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n rome’s placid Protestant Ceme-
tery, the remains of poet John Keats
rest in a nameless grave that bears
an epitaph he wrote himself: “Here
lies one whose name was writ in

water.” Perhaps so, but the names of the
dead are more commonly writ in stone,
often with an epitaph to send them on
their way. During the past three years,
Francke professor of German art and
culture Karl Guthke has collected and
studied epitaphs from around the world
and across the centuries for his Epitaph
Culture in the West, his exploration of how
we memorialize the departed in words.
“We’re the only life form that knows
beforehand that we will die,” says
Guthke, “and the only one that buries

its dead.” Or writes epitaphs.
The book will complete Guthke’s tril-

ogy of thanatological monographs, in-
cluding the self-explanatory Last Words
and The Gender of Death, which analyzes
how cultures imagine death to be female
or male. “Cultural history has been my
fascination,” he says, noting that most of
his 24 books plumb the “cultural mani-
festations of human self-awareness.”
Guthke has gleaned gravestone material
from anthologies—collecting epitaphs
has been a human hobby for more than
2,000 years—and has visited lots of
cemeteries, from Paris and London to
Punta Arenas, Chile. There, at the tip of
South America, he found a headstone
with a quotation in German from

Goethe’s Faust: “So far, and yet so near.”
Sometimes examples showed up in sur-
prising locations, like the Russian burial
ground on the northern California coast
for a colony settled there in the early
1800s.

“Ninety percent of epitaphs tend to be
roughly the same,” Guthke says, “ ‘To the
memory of James, who was a good fa-
ther…,’ or, in earlier centuries, ‘In expec-
tation of resurrection….’ But beginning in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, we tend to see just names and
dates. The cemeteries have become rather
taciturn. People are avoiding epitaphs en-
tirely—being cremated and having their
ashes scattered, or buried under a
flowerbed. If there is a stone, it may
read, simply, father, mother, or just
the first name. Only the actual
family would know who is
buried there. The trend has
been toward anonymity, although
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Chiseled Farewells

them to block their children from visiting
web pages that o≠ered explicit sexual
material, drug-related information, and
gambling. Blocking software allows com-
panies to control employees’ access to

leisure sites. By pay-
ing an annual sub-
scription fee, users
can continually re-
fresh their lists of o≠-
limits URLs—just as
anti-virus software
packages update virus
definitions as hackers
launch new viral
strains.

Zittrain and Edel-
man have also done a
preliminary study in
China, which blocks
the BBC site as well as
Playboy.com and has
even unplugged the
search engine Google
on occasion. China “is
interested in creating
a China Wide Web,
bordered by language
and technology,” Zit-
train says. “The Chi-

nese are trying to maintain a distinct cul-
ture, and feel hemmed in on all sides.”

Other governments and government
agencies have agendas as well. French
courts, for example, have demanded that

Yahoo! stop French users from visiting
on-line auctions of Nazi memorabilia. In
his course on Internet law, Zittrain
teaches a case study on Quebec’s lan-
guage laws—which require any commer-
cial speech in English to have a French
version in larger type—and asks, “How
might this apply to the Web?”

“We’re trying to track the evolution of
the Net,” says Zittrain. “Is this a world-
wide instrumentality that will be the
same everywhere, or one that has local
flavors and limitations?” Ultimately, Zit-
train would like to monitor Web filters
around the clock by using a “distributed
application” similar to the special
screensavers volunteers have installed
on their computers to crunch SETI
(Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelli-
gence) data when the machines are idle.
That way, he says, “computers all around
the world would give us an instant mo-
saic of where the blockages are.”
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in the 1980s and 1990s there’s also been a
counter-trend in England and Germany
to make the cemetery a place of mem-
ory—an instance of ‘memory culture.’
There has been some movement toward
restoring eloquence: quotes from Auden,
Neruda, or Indian sacred writings. One
stone read, ‘Nothing lasts, nothing is lost.’
That’s something one could easily ponder
for awhile.”

Dishonesty often attaches to epitaphs,
which Ambrose Bierce defined as “an in-
scription on a tomb showing that virtues
acquired by death have a retroactive
e≠ect.” It was not always thus; in the ear-
lier part of the Christian era it was con-
sidered arrogant or even pagan to praise
the dead, rather than to pray for their
souls. But with the rise of humanism in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the
custom began of mentioning worthwhile
personal qualities of the deceased. “The
epitaph became a summation of that per-
son,” says Guthke. Eventually this
evolved into fulsome, hyperbolic praise.
In 1976, however, the o∞cial Anglican
Churchyards Handbook declared that epi-
taphs should not be laudatory.

Suicides were always a separate issue.
“For centuries they were buried in open
fields with no monuments, or some-
times a monument pointing out the
scandal,” Guthke says. “Since suicides
cannot repent, [people thought] they
would go directly to hell. Often they

were buried at a crossroads with a stake
through the heart to keep the ghost of
the suicide from reappearing—England
finally outlawed that practice in 1823. In
the twentieth century this all changed;
there was far greater acceptance of sui-
cides.” Even so, when Jeanne Hébuterne,
the wife of painter Amédéo Modigliani,
jumped from a window to her death the
day after he died in 1920, it took 10 years
before she was moved to his side at Père
Lachaise Cemetery in Paris.

Despite the somber circumstances,
Guthke says, “frequently people say
something very funny” in epitaphs
(leading some German churchyards ex-
plicitly to prohibit irony). Consider
John Dryden’s epitaph for his spouse:
here lies my wife/here let her lie!/now

she’s at rest, and so am i. Some widows
have used headstones to advertise their
marriageability. And at the famous ani-
mal cemetery in London’s Hyde Park, a
stone once memorialized a dog named
Pompey: one might have thought he

was human, but he was loyal. Even in
Westminster Abbey, wit appears in the
self-authored epitaph of playwright
John Gay, who wrote The Beggar’s Opera:
life is a jest; and all things show it. / i

thought so once; but now i know it.

Verses like this may have fallen out of
fashion for economic as well as cultural
reasons. “Over the years, the price of let-
ters chiseled in stone has gone up,”
Guthke says. “You have to be succinct!”

�craig lambert

Harvard Magazine 15

Right  Now

I l l u s t r a t i o n  b y  Ly n n e  F o y

The HARVARD Blanket Chest.

Solid wood construction, a beautifully carved
school seal and name, period hardware, a cedar
bottom panel and a hand-rubbed finish make

The HARVARD Blanket Chest a perfect blend
of beauty and utility with a price of only $378.00

– ALL COLLEGE SEALS AVAILABLE –

A fine choice for any graduate 
or friend of HARVARD.

To Order Call 1-800-842-7890
Please visit our website at:

WWW.OLDMILLCOMPANIES.COM

Designed and manufactured 
in New England by 

The Old Mill Companies
30 Cutler St., Warren, RI 02885

Licensed by HARVARD

A PERFECT GIFT…

RN-finals  10/7/02  8:18 PM  Page 15

 Reprinted from Harvard Magazine. For copyright and reprint information, contact Harvard Magazine, Inc. at 617-495-5746.


