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This report explores the expression of death and how our perception has changed beyond the grave. A concept that has transcended throughout time with diverse ideologies and eras developing their own perceptions and views on death and how it has influenced on humanity to this day. We will be covering this report between the seventeenth centaury to present day, to narrow down just how much our perception on death has changed.
Graveyard, Strata Florida, (Rees, J, 2024)[image: ]
The church we visited was a famous Welsh abbey named Strata Florida. Built in the medieval year of 1201, it earned the nickname ‘the Westminster Abbey of Wales’ (Crown, 2024) for being the burial ground of Welsh princes. The town itself, Ystrad Fflur, is a close-knit community with its own Senedd, Wales' national parliament. (Crown, 2024) From here, we went to collect data from the abbey to find gravestones that could give insight on how people expressed death throughout different centuries, using photogenic evidence. Here is the map of the abbey we visited.
Map of Strata Florida (Maps, G, 2024) https://www.google.com/maps/place/Ystrad+Fflur,+Ystrad+Meurig+SY25+6ES/@52.2751155,-3.8399816,437m/data=!3m1!1e3!4m6!3m5!1s0x486fa2ec5419be9d:0x41d8af728ca945c2!8m2!3d52.2748609!4d-3.8387942!16s%2Fg%2F1q2xhgxk3!5m1!1e3?entry=ttu[image: ]
When we visited the abbey, there were many varied gravestones that had different inscriptions that can tell you a lot about the person who had passed away. However, gravestones closer to the church, especially those from earlier periods, often had block lettering with the familiar inscription "Here lieth the body of..." written in Middle English. This suggests that those buried closer to the church were of higher importance. Interestingly, not only were important people buried close to the church, but many of these gravestones also belonged to children who were possibly related to these prominent figures. For example, the grave of Nathaneal Williams, aged three, lies next to a ruined one, yet remarkably close to the church. This suggests that even during the eighteenth century, important families still desired to be buried close to each other, even in death. Grave one, Strata Florida, (Rees, J, 2024)[image: ]
We have conducted that each of these gravestones on the north side of the church held the same message and displayed similar shapes and sizes. 
Gravestones during the eighteenth century differed starkly from those in modern society. Architectural improvement was at its peak, but depending on its perspective, of mindless vandalism. (McManners, 1981, p. 306) There was little respect for the dead, regardless of social standing. These acts of vandalism ranged from snatching bodies for anatomy demonstrations, a common crime in cities with active medical schools, to inappropriate behavior around graveyards, such as misconduct, fights, games, or even tennis. (McManners, 1981, p. 304-305) Bishops attempted to remove trees because their roots hindered gravediggers and the constant influx of people congregating there (McManners, 1981, p. 305). This all occurred before the Romantic view of cemeteries became popular. However, over the years, scientific research began to reveal the dangers of unattended graveyards, as we would later discover.
Traditionally, religious beliefs during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries held that burning the body after death would prevent one from reaching heaven (McManners, 1981, p. 303). "It is by way of death that we arrive at the presence of God," wrote Chateaubriand (McManners, 1981, p. 303). This quote highlights how religion was the community's binding force and how people were constantly reminded of their debt to their ancestors. (McManners, 1981, p. 303) However, with the rise of industrialization, mass media, and a booming economy, societal attitudes towards death underwent a significant shift. This shift is reflected in the move away from more detailed epitaphs towards the now common "In loving memory of..." inscription. This phrase focuses on remembering the deceased with affection rather than dwelling on the fear of death. One could argue, however, that such a formulaic approach can feel restrictive, prioritizing the needs of the living over the deceased. This sanitized approach to death, exemplified by the ubiquitous "In loving memory..." phrase, marks a global move away from the more morbid sensibilities of the Middle Ages.
From the text of Death and the Enlightenment, The Abbe Poree, a canon of Caen, argues that churches should be a place to speak about life and hope. A place of solemnity. “...let the cemeteries, lined with cypress and adorned with a new and simple form of funeral architecture, speak only of the dead.” (McManners, 1981, p. 306) I argue that churches should be a place where life and death can be celebrated, rather than solely focused on one aspect. It is a place of community and solidarity that has evolved over the years. While it still uses traditional practices such as weddings, baptisms, funerals, and other ceremonies, it can offer more. All aspects of life revolve around the church, and death is just as much a part of it as life itself.
[bookmark: _Int_H83SQlOo][image: ]When we visited the abbey to see the present gravestones, the difference between the text and presentation of these gravestones have changed drastically in response to the world itself. For instance, the seventeenth to eighteenth “Here Lieth the Body of...” inscription offers a more descriptive detail of how the person died. This stands in stark contrast to modern times, where epitaphs such as "In Loving Memory..." seem to offer a gentler portrayal of death. Here is an example of John Jones, aged eighty-two, who passed away during the 19th century. This shift might suggest a possible change in our attitude towards death, from a more sanitized concept to one we approach with greater ease. Grave two, Strata Florida, (Rees, J, 2024)
However, when it comes to partners, their gravestones can hold a melancholy feel.[image: ] One gravestone we visited, belonging to Jane Florence Knowles in the year 1961, displayed a stark difference based on gender. Even if she died first, she would still be known as the “beloved wife” of her late husband. Who would then, even after his own passing, would be identified as his own person. This suggests that even during the 19th century, a woman will be known under her husband's name, as if continuing to appear first on the gravestone. A sign of societal expectations regarding gender roles. Grave three, Strata Florida, (Rees, J, 2024)
Despite our changing perception over the years, remnants of the social aspect of graveyards and what they should embody remain. As we have entered modern society, even with our evolved ways of engaging with death, we exhibit a greater distance from the concept itself. (Williams MD, 2024) For instance, we readily consume death imagery in entertainment and mass media, from music and clothing to news outlets online and television. However, when directly confronted with the topic, people tend to distance themselves from the conversation. This is because we are not accustomed to seeing death up close and personal. (Williams MD, 2024) In contrast, during the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries, death was a more commonplace experience that could not be avoided. Today, with advancements in medicine and healthcare, death often happens in sterile hospital settings, further distancing the public from the realities of mortality. Whereas traditional mourning rituals may also be less emphasized. (Rice, 2019, p. 222-223)
Despite the distance, graveyards still hold some social significance. They serve as a place of remembrance and for loved ones to mourn and reflect.
As we have adopted a more individualized approach to death, we now have greater freedom in choosing where and how our bodies are cared for after death. (Rogers, 2018, p. 151) Cremation has become increasingly popular due to cost and space considerations. In this process, the body is cremated using intense heat, leaving you with the option to scatter the ashes, keep them in an urn, or even have them made into cremation jewelry. (Rogers, 2018, p. 147) Natural and green burials, however, provide an eco-friendlier option focusing on minimal environmental impact. Biodegradable materials are used for shrouds or caskets. (Rogers, 2018, p. 146-145)
We also have more ways to prepare for our own passing. Medical professionals offer resources to check on our well-being, and there are therapists and counsellors who specialize in grief counselling to help individuals and families navigate the grieving process. (Rice, 2019, p. 234) Support groups connect people who have experienced similar losses, allowing them to share experiences and offer each other support. (Rice, 2019, p. 170) Finally, funeral directors assist families with planning and carrying out funerals, providing various options to suit individual preferences and budgets. (Rogers, 2018, p. 156-157)
In conclusion, death is a perennial concept. As John McManners observes, "As external observers, death is not something we can ever truly experience; only until we die can we say what it entails." This report has shown that our perception of death has evolved due to our changing beliefs and ideologies surrounding it. In the seventeenth century, death was a constant presence, whereas modern times offer a wider range of opportunities to pursue after we pass away (although the concept of "after" remains debatable). Overall, our view of death in society is complex and often contradictory. We are bombarded with death imagery yet uncomfortable with its realities. There is a growing openness in some areas, while cultural and religious beliefs continue to play a key role in shaping individual perspectives.
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