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All things that live will eventually die. However, we humans are apparently the only 
ones who are aware of our own death. This fact is foundational to our conception 
of time. Time permeates everything, but we cannot experience time directly, only 
indirectly through the decay of all things living, which, just like us, are perishable 
and will eventually die (Willerslev et al. 2013). We see the leaves falling lifeless from 
the trees, we see day turn into night, we see others and ourselves grow older, 
and we experience our parents and other close ones dying. All of these material 
expressions of change and decay, which eventually lead to death, are what allow 
us to experience the fl ow of time. Thus, it is only through the world of death that 
we as such get to sense time. The question of the nature of death, therefore, also 
brings profound implications about the nature of time and its inherent depen-
dency on material form or expression.

All life ages, all life dies . This must be so, because once an organism has given 
birth to its off spring, the latter will do better if the previous generation is not there 
to compete for resources (see, e.g., Dobzhansky 1973; Sacher 1978). In other words, 
death is from a narrow biological perspective as such integral to evolution.

However, for human beings death poses a deep existential problem: “If I am 
destined to die, what is the point of my life?” It is a question that we as humans 
cannot escape but are forced to confront. Perhaps for this reason, in the face of 
absolute nihilism, many of us feel that somehow, death has to make sense—that 
is, it has to have a meaning beyond the evolutionary explanation of the purely 
biological organism’s natural death. Still, this possible meaning of death remains 
essentially unknown and is undoubtedly among the greatest mysteries of life that 
might never be unlocked.

In this volume, we do not aspire to draw a conclusion to this magnum mys-
terium—why death exists and if there is an existence beyond it. Rather, we limit 
ourselves to examining the ways in which human bodily death and material decay 
are central points of reference in cultural life across time and place. This, we be-
lieve, can off er us key insights into human perceptions of time. Thus, rather than 
unlocking the mysteries of death itself, we hope to unlock its hidden connections 
to materiality and time. This will, in some roundabout manner, provide us with a 
better understanding of death’s nature, of why death is a necessary part of life and 
how we as human beings cope with the fearsome existential challenges that death 
poses.

The volume is thoroughly interdisciplinary in its setup, approaching the prob-
lems of death, materiality, and time from variegated disciplinary starting points, 
including anthropology, archaeology, Human Security, history, and media and art 
approaches. An impressive comparative range, stretching from ancient Egypt and 
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Greece, through present-day Mongolia, Siberia, and the Arctic, Papa New Guinea, 
East, West, and South Africa, and South America to present-day Finland, Ireland, 
and Denmark, also marks this volume. This multi-sited, multidisciplinary approach 
allows us to explore death and its many relations to materiality and time through a 
myriad of academic disciplinary perspectives and geographical and historical set-
tings. On the journey, the reader will get unique insights into how humanity across 
diff erent historical periods and geographical places have coped with the grief of 
losing a loved one and the diverse ways in which humanity have attempted to 
control death by manipulating the fl ow of time through various material means, 
stretching from archaic mortuary literature and poetry and elaborate burial rituals 
to the present-day use of the Internet and cell phones as a means of communi-
cating with the dead.

This volume is a companion piece to the exhibition Letting Go at the Museum 
of Cultural History in Oslo, which marks the closure of a large research project 
headed by Rane Willerslev, “Death, Materiality, and the Origin of Time.” Thus, this 
book is aimed not just at an academic audience, but at a general public, curious 
about the questions raised by the exhibition concerning the nature of death, ma-
teriality, and time. For this reason, we, along with the rest of the contributors, have 
deliberately aimed at a writing style that is less concerned with impressing our ac-
ademic peers, and more about making ourselves understandable to an intelligent 
readership of nonspecialists.

The Viewpoint of the Dead

Perhaps the most pressing mystery regarding death and time is what happens 
after death. Are we immortal beings? And if so, then what characterizes the con-
sciousness of the dead? 

These are questions that are not usually addressed by the social sciences, 
which tend to stick to the conventional doctrine of “methodological atheism” (Gell 
1999: 160–61), which holds that scholarship is obliged not to take apparently ab-
surd religious ideas seriously, such as ideas about an afterlife. The result, as Alfred 
Gell pointed out, is that the notion of an afterlife “becomes a property of the re-
lations between various elements in the social system, derivable, not from the 
condition that a genuine [afterlife] exists, but solely from the condition that soci-
eties exist” (ibid.: 160). In other words, ordinary people who believe in a life after 
death—and they include the great majority of the world’s population, we might 
add—are really talking in metaphors when they talk about having seen this or that 
deceased in a dream or encountered a ghost. After all, the social sciences’ com-
mitment to methodological atheism is just a cynical way of referring to a social life 
in which only the living are genuinely real. Somehow, this take on questions re-
lated to the afterlife is fundamentally dissatisfactory, if nothing else because it fails 
to take many ordinary peoples’ notions of the dead as someone living on within, 
parallel to, or beyond this realm seriously.

If we want to know about life after death, we need to turn to fi ction, to mythol-
ogy, literature, and fi lms that seek to uncover what the world might look like from 
the viewpoint of the dead. We believe that social scientists could learn something 
important from these fi ctions.

One such fi ction that has inspired our thinking about the world of the dead is 
Neil Gaiman’s novel The Graveyard Book (2008). In this story, a toddler escapes the 
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murderer who has taken the lives of his entire family and stumbles into an old grave-
yard. Here he is adopted by the dead, who take him in, name him Nobody Owens 
(Bod, for short), and protect him until he reaches his teens. Through Bod’s experi-
ences, we come to learn much about the life of the dead, and the novel touches 
upon key themes to this anthology: the relationship of death to materiality and time.

The Dead beyond Time

Within the graveyard exists a colorful medley of characters: from the mysterious 
presence within the hill on which the graveyard is built, a remnant of the very fi rst 
settlers on the British Isles, to a Grey Lady on a grey horse, and even a witch, buried 
on the potter’s fi eld just outside the wall of the graveyard. And then there are quite 
ordinary men and women who died over the centuries and who, despite having 
lived many years apart, share an afterlife in which their separate temporalities have 
collapsed, so that time no longer exists for them. In other words, the dead, in 
Gaiman’s universe, exist outside the fl ow of time, or perhaps beyond the fl ow of 
time. The material world of the dead is unchangeable, and as they themselves no 
longer change, time ceases to matter. Without change, there is no sense of time, 
and without time, there can be no change.

Here, Gaiman touches upon one of the central arguments of this book, and 
of the exhibition it accompanies, albeit from the opposite direction. While we in 
our book show that we human beings only experience the passing of time, and 
indeed only grasp the concept of time, through our encounters with death and 
decay, Gaiman tells us that something similar happens when the dead encounter 
the living. Only then do the dead experience the passing of time. For only with the 
boy Bod is the matter of time introduced to the graveyard, because while the dead 
stand beyond their life, forever to remain static, Bod is at the beginning of his life, 
changing and growing as the years pass.

Yet since we only truly experience death through the deaths of those around 
us (Bjerregaard et al. 2016; Willerslev et al. 2013), and through this experience be-
come aware of the passing of time, Bod, who despite the fact that he is alive only 
really knows the world of the dead, initially fails to truly grasp what time is. In 
an exchange with one of his ghostly tutors, Mr. Pennyworth, a six-year-old Bod 
demonstrates his oversight when Mr. Pennyworth notes: “‘Time is passing, after all.’ 
‘Is it?’ asked Bod. ‘I’m afraid so, young Master Owens” (Gaiman 2008: 96).

Of course, nobody in the chapters of this book fi nd themselves in Bod’s unique 
position. Yet one thing that becomes clear as we travel through these diff erent 
times and places is that the human experience of temporality is fundamentally 
changed when the living and the dead interact. The chapters of this book show 
that death infl uences the temporalities of the living, such as the description of the 
devastating Ebola outbreak in West Africa in 2014, which disrupted people’s ex-
pected futures (chapter 5). Furthermore, several of the chapters show how the liv-
ing are able to manipulate the time of the dead. This is, for example, the case with 
the people of ancient Egypt, who not only manipulated the bodies of their dead, 
but also their temporality and thus the very trajectory of their afterlife (chapter 3).

Only once in the course of The Graveyard Book do the dead get to exit the 
graveyard and experience the world beyond, and thus the marking and the pass-
ing of time. When the white winter blossoms bloom, which in Gaiman’s universe 
happens every eighty years or so, they mark a very special night: the night of the 
danse macabre, where the dead march into the world of the living in order to 
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dance with them, an experience the living will not really remember. The danse ma-
cabre, a popular motif in medieval art and grave monuments (Oosterwijk 2004), is 
a reminder that death will take us all in the end, rich or poor, saint or sinner, and in 
Gaiman’s book, we readers are thus also reminded about the fact of death and that 
for us as individuals, time passes toward a common, inescapable end.

The Materiality of the Dead

While the dead may have no real temporality, they do have a kind of physical ma-
teriality, just like the living. They are, in a sense, “classic” ghosts who operate on 
the threshold of the visible in a diff erent ontological realm. They can walk through 
walls and appear or disappear at will. Yet they remain tethered to their material 
links to the world: to their remains, and the items with which they were buried. 
This notion is one that reverberates through many a notion of what the after-
life may be like; while we believe the spirit or soul to have left the body behind, 
it is nonetheless often considered to remain connected to the physical world in 
one way or another, as ghosts (chapter 1), ancestors (chapter 4 and 6), superstars 
(chapter 12), or even fi gures on the Internet (chapter 10).

In Gaiman’s novel, the relationship between the dead and their material re-
mains are expressed succinctly by Mistress Owens, Bod’s ghostly adopted mother: 
“I cannot [leave]. My bones are here . . . I’m never leaving” (Gaiman 2008: 22). The 
dead in the graveyard can also have a strong emotional attachment to the material 
objects with which they were buried, and which, though they remain in the mate-
rial world of the living, also become part of the material world of the dead. Thack-
eray Porringer, a fourteen-year-old boy who died in 1734 clutching his copy of 
Robinson Crusoe, was buried with the book, enabling him to interact with it in his 
afterlife. Those who were buried with nothing, and whose graves are not marked, 
feel this slight, as they are absolutely cut off  from the world of the living. That is the 
case with Liza Hempstock, the witch who was drowned, burned, and buried in the 
potter’s fi eld outside the graveyard, with nothing to mark her fi nal resting place. 
With no ties to the material world, she “might be anybody” (ibid.: 103); she loses 
the ties to her identity and personhood that a material memorial ensures, and thus 
she is in danger of entering the utterly anonymous existence that a complete cut 
from the material world entails.

Like the objects buried with the dead, Bod too comes to stand on the threshold 
between the world of the living and the world of the dead, able to interact with 
the materiality of both. As a toddler, he is given the “Freedom of the Graveyard,” 
allowing him to roam the graveyard unhindered, and bestowing upon him some 
of the abilities of the dead: night vision, the ability to fade into invisibility and to 
slip through solid barriers, as well as the ability to haunt the living. With the ability 
to haunt, the dead are in fact able to create alternative materialities in which they 
can interact with the living in a way that they cannot otherwise. In dreams, the 
world of the dead and the world of the living can intersect. So it is in many cul-
tures, where dreams and dreaming are seen as the entrance point par excellence 
for communicating with the dead. Dreams can both be a realm for receiving im-
portant advice or assistance from the dead, yet they also contain the danger, as in 
Gaiman’s book, of being haunted by the dead.

The dead in Gaiman’s book are largely forgotten by the living, except of course 
Bod. They are the dead of long past, buried in a closed-down cemetery. What the 
chapters of this book show is that this is rarely the case; indeed, we humans con-
tinue to get involved with the dead, both in immaterial and material ways. Whether 
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we manipulate the remains of the dead (chapters 6 and 11) or process our memo-
ries and memorialization of the dead (chapters 10 and 12), the living do not leave 
the dead behind (chapter 1). And in some cases, as we will show, the dead remain 
part of the world of the living in a very real way (chapter 13).

Evolutionary theory tells us that once people are dead, they are forever sep-
arated from the lives of the living: they cease to have an infl uence on the lives of 
the living. But people’s practices, rituals, myths, cultural narratives, and indeed their 
literature tell another story. We continue to invest in our relationships with the 
dead, not only because they remain a vital part of our lives, but because they are 
absolutely necessary to the fl ow of time and the continuation of life.

The Contributions

The chapters of this book provide a myriad of scholarly perspectives into the na-
ture of death along with its related issues, such as grief, the afterlife, rebirth, and so 
forth. We describe them here in turn.

Death’s Time

This anthology’s central hypothesis is that our human awareness of death and/
or awareness of time are deeply connected. While it is our awareness of our own 
deaths that allows us to experience the fl ow of time, this also urges us to take 
control over the fl ow of time and the processes of aging and decay implied, and 
bend it toward our own desired futures. In The Graveyard Book, the dead do not 
experience time as such; they exist in a moment of collapsed temporality where 
nothing ever changes, and where there consequently is no future. The desire of 
the living to take control of the fl ow of time, to manipulate it, and to attempt to 
create a desired future is thus perhaps not only what makes us human, but what 
defi nes us as distinctly living human beings.

It comes as no surprise, therefore, that all over the world, people employ var-
ious social technologies such as rituals and myths that are designed to regener-
ate life after death through symbols of fertility and rebirth (Bloch and Parry 1982). 
Indeed, there is an important sense in which death not only forces us to face the 
hard fact that time simply passes, that nothing living is eternal, irrespective of hu-
man interfering; it also off ers a unique opportunity to take control over time itself 
(cf. Leach 1966). The mere fact that “timing” is a key aspect of every mortuary rit-
ual, which is structured to slice the fl ow of time into diff erent stages, intervals, and 
rhythms, bears witness to this fact (Willerslev et al. 2013).

In the fi rst two chapters, we take a step away from what we might call the 
empirical reality of death’s time and enter the world of literature and mythology. In 
both chapters, the authors draw on works of fi ction in order to make claims about 
the relationship between time and death. Engaging with literature set in the Irish 
countryside, Stuart McLean (chapter 1) argues that the dead can never truly be left 
behind; indeed, they are and will always be a crucial component to our being-
in-the-world. More specifi cally, he uses James Joyce’s short story “The Dead” to 
demonstrate how a radical suspension of the linear chronology underpinning the 
temporal order of modernity is possible, and argues that anthropology stands to 
learn much from literature about diff erent ways of understanding and expressing 
time, and consequently understanding the relationship between the living and the 
dead.
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Marina Prusac-Lindhagen (chapter 2) juxtaposes two texts crucial to Orphic 
beliefs, the Legend of Orpheus and the Orphic Theogony, in order to explore the 
relationship between death and time. The two texts represent quite diff erent ver-
sions of this relationship. The Legend constitutes an account of an individual’s 
experience in the encounter with death—death as sudden, defi nitive, and brutal. 
In the Theogony, on the other hand, each death is part of an eternal cycle based 
on the transmigration of souls, a process that is quite the opposite of defi nitive; 
indeed, it is crucial for the upholding of the human race and the creation of the 
future.

Egyptologist Rune Nyord (chapter 3) addresses this issue of timing and the hu-
man desire for regenerating life after death by exploring how the ancient Egyptians 
manipulated the time of the dead. He urges the reader to turn away from the allure 
of well-preserved mummies, and instead look to ancient Egyptian “mortuary liter-
ature” in order to discover how the living work to deliberately turn the dead into 
ancestors, and even gods, through ritual and physical manipulations of the dead. 
The cyclical nature of the world in ancient Egyptian cosmology entails that as the 
dead become gods, they then become involved in the continuous creation of the 
world. Thus, the living, through manipulating the physical remains of the dead, 
create the entities that will in turn create the future of the world.

While human timing in mortuary rituals is of paramount importance for guid-
ing the fl ow of time toward a desired future, the wrong timing can be disastrous. 
The dead are rarely regarded as simply good, but as both the source and the de-
stroyer of life. While they can bring fertility and rebirth, they can also bring disas-
ter and despair. Tragic deaths pose a special case in point, as the dead from the 
outset are agitated and unfulfi lled and therefore prone to bring harm. This is the 
focus of Per Ditlef Fredriksen’s chapter (chapter 4), which takes us to northern 
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, and places associated with tragic death, such as sites 
of fatal road accidents. These places become gravitating nodes that attract more 
tragedy. Ancestral spirits in such places are dislocated and malcontent and will 
cause new accidents to happen at the same place. A death site may thus end up 
with a new sinister layer added onto its already troubled history. People attempt 
to prevent accidents and misfortune by providing containment and transport of 
spirits to “proper” spaces in the homestead. With the help of witch doctors, healers, 
or herbalists, the bereaved revisit past events in order to improve the present and 
prevent future troubles or misfortune.

The theme of tragic death and its implication for the living’s conceptions of 
time is also the theme of Theresa Ammann’s chapter (chapter 5), which describes 
how one of the more devastating cases of mass death in recent years, the 2014 
Ebola outbreak in West Africa, changed the fl ow of life for all those aff ected by it. 
With a background in Human Security, Ammann details the shattering hardships 
and material life changes experienced by three individuals living in Monrovia, Libe-
ria, who were each to a varying degree in contact with the Ebola virus, and shows 
how the fl ows of their lives, or “riverscapes,” are forever changed. In Ammann’s 
chapter, death is the rupture altering expected temporalities and changing or de-
stroying expected futures.

Materialities of Death

In Western popular imageries, the dead, insofar as they exist at all, manifest them-
selves in some airy, foggy, or soul-like form, characterized by an essentially dis-
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embodied existence. Presumably, this view is part and parcel of a Judeo-Christian 
discourse, which rests on the ontological opposition of “inner” and “outer,” “spirit” 
and “matter” (Valeri 2000: 24). Here the soul is thought of as spiritus, “breath”—
“what is most invisible in the visible, most immaterial in the material” (ibid.). The 
physical body and the immaterial soul are seen as two radically distinct substances; 
the former disintegrates while the latter might continue its disembodied existence 
in another realm. Plato was an early advocate of this view and thought of body and 
soul as fundamentally diff erent by nature: “The immortal soul’s residence within 
the corruptible body is an exile” (Plato, quoted in Alliez and Feher 1989: 47). Plato’s 
followers within the Judeo-Christian tradition have emphasized ever since that, 
as a soul, one is never really at home in a body and must make an eff ort to extri-
cate oneself, most notably in the act of death (ibid.: 51). It comes as no surprise, 
therefore, that when a Christian philosopher such as Henry Habberley Price ([1953] 
2001: 447–57) had to describe what the afterlife might look like, he imagined a 
condition of disembodied human souls who would communicate telepathically, 
and have dreamlike perceptions of reality.

However, among so-called indigenous animist peoples around the world, there 
are apparently no examples to be found of a belief in an altogether immaterial soul 
(Pedersen and Willerslev 2012; Willerslev 2013). Souls are embodied entities that 
eat and drink, and can be preyed upon and eaten in turn (Valeri 2000: 24). This is 
the theme of Rane Willerslev and Jeanette Lykkegård’s piece (chapter 6), which 
takes us to the tundra of northern Kamchatka, which is the home of the Chukchi, 
an indigenous Siberian population of large-scale reindeer herders. Here the mor-
tuary ritual is all about controlling the deceased’s physical body so as to prevent 
it from being eaten and thus abducted by alien forms of life. The Chukchi inhabit 
a fearsome world in which every class of being, humans, animals, and spirits, are 
prey and predator to each other. Life here is all about eating and avoiding being 
eaten. This is not only a matter of fi lling one’s stomach; consumption is also a 
form of abduction in which a hostile class of beings take possession over another 
being’s body and turn it into one of their own, which means leaving the cycle of 
human rebirth. The great concern of the Chukchi, therefore, is to contain the body 
of the dead and enhance it, turn it into an armor of sorts, so that it may eff ectively 
resist alien attacks.

Matthew J. Walsh and Sean O’Neill (chapter 7) provide a cross-cultural ethno-
graphic and archaeological overview of the materiality of death among societies 
inhabiting the North American Arctic from Alaska to the eastern margins of the 
Canadian Arctic Archipelago. Their study provides insights into the remarkable 
fl exibility and pragmatism with which traditional Arctic peoples treated the vicissi-
tudes of time and the dead in the dynamic environs of the north. Across regionally 
congruent and highly complex animist cosmologies, Inuit societies navigated a 
social environment fi lled with living objects, places, and material and immaterial 
beings—even the artifactual interface between life and death—by adhering to strict 
(but not too strict) rules governing the treatment of all living things, which actually 
included the dead and their possessions. Ultimately, the impermanence of life was 
mediated by the “incomprehensible” persistence of the soul in nearly every aspect 
of the experienced world.

It is now a fairly established insight that objects are not automatically inert 
things, but can possess powerful agencies (cf. Bjerregaard and Willerslev 2016; Gell 
1997, 1999; Latour 2005). As extensions of human persons, objects can themselves 
act as persons and enter into personal relationships and provoke feelings of love, 
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hate, desire, or distress. Likewise, the agency of the dead can be present in objects 
and places in the landscape that possess the power to infl uence the living, to make 
them act as if they are engaging not with objects, but with deceased persons in the 
present. This is the theme of Malthe Lehrmann’s contribution (chapter 8), which 
takes us to Mongolia, where the landscape is dotted with stone cairns, ovoos, at 
which people pay their respects to the spirits and sacrifi ce food, drink, stones, and 
other items in the hopes of a brighter future. By engaging with the materials of the 
ovoo, Lehrmann circumvents the pervasive taboo in Mongolia regarding speaking 
of the dead. Rather than exploring the symbolic nature of the ovoo and the objects 
they attract, Lehrmann argues that we must explore the material properties of the 
ovoo, and in fact change our perspective to that of the ovoo, in order to under-
stand people’s relationships with the world of the dead.

The presence of the dead through actual materialities is also the focus of Cla-
rissa Martins Lima and Felipe Vander Velden’s piece (chapter 9), which compares 
two peoples of lowland Brazil, the Karitiana and the Xukuru. The materialities of 
the dead that can be detected within these two communities point to a need to 
rethink how the relationship between the living and the dead has been understood 
in much of lowland South American ethnography. What has been emphasized 
is the fear of the dead, causing people to relinquish property and personal be-
longings of the dead, and at times even entire villages where death has occurred. 
These practices have been explained as a process of alienation, in which the dead 
are made into “Others.” However, Lima and Velden argue that while some aspects 
of the dead are associated with radical alterity, other aspects are not. Being dead is 
in fact multifaceted, just as the relationship between the living and the dead is not 
static but changes over time. Some aspects of the dead are intimately incorporated 
into the world of their living kin and take on concrete material expressions. Among 
the examples mentioned is the name of a person, which, as in the case of other 
indigenous peoples, like the Siberian Chukchi and the other circumpolar peoples 
described in other chapters, is regarded as the material expression of the soul. A 
deceased person’s name is given to a newborn, and thus the dead continues to 
exist in the one who bears his or her name. Likewise, the dead are believed to be 
present at burial places in the forest that are used as key markers in present-day 
legal fi ghts for indigenous land rights and in objects and images, which have now 
been translated into the pantheon of Catholic saints. All of this points to the need 
to rethink dominant narratives in Amerindian ethnographies of the dead as simply 
being Others and to do so by taking their material presence in names, objects, and 
the landscape seriously.

Life after Death

Post-Christian modern Western understandings of death have largely seen it as 
the absolute endpoint of life. For Martin Heidegger, just to mention one modern 
thinker for whom death was a major theme of philosophical inquiry, the charac-
ter of our being is a “being-towards death” (1962: 247). Life ends in death, after 
which there is no more. As such, Heidegger argues, death, or rather the anxiety it 
causes, is the primordial source of all human anxiety. In a similar vein, Sigmund 
Freud ([1917] 2009) developed his theory about how to handle the grief of the 
bereaved on the assumption that death leaves no possibilities open for establish-
ing a relationship with the dead. Instead of investing emotions in the dead, the 
mourner should cut all emotional bonds to the deceased and move on within the 
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real world of the living (as opposed to the fantasy world of the dead) (ibid.: 244). If 
the mourner did not get his or her head around the fact that death is fi nal, he or 
she would eventually fall into depression—which would eventually lead to suicide.

In other words, Western thinking about the dead has been dominated by a 
scientifi c view of death as being the endpoint to life and thus to invest in one’s 
relation with the dead has been seen as something people do out of ignorance, at 
best or at worst as an expression of mental illness (Willerslev 2013: 86).

This view is fundamentally challenged by Dorthe Refslund Christensen and 
Kjetil Sandvik (chapter 10), who show how investing in the dead helps parents who 
have lost a child deal with their grief. They describe the online afterlife of deceased 
children on the Danish website Mindet.dk, where bereaved parents can engage 
in ritualized grief work in order to maintain a contact with their deceased child. 
Through maintaining the website dedicated to their child (lighting online candles, 
writing personal messages, and communicating with other bereaved parents), the 
parents at Mindet.dk maintain a continued emotional link not only to their de-
ceased child but also to their very parenthood, which is existentially and socially 
challenged at the loss of their child.

A diff erent kind of afterlife, although equally full of emotional attachments, is 
described by Susan Matland (chapter 11). Tackling a rather macabre case, Matland 
traces the “afterlife” of the severed heads of Aslak Hætta and Mons Somby, two 
Sámi men executed in 1854 for their involvement in the Kautokeino Rebellion in 
Norway in 1852. Their heads were fi rst taken to the Anatomical Institute at the 
University of Christiana (Oslo). Later Hætta’s skull was traded for two Inuit skulls, 
and lastly, in 1997, the skulls were repatriated and buried in Sápmi. Matland traces 
the social identity of the two men, and how it shifts as the skulls change hands, 
status, and worth.

Johanna Sumiala (chapter 12) looks at a diff erent kind of afterlife, namely, that 
of the celebrity. She tells the story of Finnish cross-country skier Mika Myllylä, from 
the pinnacle of his career through his public humiliation, when he was embroiled 
in a doping scandal, to his premature death in 2011. Through the media’s covering 
of his rise and fall, Sumiala argues, Myllylä attained immortality. She refl ects upon 
the nature of death in today’s media-saturated society, in which the deaths of 
public fi gures and celebrities become public events and their deaths are ritualized 
in the media.

Christiane Falck (chapter 13) takes a radical new perspective on the potential 
lives of the dead: here, the anthropologist herself is considered a deceased person. 
When she arrives in Timbunmeli village in Papua New Guinea, she is surprised to 
fi nd that the locals see her as one of their own, returned in a new body. To the 
people in Timbunmeli, the dead live on in an invisible realm identifi ed with white-
ness. Here, the dead go to “white men countries,” so when Christiane Falck, a white 
woman from Germany, arrives, she is interpreted as being a dead person come to 
visit. In Timbunmeli, the time, and indeed the materiality, of the dead are not sep-
arate from the world of the living; instead, the dead remain a part of the lifeworld 
of the living and can be communicated with through the use of white technology, 
most notably cell phones.

Exhibiting Death, Materiality, and Time

In the last contribution (chapter 14), Alexandra Schüssler, artist and cultural anthro-
pologist, chronicles the messy and complicated process of creating an exhibition 
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on death. Her text describes how in the process of making the exhibition Letting 
Go, she turned from a mere exhibition designer into a curator. Refl ecting on design 
experiments that were part of the methodology of the “Death, Materiality, and the 
Origin of Time” research project, she comes to the conclusion that the relationship 
between the curator of an exhibition project and the designer ought to be struc-
tured like a love aff air, in which fi nally both parties lose themselves in each other. 
Eventually they should grow into a team carrying out one vision. Through a series 
of e-mails, workshop notes, and exhibition proposals, Schüssler gives a rare insight 
into the creative work that lies behind the fi nished product.

Questions about the nature of death have been debated since the birth of 
Homo sapiens and will continue to be debated as long as human beings exist. The 
chapters making up this volume should be read as diverse disciplinary takes on 
the same enigma: what is death’s relationship to materiality and time? While no 
fi nal conclusion is reached, it is our hope that the chapters together will provide 
a myriad of perspectives on this question, thus providing data and analysis for 
how we might go about getting a better understanding of what death entails for 
human beings across history and geography and its signifi cance for shaping our 
understandings of time.
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The two authors contributed equally to the work.
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