in historic Britain. Prominent scholars 
such as Onyeka Nubia and Miranda Kaufmann 
have focused their work on Black Britons in 
the Early Modern period, a period frequently 
studied in all stages of British education. This 
history is rarely discussed without mentioning 
the atrocities of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, 
an event assumed to be the first instance of 
white Britons meeting black Africans. The 
findings of Nubia and Kaufmann, however, 
demonstrate that England in the earlier 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was not 
as monoethnic as first thought, shedding new 
light on previously held assumptions about the 
ethnic character of British history. 
 With increasing turns towards the 
digital realm among both emerging and 

Sophie Merrix is a Masters student 
at Lancaster University currently 
working on a thesis which exam-
ines the use of spatial technol-
ogies in promoting marginalised 

histories. Her digital humanities re-
search will continue as she begins 
her PhD studies on a Black Stuarts 

project.

poRtRait of aN afRiCaN 
maN, C. 1525 - 1530
Painted by Jan Jansz Mostaert, 
this is believed to be the only 
portrait of a black man in early 
European painting. Oil on panel. 
Held in the Rijksmuseum, Am-
sterdamn.

established academics, mapping Black Tudors 
using techniques from the Digital Humanities 
is a fitting example of just one subject area 
that will benefit from a more innovative 
and fresh perspective. The completion of 
this project will grant visual access to the 
recently unearthed Black Tudor narratives via 
a yet to be determined online platform. This 
article outlines my current research using 
GIS as a digital methodology alongside the 
description of a number of issues encountered 
and their suggested resolutions.
 This case study map, created using the 
research of Miranda Kaufmann, shows just 
three archival account categories ‘baptism 
records’, ‘burial records’ and ‘household 
accounts’, taken from England and Scotland. 
Based on recorded parish names, Black 
Africans have been located on a modern-
day map using software made available 
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BlaCk afRiCaNs 
iN eNglaNd 

1501-1646
Fig. 1: Map showing 

Black Tudor baptisms, 
burial, and household 
accounts mentions in 

Early Modern England, 
1501-1646, differentiat-

ed by gender. 

Sex

Male

Female

Unknown

through ArcGIS Pro which involves the 
use of locational gazetteers, such as Google 
Maps, to generate mapping coordinates. A 
search of archives throughout the country has 
yielded an array of results which are marked 
on the map in Figure 1. Interestingly, while 
the predominant presence is concentrated in 
the South of England, the absence of a Black 
presence in Liverpool and Lancaster, well 
known for their slaving activities is puzzling. 
This lacuna can however be explained by this 
study’s focus on Tudor England. A Black 
African presence in the North West would 
not have been significant at such an early 
date, as the region only became competitive 
in its slaving endeavours in the eighteenth 
century. Liverpool merchants entered the 
trade in 1698, but it was not until 1741-1775 
that they outpaced Bristol and London. The 
noticeable thinning of results past north 
London highlights a particular limitation of 
this project: the date range. Later findings from 
the seventeenth and early eighteenth century 
demonstrate a Black African presence in 
more northernly towns. An extension of this 
analysis will therefore be necessary to chart the 
changing picture of Black Tudor England.  
 The information available from archi-
val records for ‘household accounts’ did not 
include specific parish locations as found for 
Baptisms and Burials. Individual coordinates 
were therefore generated using the name of the 
household owner and broader regional signifi-
ers listed with the entries. Given the limitations 
of the primary material, the precise location of 
some of the individuals recorded in this way 
may be inaccurate. With listed parish names, 
plotting baptisms and burials was slightly 
easier but involved further research when the 
location of certain parishes could not be found. 
This was particularly the case for entries such 
as those based at the church and parish of St 
Olave Tooley which was demolished in 1928. 
Coordinates for locations such as these were 
generated by researching and then matching 
street names on a modern map. 
 Whilst overlay visualisations, commonly 
used in GIS methodologies, were helpful in cre-
ating the final map, they also have the potential 
confuse spatial interpretations. Each source 
type was mapped individually and then merged 
to create a consolidated overall figure. Current-
ly the key for each layer is the same and users 

are only able to discover if the individual was 
baptised, buried or mentioned in a household 
account by reading the attributes listed against 
their locational marker. The fact that each layer 
uses the same colour scheme makes identifying 
coincidences in space more difficult. Distinc-
tions could be created by varying the colour of 
symbol or by immediately making what record 
the individual is listed in obvious when users 
explore localities. The former solution may 
make spotting immediate patterns and there-
fore subsequent spatial analysis easier.  
 This project visually emphasises the ex-
istence of Africans in England before the peak 
of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade and the ulti-
mate vision, to create an interactive resource, 
will allow for the exploration of untold histo-
ries. In its final form the resource will stand as 
a consolidated figure of all known mentions of 
Black Africans in Early Modern England from 
1501-1714 and beyond. It will facilitate studies 
of spatial analysis, highlighting areas of either 
dense or sparse Black African presence, that 
may tell us what written records cannot.  
 It is the ideal time for historians to start 
thinking digitally about their areas of focus and 
to look towards creating interactive resources 
for the education of the next generation. Stu-
dents must be taught not only of Britannia’s 
racist past but of her growing multi-ethnic 
composition during the early modern period 
and use of digital techniques allow this to be 
done in an engaging way. Monoethnic topics 
standard to the UK history curriculum must 
be diversified in light of the events of this year, 
a task well-suited to the interdisciplinary and 
collaborative nature of Digital Humanities.  
 Although cartography has historical 
associations with colonialization and em-
pire-building, digital mapping projects are 
already working to decolonise research across 
areas like the Global South and many of the 
methodological reflections of this article show 
how this complex process can highlight and 
debunk current misconceptions. Digital maps 
are powerful tools with the ability to allow for 
compelling visualisations of historical findings 
and debates while simultaneously engaging a 
wide audience. 

Sophie Merrix, Lancaster University
Twitter: @sophy_m
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ccording to Widukind of Corvey, a 
tenth-century German chronicler, 
the Hungarians — then relatively 
recent arrivals on the European 

scene — had been born from the Maeotian 
swamp, what we know today as the sea of Azov 
between Russia and Ukraine. There, Gothic 
women exiled for the use of poison (probably 
connected to witchcraft) bore a “race who lived 
in the manner of ferocious beasts, wild and 
unrestrained.” Shown a way out of the swamp 
by a doe chased on a hunt, the Hungarians 
broke forth and attacked the unsuspecting 
cities of Europe.
 The story is not Widukind’s original, 
but adapted from the sixth-century author 
Jordanes, whose Getica had attempted to 
justify the Ostrogothic presence in Italy — in 
this case by contrasting them to the wild and 
swamp-born Huns. Widukind not only copies 
but adapts the story, altering the Latin and 
changing elements to make it his own. By 
means of a brief genealogical passage — he 
comments that the Hungarians are actually 
Avars, who are really Huns — Widukind brings 
the Maeotian geography of Jordanes into the 
tenth century, making the swamp again the 
progenitor of a people seen as fearsome and 
warlike. 
 Neither the Hungarians nor the Huns, 
of course, were born of exiled witches in a 
swamp. Both Widukind and Jordanes trafficked 
in an imagined geography, connecting a sense 
of wilderness to a people they perceived as 
“Other.” The creation of such wildernesses was 
an antique strategy used to define and justify 
one’s own civility — one could only be a center 
of “culture” by defining somewhere else as 
“nature.” This trope repeats in ethnographies 
across the millennia, ranging from the barbaric 
peoples presented in Herodotus all the way to 
the founders of anthropology in the twentieth 
century, who performed their scientific 
literacy by categorizing and describing “less 
civilized” peoples. In Widukind’s hands, it 
found new utility in the volatile world of the 
tenth century, when the Saxons, the heirs of 
Charlemagne’s empire under the new Ottonian 
dynasty, sought to convince themselves of their 
centrality and superiority. This was especially 
true with regard to the militarily powerful 
Hungarians, who were thought to pose an 
existential threat to Christendom. 

ImagiNed 
geogRapHies 

aNd tHe 
ottoNiaN sWamp

Chris Halsted
University of Virginia
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An artistic impression of the site at Lieps as it may have appeared in the tenth century

 The imagined geography of the 
Ottonian swamp, however, found its most 
consistent expression not in the Hungarians, 
but in the peoples who bordered the Saxons 
immediately to the east — the Polabian Slavs, 
with whom the Ottonians battled consistently 
throughout their century-odd rule. Ottonian 
authors consistently depicted the land to the 
east as a barbaric wilderness. Widukind, who 
we have already encountered, provides the best 
examples; to him a swamp always seems to be 
occluding the path of Ottonian armies. Early in 
his second book, which begins the narrative of 
Otto the Great (r. 936-73), Widukind describes 
a campaign “to restrain the ferocity of the 
barbarians”; it ends before a Slavic fortress as a 
Saxon named Ekkehard leads an attack through 
a swamp and “surrounded by the enemy, 
perished with all his men.” In his third book 
the same thing happens again, this time to the 
men following a Saxon named Thiadric, set 
upon by Slavs as they crossed a swamp adjacent 
to another Slavic stronghold. When Widukind 
comes to the famous battle against the Slavs at 
the Raxa river in 955, one of the climaxes of 
his work, the scene is one of dense wilderness, 

with the swamp (Latin palus) invoked no less 
than five times to describe the geography. The 
Raxa is described as “difficult to cross because 
of the swamps,” and the army is trapped by 
felled trees, forcing the Saxons to encamp on 
one side of the swamp and shout over it to 
address the Slavs. In their final battle plan, the 
Saxons make a feint as if to attack over the 
swamp before crossing the river somewhere 
else — avoiding the issue of the marshy terrain 
entirely. 
 At a similar scene which Widukind 
places at Birten in Lotharingia, the army is 
instead blocked by a fishpond (piscina), a 
much more pastoral body of water. Indeed, 
battle scenes in non-Slavic settings are entirely 
swampless; the word only appears in reference 
to the Slavs (and the Hungarian origin story) in 
the entirety of Widukind’s work. The people 
who live in this Slavic swamp are consistently 
described as barbarians. Their leaders are 
“barbarian kinglets” and their territories 
“the lands of the barbarians.” Shortly after 
the campaign to “restrain the ferocity of 
the barbarians,” Widukind describes how 
“the barbarians were nowhere unoccupied 

by arson, slaughter, 
and depopulation.” 
To Widukind, the 
wilderness of the 
east was accordingly 
inhabited by wild 
people, and these people 
had to be tamed by 
Saxon arms. 
 In describing the 
land, at least, Widukind 
was not entirely 
incorrect — northeastern 
Germany was, and 
remains, a generally 
wetland environment. 
The study of animal 
bones reveals that the 
Slavs of Polabia kept pigs 
and goats rather than 
cattle, limiting the need 
for pastureland. The 
wetland landscape was 
also actively used by the 
Slavs for fortification 
and defense. Strongholds 
were constructed on 

islands with bridges connecting them to the 
mainland, and even those not built on islands 
were surrounded by ditches which the wet 
environment turned into natural moats. 
Despite possessing elements of accuracy, 
however, Widukind’s swampy depiction was 
an incomplete picture of Polabian society. 
The tenth century was a time of increasing 
economic vitality along the Baltic rim. New 
“urban” centers such as Wolin, Starigard-
Oldenburg, Szczecin, Mecklenburg, and the 
combined settlements at Lieps and Kastorf-
Mölln connected the Slavic world to networks 
of trade spanning from the Baltic and North 
Seas all the way to Central Asia. Archaeologists 
have discovered production facilities for the 
processing of antler, bone, horn, and amber 
as well as the smithing of silver, bronze, lead, 

and iron; finer products included gaming 
sets, combs, and elaborate knife-sheaths 
depicting humans and animals. The vitality 
of long-distance exchange is attested by the 
many hoards of Arabic silver coins, as well as 
weights and scales indicating participation in 
a standardized, Baltic-wide system of weights 
and measures.
 By transforming this thriving world 
into an out-of-the-way swamp, Widukind 
simultaneously centered the fledgling Saxon 
empire and justified their violence against 
the Slavs. Just a century and a half before, 
the Saxons had similarly been the barbarian 
swamp-dwellers against which another 
expansionist empire, the Carolingians, opposed 
themselves. An account of Charlemagne’s 
Saxon wars, dated 797, describes a Frankish 
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campaign into 
Saxony “passing 
beyond swamps and 
pathless places as 
far as the ocean.” 
This language 
tapped into an 
active eighth-
century discourse 
of alterity: the 
rather eccentric 
Cosmography of 
Aethicus Ister, 
probably also 
written in the 
eighth-century 
Frankish empire, 
describes the 
steppe north of the 
Caucasus mountains 
as “uncultivated, 
without roads, and 
boggy”; the people 
who lived there 
were apparently 
cannibals. By 
bringing these far-
away wildernesses 
close to home, the account of the Saxon 
campaigns created an implicit hierarchy 
between Carolingian center and Saxon 
periphery. 
 Now in Widukind’s time, the Saxons 
sought to depict themselves as the civilized 
empire, facing down another swampy and 
pathless barbarian frontier. As has become 
increasingly clear with regard to the Roman 
empire or early medieval England, such a 
focus on the periphery was an instrument of 
centering the polity itself; only by comparison 
to those barbaric people “over there” could 
the society at the “center” convince itself of 
its identity as a locus of civilization. In areas 
which were previously liminal to the settled 
Mediterranean world, such as Saxony or 
England, this need was all the greater; one 
could read Widukind’s insistence on the wild 
alterity of the Slavs as an anxiety over the 
fact that not long before, in the grand scheme 
of things, the Saxons had been “barbarians” 
themselves. Indeed, Widukind perhaps protests 
too much when he spends much of his first 
book connecting the Saxons to Mediterranean 

antiquity through the claim that they, like the 
Romans, were descended from exiled Trojans.  
 But Widukind’s claims served a 
dual purpose: recorded in his own work, as 
well as many others, are the Saxon military 
incursions into Polabia during this period. 
A grant of incomes to the monastery of St. 
Maurice at Magdeburg dated 965 reveals 
that Otto the Great had extorted tribute in 
silver from five named Slavic groups within 
the Baltic watershed; another such document 
also includes renders of honey, furs, slaves, 
pork, and wheat. Widukind’s swampy east 
served not only to center Ottonian civilization 
but to justify the violent extraction of Slavic 
wealth. Otto was presented not as a tyrant 
unjustly taxing neighboring peoples, but as the 
protector of Christianity against the barbarians 
— a division explicitly enumerated in several 
tenth-century texts. 
 That the image of the eastern swamp was 
not merely confined to the pens of writers like 
Widukind, but an idea current at the Ottonian 
court itself is indicated by the report of the 
Hispano-Arabic traveler Ibrahim ibn Ya‘qub, 
who visited Central Europe around 965. Ibn 

Ya‘qub describes four “kings of the Slavs:” an 
unnamed Bulgarian ruler, Mieszko I of Poland, 
Boleslav I of Bohemia, and the Polabian ruler 
Nakon, who also appears in Widukind as 
a “barbarian kinglet.” Aside from giving a 
detailed and rather accurate description of the 
construction of wetland fortresses, Ibn Ya‘qub 
also notes that “troops can hardly move in 
Nakon’s country, for it abounds in marshes, 
woods, and mud.” While Ibn Ya‘qub did most 
likely visit Nakon’s fortress in person, this can 
hardly have been his own personal observation, 
since he was not traveling with an army. Rather, 
this description may have derived from his host 
and informant Otto the Great, who is explicitly 
cited elsewhere in Ibn Ya‘qub’s text when he 
assures the author of the existence of the fabled 
City of Women, off somewhere to the north. 
 This thread of Ottonian ethnographic 
thought continued into the eleventh century. 
Thietmar of Merseburg, a chronicler writing 
during the reign of the final Saxon emperor 
Henry II (r. 1002-1024), opened his eight-book 
Chronicon with a description of the sacred 
Slavic spring Glomuzi, which according to 
him gave its name to the entire region. He 
thus connected the non-Christian religion of 
the Slavs to their aquatic landscape. When the 
Saxon rebels Wichmann and Ekbert fled into 

Slavic lands, in a passage largely adapted from 
Widukind, Thietmar added a description of 
these lands as “the northern regions which, 
as scripture says, most often send forth evil.”  
Later, when Thietmar records the translation 
of the relics of Pope Benedict V (d. 965) from 
Hamburg, he recounts a prophecy from the 
mouth of the dead pope that “this entire region 
will be left to the heathen for desolation by the 
sword and to wild beasts for inhabiting” until 
his body reached Rome. 
 Unlike Widukind, however, Thietmar 
also bends his quill to the description of 
Baltic urban centers. He is the first author 
who describes the city of Rethra (which 
he calls Riedegast), the center of the pagan 
Liutizi confederacy which arose in the late-
tenth century. Of this center, commonly 
identified with the archaeological site at 
Lieps, Thietmar says “a great and venerable 
forest surrounds it on all sides, untouched 
by inhabitants.”  According to Thietmar, the 
only building in the entire city is the temple 
at which the Liutizi worship, constructed on 
a foundation of animal horns and with reliefs 
of their gods carved into the walls. Again, 
Thietmar is building this account out of real 
elements — Lieps really is surrounded by 
forest even today, and both animal sacrifices 
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and anthropomorphic wall-carvings have 
been found at Polabian archaeological sites. 
However, by weaving a description of an 
isolated and desolate temple, Thietmar 
misses the vitality and interconnectedness 
of the settlements at Lieps. Archaeological 
investigations led by Volker Schmidt have 
revealed multiple marketplaces, production 
sites, and manorial houses, all connected to 
one another via a system of bridges crossing 
the lake. But to Thietmar, the lake itself is a 
site of horror — it is accessible by a door on 
the eastern side of the temple, he writes, and 
“excessively dreadful to see.” According to 
Thietmar, the lake is also the focus of a singular 
religious belief of the Slavs, who believe that 
“if at any time the savage harshness of a long 
rebellion is near at hand, a great boar might 
rise from the aforementioned lake, teeth white 
and glistening from foam.”  Thietmar depicts 
the boar as a kind of omen, which will “show 
itself to many, delighting in the muck with a 
terrible shaking.” This is the only attestation of 
such a belief, and it may be taken as a literary 
creation on the part of Thietmar. Here he 
turns the swamp into the birthplace of the 
Liutizi, seen through the metaphor of the boar, 
always a vicious and uncontrollable creature 
— indeed, the name “Liutizi” probably derived 
from Slavic *ljutń, “wild” or “fierce.” The 
conquest of the boar, demonstrated through 
the ritual of the hunt, was the firmest possible 
demonstration of elite masculinity, and indeed 
the necessity of a campaign to hunt the Liutizi 
boar may be the intended implication of the 
passage. The rebellion to which Thietmar 
refers is that which birthed the Liutizi in 983, 
described in his third book.
 The Ottonian dynasty died with Henry 
II in 1024, but the Ottonian swamp lived on. 
The account of Adam of Bremen, who wrote 
in the 1070s during the dawn of the Investiture 
Controversy, also includes a description of 
Rethra, here calling their god Redigast: 

Among them the center and most 
powerful of all are the Redarii, the fortress 
of which, the most well-known Rethra, 
is a seat of idolatry. A great temple was 
constructed there to the demons, the 
leader of whom is Redigast. His image 
is of gold, his bed is furnished with 
purple. This fortress has nine doors, and 

is enclosed on all sides by a deep lake. 
A wooden bridge, over which passage is 
granted only for those sacrificing or those 
seeking an oracular response, provides a 
crossing. I believe there is a meaningful 
explanation for this: that suitably “the 
Styx with its ninefold winding encloses” 
the lost souls of those who serve idols. 

Adam echoes much of Thietmar’s description, 
including the manmade deities. Though he 
preserves the sense of wilderness, however, 
Adam’s actual description is quite different: 
where Thietmar describes Rethra surrounded 
by forest and with an adjoining lake, Adam 
depicts it as an island surrounded by water 
accessible by a bridge. This becomes the 
ninefold Styx of Vergil’s Aeneid, depicting the 
Liutizi capital as the underworld itself. 
 In an interesting coincidence, however, 
both of these descriptions might be seen 
to match the archaeological investigations 
at Lieps. Thietmar’s description of the 
forest and lake strongly resembles the 
site at Usadel on the eastern shore of the 
lake. Here, investigators discovered a large 
graveyard, alongside which was a structure 
which Schmidt identified as a nine-by-twenty 
meter temple building. The site is even today 
surrounded by forest, matching Thietmar’s 
description, and though the lake lies to the 
west rather than the east it is quite possible 
that Thietmar’s depiction of the “door to 
the east” was merely meant to mirror the 
religiosity of proper Christians — for whom 
the east, toward Jerusalem, was the direction 
of prayer. Adam’s description, meanwhile, 
more closely resembles the site on Hanfwerder 
isle, a densely-populated elite settlement and 
marketplace. A small building on Hanfwerder, 
which was accessible to the mainland via a 
bridge, was also identified as a temple based 
on the discovery of animal bones in its 
foundation. In other words, these two authors 
writing sixty years apart both seem to have 
described a portion of the same site, though 
not its whole. It is possible that each author 
had an incomplete report, or indeed that the 
location of the main shrine had moved from 
the mainland to the island over the intervening 
years. It should also be kept in mind, however, 
that this could all just be coincidence, and that 
both authors may have described an entirely 

fictitious geography which happens to accord 
vaguely with the settlement investigated by 
Volker Schmidt. 
 Whatever the source of Thietmar and 
Adam’s accounts, they both lie within a pattern 
of imagined geography regarding Polabia. The 
elements of materially-confirmed evidence 
in the accounts indicate that our German 
authors were not ignorant of events across 
their eastern border, but rather were relatively 
well-informed. Accurate depiction of Slavic 
territories, however, was not their goal. Rather, 
theirs was a project of construction, creating 
the idea of a civilized, imperial Saxony staring 
down a barbaric mire. It is only through the 
material evidence that we can put the lie to the 
barbarism of the Ottonian swamp.
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‘tHe BRead of 
life’: exploRiNg 

RitualistiC 
CaNNiBalism

o many, cannibalism is more than just a 
scary story to tell in the dark, or the worst-
case scenario of becoming stranded in 
the woods. The cannibal is the Dangerous 

Other, a justification of the brutal persecution of 
many an inconvenient population over the course 
of history, be they Jews, Aztecs, Pagans, or even 
Christians. Though Christians were typically the 
ones carrying out the persecutions, it is not difficult 
to understand why the Romans would think the early 
Christians to be practisers of ritualistic cannibalism. 
After all, it fit the bill: secret gatherings to partake in 
the flesh and blood of the one who sacrificed himself 
to save the others. It sounds suspicious, the kind of 
behaviour that only a dangerous group of people 
would engage in. If they ate one of their own, logic 
asked, what was to stop them from eating one of 
ours?  
 But that was an often-deliberate 
misunderstanding of Communion. The Eucharist 
was not cannibalism, it had nothing to do with 
it whatsoever, despite the startling similarities it 
shares with other flesh-eating rituals from cultures 
around the globe. Warrior peoples like the Iroquois 
and Fijians ate the flesh of their defeated enemies in 
order to absorb their power; Fore peoples of Papua 
New Guinea ate the heart or brains of their deceased 
elders to honour them, to ensure they remained 
a part of the community and to pass on their 
knowledge to the younger generation; Christians 
consumed the body and blood of Christ to gain 
salvation and eternal life and called it Communion.  
And yet, beyond that brief period of history during 
which the Romans believed the Christians to be 
man-eating monsters, the Eucharist never faced the 
same persecution that the other rituals suffered. 
It is not the literal eating of human flesh, one may 
argue, but of the wafer and wine; and they would be 
correct were they Protestant. Protestantism did not 
arrive on the scene, however, until 1517. Prior to 
that, and indeed afterward, the majority of Europe 
was Catholic, and the Catholics held a firm belief 
in transubstantiation, that is the literal presence of 
Christ in the Eucharist. In other words, when one 
consumes the wafer, they are consuming the literal 
body of Christ. They are eating human flesh. What, 
then, makes the Eucharist different from any other 
cannibalistic ritual?  
 Historically, European peoples were unwilling 
to entertain the notion that the Eucharist could have 
anything in common with the barbaric practices of 
the uncivilized peoples of Africa and the New World. 
This is a perception steeped in long-held colonial 
beliefs and a sense of so-called European superiority. 

Abby Riehl | Trinity College Dublin
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However, the refusal to associate the Eucharist 
with non-Christian practices persisted 
for a surprisingly long time in modern 
historiography. Indeed, it was not until the late 
1970s that scholars began to toy with the idea 
of comparing the ideologies of the Eucharist 
to those famed Indigenous practices of ‘man-
eating savages’ of the New World. Here we 
shall look at the evolution and driving forces 
of this change and consider why it has taken so 
long to come about. 

aReNs aNd tHe Man-Eating Myth: 
‘tHis teaCHiNg is diffiCult; WHo CaN 
aCCept it?’ (joHN 6:60)

In the Man-Eating Myth, published in 1979, 
W. Arens claims that cannibalism was never 
practiced in any culturally significant manner. 
Yes, it existed, and from time to time was 
used in extraordinary circumstances such 
as starvation or an over-zealousness during 
times of great strife. However, it was never as 
widespread as folklore, mythology, and first-
hand accounts from New World settlers would 
have us believe. In the span of six chapters, 
Arens surveys the history of anthropophagy 
from the prehistoric world to the modern, 
with a particular focus on Africa, the New 
World, and the mythical worlds of Ancient 
Greece and Rome. He largely ignores European 
cannibalism, arguing that it was attributed 
only to Satanists, witches, and Jews so as 
to justify their persecution and was largely 
imagined; therefore it required no further 
investigation. Neither does Arens discuss the 
practice of European corpse medicine, such as 
the consumption of  mummified remains as 
medication, despite its huge popularity in the 
Early Modern era, especially in England.  
 At times, Arens discusses the similarities 
between Aztec religion and Christianity. In 
doing so, he describes the dough images of 
Aztec gods consumed as sacrifices during 
what he calls ‘Aztec communion’. Despite the 
obvious similarities between the two practices, 
Arens does not go so far as to further compare 
the driving ideologies behind them.  Instead, 
he focuses his attention on actual cannibalism 
as practiced by the Aztecs, which he concludes 
was over-exaggerated and lacked sufficient 
evidence to back the claims. Yet all the same, 
he credits European culture for the taming of 

the wild savages. Arens draws attention to the 
colonial origins of the cannibal myth, which 
Europeans used in order to help the Indigenous 
peoples to become civilized by ridding them 
of cannibalistic practices. However, whilst 
concluding that argument, he once again 
reiterates that cannibalism, like many strange 
and scary things, has been overexaggerated 
to the point of becoming nothing more than 
folklore. It is a rather counter-productive piece 
of literature for the study of cannibalism as it 
denies the reality of the very thing which this 
article is interested in. However, it set a solid, 
rational foundation from which more liberal 
scholarship would be able to build.
 A glance at the bibliography of the 
Man-Eating Myth reveals that previous 
anthropological scholarship was primarily 
consumed with the health affects and 
nutritional value of human flesh. The rest 
focus on the Dangerous Other more broadly—
typically either witches or Jews, or ‘primitive’ 
non-European countries and cultures from 
Africa, the Americas, and Oceania. This 
serves to enforce the point that, prior to 
the publishing of the Man-Eating Myth, 
cannibalism was a concept reserved strictly for 
non-white ‘savages’ and dangerous outcasts 
living on the fringes of society; people who 
needed to be labeled as dangerous to justify the 
violence they suffered in the face of European 
religious and cultural endeavours.  
 Why even bother to discuss a work that 
is so adamantly against the existence of the 
phenomenon this paper is interested in? It is 
because this work laid the foundation for later 
historians to consider the idea of Eucharist as 
cannibalism without the negative stereotypes 
previously attached to that perspective. As 
scholars rushed to disprove Arens’s broad 
claims, they delved into personal letters and 
diaries, medical textbooks and academic 
discussions to prove that cannibalism was 
indeed more prevalent than anyone—Medieval 
and Early-Modern Europeans particularly—
wanted to admit. Arens’s book was highly 
influential in the development of a more liberal 
take on comparative religious history, in which 
ritualistic cannibalism gradually received the 
same respect that any other religious practice 
would receive.
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post-aReNs: ‘foR my 
flesH is tRue food 
aNd my Blood is 
tRue dRiNk’ (joHN 
6:55) 

For several years after the 
publication of the Man-
Eating Myth, the literature 
remained focused 
primarily on cannibalism 
as practiced by non-
Europeans and its gross 
over-exaggeration. Many 
scholars, however, focused 
on destigmatizing the 
study of cannibalism, and 
in doing so bring it a sense 
of scientific legitimacy.  
This was attempted by 
breaking up different 
kinds of cannibalistic 
activities into separate, 
strictly defined categories. 
In doing this, scholars 
brought a degree of 
scientific rationality to the 
subject, and diminished 
some of the stigma that 
had been attached to it 
for so long. With this 
endeavour, cannibalism 
would no longer be the 
domain of folklore and 
mythology.
 In 1986, Peggy 
Reeves Sanday published 
her book Divine Hunger: 
Cannibalism as a Cultural 
System, in which she 
proposed three categories 
of cannibalism based 
on the different reasons 
which triggered them. Of 
these suggested reasons, 
the first is called the 
‘psychogenetic hypothesis’. 
This hypothesis suggests 
that cannibalism is a 
method through which 
individuals can satisfy 
certain psychosexual 
needs. This category can 

be best illustrated by the murders committed 
by American serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer, who 
consumed several of his victims as a means of 
sexually dominating them. While Dahmer was 
active during the years Reeve-Sanday wrote, 
serial killers do not emerge as a concrete 
example in Sanday’s work, rather this is a 
connection I have drawn through my own 
research.  
 Sanday’s second category of cannibalism 
is motivated by the ‘material hypothesis’, 
which is perhaps the easiest of the three to 
swallow. It suggests that historically, human 
flesh had been consumed strictly for its 
nutritional value, rather than having any 
religious or cultural significance. Incidents of 
survival cannibalism fall under this category 
and are used my many anthropologists and 
other scholars to prove, like Arens, that 
cannibalism is something that only happens 
as a last resort. This is the most conservative 
of the various viewpoints in the field and 
encompasses arguments such as the one made 
by Arens in the Man-Eating Myth. 
 Finally, the ‘hermeneutical hypothesis’ 
simply states that the act of cannibalism is 
a part of being human, as natural as sex or 
death. It is only this category in which we can 
firmly place cannibalistic rituals such as the 
aforementioned Aztec communion and the 
Eucharist itself. Unlike the first category, the 
hermeneutical does not necessitate a sexual 
component to the act itself. Therefore, it is the 
most accommodating and least stigmatizing 
of Sanday’s classifications. It approaches 
cannibalism as a natural cultural phenomenon 
rather than a perversion of cultural norms as 
the others do. 
 Sanday’s work takes a scientific and 
rational approach to the topic, and she is 
much less skeptical than Arens on the actual 
existence of cannibalism. Though Divine 
Hunger was one of the first works to take such 
an approach, it proved to be highly influential 
and many later authors adopted the same 
scientific, facts-based approach as Sanday. 
Further, her categorizations insist upon treating 
cannibalism not as a trope of post-colonial 
racism or a novelty, but rather as an important 
element of many world religions and cultures. 
In doing this, scholars can account for all kinds 
of cannibalism that might otherwise have 
been left out or insufficiently represented by 

Sanday’s original three categories.
 More broadly, scholars have also 
defined cannibalism by who is being eaten, 
rather than why they are being eaten. In this 
case, cannibalism is categorized as either 
endo-cannibalism—the eating of a member 
of one`s tribe in a gesture to honour—or 
exo-cannibalism—an act of violence against 
an outsider. Endo-cannibalism can be seen 
in various cultures which consume their 
dead elders in order to maintain and pass on 
their wisdom. Exo-cannibalism is typically 
represented by Indigenous American Iroquois 
tribes which were said by colonial missionaries 
to eat their defeated enemies to absorb 
their powers. While it is more common to 
hear of exo-cannibalism—especially from 
colonial accounts which demonize Indigenous 
peoples as opportunistic killers and eaters of 
Europeans, most cases were between people 
who are a part of the same community.  
 Cannibalism can be defined further to 
differentiate between religiously influenced 
rituals and those that are more practically 
motivated. It is only with this categorization 
that we can firmly place the Eucharist within 
the framework of cannibalism, whereas the 
categories previously mentioned tend to 
focus on strictly on literal, unambiguous 
examples. Therefore, this method divides 
cannibalism into anthropophagy and 
theophagy. Anthropophagy is the eating of 
humans by other humans. Theophagy defines 
the sacramental eating of a god in the form 
of a symbol for the purpose of communion 
with or receiving power from that god. This 
distinction is especially important to note, as 
the introduction of the idea of ‘theophagy’ as 
something similar to though separate from 
cannibalism pervades the literature which came 
after Sanday. Theophagy allows the historian 
to consider the Eucharist as a cannibalistic act 
in a less controversial way than plainly stating 
that it is cannibalism; rather, it can now be 
called ‘figurative cannibalism’. Further, the idea 
of god-eating to gain power or communion is 
important in the study of European medicinal 
cannibalism, as will soon be explored.  
 However, before that, there are two 
final sub-categories of cannibalism that must 
be accounted for: that of starvation and 
revenge cannibalism. Revenge cannibalism 
is essentially exo-cannibalism with the 
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specific intention of causing the opposing 
group harm. Starvation cannibalism, on 
the other hand, is a differentiation which 
highlights many of the issues that have been 
preventing the comparative study of the 
Eucharist and ritualistic cannibalism for so 
long. Starvation cannibalism is also known as 
‘white cannibalism’, and exemplifies the deep-
seated colonial racism that has haunted the 
scholarly discourse surrounding cannibalism. 
It draws attention to the ‘othering’ of so-
called cannibals, along with the stark 
denial—primarily, as we have already seen, by 
Europeans—of any form of cannibalism beyond 
necessity during times of dearth and famine. 
 Despite these insistent denials, the 
practice of eating human remains for religious 
or medicinal purposes was extremely prevalent 
in medieval and early modern European 
culture. It was studied by the Swiss physician 
Paracelsus (1493/4-1541) and other well-
respected medical professionals and used not 
only by the average gentry-man who could 
afford medical care, but by kings such as 
Charles II of England and even Pope Innocent 
VIII. The ideology behind this practice was 
said to be influenced by the healing properties 
of the Eucharist. In fact, the general consensus 
seems to be that medicinal cannibalism was 
supported by the same ideas that supported 
the Eucharist: that human flesh contained 
healing powers, and the most effective way 
to access those powers was by eating that 
which contained them. Therefore, it seems 
rather odd for cannibalism to be the pervasive 
symbol of ‘otherness’ when the Eucharist was 
so essential to the European psyche. However, 
it has been suggested by modern scholars that 
early medical historians had white-washed 
corpse medicine, and indeed the literature 
shows that there is a notable gap in the 
discussion of medicinal cannibalism 
practiced outside of Europe. This 
can be attributed to not only the 
modern literature, but to a shift in 
early modern attitudes regarding 
cannibalism as a whole Indeed, 
the downfall of corpse medicine 
coincided with colonial expansion. 
As cannibalism became increasingly 
associated with New World savages, 
European medicine began to turn away 
from the belief in the spiritual properties 

of the flesh and the negative reputation that 
was associated with it. 
 In retrospect the over-arching 
conservatism of the topic is unsurprising. 
There are still anthropologists who are 
adamant that cannibalism is not, and 
never has been, practiced by anyone. Many 
historians, too, are prone to scoffing at the 
connection between cannibalism and the 
Eucharist. Cannibalism and Christianity have 
been associated from the very beginning, 
and the hesitancy to acknowledge this is one 
of colonialism’s many legacies in modern 
culture and academia. My experience writing 
about cannibalism and Christianity has 
been decidedly mixed. At times it has been 
received enthusiastically. But I have also been 
accused of being intentionally provocative 
and inflammatory. There are also those who 
find the topic to be completely inappropriate. 
Always, when confronted with this scepticism, 
I argue that there is nothing wrong with 
acknowledging the cannibalistic rhetoric 
present in Eucharistic theology. In religious 
practices, cannibalism is rarely a consequence 
of murder, and is often consensual. Still, 
cannibalism is inherently associated with the 
Dangerous Other, and will likely remain so 
for the foreseeable future. Lingering colonial 
influences which tell us that European 
Christians are the civilizing force in the world 
prevents the efficient comparative study of 
cannibalistic practices. However, as inter-
disciplinary work becomes more common, I 
hope that more people will begin to consider 
the Eucharist in the broader realm of ritualistic 
cannibalism in the manner of other successful 
comparative studies.  
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a 
symBoliC

Wa’d
sileNCiNg 

aRaB 
WomeN sked to 

introduce 
herself to a 
European 

readership, the Syrian 
novelist, journalist, and short story 
writer Ghada al-Samman (b. 1942) replied, ‘I 
am a two-thousand-year-old Arab woman. 
They tried to bury me in the desert, but they 
failed. They killed me several times, but I 
always resurrected myself from the ashes to fly, 
and to write.’ (1) With these words the prolific 
and prominent writer invoked a profound 
transgenerational trauma that lingers in the 
Arab female psyche and which continues to 
manifest in the present day.
 Her words reference the act of Wa’d, or 
female infant burial, which is believed to have 
been widely practiced in Jahiliya times, that 
is to say, the era of ignorance that predated 
the advent of Islam in 610 C.E. This form 
of infanticide was (bizarrely) seen as more 

humane as it did not 
involve the spilling of blood. 

Among the nomadic tribes of 
Arabia, there were many purported 

reasons for female infanticide, ranging 
from poverty to elimination of sick or 
illegitimate infants or those with abnormalities 
to manipulation of the sex ratio. It was viewed, 
in its simplest terms, as a lessening of burdens. 
Beyond that females were viewed unfavourably 
for the possibility of shame they harboured. 
As vessels for male honour, they represented 
an infinite possibility for scandal in the minds 
of their male kin: they could engage in illicit, 
premarital relations; they could run away from 
the camp; they could be captured by an enemy 
tribe and “sullied.” As feminist and sociologist 
Fatima Mernissi says in Women’s Rebellion 
and Islamic Memory (1996): ‘The concepts 
of honour and virginity locate the prestige of 
a man between the legs of a woman.’(2) This 
system of thought led to a fervent desire to 

I am a two-thousand-year-old Arab 
Woman. They tried to bury me in the 

desert, but they failed. They killed 
me several times, but I always resur-
rected myself from the ashes to fly, 

and to write.
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abort the potential for dishonour in any way 
possible.
 There continues to be scholarly 
debate on whether the ritual of wa’d was 
as commonplace as believed given the 
underdeveloped system of writing in an 
Arabia characterised by oral tradition; 
however, references to the act survive in poetry 
fragments as well as legends and traditions that 
have been preserved across the region. Perhaps 
the major indication that it was widespread 
enough to warrant special intervention comes 
from the fact that it is specifically mentioned, 
and abolished, in Quranic verse. Surat al-
Takwir (81) contains the verses (8-9) stating: 
‘And when the female infant (buried alive) 
is asked | for what sin was she killed.’ This 
unequivocal rejection of the practice meant it 
was subsequently abandoned—at least by those 
tribes that embraced Islam.
 Though the abhorrent ritual was firmly 
prohibited under Islamic law, the spirit of wa’d 
survives to the present day. One of the central 
theses of Women’s Rebellion shows how the 
concealment and confinement of women 
within the home serves as a symbolic wa’d, 
or burial. It constitutes a physical exclusion 
from the public domain of knowledge—a 
traditionally masculine sphere. Furthermore, 
in a 2001 article on intrafamily femicide in 
Jordan, the novelist Fadia Faqir speaks to 
the widespread understanding of females 
maintaining sitr, that is to say “modesty,” and 
how this embodies a physical and psychological 
confinement to the domestic sphere and 
exclusion from the public. (3) This is because 
the Arabic goes beyond simple modesty, for 
sitr means “veiling,” and so carries within it a 
religious inflection that goes beyond demure or 
proper behaviour. Consequently, the physical 
erasure of women that wa’d accomplished was 
replaced with a symbolic and psychological 
erasure where women went unseen and 
unheard.
 Nevertheless, despite these measures, 
women did emerge into the public domain, 
attaining education, forming political and 
social movements, pursuing careers, and 
traveling far beyond the home. This naturally 
resulted in women’s voices, whether verbal or 
written, entering the public arena in a more 
permanent and far-reaching fashion. Egyptian 
novelist Miral al-Tahawy, in a piece on body 

rhetoric in Arab women’s writing, shows how 
this literature emerged as a manifestation of 
the feminist movements in the first half of 
the twentieth century: the primary concerns 
for such writers as May Ziadeh, Doria Shafik, 
Latifa al-Zayyat, Assia Djebar, Nawal el-
Saadawy, and many others were the exposure 
of women’s (sub)status across the region as 
well as the liberation of women (and their 
bodies) from a patriarchal order that persists 
in suppressing and erasing them. The act of 
writing, given its permanent nature, was a 
powerful attack on a patriarchal discourse 
that viewed female speech as an indecency 
and incitement to sin. In fact, a well-known 
adage in the Arab world states that “ńawt al-
mar’a ‘awra”, which is usually translated as 
“A woman’s voice is sinful.” However, again 
the English misses the piercing connotations 
of the Arabic. The word ‘awra literally means 
“nakedness,” which imbues the saying with 
a misogynist condemnation of the implicit 
shame and explicit eroticism that is ascribed to 
female nudity.
 Women continue to protest and reclaim 
the narratives that have been foisted on their 
bodies and identity. During the 2019 revolution 
in Sudan, the saying was co-opted to highlight 
female leadership in the protests, epitomised 
by Sudanese Alaa’ Saleh who—in her sharp 
white robe and with an accusatory gesture—
stood on a high platform and led protest 
chants, subsequently emerging as an icon of 
the revolution. This led to the dissemination 
of the Twitter hashtag ‘sawt al-mar’a thawra,’ 
which substitutes the word ‘awra with thawra 
(revolution), to render the meaning ‘A 
woman’s voice is a revolution.’ Thus, a saying, 
which has for centuries justified the silencing of 
women, was turned into a resounding gesture 
of empowerment. These movements and 
reclamations are intricately tied to women’s 
writing, which, at its core, is an act of protest. 
It takes the multiplicity of erasures to which 
women have been subjected—along with the 
attendant pain, degradation, and trauma—and 
releases them to the public where they are 
crystallised for posterity. It attempts to unlock 
what Lebanese novelist Etel Adnan has called 
intersecting ‘circles of oppression.’(4) This 
is a familiar sentiment for al-Tahawy who 
claims that all her protagonists reside in ‘these 
closed circles of oppression’ and that, when she 

sawt al-mar’a thawra 
A woman’s voice is a revolution
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writes, she is writing ‘an autobiography of my 
soul and the pains and dilemmas of millions 
of women.’(5) In other words, there is a duty, 
stretching back generations, that Arab women 
writers feel obligated to honour.
 It must be said, though, that there 
is an undeniable, and perhaps not entirely 
unexpected, violence to this process. Writing 
does not emerge from a vacuum nor do 
words, once published, float, inert, in 
empty space. In “The Laugh of the Medusa” 
Hélène Cixous says, ‘A feminine text [...] is 
volcanic; as it is written it brings about the 
upheaval of the old property crust, carrier 
of masculine investments; there is no other 
way.’(6) Therefore, women’s writing is born 
out of and precipitates seismic changes in the 
local/regional environment. It arises from 
the personal being made political. Mernissi 
reminds us in Women’s Rebellion that 
‘wherever there is inequality, there is also 
dishonesty, subterfuge, hypocrisy, and a wish, 
whether acknowledged or not, for revenge.’(7) 
At times this revenge is explicit in the exposure 
and revelation of matters that men would 
rather we left unsaid, but in other cases, it is 
given dramatic representation.
 Consider Ghada al-Samman’s short 
story “Thirty Years of Bees” (1994) wherein the 
protagonist is a brilliant, driven woman who 
has dedicated her life to building a successful 
publishing firm alongside her husband. In 
the narrative, the couple is being driven to 
a banquet to honour the firm and, more 
explicitly, her husband. She has been excluded 
from the official ceremony. In the car, the 
sycophantic driver heaps compliment upon 
compliment on the husband, who entirely 
omits any mention or recognition of his wife’s 
role in their success. The wife sits alone in 
the backseat, seething, and begins to feel a 
humming in her chest which migrates up into 
her throat. Arriving at the banquet, their peers 
pour accolades on the husband for his services 
to the industry while the wife sits alone and 
ignored with an ever-intensifying hum in her 
throat. Then, when she opens her mouth, it 
is not words that emerge, but bees. A huge 
swarm, thirty years’ worth, of bees fills the 
hall, stinging the attendees and her husband 
while leaving her unharmed.
 The symbolism here is significant. In a 
hive, the female (or worker) bee is responsible 

for all labour: she gathers the pollen and 
packs it; she carries water in and fans the hive 
to keep it cool; she builds the honeycomb 
and seals it; she attends to the queen bee and 
guards the hive. Meanwhile, the male (or 
drone) bees have no stingers with which to 
protect anything and undertake no hive duties. 
Their only job is to mate with the queen. The 
symbolism gestures to the imbalance in the 
distribution of labour within many homes, 
whereby the woman essentially works two 
full-time jobs—one outside the home and 
another within it—in a juggling act that is 
frequently taken for granted. And so, with 
this eerie tale, al-Samman sharply illustrates 
the anger and frustration women feel at being 
unacknowledged and buried while reclaiming 
the space of the throat, once filled with dirt, 
as a powerful weapon of agency. It is clear that 
women’s writing, by its very nature, overturns 
terra masculinus, succeeding not only in 
striking at and interrogating the patriarchal 
system but also in unearthing all that the 
system seeks to conceal. For Arab women, 
in particular, writing allows us to excavate 
the wounds of the past and bear witness to 
them; and while such writing may not lead to 
immediate or lasting social change, it stands as 
a permanent testament to the shared trauma 
that Arab women embody and their refusal to 
be silenced.

1. This exchange is recounted in Al-Samman, 
Hanadi, Anxiety of Erasure: Trauma, 
Authorship, and the Diaspora in Arab 
Women’s Writings (Syracuse: Syracuse 
University Press, 2015), p. 45. The book 
succeeds in showing how many Arab women 
writers (including Ghada al-Samman) activate 
the cultural/mythological tropes of Shahrazad 
and the Wa’d in order to revisit traumatic 
histories as a path to resistance and recovery.
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n surah 17:1 of the Qur’an, the prophet 
Muhammad, in the span of one night, 
journeys from Mecca. In the hadith* 
Muhammad continues his journey, 

travelling from Jerusalem to Heaven and 
then back to Mecca on the same night. How 
did Muhammad manage to move so swiftly? 
While the Qur’an does not specify the details 
of Muhammad’s journey, later accounts relate 
that the prophet was carried by a magic 
creature called Buraq.
 In the oldest extant biography of 
Muhammad by Ibn Ishaq (8th century), 
Buraq is described as ‘a white animal, half 
mule, half donkey, with wings on its sides’. Its 
appearance thus echoed the means of transport 
employed by previous prophets Abraham 
and Jesus, who famously rode donkeys, and 
also invoked the image of a winged horse 
which was so familiar to early Muslims that 
it was used as a fabric pattern: Ahmad ibn 
Hanbal (d. 855 CE) related in his collection of 
hadith that the prophet reproached his wife 
Aisha for putting up a curtain decorated with 
the images of winged horses. These wings 

allowed Buraq to travel with a truly amazing 
speed, mentioned by Ibn Ishaq, who wrote 
that each stride of Buraq took it as far as its 
eye could reach, and reflected in its name as, 
although there is uncertainty about what the 
word ‘Buraq’ means, most scholars assume 
that it should translate as ‘the little flash of 
lightning’. Writing seventy years after Ibn 
Ishaq, Ibn Sa’d complemented the description 
of Buraq with long ears, as well as making it 
female for the first time.
 In the 11th century Al-Tha’labi gave to 
the magic beast its human head, writing that 
Buraq had a cheek like that of a human being.
 The earliest picture of Buraq identified 
is the one appearing in the 14th-century 
history of Rashid al-Din. This image stands 
out among representations of the magic steed, 
as here it is shown to have a human torso and 
arms in which it is holding the Qur’an. Its 
unusual tail is tipped with a warrior angel. 
See on page 202 of the Rashid al-Din. The 
head and the tail are wearing the crowns like 
those worn by the kings in the illustrations to 
Biruni’s Chronology of Ancient Nations. 

‘tHe little flasH 
of ligHtNiNg’
BuRaq iN 
IslamiC aRt
Polina Ignatova | Lancaster University

*Hadith is the collection of accounts on the prophet’s life. From Muhammad’s family and companions this information was passed 
from generation to generation through the chain of reliable transmitters until it was eventually written down. Along with the Qur’an, 
hadith serves as an important source of guidance for Muslims.
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Nizami’s Makhzan al-asrar, the first book in Five Poems. Copied by Mir Ali ibn al-Yasi al-Tabrizi al-Bawargi. Western Iran, 
1388. Courtesy of The David Collection, Denmark, inv. no. 20/2008. Photo by Pernille Klemp.

Later representations show Buraq in the form 
of a steed with a female head and dappled 
body. It is often featured in the illustrations to 
Nizami Ganjavi’s Five Poems, like this example 
from the 14th-century Western Iran.
 In the 16th century another scholar, 
Muhammad Khwandamir, provided a much 
more elaborate description of Buraq:

Buraq was a riding beast smaller than a  
mule and larger than an ass, having a face 
like that of a human being and ears like 
those of an elephant; its mane was like 
the mane of a horse; its neck and tail like 
those of a camel; its breast like the breast 
of a mule; its feet like the feet of an ox or, 
according to one tradition, like those of 
a camel; its hooves were like the hooves 
of an ox. Its breast looked just like a ruby 
and its hair resembled white armour, 
shining brightly by reason of its exceeding 
purity. On its flanks it had two wings 
which hid its legs. The swiftness of this 
riding beast was such that in a single stride 
it could reach as far as eye could see.

 This description, however, never made 
it into the manuscript illuminations. Instead, 
the depictions of Buraq usually reflected local 
taste. This splendid illumination was created in 
the 16th-century Iran by Sultan Muhammad. 
One cannot help noticing that this Buraq shares 
a number of common features with its 14th-
century counterpart.
 One can see how the depiction of Buraq 
from the 18th-century Ottoman manuscript 
is different from the Persian illustrations. 
Note that the artist opted for a symbolic 
representation of Muhammad as a cloud of 
flames. It could be because according to some 
sources, including Ibn Ishaq, it was only 
Muhammad’s spirit that travelled, while his 
body remained in Mecca, as it was testified by 
the prophet’s wife Aisha. Writer and translator 
Yasmine Seale, however, has argued that after 
Buraq was assigned female gender, some artists 
became uncomfortable depicting the prophet 
mounted on the magic animal.
 Occasionally Buraq was shown in 
contexts unrelated to Muhammad’s night 
journey. This watercolour drawing, which 

Zakariya ibn Muhammad Qazwini (author), Muhammad ibn Muhammad Shakir Ruzmah-’i Nathani (scribe), Turkish Version of 
the Wonders of Creation. Turkey, 1717.The Walters Art Museum, USA, W.659.74A.
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was created in Kashmir in the 19th century 
depicts two princes worshipping Buraq. Indian 
representations of Buraq can be distinguished 
by the inclusion of a peacock tail. 
 Europeans were also aware of the 
existence of Buraq. Alberto Saviello (Freie 
Universität Berlin) has pointed out that Dante’s 

Geryon, the Monster of Fraud, is an antitype 
to Buraq, as Geryon also has a human head and 
a body, composed of different animal parts. 
While Buraq takes Muhammad to Heaven, 
Geryon carries Dante and Virgil further into 
Hell.
 

Today Buraq has given its name to a number of 
businesses in Muslim countries, especially those 
associated with transport, as an emblem of 
high speed and safety. Buraq’s name is affiliated 
with Libyan and Indonesian airlines, Pakistan’s 
space camp and the first combat drone, marine 
services company in UAE, and Africa’s first 
high-speed train, to name but a few.
 Contemporary artists have also provided 
their own interpretations of Buraq. This 

painting by an Iraqi artist Kadhim Haider 
(1932–1985) supplemented Buraq with the 
features of another creature, which was also 
encountered by Muhammad on his night 
journey – the Rooster Angel. Indeed, the 
enchanting figure of Buraq has captured the 
imaginations of artists throughout ages and 
continues to be one of the most exciting and 
mysterious phenomena of Islamic Art.

Gustave Doré, ‘Geryon’. Dante Alighieri’s Inferno from the original by Dante Alighieri and illustrated with the Designs of 
Gustave Doré (New York: Cassell Publishing Company, 1890).
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‘al BuRaq’
Kadhim Haider (Iraq, 1932-1985), 
Painted circa 1967. Oil on Canvas, 
130 x 170cm. Property of a 
private collector.
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n France, in the sixteenth 
century, a new philosophical and 
literary genre emerged as a novel 
literary outlet, the essay. The word 

‘essay’ comes from the French ‘essai’, which 
means ‘attempt’ or ‘try-out’. The essay is the 
attempt to redefine knowledge. The French 
philosopher Michel de Montaigne is credited 
with the creation of the essay. The sixteenth 
century had been shaken by epoch-making 
events like the discovery of America, the 
Reformation and the French Wars of Religion; 
as a result, Montaigne needed to spell out what 
he believed in. He could only do this through 
the essay, a genre which leaves authors ample 
leeway to explore new ideas.
 Montaigne’s Essays went through 
three editions, the first appearing in 1580. 
This is because Montaigne’s ideas were 

always fleeting and volatile. 
Montaigne claimed that his 

essays were like ‘chimeras’, 
creations of his mind which, as such, 

would always change.  Montaigne affirmed 
that the Essays were ‘consubstantial with its 
author’, meaning that Michel de Montaigne 
was the topic of his book. By writing essays, 
i.e. by attempting to define himself in few 
pages, he had feedback from himself. What he 
knew was what was contained in the book and 
it changed frequently because his ideas were 
always changing. The essay was a humble work. 
Its author knew that he did not know anything; 
thus, the only thing he could do was to get 
continuous feedback from himself by recording 
what he believed. In his Essays,  Montaigne 
discussed topics from multiple perspective and 
drew a conclusion at the end. This strategy 

Andrea DiCarlo
University College Cork

miCHel de 
moNtaigNe
Unknown Artist, 
circa 1570s.
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was employed by Montaigne as well in his 
editions of the Essays. Essays was Montaigne’s 
attempt to clarify his ideas. Montaigne did 
not feel that he could to commit to any final 
value judgement. He did, however, acknowledge 
the fallible nature of human knowledge and 
the equal worth of different ideas. This raises 
questions as to how twenty-first century 
forums for discourse, namely the major social 
media platforms, are indicative of their early-
modern predecessors.
 If sixteenth-century France consigned 
us Montaigne, another Frenchman René 
Descartes stood out as one of the most 
important intellectuals of seventeenth-century 
Europe. Both thinkers lived at a time of socio-
political disharmony and both criticised 
established knowledge in order to develop 
new ideas. Descartes was to break ground in 
the way scientific research was conducted, and 
he did so in his essay Discourse on Method 
of Rightly Conducting One’s Reason and of 
Seeking Truth in Science (1637). In it, Descartes 
argued that in order to make ‘far greater 
progress in science’ observation and testing 
were necessary. Descartes (like Montaigne) 
invoked humbleness. Whilst it was desirable 
to advance the cause of science, this should 
not be done with ‘bias’. This is the reason 
why Descartes championed diligence: a novel 
system of knowledge should be systematically 
weighed and carefully considered. As well as 
confronting the challenges, Descartes also tried 
to sketch a new moral framework.
 Descartes had been one of the many 
witnesses of the war between the influential 
Huguenot (Calvinist) minority and the Roman 
Catholic Church. Albeit a Roman Catholic 
himself, he needed a new place to pursue his 
studies and thus moved to Netherlands, which 
had harboured the large majority of run-
away European scholars since the sixteenth 
century. Far away from religious strife, he 
sketched a temporary framework for morality. 
Consequently, Descartes rejected sweeping 
changes, but recommended abiding by ‘the 
laws and customs’ and the ‘faith’ of one’s 
country. Like science, even morality needed a 
new ‘road’, but it had to be carefully designed. 
Discourse on Method was Descartes’s essay in 
which he proposed a strategy as to how one 
can direct one’s scientific analyses at a time of 
change.  He was not asserting that his method 

is unquestionable and perfect but quite the 
contrary.  He was offering a new way to study 
science by asking his readership to co-operate 
with him. As for morality, Descartes intended 
to design a moral model, but this needed 
more time than he was afforded. Descartes 
committed himself to a temporary prototype, 
which demanded adherence to the customs and 
religion of one’s country.
 Montaigne created a new philosophical 
genre to study himself at a time of great 
change, the essay. An essay is an attempt; it is 
a way to discuss ideas which can be subject to 
ongoing evolution. Montaigne’s Essays should 
be considered a sketch of an autobiography, 
because his surroundings could always change.
 René Descartes tried to rebuild the 
developing basis of scientific investigation. 
Living against the backdrop of seismic 
intellectual change meant that a clearer 
and more systematic idea of what kind of 
scientific undertaking was necessary; hence, 
his Discourse on Method. It is in his Discourse 
that Descartes drew his road map to aspire 
to a certain degree of certainty in scientific 
discoveries. First and foremost, intellectuals 
ought not to take anything at face value: a 
careful and systematic analysis is required. 
Descartes’s principles demand one defines 
their objectives and provides the necessary 
evidence; no longer can one rely on dogmas or 
pre-established ideas; now one need testing 
and validation. In the same way science was 
being reformed, Descartes wanted to design 
a new approach to morality. It could not 
be done hastily, but it needed 
more time. Therefore, 
Descartes did not commit 
to significant changes, 
but he recommended 
abiding by the status 
quo.  
 With the 
pandemic being the 
new normal, Montaigne 
and Descartes will 
make necessary 
and thought-
provoking 
reading.
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ClassiCal 
images IN tHe 
dissemiNatioN 
of Royal 
ImageRy iN eaRly 
modeRN polaNd

sigismuNd II 
augustus
By Lucus Cranach 
the Younger, 1553. 
oil on tin plate, held 
in the Czartoryski 
Museum.

ixteenth-century Poland is still 
somewhat neglected in popular 
English-language literature, although 
its connection with the early modern 

English and Scottish republican traditions and 
political thought can be indeed surprising. 
In the age of absolutism, Polish parliament 
(Sejm) tightly controlled the Jagiellonian 
Kings and prevented any attempts to suppress 
the rights of the nobility. Despite that, since 
the late fourteenth century, the Jagiellonians 
were one of the most expansive monarchies 
in Europe, ruling the Kingdom of Poland, the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania, and for a while 
Bohemia and Hungary. At the same time, 
the renascence of the classical culture in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries contributed 
to the development of the early modern 
potestarian imagology. This recent term 
in history-writing defines the methods of 
creating the ruler’s popular image, in this case 
in the medieval and early modern epochs. In 

particular, it is interesting to observe how these 
classical images (the revived figures and motifs 
of the ancient Greek–Roman past) were used in 
the states that did not possess direct historical 
continuity with ancient Rome and Greece—like 
Poland or Lithuania.
 The Renaissance imagination, however, 
provided a possibility to establish such links. 
Renaissance Polish culture and arts were 
drawing inspiration from profoundly Italian 
practices, transferred through Hungary and 
the Holy Roman Empire. The imagery of 
the Polish kingship in the sixteenth century 
was represented and disseminated using 
different ways. During the reign of Sigismund 
I the Old (Zygmunt Stary, 1506–1548) some 
new practices of royal image representation 
appeared in Poland, including medals, coins 
with the king’s portrait, and woodcuts with 
emblematic poems. This fascination with 
classical culture continued during the reign 
of the last Jagiellonian King—Sigismund II 

Oleksii Rudenko | Jagiellonian University and Glasgow University
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Augustus (Zygmunt August, 1548–1572)—and 
early seventeenth-century literature praised the 
reigns of Sigismund the Old and Sigismund 
Augustus as ‘the Polish Golden age’.
 The central question is not why the 
Renaissance royal representation used the 
classical images, but rather why did it attach 
particularly those figures of the ancient 
past, and how were created representations 
disseminated? Importantly, there was no 
integral approach in the creation of these 
images. This provides historians of the period 
with a huge amount of visual and textual 
sources as well as with the references to the 
classical antiquity that contribute to our 
understanding of the era.
 Such references, by their symbolism and 
importance, can be compiled in several groups. 
First of all, I should mention the context. 
The Polish Renaissance can be characterized 
by its high level of politicization of arts 
and literature, and this implied persistent 
involvement of the authors and artists in 
political life of the state. Hence, almost every 
created sample of poetry, emblem, medal or 
treatise could reveal hidden political senses. 
Educated Polish nobles, whose school’s 
curriculum in the sixteenth century included 
reading ancient authors, easily understood this 
‘code of antiquity’.
 This was the case of Jan Kochanowski, 
a royal secretary and a prominent Polish 
Renaissance poet, known for his broad 
preparation in the Classics and history. His 
poem ‘Satyr or a Wild Man’ appeared soon 
after Augustus’s court in c.1563 received several 
arrases (tapestries) with the satyrs and royal 
initials ‘SA’. This happened during the period 
of a noble reformist ‘Executionist movement’ 
which demanded further implementation of 
the law, tax reform, returning to the good 
ancient noble traditions, and strengthening 
the positions of middle and low nobles. By the 
mediation of the Satyr, a Greek mythological 
creature, the poet acquired a unique ability 
to express his views during the meeting of the 
Sejm. As a waggish orator, Satyr could express 
the radical critics of the nobility, support King 
Augustus in his endeavours, and blame the 
magnates for their ignorance of the customs. 
The poem called for the revival of the ancient 
noble customs and instructed the King using 
the writings of ancient authors, e.g. Seneca, 

Sallust, Cicero, Plato, and Isocrates.
 Jagiellonian tapestries lead us to the 
second point, crucial for the royal image in 
the sixteenth century—attachment of the 
classical motifs and heroes as an attempt to 
belong to the European Renaissance fashion. 
The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were not 
the only examples in European history with a 
revived interest in the antiquity. However, by 
the level of dissemination across Europe and 
its impact on society and education, it was the 
most striking one.

tapestRies (also called arrases due to the 
specific method of their creation) became an 
element of the royal representation during 
the reign of Sigismund Augustus, who 

became an owner of the largest collection of 
arrases in Europe (over 160 items), exceeding 
the collections of the Habsburgs and other 
dynasties. The splendour of the arrases was 
based on the richness of decoration in the royal 
residences, especially in Cracow. The visitors 
(the nobles, clergy, diplomats) could see the 
arrases there and make their conclusions 
regarding the financial wealth of the Jagiellons. 
Augustus also took his arrases during his 
voyages and parliament meetings. Another 
dimension comprised of the classical figures. 
Although the first series of arrases concerned 
the Biblical stories (Noah, the Tower of Babel), 
the heroes were depicted using the Renaissance 
techniques, and their creator, Flemish master 
Coxius, drew his inspiration from the 

prominent Italian examples (Piwocka 2007). 
Furthermore, a few dozen arrases attached 
the classical images and goddesses (Ceres and 
Victoria) to the Polish and Lithuanian coats of 
arms while the former one also acquired the 
aforementioned royal initials ‘SA’, implying 
the royal name (figure 1). The saturation of the 
royal residence with the Renaissance artworks 
made Sigismund Augustus’s court Renaissance-
oriented and presented him as a notable 
promoter of the classical art in early modern 
Central–Eastern Europe.

Figure 1: Arras with the coats of arms of Poland and Lithuania and the figure of Victoria, produced in Brussels by the work-
shop of Jan van Tieghem, c. 1555.
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Military preparation, education, modesty, 
courage, and other virtues that had to be 
acquired by Sigismund II focused on the 
successes and experience of the notable rulers 
of the antiquity.

medals were another tool for promoting the 
royal image in early modern Europe. Similar 
to the tapestries, they were commonly created 
to represent the royal image within the noble 
stratum using the ancient figures and motifs. 
Although, given their size, the number of 
classical references was smaller. As an element 
of the royal propaganda, medals appeared in 
Poland during the reign of Sigismund the Old. 
The sources confirm that they were the gifts for 
the visitors at the royal receptions, thus their 
amount was limited to a particular number. 
Among those medals (about a dozen attributed 
with the reign of Sigismund Augustus), several 
acquired ancient reminiscences. The one 
from 1532—made by Italian master Giovanni 
Padovano—embraced connections with Virgil’s 
Aeneid through the inscription ‘parcere 
subiectis et debellare superbo’ (figures 2–3). 
The lion depicted authority, strength, and 
justice according to the Renaissance tradition, 
and some scholars consider this medal as the 
political programme of young Sigismund 
Augustus who promised to be ‘a king at 
war and during times of peace, that is as the 
ideal ruler’ (Morka 2008). Similarly, Polish 
CoiNs—the most distributed element of royal 
propaganda—started to depict the crowned 
royal initials, first ‘S’ (Sigismund I), and then 
‘SA’ (Sigismund Augustus) as a marker of royal 
dignity and presence in the particular artwork 
or coin (figures 4–5).
 The third essential point embraces the 
comparisons of the Jagiellons with the notable 
rulers of the antiquity with a particular focus 
on Alexander the Great, the most popular 
literature hero of medieval romances. In the 
popular imagination, he was competing with 
Persian Cyrus the Great and famous Romans—
Octavianus Augustus, Caesar, Scipio Africanus, 
Cato the Younger, Cicero, and Pompey. The 
sixteenth-century Polish literature (especially 
poetry and political treatises) was the chief 
source of the classical reception and transfer. 
The works by prominent authors as Stanisńaw 
Orzechowski, Andrzej Modrzewski, Mikońaj 
Rej, Jan Kochanowski, regularly incorporated 
the classical figures or stories. For instance, 
specific instruction for the King (specula 
principum), written by Stanisńaw Orzechowski 
in 1543 and edited in 1548, guided young ruler 
Sigismund Augustus based on the examples of 
Alexander the Great, Octavianus, and Cyrus. 

figuRes 2 & 3
Medal of Sigismund 
II Augustus. Made by 
Giovanni Padovano, 
1532. Held in the 
National Museum in 
Cracow.

figuRes 4 & 5
Lithuanian coin 

półkopek. Tykocin, 
1564. Held in the 

National Museum in 
Cracow.
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 The identical approach 
of comparing the Polish 
Kings with the ancient rulers 
and gods was present in the 
pRiNted depiCtioNs aNd 
emBlematiC poems. 
Emblematic poetry in 
Poland started to involve 
the classical figures for the 
royal depiction since the first 
images of Sigismund the Old 
which commemorated the 
victorious Battle of Orsha in 
1514. Since then Sigismund 
was interchangeably compared 
with and praised as the new 
Jove and Alexander the Great 
(Fabiański 2017; figure 6).
 Several emblematic 
poems directly linked 
Sigismund Augustus to 
Octavianus Augustus. This 
link was based on the second 
given name of Sigismund 
II—Augustus—most probably 
chosen by his Italian mother 
Bona Sforza to enhance the 
positions of the Jagiellons 
within Poland and Central-
Eastern Europe. Interestingly, 
this name was also bearing 
Roman connotations, among 
them deduced from the Latin 
word augere (to enlarge, to 
strengthen). A year after 
Augustus’s birth, a poem by 
German humanist Philipp 
Gundelius sketched the history 
of the Jagiellonian family 
and emphasized the name of 
the royal heir in the title and 
beginning of the poem (figure 
7). The poem was later widely 
copied and disseminated in 
the manuscripts, contributing 
to the creation of Augustus’s 
image. Forty years later, the 
poem from 1560 likewise 
linked Sigismund Augustus 
with Octavianus by telling 
the reader that ‘You call him 
Augustus deservedly: for 
he, like Augustus, increases 

the strength of the ancestral 
kingdom’ (Rudenko 2020; 
figure 8). The success of the 
book prompted the emblem 
to be included in the following 
year’s edition, and these are 
merely two examples of such 
artificial connection.
 Importantly, these 
types of sources (books 
and woodcuts) were not 
limited to a particular social 
stratum and were, at least 
theoretically, accessible to all 
educated people, including 

early modern intellectuals, 
members of Cracow Academia 
and other universities, and 
burghers (citizens).
 The reasons for the 
selection of particular heroes 
from ancient history were 
based on several foundations. 
Firstly, the recognisability of 
a hero attached. Alexander 
the Great did not face any 
obstacle with that being the 
most popular hero of the 
medieval legends. Neither 
did Octavianus Augustus or 

Cyrus, praised in the works 
of Suetonius, Plutarch, and 
Xenophon (the latter was 
rediscovered during the Late 
Middle Ages). Jove (Jupiter) 
was well-known from Roman 
mythology. Thus, Sigismund 
I and his son were now 
associated with particular 
noble virtues of these Greek–
Roman heroes.
 Secondly, the magnates 
and nobility since the very 
beginning of the sixteenth 
century threatened the 
positions of the royal power 
in Poland. The Polish–
Lithuanian–Ruthenian 
nobility gained the right to 
freely elect their King after 
the death of the previous 
King, yet Sigismund I and his 
wife Bona Sforza managed to 
secure the accession of their 
son Augustus to the throne 
as vivente rege. This ‘republic 
of nobles’ was frequently 
compared in political 
pamphlets with the ancient 
Roman Republic by making 
parallels between Roman 
aristocrats and szlachta 
(nobility), and Roman Senate 
with the Polish–Lithuanian 
Sejm. Early modern art in 
a specific way helped to 
strengthen the royal authority 
in the popular imagination. 
Needless to say—this approach 
was effective.
 Each of the images 
obtained a specific reference to 
the particular historical period 
when it was commissioned 
and created. Some of the 
references were quite 
transparent: to commemorate 
the coronation, the battle, or 
the birth of the heir. Some 
others, however, acquired 
specific context of emergence 
worthy of inquiry at another 
time.

Figure 7: Sigismund Augustus. ‘Jodocus Ludovicus Decius, ‘De Iagellonum 
familia liber II’, 1521.

Figure 6: ‘Sigismund I as Jove’, woodcut from Statuta Serenissimi Domini Sigismundi, 1524. 
Cracow, Biblioteka Jagiellońska. Reproduction permitted by M. Fabiański.
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 Ultimately, referring to the ancient 
history and figures provided the Jagiellons 
with the justification of their territorial and 
dynastical demands. In a lasting ‘hidden’ 
competition with the Habsburgs (there was 
no war, rather a hostility that periodically 
manifested itself) the Jagiellonian rulers were 
portrayed as dignified kings, comparable with 
the notable figures of the antiquity. The same 
path was common for other early modern 
European royal dynasties, thus the Jagiellons 
simultaneously enhanced their royal prestige.
 The classical world constituted a 
significant part of the images devoted to the 
royal authority in sixteenth-century Poland—
as elsewhere in Renaissance Europe—but 
with some peculiarities when compared 
to Italy, France, or Flanders. Although the 
ancient heroes were not the only figures 
employed, they symbolized the aspirations 
of the Jagiellonian dynasty and shaped the 
royal image in Poland–Lithuania. The images 
selected and the platforms where they were 
placed primarily oriented to the higher 
strata—nobility, intellectuals, and diplomats. 
However, in the case of early modern Poland–
Lithuania it was justified: it is counted that 
the nobility could comprise up to 10 per cent 
of the state population. The typical figures 
of the classical antiquity used were the rulers 
of ancient Rome (Octavianus, Caesar, Scipio 
Africanus), those associated with mythology, 
ancient Persia, Greece, and Macedonia (Jupiter, 
Cyrus, Alexander the Great, Pyrrhus of Epirus). 
Selection of the figures that either represented 
or instructed the royal authority in sixteenth-
century Poland–Lithuania considered several 
factors: the recognisability of those figures, 
and the necessity to strengthen the royal 
authority and represent its positions. The usage 
of the classical images and motifs intensified 
in the 1560s during the eloquent discussion 
regarding the future Polish–Lithuanian Union 
and continued in the seventeenth century. 
However, it is this period, that of the last 
Jagiellonian Kings, that earned the dignified 
name of the ‘Golden Polish Age’ for its cultural 
achievements and practices that shaped the 
royal image of the last Jagiellonians for the 
following decades.
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tHe 
Battle of 
BaRkiNg 
CReek
Nick Black | University of Suffolk

hen Neville 
Chamberlain’s voice 
began to emanate 

from radio sets across Britain 
at 11 AM on 3 September 
1939, the majority of the 
British public believed they 
would almost immediately 
be subjected to an aerial 
bombardment by the German 
Luftwaffe. Preparations had 
been ongoing for more than 
three years to ensure that 

Britain was in a position to 
defend against this new type 
of warfare, and the Luftwaffe 
had already proven how 
effectively it could be used 
during their invasion of 
Poland. Air Chief Marshall 
Sir Hugh “Stuffy” Dowding, 
head of the Royal Air Force’s 
Fighter Command, had toiled 
to establish a command and 
control system that would 
allow the interception of 

German raiders before they 
could do harm. The ‘Dowding 
System’ was in its infancy by 
the outbreak of war, but it 
had been tried and tweaked 
during exercises during the 
summer months of 1938 and 
1939, and was ready to be 
put into operational use. 
The system, laid out like 
a giant spider web, linked 
early warning defences such 
as Radar stations, Observer 

Corps posts, and Anti-
Aircraft Artillery batteries 
together with a sophisticated 
telephone network, all 
reporting to Group and Sector 
commanders in key locations. 
This network meant that 
RAF fighter aircraft could 
be ‘scrambled’ to intercept 
incoming enemy aircraft 
extremely quickly. The key 
area of protection was clearly 
London, and RAF fighter 

Four Aircraft of the Royal Air Force, Hurricane Mark Is, T9530, 
W9320, W9349 and Z4095, in port echelon formation during a test 
flight, 1939-1945.
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stations were established in 
areas between the South East 
Coast of England and the 
capital, to give them the best 
chance of stopping any mass 
bombing attempts. Within 
the first two hours after 
Chamberlain’s address, RAF 
aircraft from Biggin Hill were 
scrambled to investigate an 
erroneous contact incoming 
from the North Coast of 
France. Alas on this occasion 
it was a false alarm and no 
harm was done, but three days 
into the war another false 
alarm would end in tragedy. 
On 6 September 1939 an early 
morning ‘scramble’ would 
end with the first RAF fighter 
pilot casualty of the war and 
two other pilots arrested 
for their role in his death. 
This incident was shrouded 
in secrecy at the time and 
has taken on a feeling of 
folklore as it has been re-told 
again and again in popular 
history tales of the RAF’s 
involvement in the Second 
World War. The folklore 
nature of the Battle of 
Barking Creek has meant that 
over the decades that followed 
many details have become 
embellished and inaccurate 
and never before has a fully 
detailed investigation of what 
happened been carried out. 
Many of the official records 
from the incident have never 
surfaced, including the 
transcript of the court martial. 
Some records, locked away 
under secrecy for decades, 
have only recently been 
released. A full review of the 
incident, taking into account 
the new evidence, tells a 
different story to that which 
has been passed along as the 
accepted narrative.        
 The morning of 

Wednesday 6 September 1939 
brought with it a thick layer 
of fog that covered most of 
the South East of England 
at ground level, reducing 
visibility to around 10 feet. 
At around 6.15 AM a coastal 
Searchlight Battery on the 
Island of Mersea in the 
Thames Estuary reported 
hearing an unidentified 
aircraft flying overhead. The 
identity of this aircraft has 
been the subject of debate 
ever since with some pilots 
being told it may have been 
an RAF Bristol Blenheim, or 
Avro Anson. In 1954 Dowding 
confirmed that it had been a 
Dutch civilian aircraft. The 
thick fog on that morning 
would have made visual 

identification of 
this aircraft 

impossible, 
and so 

the 
Battery duly 
reported 
the detection to 
RAF’s 11 Group Headquarters. 
11 Group decided that the 
detection needed to be 
investigated and ordered 
the North Weald sector 
commander to launch fighters 
to investigate. Standard 
procedure during these early 
days of the war was for RAF 
fighter squadrons to operate 
twelve aircraft, divided into 
two separate flights of six 
aircraft each, usually named 
‘A’ and ‘B’ flight. These flights 
were further split into two 
sections of three aircraft each, 

normally coded Red, Yellow, 
Blue, and Green sections. 
The common narrative of the 
Battle of Barking Creek holds 
that 11 Group ordered only a 
single flight (six aircraft) to 
be launched to investigate the 
intruder, as per the standard 
procedure. It is told that 
the North Weald Sector 
Commander instead ordered 
the whole of 56 Squadron to 
launch, including two reserve 
pilots (fourteen aircraft in 
total), and that these aircraft 
were detected 
on radar 
and                                                      

misidentified as 
enemy raiders, prompting a 
further response. The RAF 
Operations Record Books of 
Fighter Squadrons from 11 and 
12 Groups from September 
1939 tell a very different, and 
ultimately alarming story. The 
first response to the alarm 
was actually initiated at 6.30 
AM when 151 Squadron, also 
based at North Weald, was 
ordered to launch all twelve 
of its Hawker Hurricanes, led 
by Squadron Leader “Teddy” 
Donaldson. 56 Squadron is 
recorded as having launched 

ten minutes later, with twelve 
aircraft of both flights and a 
further two reserve aircraft 
flown by Pilot Officers Frank 
Rose and Montagu Hulton-
Harrop. Fighter Squadrons 
from RAF Hornchurch, 
around ten miles south 
of North Weald, became 
involved when 74 Squadron 
launched both ‘A’ and ‘B’ 
Flights, consisting of twelve 
Supermarine Spitfire Mk.1 
aircraft, at 6.45 AM. These 
launches were only a few 
amongst the 116 aircraft that 

were sent airborne 

from 
RAF 

bases 
across the 

South East of England, 
and a further twenty-four 
aircraft that were readied but 
did not take-off. 
 With all the aircraft 
in the air on this bright and 
clear September morning, 
the heart of this incident was 
to take place between 56 and 
74 Squadrons over Northern 
Essex. 74 Squadron’s ‘A’ 
Flight was being led by Flight 
Lieutenant Adolf ‘Sailor’ 
Malan with his wing-men 
in Red section being Flying 
Officer William ‘Tinky’ 
Measures and Sergeant 

Ian Douglas Hawken. The 
remainder of ‘A’ Flight, 
Yellow section, were led by 
Flying Officer Vincent ‘Paddy’ 
Byrne, with Flying Officer 
John Freeborn, and Sergeant 
John ‘Polly’ Flinders. ‘A’ 
Flight had flown together for 
some time, having formed as 
a dedicated unit during the 
latter part of the summer 
‘exercises’ at Hornchurch, and 
the same pilots had already 
been called to action during 
the war, having been launched 
as a section to intercept a 
‘misidentified’ 

friendly raid in the early 
hours of 4 September. As 74 
Squadron flew North over 
Essex Malan spotted a group 
of aircraft ahead and called 
over the radio ‘Tally-Ho, 
Number One, Attack, Go.” 
Freeborn followed his section 
leader in a dive heading for 
the target, and upon approach 
saw unidentified aircraft 
in a wide ‘vic’ formation, a 
tactic believed to be used by 
Luftwaffe fighter squadrons. 
Byrne and Freeborn closed 
in and targeted a pair 
of aircraft flying some 
distance away from the main 
group, believing them to 
be Messerschmitt BF-109 
fighters of the Luftwaffe, on 
escort duty. What they were 
actually targeting were the 
Hawker Hurricanes of Rose 
and Hulton-Harrop, who 

were slightly behind the rest 
of 56 Squadron. The Spitfires 
opened fire, Freeborn’s shots 
hitting the aircraft of Hulton-
Harrop and striking the pilot 
through the back of his head, 
killing him instantly. Frank 
Rose’s aircraft was damaged 
by Byrne’s fire and he was able 
to safely crash land in a field 
at Wherstead, near Ipswich.  
 Freeborn and Byrne 
flew back to RAF Hornchurch 
blissfully unaware that they 
had shot down one of their 
own. Freeborn actually 
attempted to attack another 
aircraft on the way home, a 
twin-engined aircraft that he 
believed was a German Ju-
88. Flinders, however, flew in 
front of the pilot at the last 
moment to halt the attack. 
Upon landing back at base, 
both Freeborn and Byrne 
were arrested and restricted 
to quarters. 19-year-old 
Freeborn was ‘frightened 
to death’ about what was 
to become of him. He was 
informed that he had caused 
the death of another pilot; 
but felt that he had simply 
been following the orders 
of his Flight Commander, 
Malan, and his section leader, 
Byrne. Despite fear over his 
uncertain future, Freeborn 
said that his Commanding 
Officer Squadron Leader 
‘Sammy’ Sampson was 
incredibly supportive and 
arranged for him to meet 
Sir Patrick Hastings, a vastly 
experienced retired barrister 
who had been commissioned 
into RAF Fighter Command 
at the outbreak of war as an 
intelligence officer. Hastings 
agreed to defend both 
Freeborn and Byrne at a Court 
Martial which was scheduled 
for Tuesday 17 October 1939 
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at RAF Hendon. Another 
barrister, recruited as an 
RAF pilot at the outbreak of 
war, Squadron Leader Roger 
Bushell, would assist in the 
case. Bushell would become 
famous later in the war as 
‘Big-X’, mastermind of ‘The 
Great Escape’ from prisoner of 
war camp Stalag Luft III.  
     The court martial was 
held ‘in-camera’, meaning it 
was kept under strict secrecy 
and not open to the general 
public. The official transcript 
of the trial has never surfaced, 

however newly released court 
martial records show that the 
evidence presented at the trial 
included accounts of lectures 
on aircraft recognition and 
the focus appeared to be on 
the fact that Freeborn and 
Byrne should have recognised 
that the Hurricanes were not 
enemy aircraft before firing. 
Later in his life, Freeborn 
recounted that ‘Sailor’ Malan 
was presented as a witness 
for the prosecution, stating 
that he had countermanded 
his original attack order over 

the radio once he had realised 
that the aircraft were friendly. 
Neither Freeborn nor Byrne 
nor any of the other pilots 
in 74 Squadron heard this 
countermanding order. Malan 
was called a “bare-faced liar” 
by Hastings and Freeborn 
was outraged that Malan 
would lie and try to cover up 
his own mistake. Aside from 
personal testimony, there was 
no concrete evidence against 
Freeborn and Byrne, and both 
were acquitted of all charges. 
The case was ruled to be an 

unfortunate ‘accident of war’. 
 Exactly why so many 
aircraft were launched on that 
fateful day was eventually 
narrowed down to an error 
that began at the Chain Home 
radar station at Canewdon, 
near Southend-on-Sea. Chain 
Home stations had been 
established along the entire 
South and East Coast of 
England, from Southampton 
to Newcastle, and were 
directed out to sea to provide 
early warning detection of 
incoming aircraft. Although 

the radio waves emanating 
from the radar towers went 
out through 360 degrees, an 
electronic block was activated 
to nullify signals coming from 
the rear of the sites. This block 
meant that RAF aircraft, flying 
out to meet the attackers, 
would not be detected on the 
radar screens and confuse the 
operators. On the morning 
of 6 September 1939, this 
electronic block had failed 
on the radar receiver towers 
at Canewdon. As soon as 151 
Squadrons Hurricanes became 
airborne at 6.30 AM, they 
were detected on radar and 
appeared to be enemy aircraft 
approaching from the east. 
The response was to scramble 
more fighters, and as more 
launched, more ‘enemies’ 
appeared on the radar screens. 
The result was total confusion 
and this undoubtedly led 
to the pilots in the air fully 
expecting to see the enemy 
soon enough. The fault at 
Canewdon was supposed to 
have been rectified earlier in 
1939 and was not detected 
until a week after the incident. 
The trouble highlighted the 
need for the Identification 
Friend or Foe (IFF) system 
that had been developed 
alongside the invention of the 
Chain Home radar system but 
was severely behind schedule 
in its implementation to RAF 
aircraft.
 Another system that 
was intended to help identify 
friendly aircraft may also 
have shouldered some of 
the blame for this incident. 
Although admitting that 
he had given the initial 
instruction to attack, ‘Sailor’ 
Malan claimed to have issued 
a countermanding instruction 
over the radio and pointed 

the finger of blame for the 
incident at Freeborn and 
Byrne, whom he believed 
were impetuous and should 
have identified their target 
properly. No contemporary 
account of the incident has 
ever explored this explanation 
and attempted to verify it, 
instead leaving doubt over 
whether Malan was at fault or 
not. Malan’s order to “attack” 
was clearly heard by Freeborn 
and Byrne, but one is left to 
wonder why Malan would 
claim to have countermanded 
the order if he had not done 
so. The explanation may lie in 
a device known to the pilots 
as ‘pipsqueak’. ‘Pipsqueak’ 
was a clockwork mechanism 
which activated for fourteen 
seconds every minute and 
switched the fighter’s TR9D 
high-frequency radio from 
its main communication 
channel to its secondary 
channel, transmitting a signal. 
This signal was detected by 
three ground-based direction 
finding (D/F, also known as 
‘Huff-Duff’) stations that 
were located in each of the 
Fighter Command group 
sectors and were used to locate 
friendly fighters and direct 
them either back to base or 
towards an enemy. The trouble 
was that when ‘pipsqueak’ 
was activated it cut off the 
communications of the 
aircraft to which it was fitted. 
Standard procedure at the start 
of the war, with ‘pipsqueak’ 
devices in short supply, was 
that the lead aircraft in each 
section would carry the device. 
If Malan’s aircraft was fitted 
with a ‘pipsqueak’, and the 
device was activated, it is 
highly likely that during the 
incident his transmission to 
countermand the original 

Spitfire P7350 (front) flies alongside Hurricane LF363 (back).
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order was interrupted or 
overridden; and thus was 
not heard by the other pilots 
in his section. Freeborn 
held hostility to Malan for 
the rest of the war due to 
the fact that he thought his 
Flight Commander was 
trying to cover his own back. 
‘Pipsqueak’ may exonerate 
Malan of blame in this 
situation.  
 In many accounts 
of the incident that can be 
found in popular history, it is 
maintained that Pilot Officers 
Rose and Hulton-Harrop of 56 
Squadron had been shot down 
due to their impetuousness 
in wanting to be involved in 
the early morning scramble. 
Many accounts state that 
the pair had taken it upon 
themselves to get into a pair of 
reserve aircraft and take off to 
catch up with their colleagues 
and that this was one of 
the reasons why they were 
mistaken for Luftwaffe fighters 
and attacked by Freeborn 
and Byrne. Rose’s official 
statement of the incident, 
which was only released in 
2014, paints a very different 
picture. Rose wrote that upon 
hearing the alarm at around 
6.40 AM he was ordered to 
his aircraft by his Squadron 
Commander, Squadron Leader 
Edward Knowles, as were 
the rest of the pilots of 56 
Squadron. Rose was readied 
for take-off, however, his 
sub-flight commander, Flying 
Officer Coughlan, failed to get 
his own aircraft started and so 
Rose was relocated to a reserve 
aircraft. Rose’s statement 
continues that by the time he 
took off he was well behind 
the rest of the squadron, and 
eventually caught up with the 
other reserve aircraft, piloted 

by Hulton-Harrop. As he had 
not received any instructions 
and had lost sight of his leader, 
Rose flew alongside Hulton-
Harrop, and the two patrolled 
North of North Weald as 
per standing instructions 
for Reserve aircraft. Rose’s 
statement would certainly 
seem to indicate that he and 
Hulton-Harrop had not been 
impetuous in their actions but 
instead had been following 
orders. It appears the fact that 
Rose was still in his pyjamas 
at the time he climbed out 
of his crashed aircraft near 
Ipswich, coupled with the 
known fact that the pair 
were not part of the ‘official’ 
squadron aircraft to be sent to 
investigate the intruder, led to 
an assumption that they had 
launched without permission. 
This assumption became part 
of the popular narrative and 
has been repeated incorrectly 
for decades.  
 The Battle of Barking 
Creek was, as legendary fighter 
ace Al Deere put it, a “truly 
amazing shambles”, but the 
fact that it happened at all 
is not surprising when the 
sheer scale of the response 
is taken into account. It is 
clear that the number of 
aircraft launched on this 
particular morning caused the 
situation to be exacerbated, 
however, given the available 
information it was a prudent 
response. Hulton-Harrop and 
Rose’s launch appears not to 
have been impetuous but as a 
response to an order given due 
to the circumstances. Freeborn 
and Byrne should certainly 
have properly identified their 
targets before opening fire, 
but their actions too can be 
understood in the context of 
the information they received. 

Malan ordered them to attack, 
and likely countermanded 
that order when he realised 
his mistake. Perhaps he 
should have come forward 
and taken responsibility for 
the error, but it is clear that 
he believed that Freeborn and 
Byrne had acted irresponsibly. 
Ironically, the fault for the 
incident may lie in two 
pieces of equipment designed 
specifically to identify the 
difference between friendly 
and enemy aircraft; pipsqueak 
and radar. These issues were 
thankfully resolved by the 
summer of 1940 and although 
IFF was not in full effect 
by the start of the Battle of 
Britain, operators had become 
more adept at determining 
the difference between friend 
and foe. Identification training 
both from the air, and the 
ground was improved and the 
command and the ‘Dowding’ 
system was enhanced further 
with extra training and 
technical improvements. 
The Battle of Barking Creek, 
although coming some eight 
months before the Battle of 
Britain began, had provided 
invaluable real-life training, if 
nothing else. Hulton-Harrop 
did not get the chance to fight 
in the Battle of Britain and 
become one of “The Few”. 
Many of the other pilots who 
were involved in this incident, 
including Freeborn and 
Malan, are remembered fondly 
as men who risked everything 
to protect “the many”. Perhaps 
Montagu Hulton-Harrop can 
be remembered as the man 
whose tragic death in 1939, 
went a long way towards 
helping the RAF win the 
Battle of Britain in 1940. 
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petRa, 
joRdaN
Petra has been 
inhabited since 
the 4th c. BC.

speakiNg 
piCtuRes: a 
HistoRy of 
ekpHRasis
Sumera Saleem | Sargodha University

ords and pictures, used either 
individually or mutually, chisel out 
human experiences on a personal and 

collective level of understanding and eventually 
shape the history of the human world. Words, 
when spoken or written effectively, establish 
an immediate contact with reality and conjure 
up images which capture human imagination, 
underscored by emotions. However, pictures 
frame the stories that speak to us in a symbolic 
language of emotion and cut across spatio-
temporal limits as well as linguistic and 
cultural boundaries. Between words and 
pictures is an unbridgeable difference, which 
lies in their manner of presentation, verbal and 
nonverbal. Both, words and pictures, being 
the preservers of human civilizations and 
fundamental tenets of human understanding, 
expand our notions of we and offer to us 
myriad possibilities of interpreting the reality 
we all are related to. In this sense, the feeling 
of having personal power to imagine pictures 
in the texts, visual and verbal, is something 
we can all identify with. Such a feeling of 
imagining pictures, evoked by verbal texts, 
relates to the form, called ekphrasis. The 
term ekphrasis etymologically denotes a vivid 

verbal description of a visual work of art, that 
includes literary and non-literary writing on 
art, and more recently, art criticism.
 The word ‘ekphrasis’ was originally 
used by classical Greek rhetoricians to qualify 
a description with great visual content. It 
has been defined as the description of an 
object which evokes an image in the mind’s 
eye of the reader. Ekphrasis, being the part 
of Greek culture, was considered an essential 
component of rhetoric. Students preparing 
to present public performances of complete 
speeches used manuals or handbooks known 
as pro-gymnasmata. These manuals presented 
a series of preparatory exercises, arranged in 
order of difficulty, that broke down the art 
of persuasion into manageable units, each of 
which related to the study of rhetoric as a 
whole. In this context, ekphrasis serves as an 
effective technique of communication in public 
and social life in Greek history.
 The effectiveness of communication 
lies in triggering pictures in the minds of the 
listeners through an appropriate use of words. 
Cicero, one of Rome’s greatest orators and 
prose stylists, used to suggest that his students 
bear in mind how to use words and similes 
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effectively. Cicero believed that an appropriate 
use of similes was necessary to bring pictures 
into the mentis oculi.  In this discussion, 
Cicero observed that allusions to Charybdis 
involved similes that were too far-fetched; and 
he advised the orator to, instead, just speak 
of “the rock” and “the gulf” (respectively) — 
on the grounds that the eyes of the mind are 
more easily directed to those objects which we 
have seen, than to those of which we have only 
heard.
 Harking back to the tradition of 
ekphrasis in the Greek schools we find a 
dynamic link between ekphrasis, imagination, 

images, and mind, all of which are wired 
in the formation of pictures. The idea of 
imagination is generally interpreted as the 
inner understanding of the world that the 
individuals see with their mind. David Hume, 
the 18th-century Scottish philosopher, argues 
that images are, in all essential respects, simply 
faded relics of perceptions. However, Colin 
McGinn, a former professor of philosophy 
at Rutgers University, argues that to imagine 
is to exercise the mind’s eye—a hypothesized 
anatomical structure in the brain that provides 
genuine visual experiences. According to 
McGinn, images are not faded relics of 

perception because perceptions, unlike 
images, are informative while images only 
contain what we put into them. Whereas the 
information content of perception depends 
on what we perceive. In other words, a human 
mind, according to McGinn, cannot control 
the way it perceives but can control how it 
visualizes and understands images. Drawing 
on the difference, McGinn argues that images 
are subject to the will, as we frequently can 
decide what images we form. Since we cannot 
decide what visual perception consequently 
arises in consciousness, it depends on the way 
we observe the things around us. In short, 

images require our attention in order to 
persist. Perception, by contrast, may remain 
in consciousness whether or not we attend 
to them. McGinn repeats in his elaboration 
on how images are controlled by our will 
the word, consciousness that first appears in 
Latin juridical texts by writers such as Cicero, 
conscientia therefore becoming an internal 
testimony.
 Testimonies of ekphrasis are crucial 
to understanding the histories of the ancient 
world and their civilizations, the proof 
of which may be found in sources such as 
hieroglyphics.  Hieroglyphs are pictograms 
that convey their meaning through their 
resemblance to a physical object. This is similar 
to modern emojis, emoticons, icons and logos 
which are commonly used today, serving as 
pictorial, representational signs, instructions, 
or statistical diagrams.
 Pictorial expression acts as the source for 
the preservation of history. Artists, historians, 
writers and journalists, the experts of various 
fields use words to describe happenings, based 
on fact or fiction (or both), while supporting 
their interests and objectives. The association 
of word and image are like two countries 
that speak different languages but that have 
a long history of mutual migration, cultural 
exchange and other forms of intercourse. Such 
an association allows us to internalize memory 
and the history of the world we understand; 
preserving memory or history evolves into art. 
In relation to critiques of art, many relate the 
technique of ekphrasis with evoking picture 
through words while bringing examples 
generally from poetry and paintings. Poetry 
too serves as a combination of emotional 
self and physical realities shaped within the 
images of objects. If we focus the description 
of an object as a seminal feature of poetic 
expression, ekphrasis can also be defined as a 
poem, which speaks to or of an art object. A 
few such ekphrastic examples in poetry refer to 
the description of Achilles’ shield in Homer’s 
Iliad and Keats’s ekphrastic poem “Ode on a 
Grecian Urn”. Through these literary examples, 
we can understand the tendency to translate 
graphic art into narrative persists in ekphrastic 
literature of every period.
 Keeping in line with the technique 
of ekphrasis, memory corresponds to 
preserving history and culture through visual 
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artistic expression, a broad field that ranges 
from printmaking, screen printing, graphic 
art, calligraphy, photography to painting, 
computer graphics, typography and many 
more. Graphic novels combine text and 
pictures equally in order to convey a narrative. 
Scott McCloud defines comics as juxtaposed 
pictures in deliberate sequence, intended to 
convey information and/or to produce an 
aesthetic response among the viewers. We 
live in an age in which words and images of 
all kind form divides or connections among 
the nations, including the kind of words and 
images of which the media employs to build 
a relationship with the consumers in twenty-
first century. What words and images have to 
offer is associated with diversity of meaning, 
a vibrant connection to the world not the 
singleness of interpretation or an alienation 
from the context in which they are used and 
produced. To this matter, a dynamic link 
between words and images impresses upon 
us the need to scale, in a balancing way, our 
historical perspective ion understanding words 
and images, and also to identify whether any 
of them possesses any speck of the unvarnished 
truth, that shows us our meaningful relation 
to the world or masks our way of looking into 
how the world works.
 Both words and images are essential 
to human experience, thus creating the desire 
for compatible relationships between visual 
representation, through design and narrative. 
The association between words and images 
when formulated in, for instance, painting, 
poetry, book or graphic narrative opens up an 
enriching perspective on perceiving the past, 
the present and the future with multiple angles 
of understanding. Images with words fortify 
the narrative, words with images reinforce a 
testimonial view of experience, both when 
used individually speak to us on subjective and 
collective levels of consciousness.
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ony McNamara, the creator of a new 
American period drama The Great and 
the screenwriter for The Favourite, has 
a recognisable style: when academic 

substance becomes too inconvenient, he resorts 
to sensational perversion. While McNamara’s 
decision to depart from retelling the actual 
historical events has opened an exciting 
potential for surprise, each episode of The 
Great is painfully predictable.  
 The main problem with McNamara’s 
show is that having refused to rely on historical 
events, he has failed to provide a substantial 
alternative. The setting consists of the done-
to-death stereotypes about Russia: from the 
balalaika music to the statue of Peter the 
Great riding a bear. For some reason, everyone 
exclaims ‘Huzzah!’ – obviously not a Russian 
saying – which by the third episode becomes 
intolerably irritating.
 The characters are written with the 
same lack of effort as their environment. The 
opportunistic maid Marial (Phoebe Fox) and 
Peter’s lover Georgina (Charity Wakefield) 
are Russified clones of Abigail and Lady Sarah 
from The Favourite. Emperor Peter (Nicholas 
Hoult) is the embodiment of pure vice and 
degeneracy.
 The greatest injustice, however, has 
been done to Count Orlov (Sacha Dhawan) 
– the ever-bullied constantly-whinging dork. 
Severely mispronounced by the cast as ‘Ollo’, 
the surname Orlov originally belonged to the 
Orlov brothers, notorious for their love of fist-
fighting. Grigory Orlov fathered Catherine’s 

illegitimate son. Alexey Orlov, who bore a scar 
across his face as a memory of a drunken fight, 
dragged the future empress out of her bed on 
the morning of her coup d’état and sneaked her 
from Peterhof to St Petersburg. He was also 
responsible for Peter III’s subsequent death.
 Young Catherine (Elle Fanning) is 
portrayed as practically impeccable, though 
McNamara would not be himself if he avoided 
vulgarity. The series explores the joke that 
Catherine the Great had had sex with a 
horse. This anecdote emerged soon after the 
empress’s death and stopped being funny back 
in the 19th century. Refusing to acknowledge 
Peter’s virtues, McNamara has also failed to 
recognise Catherine’s dark side – namely, her 
ruthlessness on the way to the Russian throne. 
The real Catherine would never beg Peter not 
to die because she did not feel ready to rule 
the empire, neither she would pause her coup 
to have a cry on her lover’s shoulder. (For 
the full story of Catherine’s accession see J. 
T. Alexander, Catherine the Great: Life and 
Legend). 
 The dull, one-dimensional characters 
McNamara has created make it impossible 
to explore the complexities of the struggle 
for power at the 18th-century Russian court. 
Catherine and Peter got married when they 
were sixteen and seventeen, respectively; Peter 
III was half-German and had arrived in Russia 
only a couple of years before Catherine. For 
seventeen years Catherine’s main enemy was 
the formidable Empress Elizabeth of Russia, 
portrayed in the show as a cray cray butterfly 

mummy (Belinda Bromilow).  
 We do not know to what extent Peter 
III was an idiot – most evidence comes from 
Catherine’s memoirs, who described him as 
such to justify her usurpation of power. He 
clearly was not a sadistic maniac shown in the 
series. During his short rule Peter pardoned 
those repressed by Elizabeth, abolished the 
secret police, proclaimed religious freedom, 
and freed the landowners from compulsory 
service. Some scholars view the latter move as a 
step towards the abolition of serfdom.
 At the same time, as Peter grew weary of 
Catherine, the latter ran the risk of losing her 
life or being locked away in a monastery as a 
slightly better option. Fear for her own safety 
was Catherine’s main motivation for seizing 
power, and unfortunately determined her 
decisions moving forward. After forcing Peter 
to abdicate, Catherine clearly did not intend to 
keep him alive. Two years later she authorised 
the assassination of Ivan Antonovich – 
another contestant for the Russian throne. As 
Russian aristocracy was not enthusiastic about 
Catherine’s liberal ideas, she had to abandon 
them, and the last years of her rule could be 
characterised as an absolute monarchy slipping 
into despotism.
 The conflict of The Great omits these 
details and can be summarised as Catherine 
arriving to save the savage Russians from 

themselves. Unsurprisingly, it fails to provide 
enough material for the eight hours of the 
show.
 There were positive moments. The 
series’ focus on Catherine’s interest in 
healthcare (she indeed got vaccinated for 
smallpox in order to create a positive example 
for her subjects) and education is a breath of 
fresh air. It was nice to see some diversity at the 
Russian court. People of colour were present in 
Russia at least since Peter the Great’s time, the 
most famous being Abram Gannibal, a military 
engineer and a great-grandfather to Russia’s 
celebrated author Alexander Pushkin.
 But overall McNamara is not interested 
in his characters or in his story – he does not 
waste time creating an exciting plotline or the 
personalities with whom one can empathise. 
Claiming to be a taboo-breaking dark comedy, 
The Great does not provide adequate context 
for the series’ numerous explicit scenes to 
make them meaningful or indeed, comedic. 
By offering low-quality content and hoping 
the audience will swallow it, The Great is 
a sad example of money-making hands-
down attitude prevailing in the modern 
entertainment industry.

Stream The Great on Hulu.com

ReVieW: let’s talk of 
CatHeRiNe tHe gReat 
aNd toNy mCNamaRa’s 
oCCasioNally tRue 
stoRy
Polina Ignatova | Lancaster University

tHe gReat
Nicholas Hoult as Peter 
III and Elle Fanning as 
Catherine the Great 
in Hulu’s The Great. 
Avaliable on Hulu’s 
streaming service.
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