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INTRODUCTION

Death is the greatest mystery of life, and man is the only species that is aware of its
inescapability and life’s finiteness. Since prehistoric times it has been a concern of religious
thought and philosophical inquiry, which, in consequence, has enabled each culture or society
to create a plethora of commemorative ceremonies including funeral and mourning customs,
rites and traditions as well as practices of honoring the dead. Man’s quest for immortality has
permeated human thought, and resulted in the construction of tombs and monuments, the
development of embalming procedures, or — most recently — new technologies, like cryogenic
storage or processing ashes into diamonds, since the impulse to create some form of memorial
seems to be universal across all cultures. Philosophical, anthropological, religious, social and
cultural aspects of death have been extensively well-researched; the major investigations
include works by Philippe Ari¢s (1981, 1989), Zygmunt Bauman (1992), Effie Bendann
(2010); Stanistaw Cichowicz and Jerzy Godzimirski (1993); Louis-Vincent Thomas (1991);
and Michel VVovelle (2008).

Death is a universal experience. Yet people in different cultures and at different times thought
of and experienced death differently. One hundred years ago common people learned about it
in the process of everyday living in families and communities, witnessing others die,
watching their corpses getting prepared for burial, and observing required mourning rituals:
death was perceived as part of life. Today numerous people die away from home, their death
is hidden in hospital wards and long-care institutions; thus, for many personal experience with
death means relying on media: press, television, radio, the internet. Newspaper obituaries and
death notices occupy a special place in societies and cultures around the globe: they are
perhaps the most frequently read section of any daily newspaper, and for many a reader the
obituary page is the first page he or she engrosses in. The texts note the passing of relatives,
friends, colleagues, acquaintances; they recount the life stories people of power, celebrities —
and ordinary people as well. The famous are celebrated on the first pages in obituaries,
written by newspaper staff (usually professional obituarists); however, it is the lives of
common people that are publicly chronicled and commemorated in death notices (or death
announcements, as they are sometimes referred to) — texts that take the form of paid
announcements, written by relatives, friends, colleagues, or other members of society that
want to commemorate the deceased, and are published in the “Deaths” or “In Memoriam”

section of a local or national newspaper.
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In Britain and the U.S.A. obituaries and, to a lesser extent, death notices have been a subject
of sociological, historical and cultural research as they recorded people’s lives, their
achievements and virtues, and can be regarded as a valuable source of data, allowing
researchers to observe the changes of post-death rituals and customs, explore the evolution of
people’s attitude to death and the dead (Aries, 1981, 1989; Vovelle, 2008), examine what
values and virtues society wants to remember and appraise (Hume, 2000; Fowler 2007), or
investigate the treatment of the dead in the press (Fergusson, 1999; Starck, 2006). It is only
recently that they attracted the attention of linguists; yet, their interest has been focused on
staff-edited obituaries rather than paid death notices. Nevertheless, little research has been
carried out into the obituary and the death notice as genres of speech (see Chapter Three for

the review of the contemporary research).

An Australian scholar and professional obituarist, Nigel Starck concluding his PhD thesis on
the contemporary staff-edited obituary, states that “complexity and intrigue of the paid
obituary phenomenon is such that it surely justifies a scholarly study in its own right” (2004:
238). The author of this thesis strongly believes that the present study will fill the existing
gap: moreover, he hopes that his theoretical research may be put into practice: in the
globalized world it is not unlikely that a reader of this study will have to face an exigency
requiring him/her to create (and possibly upload) a death notice or an obituary that would
comply with the formulae, rules and restrictions shaped by the American obituary tradition. In
such a case this thesis is believed to help him/her answer queries and resolve doubts about the

form and content of the text s/he intends to write.

The general aim of this research is to conduct a genre analysis of the death notice by means of
performing an in-depth structural analysis based on a large corpus of texts (1843 texts
consisting of 210,021 words), which allows for both guantitative and qualitative analysis. The
corpus contains all death notices published in the online edition of The New York Times in a
three-month period (October 1%, 2012 — December 31%, 2012), and downloaded from
Legacy.com website (the leading global provider of online obituaries and death notices). In
order to achieve the aim the author of the thesis applied the Moves and Steps model of genre
as proposed by John Swales (1990, 2004), and the methodology of genre analysis developed
by Vijay Bhatia (1993, 2003). The specific aims comprise:

¢ identifying communicative purposes of the death notice;
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e identifying subgenres of the death notice, which involves categorizing the downloaded
text, following the taxonomy of death notices created by Jacek Kolbuszewski (1997),
and creating appropriate sub-corpora for further analysis;

e applying the Move and Steps analytical model to investigate the macrostructure of
each subgenre of the death notice, and its variants (types);

e carrying out a register analysis, based on lexical and syntactic study with the aim of
discovering patterns and lexemes characteristic of each move and/or step.

The thesis consists of a theoretical part (Chapters One to Four) and a research part (Chapters
Five to Eight). Chapter One revolves around the concepts of discourse, text and genre, and
presents the brief overview of major contemporary theories of discourse and genre in Poland
and abroad. Chapter Two investigates the American discourse of death, whose part is the
death notice; it concentrates on the issue of death as a language taboo and various ways the
English language copes with it; it also provides a historical overview of numerous genres used
to commemorate the dead, some of which are believed to be the predecessors of the obituary
and death notice. Chapter Three focuses on both the genres in question; it outlines their origin
and evolution in the early British press, and summarizes contemporary research into them.
Chapter Four is a direct introduction to this work’s research since it discusses the corpus and
principles of its division into sub-corpora, the research model and applied methodology, and
presents the communicative purposes of the death notice. Each of the four chapters
constituting the research part deals with the Move and Step analysis of one of four subgenres
of the death notice: informative (Chapter Five), farewell (Chapter Six), condolence (Chapter
Seven), and anniversary (Chapter Eight); their lexico-structural analysis is illustrated with
numerous excerpts from the respective sub-corpora. The Conclusion summarizes the research

and its results, and provides implications for future projects.

It has to be pointed out that the large volume of this thesis results from the necessity of citing
notices either in full or in large fragments in order to illustrate the issues discussed in the
research part of the study. If only a fragment of a notice is quoted, the omitted part(s) are
marked with bracketed ellipsis (to distinguish it from the ellipses that might have been in the
original text). To highlight particular issues that are being analyzed, appropriate fragments of
a notice have been italicized by the author of the thesis. All translations from Polish into

English and from Polish into English have been made by the author.

The complete corpus (organized into sub-corpora, each consisting of texts representing each
subgenre) is attached on the CD-ROM.
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CHAPTER ONE

DISCOURSE, TEXT AND GENRE

This chapter begins with a brief presentation of the fundamental concepts of discourse and
text, followed by a brief overview of discourse analysis (1.1.). Since it is argued that all
discourses are realized only by means of genres, which employed by members of a discourse
community enable them to produce texts that are comprehensible and acceptable to them,
different approaches to the concept of a genre, central for the further analysis of the obituary
and the death notice as two genres representing discourse of death (see Chapter Two), are
presented in (1.2.). The concept of genre is so deeply rooted in literature that its analysis
should begin with the presentation of the origins of genre theory in ancient Greece and Rome,
and proceed with discussing the approaches to genre in modern literarary theory (1.2.1.)
ethnography and etholinguistics (1.2.2.), the school of Systemic Functional Linguistics
(1.2.3.) and sociolinguistics (1.2.4.). The subsequent subchapters are devoted to other major
contemporary theories, beginning from Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of speech genres (1.2.5.),
though the ideas of the New Rhetoricians (1.2.6.), to the genre analysis resulting from
investigations into English for Special Purposes, carried out by John Swales and Vijay K.
Bhatia, whose approaches to the concept of genre and methods of its analysis are fundamental
for methodology applied in this study (1.2.7.). What follows is a presentation of two
alternative theories of genre: Barbara Sandig’s functional-communicative text model and
Anna Wierzbicka’s intercultural genre theory (1.2.8). The chapter is concluded with a concise

overview of contemporary research in discourse, text and genre in Poland (1.2.9).
1.1. The concept of discourse. Discourse and text

Teun van Dijk, in his introduction to Discourse Studies, observes that the term discourse
seems to be one of those concepts, like language, communication, culture or society that
evade any precise definition (1997:1); nevertheless, it seems essential to observe the ways it
has been defined and investigated in modern linguistics, and in various schools of discourse

analysis.

David Crystal defines discourse as “a continuous stretch of (especially spoken) language
larger than a sentence” (Crystal 1987: 419); however, this definition was later appended so as
to create a broader and more general definition of discourse as “a set of utterances which

constitute any recognizable speech event, e.g. a conversation, a joke, a sermon, an interview”
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(Crystal 2008: 148); the examples provided by Crystal may imply that the term refers to the
spoken language only, however, other linguists understand discourse in a broader sense, as
“language use in institutional, professional or more general social contexts,” which includes
both written and spoken language (Bhatia 2004: 3); a similar treatment of this concept can be
found in Jan Renkema, for whom it encompasses “all forms of oral and written
communication” (Renkema 2003: 86). Definitions provided by some other linguists may
sound brief, concise, even epigrammatic — yet too vague and unspecific; for instance: “text
and context together” (Cook 1992: 2). Having analyzed a variety of definitions of discourse,
Deborah Schiffrin, Deborah Tannen and Heidi Hamilton conclude that ““all definitions fall
into the three main categories: (1) anything beyond the sentence, (2) language use, and (3) a
broader range of social practice that includes nonlinguistic and nonspecific instances of
language.” (Shiffrin, et al. 2003: 1). The third category includes ‘discourses’ (for instance,
‘discourse of power’ or ‘discourse of racism’); which combine linguistics and ideologies, and

Is characteristic of Critical Discourse Analysis (see Section 1.1.3).

Text, on the other hand, can be seen as a representation of discourse: “the verbal record of a
communicative act” (Brown & Yule 1983:6): both scholars perceive discourse as process, and
consider “words, phrases and sentences which appear in the textual record of a discourse to be
evidence of an attempt by a producer (speaker/writer) to communicate his message to the
recipient (hearer/reader)” (24). Texts, as language units, have, therefore, a definable
communicative function, and can be characterized by a number of principles and features
which constitute their texture (see Halliday & Hassan, 1976; de Beaugrande & Dressler, 1990
[1981]; Brown & Yule, 1983). Taking all into consideration, text can be regarded as a
physical product of discourse, which, on the other hand, can be viewed as “a dynamic process
of expression and interpretation, whose function and mode of operation can be investigated
using psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic, as well as linguistic, techniques” (Crystal 2008:
481): the ‘text-as-product’ view versus the ‘discourse-as-process’ view, as referred to by
Gillian Brown and George Yule (1983: 23-25). Consequently, all texts can be classified into

genres or text types; this issue will be dealt with in greater detail in Subchapter 1.2.

David Crystal (1987: 116) distinguishes between two major approaches to the problem of the
relationship between discourse and text: discourse analysis, which “focuses on the structure
of naturally occurring spoken language, as found in such ‘discourses’ as conversations,
interview, commentaries, and speeches,”” whereas text analysis focuses on the structure of

written language, as found in such ‘texts’ as essays, notices, road signs, and chapters.” Yet,
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Crystal remarks, both terms can be used interchangeably in a broader sense “to include all
language units with a definable communicative function, whether spoken or written” (116)

[italics in original].
1.1.1. Discourse analysis

It is commonly believed that the term ‘discourse analysis’ was coined in 1952 by Zellig
Harris, who wanted to analyze both language beyond the level of a sentence and the
relationship between linguistic and non-linguistic behavior, since “connected discourse occurs

within a particular situation” (Harris, 1952; quoted in: Paltridge, 2006: 2).

Brian Paltridge (2006: 1) defines discourse analysis (DA) as “an approach to the analysis of
language that looks at patterns of language across texts as well as the social and cultural

contexts in which the texts occur.” To be more specific, he enumerates its aims and principles

(2006: 2):

1. DA focuses on knowledge about language beyond the word, clause, phrase and sentence

that is needed for successful communication;

2. DA considers the ways that the use of language presents different views of the world and

different understandings;

3. DA examines how the use of language is influenced by relationships between participants
as well as the effects the use of language has upon social identities and relations;

4. DA considers how views of the world and identities are constructed through the use of

discourse;
5. DA analyses both spoken and written texts.

Vijay K. Bhatia (2004) observes that the development of discourse analysis of written

language can be divided into three stages:

1. Textualization of lexico-grammar (the 1960s and 1970s) — discourse analysis focused on
significant grammatical and lexical features in texts, characteristic of a particular register,
and the organization of text (the concepts of macrostructure, cohesion, coherence, etc.).
Simultaneously, discourse analysts relied on other disciplines, particularly pragmatics,
semantics, sociology and philosophy (e.g. Searle’s speech act theory or Grice’s concept of

conversational principle).

17



2. Organization of discourse (the 1980s and early 1990s) — the analysis of text organization
is continued and supplemented with the research in social context. This was linked with
the growing interest in the analysis of genre, particularly in connection with investigation

into academic, institutional and professional discourses.

3. Contextualization of discourse (the 1990s and 2000s) — further investigations into social
context studies and theories of genre and genre systems, and research aiming at answering
the question how discourse is used as a tool to control and influence social processes,

relations and structures, which led to the development of Critical Discourse Analysis.
1.1.2. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)

Critical Discourse Analysis explores the connections between language and socio-political
contexts in which it is used, since discourse both shapes and reflects dominant ideologies and
social relations (Fairclough, 1989). Thus, writing about discourse of the news in Britain,
Roger Fowler (1991) defines discourse as “socially and institutionally originating ideology,
encoded in language”, so the writer (in this case, a journalist) is “constituted by the discourse”
(Fowler, 1991: 42). Another Critical Discourse analyst, Gunther Kress provides the following
definition of discourse:
Discourses are systematically-organized sets of statements which give expression to
the meanings and values of an institution. Beyond that, they define, describe, and
delimit what it is possible to say and not possible to say (and by extension what it is
possible to do and not to do) with respect to the area of concern of that institution. A
discourse provides a set of possible statements about a given area, and organizes and
gives structure to the manner in which a particular topic, object, process is to be talked

about. In that it provides descriptions, rules, permissions, and prohibitions of social
and individual actions. (Kress, 1985: 6-7; quoted in: Fowler, 1991: 42)

James Gee (1999) has introduced the differentiation between discourse (language) and
Discourse (with big D), which refers to a person’s different ways of ‘being’ in the world (that
involves not only language but also other ways of social behavior: thinking, behaving,
dressing, gesturing, etc.). Thus, each person belongs to different Discourses (i.e. discourse
communities), which involve different ways of being. They shape his/her identity and social
position, and can be divided into primary Discourse and secondary Discourses; the former is
created within a family group and describes the person’s ‘natural’ or ‘normal’ behavior, the
latter are shaped by different social structures and institutions that require similar,
conventionalized behavior. Gee concludes that the meaning of discourse depends on its
positioning in a Discourse: the same discourse that is comprehended and accepted in one

Discourse may be misinterpreted or rejected in another.
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1.2. Central aspects of the genre
1.2.1. Genres in literary traditions

Genres as a concept have been around us for over two thousand years, and they have featured
in a number of fields of scholarly research, including literary studies, rhetoric, ethnography,
anthropology, and, comparatively recently, linguistics. Originally, genre was a literary term,
whose origins can be traced to Aristotle’s Poetics (Butcher, 1902). In his theory, developed
by Roman orators, for instance, Cicero (De inventione and Rhetorica ad Herennium) and
Quintilian (Institutio Oratoria), genres have specific forms which organize or impose a
subject matter, mode or manner, and text structure. Those forms can be classified, hence the
traditional, normative classification used in Classical poetics and rhetoric into lyric, dramatic
and narrative; each characterized by careful and particular selection of topoi (i.e. topics),
modes (e.g. allegory or satire), figures of rhetoric (e.g. metaphor or metonymy), types of
argumentation (forensic, deliberative and epideictic), and text structures (e.g. dramatic three-
part plot structure, consisting of protasis, epitasis, catastrophe). The traditional genre analysis
had two major functions: typological and nominological: its principal task was to divide
works of literature into types and name them. Since that classification was associated with
moral and aesthetic values, each genre could be ranked as belonging to high, middle or low
style, which resulted in creating a hierarchy of genres, associated with appreciation of the
‘high’ ones in traditional literary studies (Threadgold, 1994: 1409). As Fowler (1982) argues,
the knowledge of genre, for the classically educated readers and writers, provided the
framework for recognition of the system of values associated with the system of genres and
the practice of literary criticism.

Contrary to regulative and prescriptive classical genre theory, the modern literary theory tends
to be descriptive and to avoid any assumption about generic hierarchies. It has its roots in the
works of Russian Formalists, such as Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (1928),
attempting to link literary genres with linguistic structures; the Prague School (mainly Roman
Jakobson); Northrop Fry’s reassessment of Aristotle in Rhetorical Criticism: Theory of
Genres (1957), in which he supplanted the classical division into three genres with the forth
one, ‘fiction’; and American New Critics, such as Rene Wellek and Austin Warren’s Theory
of Literature (1948), who coined the terms ‘outer form’ and ‘inner form’: the former
describes specific meters and structures, the latter, attitude, tone and purpose. They seem to
correspond to two ‘generic’ (i.e. defining genre) terms in Alistair Fowler’s Kinds of Literature

(1982): ‘kind’ and ‘mode’. He suggests that the former is a ‘nominal’ term, and the latter, an
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adjectival or modulating one; thus, if both are used together, they can characterize mixed
genres, e.g. ‘pastoral (= mode) elegy (= kind)’, moreover, certain kinds, e.g. tragedy or
biography, can be realized as modes (thus: ‘tragic’, ‘biographical’). Hence, the conventional
definition of a particular genre seems to be based on the notion that it constitutes a specific
form (structure) and content (theme) which is shared by those texts that are regarded as

belonging to that genre.

Contemporary literary theory claims that genres are by no means static; they undergo a
continuous process of transformation, resulting in creating new genres, as Tzvetan Todorov
describes: “a new genre is always the transformation of one of one or several old genres, by
inversion, by displacement, by combination” (1976: 161). John Swales, commenting on

Fowler and the issue of genre evolution, writes:

Although Fowler discusses genre classification with great erudition, he concludes that
all such constructions have relatively little value when seen against the inescapable
evidence of continuous genre evolution. At the end of the day, genre analysis is
valuable because it is clarificatory, not because it is classificatory. (Swales, 1990: 37)

Since the corpus of genres constantly expands, genres, their conventions, and relationships
between them, as Daniel Chandler (1997: 3) observes, change and shift over time, which
results in creation of new genres and subgenres and disappearance of others, as “[e]ach new
work within a genre has the potential to influence changes within the genre or perhaps the

emergence of new sub-genres (which may later blossom into fully-fledged genres).”
1.2.2. Genres in ethnography and sociolinguistics

The fundamental questions concerning the problems of genre definition, classification and
functions were supplanted by investigations in the fields of anthropology, ethnography and
sociolinguistics, attempting to analyze the relevance of the genre theory for researching the
role of language in social interactions (Senft, 2010: 2). Its roots can be traced to research
carried out by Bronistaw Malinowski (1923) of the language spoken by Trobriand Islanders,
and his emphasis on taking the contexts of culture and situation into consideration in order to
understand the language, since it is “essentially rooted in the reality of the culture, the tribal
life and customs of a people, and that cannot be explained without constant reference to these
broader contexts of verbal utterance” (Malinowski, 1923: 305). Malinowski’s insight was
taken up by J. R. Firth and M.A.K. Halliday, as well as by the schools of linguistic
anthropology and ethnography of speaking, represented by Dell Hymes, William Labov, John

Gumperz, Richard Bauman, and Muriel Saville-Troike.
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For Hymes genre is one of the of components of the context of situation (see Figure 1); yet
he refrains from defining the concept, stating that by “genres are meant categories such as
poem, myth, tale, proverb, riddle, curse, prayer, oration, letter, commercial, form letter,
editorial, etc.... The notion of genre implies the possibility of identifying formal
characteristics traditionally recognized” (1974: 61). Yet, the distinction between genre and
speech event seems to be blurred, as Hymes states that “[g]enres often coincide with speech
events, but must be treated as analytically independent of them. They may occur in (or as)
different events” (ibidem); the concept of speech events being “restricted to activities, or
aspects of activities, that are directly governed by rules or norms for the use of speech” (52).
Hymes’ illustration of that hierarchy with the following example: speech situation (party),
speech event (a conversation during that party), speech act (a joke being part of the
conversation) seems unsatisfactory, as both the conversation and the joke can be qualified as
genres, though different. Similarly, Swales (1990) criticizes Hymes’ example of sermon (as a
genre) delivered in other situation but church service (for serious or humorous effects), as the
sermon properties are used in a different genre (e.g. a political speech) in a different situation
and for different communicative purposes: “it is still not a sermon, however ‘sermonizing’ it

may be” (39).

Both Hymes (1981) and Labov (1972) worked on the oral narrative genres: the former
analyzed the structures and patterns of native American folk tales and myths, the latter
classified story patterns narratives of personal experience by isolating six recurring features of
face-to-face storytelling: abstract + orientation + complicating action + resolution +
evaluation + coda; those regular sequences, as T. Threadgold claims, offered “a thoroughly
Aristotelian schema” and constituted “generic structure of the text” (Threadgold, 1994: 1409).

It is true to say that in the 1970s and 1980s, the structure of narrative discourse was in the
centre of attention of other schools of linguistic thought, e.g. functional linguists such as
Robert E. Longacre (1983), who proposed the existence of the notional (deep or etic) structure
involving the purpose of the discourse, (in the case of a story it consists of seven features:
exposition + inciting moment + developing conflict + climax + denoument + final suspense +
conclusion), and surface (emic) structures involving formal characteristics of the discourse.
Although Longacre does not define genres, he is aware of their complexity and classification,
pointing at the existence of many specific genres (categories of surface structures) within
various languages and cultures; nevertheless, he proposes classifying them into four

categories of discourse: narrative (fairy tales, myths, newspaper reports, stories, novels, etc.),
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procedural (recipes, instructions, how-to-do-it books), expository (essays, scientific articles),
hortatory (sermons, eulogies, pep talks) (Longacre, 1983:13).

Like Dell Hymes, Muriel Saville-Troike, while enumerating components of communication,
identifies genre with speech event, stating: “The genre, or type of event (e.g. joke, story,
lecture, greeting, conversation)” (Saville-Troike, 2003: 110, italics in original). The genre and
three other components, i.e. topic, purpose or function, setting, comprise what she names the
scene, i.e. “the extra-personal context of the event” (111, italics in original). The relationships
between genre and other components may be complex, for instance, the form of greeting as a
genre (or speech event) is influenced by a number of factors such as the season, time of day,
physical location, age, sex, and role-relationship of the participants, and the purpose of the

encounter (125).

Also Richard Bauman (2000) notifies the importance of the genre as an organizing principle
of communication in his definition of the concept of the genre as “a constellation of
systematically related, co-occurrent formal features and structures that serves as a
conventionalized orienting framework for the production and reception of discourse”

(Bauman, 2000: 84).

1.2.3. Genres and registers in Systemic Functional Linguistics: the concepts of field,

tenor and mode

Undoubtedly, it is Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFG) that has had the most pervasive
influence upon the genre theory in linguistics. The origins of the concept of the genre in SFG
can be traced to M.A.K. Halliday’s Language as Social Semiotic (1978), where he
investigates two crucial concepts: context of situation, which was derived from works of
Malinowski, Firth and Hymes (Halliday & Hasan, 1989: 5-10), and register, the term first
used in linguistics by Thomas Bertram Reid, writing: “He will on different occasions speak
(or write) differently according to what may roughly be described as different social

situations: he will use a number of different ‘registers’ > (quoted in: Sampson, 1997: 700).

Since language is a form of socialization, individuals become socialized in contexts of
situation, which are not unique but occur over and over again as situation types, which
become conventionalized, as participants develop “typified ways of linguistically interacting
with them” (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010: 30). Halliday, McIntosh and Strevens (1964), Halliday
(1973), Halliday and Hasan (1976: 22) propose the existence of three features of the context

of situation: field, tenor and mode, which help to define and interpret the social context of a
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text. The field of discourse refers to the total event in which the text functions, its subject
matter and purpose, its setting (including participants, practices and circumstances); the tenor
of discourse refers to the status, relationships between and roles of discourse participants
(both permanent and temporal); the mode refers to the function of the text in the event
(including text organization, channel, genre and rhetorical mode) (Halliday, 1973: 33). It can
be noticed that in Halliday’s model, genre, as an aspect of mode, plays a minor role in

comparison with that of context of situation and register.

Table 1.1. Features of the context of situation in three theoretical models (based on
Halliday & Hasan, 1989)

J.R. Firth (1950) Dell Hymes (1967) Halliday, Mclntosh and
Strevens (1964)
- the participants in the - the form and the content of | - the tenor of discourse
situation the message - the field of discourse
- action of the participants - the setting - the mode of discourse
(including verbal and - the participants
non-verbal action) -the intent and effect of
- other relevant features of communication
the situation - the key
- the effects of the verbal - the medium
action - the genre
- the norms of interaction

Halliday and Hasan claim that three features of the context of situation correspond with three
language “metafunctions”: the ideational is concerned with the content (i.e. answers the
questions such as who, what, where) and corresponds to field, the interpersonal metafunction
describes interactions between participants (such as asking questions, making statements, or
giving commands) and corresponds with tenor, and finally, textual metafunction describes
what resources language has in order to create the text (e.g. how the text is organized, what is
made explicit and what is assumed as background knowledge, how the known and the new
are related, and how coherence and cohesion are achieved) and corresponds with mode
(Halliday & Hasan, 1976: 26,27; Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010: 31).

In the 1980s, influenced by the work of M.A.K. Halliday, Australian linguists known as
Sydney School (Jim R. Martin, Frances Christie, Brian Paltridge, Joan Rothery, Gunther
Kress, Eija Ventola) linked genre theory and language teaching. John R. Martin defines genre
as “the system of staged goal-oriented social processes through which social subjects in a
given culture live their lives” (Martin, 1997: 13), which means that genres function as social

processes because members of a culture interact with each other; they are goal-oriented since
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they are used to get things done, and they are staged because, in order to achieve the goals, it
usually takes a number of steps (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010: 32,33).

Martin develops Halliday’s concept of register and relates it to genre: register operates on the
level of the context of situation, whereas genre operates on the level of the context of culture,
which includes the purposes, attitudes, values and shared experiences of people who belong to
a particular culture. Thus, genre connects culture to situation, and register connects situation
to language (Martin, 1997; Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010: 33), reversing abovementioned
precedence of register over genre in Halliday’s model; as Martin argues:
Genres are how things get done, when language is used to accomplish them. They
range from literary to far from literary forms: poems, narratives, expositions, lectures,
seminars, recipes, manuals, appointment making, service encounters, news broadcasts,
and so on. The term genre is used here to embrace each of the linguistically realized

activity types which comprise so much of our culture. ... Genres are realized through
registers, and registers in turn are realized through language. (Martin, 1985: 250)

The network of relationships in Martin’s model, presented in Figure 1.1, is described by
Paltridge as follows:
The overall generic structure of the text is, in most systemic genre analysts’ view, a
product of the genre and, in turn the context of the culture — that is, part of culturally

evolved way of doing things — whereas language features are a result of the particular
context of situation, or register. (Paltridge, 2001: 46)

That hierarchy is reversed in the theory of Gunther Kress (1993: 35), a representative of
critical discourse analysis, who states that the genre is only a part of the register, since Kress
defines it as “a term for only a part of textual structuring, namely the part which has to do
with the structuring effect on text of sets of complex social relations between consumers and

producers of texts” (33) as it is shown in Figure 1.2.

For David Lee (2001) register and genre appear to be two different approaches to a text: the
former views a text as “the instantiation of a conventionalised, functional configuration of
language tied to certain broad societal situations, that is, variety according to use”, whereas
the latter views it as “a member of a category: a culturally recognised artifact, a grouping of
texts according to some conventionally recognised criteria, a grouping according to purposive
goals, culturally defined” (46). In this manner, genres are regarded as “categories established
by consensus within a culture and hence subject to change as generic conventions are
contested/challenged and revised, perceptibly or imperceptibly, over time” (ibidem).
Therefore a number of registers can be recognized: for instance, legal register, which is

exemplified by such speech genres as wills, testaments, or courtroom debates; formal register,
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exemplified by for, instance, academic prose or official documents, etc. The third category,
style, is regarded as an individual’s use of language, this is why, as Lee argues, while dealing
with literature, the term literary style and not register should be applied, as creative and
imaginative writing is based on individual style of its author.

Figure 1.1. Relationships between context of culture, context of situation, genre, register
and language according to Martin (copied from Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010: 33)

Context of Culture: Genre

Context of Situation: field tenor mode

— Register

Language: ideational impersonal textual

S

Discourse-semantics

|

Lexico-grammar

|

Phonology/graphology

Figure 1.2. Elements of the composition of text according to Kress (copied from Lee,
2001: 44)
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1.2.4. Genres, registers and text types: the sociolinguistic approach

As John Sampson (1997) observes, the concept of the register causes a number of
misunderstandings: its definitions and usages can be vague and broad, e.g. “a socially defined
variety of language, ¢.g. scientific, legal, etc.” (Crystal, 1987: 429) or "a variety of language
defined according to its use in social situations” (Crystal 1991); misleading, e. g.: “a
specialized vocabulary, such as that used by doctors, sailors and footballers” (Andersson &
Trudgill, 1972: 76); or confusable with other concepts, particularly that of the style, which
was commented upon by Douglas Biber and Edward Finegan:

We use register and register variation as cover terms for the full range of language

varieties associated with differences in communicative situation (including mode and

purpose). Many sociolinguists use the related term style to describe the distribution of

variable features across different situations of use, as in the studies of Labov in New
York City and Trudgill in Norwich. (Biber & Finegan, 1994: 316).

On the other hand, Muriel Saville-Troike limits the concept of the register to the issues of
scene and setting where an event takes place:
Varieties of language which are more closely associated with the setting or scene in
which they are used than with the people who are using them are usually included in

the concept of register, and distinguished from one another primarily on the dimension
of relative formality. (Saville-Troike, 2003: 62)

Halliday himself provides numerous definitions of register, for instance:

e ... aset of beliefs, attitudes or expectations about what is or is not likely to seem
appropriate and be selected in certain kinds of contexts (Halliday, 1978: 9).

e ... aparticular selection of words and structures (op. cit.: 35).

... the semantic variety of which a text may be regarded as an instance (op. cit.: 110).

... the configuration of semantic resources that the member of a culture typically
associates with a situation type (op. cit.: 111).

... aset of linguistic features that are typically associated with a configuration of
situational features — with the particular values of the field, mode and tenor (Halliday
& Hasan, 1976: 22).

According to Halliday and Hasan, (1989: 38-43), the category of register ranges from what
Halliday identifies as restricted (or closed) to open registers. The concept of the restricted
register, derived from Firth’s notion of restricted language, describes the variety specialized in
purpose and employing a limited number of formal items and patterns; whereas in the open
registers the range of meanings and the choice of forms and structures is much less

constrained.
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As Anne Trosborg (1997) argues, the categories of genre and register do not adequately
represent text functions and text typology; therefore it is essential that the third category, text
type, be taken into consideration. Following Douglas Biber (1998, 1989) David Lee
distinguishes between genres, based on external non-linguistic criteria, and text types, based
on internal linguistic characteristics of text (Lee, 2001). Consequently, linguistically distinct
texts classified as exemplars of a particular single genre may represent different text types,
while linguistically similar texts classified as different genres will represent a single text type
(Biber, 1989:6); for instance as Lee (2001:3) shows, the genres of biography and novel share
some typically "past-tense, third-person narrative" linguistic features; or as Brian Paltridge
(1996) argues, the genre of formal letter may include text types of exposition and/or problem

solution (see Table 2).

Contrary to a theoretically unlimited number of existing and potential genres, the set of text
types is believed to be closed. Text types can be defined and classified either on the basis of
formal linguistic criteria (e.g. Biber, 1989) or on the basis of rhetorical and cognitive
categories. Anne Trosborg (1997) presents two typologies of the latter type: James
Kenneavy’s and Egon Werlich’s, both of whom classify text types as cognitive categories

(called modes) of how reality can be perceived.

Kenneavy’s (1980) typology includes four modes:
« narration (dynamic view of reality focuses on change)
« evaluation (dynamic view focuses on the potential of reality to be different)
o description (static view focuses on individual existence)
 classification (static view focuses on groups)
Werlich’s (1976) typology includes five modes:
o description (differentiation and interrelation of perceptions in space)
« narration (differentiation and interrelation of perceptions in time)

o exposition (comprehension of general concepts through differentiation by analysis
and/or synthesis)

o argumentation (evaluation of relations between concepts through the extraction of
similarities, contrasts, and transformations)

e instruction (planning of future behavior)
Nevertheless, the typology and classification of text types may seem problematic and lead to
confusion with that of genres: for instance Brian Paltridge (1996: 239) considers anecdote,

which should be definitely regarded as a genre, as a text type characteristic of personal letter;
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similarly, he classifies review as a text type of film review, while both should be classified as

genre (review) and subgenre (film review).

Table 1.2. Examples of genres and text types (based on Paltridge, 1996: 239)

Genre: Text Type:
Recipe Procedure
Personal letter Anecdote
Advertisement Description
Police report Description
Student essay Exposition
Formal letter Exposition
Format letter Problem-Solution
News item Recount
Health brochure Procedure
Student assignment | Recount
Biology textbook Report
Film review Review

1.2.5. Mikhail Bakhtin’s theory of speech genres

Mikhail Bakhtin (1986) defines genres as “relatively stable types of utterances” used in each
sphere of language use; which are determined by thematic content, linguistic style and, above
all, compositional structure (60). Furthermore, each sphere of human activity contains an
inexhaustible repertoire of heterogeneous genres; since, whenever and wherever we use
language, “all our utterances have definite and relatively stable typical forms of construction
of the whole” (78), thus there is no utterance that would evade being classified into a genre.
Bakhtin, emphasizing the omnipresence of speech genres, points at their natural acquisition:
we learn them simultaneously and in the same manner as we acquire our native language with
its lexicon and structures, since “we assimilate forms of language only in forms of utterances

[i.e. speech genres] and in conjunction with these forms” (78).

Genres correspond to typical themes and situations of communication; yet, apart from an
appropriate selection of words, structures and expressions in forming an utterance (87),
Bakhtin requires the existence of addressee as each utterance is directed at someone who is to
respond (or it is a response itself) (95); the notion of addressivity seems to be its constitutive
feature, without which the utterance cannot exist. As Bawarshi & Reiff (2010: 83) observe, in
Bakhtin’s theory “[g]enres help frame the boundaries and meanings of utterances, providing
us with conceptual frames through which we encounter utterances, predict their length and

structure, anticipate their end, and prepare responsive utterances”.
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According to Bakhtin, genres fall into two categories: primary (simple), and secondary
(complex); the latter (literary genres, like novels and dramas, are included in that category)
“absorb and digest various primary genres that have taken form in unmediated speech
communion” (62) — in fact, the secondary genres may absorb other secondary ones as well.
Contrary to relatively permanent language forms (whether syntactic or lexical), speech genres
are more flexible and free, thus they continuously merge and evolve, which leads to diversity
of genres and their modification and actualization; the phenomenon which Bawarshi & Reiff
(2010: 25) call “dialogic nature of genres as one genre becomes a response to another within a
sphere of communication”; in other words, they acquire meaning in interaction with other
genres. As Bozena Witosz (2005: 43-44) observes, the nature of those interrelations seems to
correspond with the theory of intertextuality as seen by Robert Beaugrande and Wolfgang
Dressler (1990).

William A. Foley (1997), commenting on Bakhtin’s theory of genre points out that:

For Bakhtin, genres consist of historically transmitted, relatively stable frameworks for
orienting the production of discourse. While strongly conventionalized and grounded
in the social practices of language production and understanding in the community,
they are nonetheless flexible and open to creative manipulation by performers. (Foley,
1997: 359)

Furthermore, following Bakhtin, Foley emphasizes the role of contextualization and
intertextuality as elements constituting genres, since genres are not “inherent in the text forms
themselves, but in the frameworks and interpretive procedures that verbal performers and
their audiences use to produce and understand these texts” (360). Those frameworks and
procedures are historically transmitted, as “[o]ur mouths are full of the words of the others,
which we apply to our present circumstances” (361). For Foley, functions that genres fulfill
are of the utmost importance, as he defines genres as “historically situated ways for
constructing and interpreting texts, an interpretive set of principles linking historically
transmitted schemes for framing linguistic performances” (377). His view is shared by Peter
Seitel, who provides a definition of a genre as “a specific, concrete, yet often changing body
of texts, as a framework for creating and interpreting them, and a as a ‘form shaping ideology’
through which both creator and critic enter into dialogue with the collective wisdom of
tradition” (Seitel, 1999: 3). Bakhtin’s emphasis on the role of social context and ideology can
be also noticed in William F. Hanks’ analysis of genres of Maya documents; he defines
genres as “the historically specific elements of social practice, whose defining features link
them to situated communicative acts” (Hanks, 1987: 668) as well as:
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...the historically specific conventions and ideals according to which authors compose
discourse and audiences receive it. In this view genres consist of orienting
frameworks, interpretative procedures, and sets of expectations that are not part of
discourse structure but of the ways the actors relate to and use the language. (Hanks,
1987: 670)

They are, however, not produced according to a set of rules, but can be interpreted as “set of
focal or prototypical elements, which actors use variously and which never become fixed in a
unitary structure (Hanks, 1987: 681). Thus, genres are viewed as kinds of discourse which
derive “their thematic organization from the interplay between systems of social value,
linguistic convention, and the world portrayed” and “their practical reality from the relation to
particular linguistic acts, of which they are both the products and the primary resources
(Hanks, 2000: 137).

1.2.6. New Rhetoric genre theory

The New Rhetoricians (Carolyn Miller, Charles Bazerman, Carol Berkenkotter, Thomas N.
Huckin, Amy Devitt) emphasize the role of the society in creating, shaping and reshaping
genres, as their nature changes as the society evolves, otherwise, a genre might become
obsolete, therefore it should be regarded as a “negotiable social fact rather than an invariable
set of conventions” (Corbett, 2006: 26), as it was treated in classical Aristotelian theory.
Bazerman (1988), who analyzed the evolution of the experimental article from 1665 to 1800,

argues that:

Formal definitions, expected features, institutional force, impact, and understandings
of the genre vary through time, place, and situation. That variation is an important part
of the story. Each new text produced within a genre reinforces or remolds some aspect
of the genre; each reading of a text reshapes the social understanding. The genre does
not exist apart from its history, and that history continues with each new text involving
the genre. (Bazerman, 1988: 8)

Berkenkotter and Huckin (1995) propose sociocognitive theory of genre based on the

following five principles:

1. Dynamism. Genres are dynamic rhetorical forms which have developed as participants’
responses both to their needs and to changing recurrent communicative situations, which

means that they are changing in time and can be modified when the situation changes.

2. Situatedness. Participants derive their knowledge of genres from participating and
performing in communicative activities of their culture, both everyday and professional,

and not by learning rules.
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3. Form and Content. Participants must be aware of what content is appropriate for a
particular purpose in a particular context and at a particular point of time.

4. Duality of Structure. When participants use genres and engage in communicative
activities, they both constitute and reproduce social structures, which means that they can

be reproduced, transmitted or changed.

5. Community Ownership. Genre conventions reveal the norms, ideologies, identities,

relationships of a discourse community.

What distinguishes New Rhetoric genre theory from traditional literary or structural
approaches is the emphasis on the context of the communicative situation, involving the idea
of exigence, the concept created by Lloyd F. Bitzer and defined as an “imperfection marked
by urgency, it is a defect, an obstacle, something waiting to be done” (quoted in Miller, 1984
111). Exigence, present in each rhetorical situation, functions as its major organizing
principle. Therefore, Carolyn R. Miller (1984, 1994), who developed the theory of genre as a
social action, claims that “a rhetorically sound definition of genre must be centered not on the
substance or form of discourse but on the action it is used to accomplish” (Miller, 1984: 151).
Miller defines genres as “typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations” (Miller
1984: 159); they play an important role operating between social situations and forms of
discourse, as they help users to recognize the situation as recurrent and to apply an

appropriate typified action.

As Anis Bawarshi and Mary Jo Reiff (2010: 72) comment on Miller’s theory, “by associating
social purposes with recurrent situations, genres enable their users both to define and to
perform meaningful actions within recurrent situations.” In 1994, Miller, influenced by
Anthony Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory, modified her definition of a genre, which can
be seen as “a specific, and important, constituent of society, a major aspect of its
communicative structure, one of the structures of power that institutions wield (Miller, 1994:
71). Its major aspect is the capability of reproduction, which allows it to be used in more than
one situation, since its rules and resources “provide reproducible speaker and addressee roles,
social typifications of recurrent social needs or exigences, topical structures (or ‘'moves’ and
'steps’), and ways of indexing an event to material conditions, turning them into constraints or

resources” (ibidem).

Anis Bawarshi (2000) provides an example of a social situation, the “response to death”,

which in the Western culture can be realized in a number of genres. Each genre means a
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specific exigence which requires a particular kind of response to fulfill a particular social

demand. Bawarishi, employing Halliday’s concepts of field, tenor and mode, claims:

So each genre constitutes its own social semiotic within which death takes on a
particular social meaning and becomes treated as a particular social action (field),
within which those involved take on particular social roles and relate to one another in
particular ways (tenor), and within which certain rhetorical strategies and styles are
used (mode). (Bawarshi, 2000: 355)

Thus, if we take any death-related genre (presented in Chapter I1), each of them (as socially

typified rhetorical response) not only expresses our feelings about death (as exigence) but

constitutes a specific, culturally bound, way of treating and dealing with death, as a recurring

situation. Moreover, each genre responses to death differently because it treats death as a

slightly different exigence, which requires a different response.

Table 1.3. Comparison of two death-related genres: the obituary and the eulogy (based
on Bawarshi, 2000)

OBITUARY

EULOGY

Purpose

1. to notify general public about a
person’s death

2. to ascribe the deceased with the
social identity and value, recognizable
to others within the community

3. celebrate the value of the individual
as a citizen

1. to help those who are grieving to deal
with the loss

2. to console the closest to the deceased

3. to help them to maintain a sense of
continuity in the face of loss

4. to assess and praise the meaning of
the life and death of the deceased

Structure

1. announcement of death (optionally
its cause)

2. description of the deceased’s life in
terms of its social value (e.g.
information about his/her spouse and
children, places of living and death,
jobs held, membership in organizations
and associations, etc.

3. notice where the funeral service will
be held

1. presentation and celebration of the
deceased’s accomplishments, desires,
(and even disappointments)

2. consolation of the family, relatives,
friends, etc.

Taking the abovementioned into consideration, Bawarshi (2000: 356) states that the obituary

constitutes:

1. a certain public identity for the deceased, which makes him/her recognizable to the

general public in terms familiar to them as a fellow citizen,
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2. death as an exigence that requires us to reaffirm, using the occasion of someone’s death,

the public worth of that individual

3. the deceased as a public citizen, whose life is told in terms of the public institutions in

which he/she participated

4. death as a different kind of exigence and hence a different social reality requiring a
different rhetorical action, a different relation among the participants, and different social

roles than other death-related genres.
1.2.7. Genre theory in analysis of English for Special Purposes

Following the New Rhetoric genre theory, which was yet less inclined to offer formulaic
descriptions of specific genres, John Swales, Vijay Bhatia, Tony Dudley-Evans started
investigating the ways in which language users rely on the knowledge of genres in particular
discourse communities. As Paltridge (1996) observes, considerable attention has been given
to application of the genre theory in analysis of English for Special Purposes (ESP),
particularly in discussion of professional and academic English, and, as Huckin (2003)
argues, its development is strictly connected with the application of communicative approach
in teaching ESP.

1.2.7.1. The characteristics of the genre: John Swales (1990)

The research carried out in the early 1990s by both John Swales (1990) and Vijay Bhatia
(1993) mainly aimed at describing and interpreting various academic and professional genres
and applying the genre theory in teaching ESP. Swales (1990: 45-58) proposes the following
characteristics of the genre:

1. “A genre is a class of communicative events” (45), i.e. events in which language plays a

significant and indispensable role.

2. “The principal criterial feature that turns a collection of communicative events into a genre
is some shared set of communicative purposes” (46), which are recognized by the expert
members of the parent discourse community, so they can employ them to achieve their

common communicative goals.

3. “Exemplars or instances of genres vary in their prototypicality” (49), exhibiting various
patterns of similarity showing family resemblance, so the membership of a text in a genre is
not defined by a set of binary distinctive features, but as Swales explains: ““...communicative

purpose has been nominated as the privileged property of a genre. Other properties, such as
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form, structure and audience expectations operate to identify the extent to which an examplar
Is prototypical of a particular genre” (52).

4. “The rationale behind a genre establishes constraints on allowable contributions in terms of
their content, positioning and form” (52); thus the rationale determines conventions and

constrains the possible range and choice of structures and lexicon.

5. “A discourse community’s nomenclature for genres is an important source of insight” (54);
since the names of the genres used by discourse communities may help to understand how

and why they use those particular genres.

It should be stated, though, that both John Swales and Brian Paltridge reject the classical,
definitional approach in categorizing and classifying texts into particular genres, and follow
Ludwig Wittgenstein’s (1953) idea of family resemblance, and Eleanor Rosch’s (Rosch,
1973; Taylor, 1989) theory of prototypes, according to which, people categorize objects
according to prototypical images which they create in their minds. This typology identifies
membership of a text within a genre on the basis of similarity: how closely its structural and
linguistic patterns relate to the genre prototype. Some texts may be closer to the genre
prototype, whereas others may be less typical and placed on the periphery, which means that
genre categories do not have clear fixed boundaries but they seem to be fuzzy and their
boundaries tend to be blurred. Therefore, the closer is a text to the prototype of a genre, the
clearer representative of that genre it will be; the further away the text is from the prototype,
the more fuzzy and less clear example of that genre it will be (Swales, 1990: 49-52; Paltridge,
1997: 53-55).

Those observations led Swales to propose the following definition of genre:

A genre comprises a class of communicative events, the members of which share some
set of communicative purposes. These purposes are recognized by the expert members
of parent discourse community, and thereby constitute the rationale of the genre. This
rationale shapes the schematic structure of the discourse and influences and constrains
choice of content and style. Communicative purpose is both a privileged criterion and
one that operates to keep the scope of a genre as here conceived narrowly focused on
comparable rhetorical action. In addition to purpose, exemplars of genre exhibit
various patterns of similarity in terms of structure, style, content and intended
audience. If all high probability expectations are realized, the exemplar will be viewed
as prototypical by the parent discourse community. The genre names inherited and
produced by discourse communities and imported by others constitute valuable
ethnographic communication, but typically need further validation. (Swales 1990: 58)

Vijay Bhatia (1993, 13-16) in his definition of genre follows John Swales (1990) stating that

it is “primarily characterized by the communicative purpose(s) it is intended to fulfil.” Since
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his aims at analyzing a variety of academic and professional genres, he limits the range of
discourse communities to academic and professional ones, whose members should identify
and understand communicative purposes of a genre which regularly occurs there. Those
communicative purposes determine the internal structure of a genre; their minor modifications
may lead to creation of sub-genres. Academic or professional genres are predominantly
highly structured and conventionalized, displaying constraints as far as their form, function,
lexico-grammatical resources, special meanings, etc., are concerned; genres impose
“constraints on allowable contributions in terms of their intent, positioning, form and
functional value” (14), and they are often “exploited by the expert members of the discourse
community to achieve private intentions within the framework of socially recognized
purpose(s)” (15), which hinders non-specialists (being outside the community) from using and

interpreting those genres.

Both Swales’ and Bhatia’s definitions will be adopted a starting point for investigations in the
present study, as they probably seem to be the most comprehensive definitions of genre that

have been presented so far.
1.2.7.2. The concept of discourse community

Both Swales (1990) and Bathia (1993, 1995) emphasize the role of discourse community, a
concept derived from the sociolinguistic concept of the speech community, being a
community sharing similar linguistic rules. A group can be identified as a discourse

community if it is characterized by six obligatory features (Swales, 1990: 24-27):

1. It has a broadly agreed set of common public goals.

2. It has mechanisms of intercommunication among its members.

3. It uses its participatory mechanisms primarily to provide information and feedback.
4. It utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the communicative furtherance
of its aims.

5. In addition to owning genres, it has acquired some specific lexis.

6. It has a threshold level of members with a suitable degree of relevant content and

discoursal expertise.

Swales emphasizes the role of the discourse community in creating, developing and using
specific genres which “articulate the operations of the discourse community” (Swales, 1990:
26). Additionally, each discourse community develops its specific specialized terminology,

which allows for appropriate communication among the members of a discourse community,
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although it may be incomprehensible to outsiders. Furthermore, it is genres that may also help

new members become initiated into a discourse community and its goals.

It can be noticed that the community taken by Swales as a prototypical example (Hong Kong
Study Circle) was developed for highly specialized purposes — exchanging Hong Kong
stamps and information concerning them; yet, a discourse community may refer to a group of
individuals whose membership and involvement in the community differ; thus Barton
broadens Swales’ characteristics by stating that:
A discourse community is a group of people who have texts and practices in common,
whether it is a group of academics, or the readers of teenage magazines. In fact,
discourse community can refer to several overlapping groups of people: it can refer to
the people a text is aimed at; it can be the people who read a text; or it can refer to the
people who participate in a set of discourse practices both by reading and by writing.

People’s preferences in how they wish to define it are dictated partly by their
purposes. (Barton, 1994: 57; quoted in Bex, 1996: 65)

As Tony Bex (1996) concludes, most people belong to different, sometimes overlapping,
discourse communities; they have different status and perform different roles in them. To be
accepted in a community one has to conform to its rules by reproducing its linguistic
behavior, but because of being a member of a variety of discourse communities, one may
transfer that behavior to another community, therefore discourse communities are “resistant to
precise definition either in terms of their membership or in terms of their practices since they

are in a constant state of flux” (68).
1.2.7. 3. Analyzing genre: moves and steps. Stages of genre analysis: Vijay Bhatia (1993)

John Swales (1990) argues that, in order to achieve required communicative purposes, a text
is organized in units, called ‘moves,” each depending on a specific communicative purpose it
serves. Thus, a Move is defined rhetorically rather than linguistically as “a discoursal or
rhetorical unit that performs a coherent communicative function in a written or spoken
discourse” (Swales, 2004: 228). Likewise, Bawarshi and Reiff (2010: 48) define moves as
“bounded communicative acts designed to achieve one main communicative objective within
the larger communicative objective of the genre.” Each move may consist of a number of
sentences or even paragraphs that share and serve one particular purpose; each move can
comprise several Steps, that is, a repertoire of components that are used to achieve the

communicative purpose of a move.

Taking all that into consideration, genre analysis aims at recognizing the functional role of

each move in a text. Following the identification of moves and steps in a genre, an analyst
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should proceed to investigating some linguistic realizations of communicative purposes
characterizing each move, by performing a lexico-grammatical analysis, which would help
identify the most characteristic lexical or structural units employed while constructing each
move. Such an analysis is supposed to determine whether a text or texts belong(s) to the same
genre or not. It should be clearly stated, though, that since the identification of the move
structure of a given text is crucial for interpreting its meaning and purposes correctly, a
researcher cannot analyze it in isolation, but s/he needs to take into account the context in
which it was produced, and the discourse community that ‘owns’ a genre, and conventions

and rules of its usage (Swales, 1990: 26).

Both Bhatia and Swales in their approach to ESP genres proceed from the analysis of context
to that of the text, in which particular “moves”, that is are identified and their features and
patterns are analyzed. To put his theory into practice, Swales (1990: 137-166 ) examined the
research article introduction by applying the Move and Step analysis framework, which
resulted in what is now known as the CARS (Create a Research Space) Model. After
preliminary identification, which was based on discovering the communicative purpose of
each move, he found three obligatory moves present in research article introductions:
“establishing a territory” (Move 1), “establishing a niche” (Move 2), and “occupying the
niche” (Move 3); subsequently, he distinguished steps that moves are built of; for instance,
Move 1 consists of three steps: “claiming centrality” (Step 1), “making topic generalizations”
(Step 2), and “reviewing items of previous research” (Step 3). The next procedure involved
analyzing different lexico-grammatical features characteristic of each Move/Step (e.g. the
frequency of reporting verbs, such as ‘claim’ or ‘show,’” sentence connectors, such as

‘however’ or ‘nevertheless,’ etc.).

As Biber, Connor, and Upton (2007) argue, Moves and Steps analysis exemplifies a top-
down approach to genre analysis, since, as has been shown above, the identification of moves
and steps, done on the basis of their communicative purposes, meaning and function, precedes
that of their lexico-grammatical realizations; while the starting point of a bottom-up analysis
is the identification of specific similar linguistic components, which grouped together help
determine their communicative purpose. Thus, what differentiates those two approaches to
genre analysis is the order of procedures: in a top-down approach, identifying a
communicative purpose is the first step of the analysis, whereas in a bottom-up approach,

determining a purpose on the basis of lexico-grammatical data constitutes its final step.
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Bhatia (1993: 22-36) provides a comprehensive system of genre investigation which would

allow a researcher to analyze an academic or professional genre. It consist of seven steps:

1. “Placing the given genre-text in a situational context” requires the researcher’s
background knowledge of the specialist discipline and its community. It is based on

his/her previous experience with similar texts and encyclopedic knowledge.

2. “Surveying the existing literature” on the genre in question and other related or similar
genres, as well as doing the research on the community, is essential for those scholars
“who do not belong to the relevant speech community.” Therefore, they should study
other analyses of the genre, theories and methods of genre analyzes, and literature that

refers to the community that uses the genre, its structure, goals, beliefs, etc.

3. “Refining the situational/contextual analysis” means refining the researcher’s
understanding of the genre’s discourse community, including the identification of its
writer and audience and their mutual relationships, the structure, history, beliefs, linguistic
traditions of the community, as well as the identification of the network of surrounding
texts forming the background to the analyzed genre, so as to confirm or reject the

observation done in the first two steps.

4. “Selecting and collecting the corpus”, making sure of its right kind and size, so that the
analyzed genre could be distinguished from other closely related genres. The size of the
corpus may vary, depending on the aim of the analysis, and range from a single long text

for a detailed analysis to a large set for statistical study of selected issues.

5. “Studying the institutional context” in which the genre takes place is to help the analyst
discover the linguistic, social, cultural, academic, professional rules, conventions,

conditions and constraints in which the genre is used in the community.

6. “Levels of linguistic analysis” requires deciding at which level the most significant
features of language occur; it involves carrying out the analysis of one or more of the
following levels: lexico-grammatical features, text-patterning and structural interpretation.
It comprises three levels: “Analysis of lexico-grammatical features” (Level 1), involves
statistical analysis of lexical and syntactic features of the text; “Analysis of text-
patterning” (Level 2), deals with the tactical aspect of genre by focusing on how certain
linguistic features are used; “Structural interpretation of the text” (Level 3) aims at

identifying the Move and Step structure and its communicative purpose.
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7. “Specialist information in genre analysis” means Verifying the findings of the research by
a competent specialist of the discourse community, whom an analyst should consult, and

who may confirm, validate, correct, supplement, or reject the findings.

As Martin Nielsen (1997) argues, “the analysis model suggested by Bhatia is very
operational, practical, and plausible. It provides the analyst with a tool that enables him to
define and investigate any genre (and not only the unfamiliar ones!)”; particularly, as it
emphasizes the importance of external features of a text in genre analysis (it is true to say that
internal analysis consists of steps 4 and 6 only).The scholar points out that it is not obligatory
to carry out an analysis in exactly the order suggested by Bhatia; moreover, some steps may
be omitted as they overlap.

Since the concept of the genre and Moves and Steps analysis as proposed by John Swales, and
Vijay Bhatia’s model of genre analysis have been adopted for the purpose of the present
study, their application is presented in a greater detail in Chapter Four.

1.2.8. Alternative genre theories
1.2.8.1. German functional-communicative text model (Barbara Sandig)

In the 1970s and 1980s German linguists (e.g. Barbara Sandig, Matthias Dimter) developed
functional-communicative theory of text categories (Duszak, 201); their aim was to identify
basic text categories (Textklasse, Textsorte), such as conversation, letter, interview,
advertisement, etc. The typological analysis relies on recognizing and defining textual and
situational features and their relationships. Therefore each text can be assigned to a particular
text type, which can be perceived and described as a specific combination of a strictly definite
number of classifying features. An example of a matrix of distinctive features used for
identifying and distinguishing particular text categories, proposed by Sandig (1972: 118), is
presented in Table 1.4. (Duszak, 1998: 201-202).
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Table 1.4. Schemata of text categories proposed by Barbara Sandig (based on Duszak
(1998: 201-202; transl. by G. Cebrat)

TEXT TYPE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 18| 9 |10 (11|12 13 | 14
interview + | +/= = [ +=| + [ +=|+-|=1 + + ¥ |+ |+ —
letter — |- - =+ ||| | ||| -
phone conversatio] + |+/—| — | — | + | + | + || +-| + | + | + |+ |+
legal document =+ = =+ |+ =]+ =]=1+]=1-=
prescription - - |+ | -] =+ |+ |+ +]|-=-|-=-1-1|-1-
recipe - — | + |+ + | = |+ + | = =+ = =
weather forecast |+/—-| — | + | — | + | + | = |[+| + | = | = |+ | = | =
obituary — | =+ | = =+ |+ |+ + |+H-| = |+]| = |+
lecture + |+= + | + | + | + [+=|=| + [+=|+=] = [+=] =
radio news + | = |+ + |+ |+ || - =] - |+ [|+H-] -
press news — -+ =1 =1+ =101=]+]=|=1+]=1-=
user’s manual - - + — — =] = | = + — = = H=] =
discussion + |+ = || + | + + [ -1 + + + |+ + n
informal talk + |+ =+ |+ |+ ===+ ++]+]+
+ feature present — feature absent +/— feature optional

Description of features:

. spoken text

. Spontaneous utterance

. monolog

. spatial contact between the sender and the receiver
. continuity in time

. specific linguistic forms at the beginning of the text
. specific linguistic forms at the end of the text

. schematic structure of the text

. established topic

10. the use of the 1% person

11. the use of the 2" person

12. the use of the 3" person

13. redundancy

14. equal status of participants

O©OoOo~NOoO ol WwWwN -

Barbara Sandig’s approach has been criticized by Aleksander Wilkon (2002) for selecting
categories being too broad (e.g. the category ‘legal document’ may comprise a wide variety of
legal genres) or too vague (e.g. that of the ‘letter’); furthermore the set of distinctive features
seems to be designed following a random choice of (sometimes imprecise) criteria (204-207).
In the case of the ‘obituary’, Wilkon points out that Category 14 is nonsensical (the status of
participants is by no means equal), it can also be added that if Sandig’s categorization was
followed, it would be impossible to distinguish the obituary from the death notice since both

genres would share identical features.

40



Nevertherless, the taxonomical models based on a particular set of distinctive features have
been created by Stanistaw Gajda (1982) and Aleksander Wilkon himself (2002: 255-266),
with the aim of identifying and classifying sets of genres used by one discourse community
(academic Polish); yet the scholars have introduced an enlarged set of features (up to 78
items in Gajda, 1982).

1.2. 8. 2. Anna Wierzbicka and intercultural genre theory

Anna Wierzbicka combines Bakhtin’s theory of genre and her semantic primitives theory
(1972, 1996, 1999) aiming at formulating descriptions of each genre (and speech act) by
means of metalanguage of universal semantic primitives. Each genre is defined by a sequence
of elementary sentences expressing assumptions, beliefs, intentions and other mental acts of a
speaker/writer; for instance, the mental state following the death (or other loss) of a close

person and denoted by the term grief can be defined by a sequence of components:

Grief (X felt grief)

(a) X felt something because X thought something

(b) sometimes a person thinks:

(c) “‘something very bad happened to me (a short time before now)
(d) someone was like a part of me

(e) something happened to this person

(F) because of this this person cannot be like a part of me any more
(h) I want to think about this

(i) I can't think about other things now”’

(1) when this person thinks this this person feels something very bad
(k) X felt something like this

(1) because X thought something like this  (Wierzbicka, 1999: 68)

The application of the semantic metalanguage based on universal semantic primitives should
therefore show the similarities and the differences between different concepts, speech acts and
genres clearly and explicitly. Therefore the term grief can be distinguished and differentiated
from other emotion terms associated with situations in which something bad happened is
happening:

Table 1.5. The concept of ‘grief’ and other similar emotion terms (based on Wierzbicka,
1999: 60-70)

Sad (X was sad)
(@) X felt something
(b) sometimes a
person thinks:

(c) ““Iknow:
something bad
happened

(d) I don't want

Unhappy (X was
unhappy)

(a) X felt something
because X thought
something

(b) sometimes a
person thinks for
some time:

Distressed (X was
distressed)

(a) X felt something
because X thought
something

(b) sometimes a
person thinks:

(c) “‘something bad

Sorrow (X felt
SOrrow)

(a) X felt something
because X thought
something

(b) sometimes a
person thinks for a
long time:
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things like this to
happen

(e) I can't think: I will
do something
because of it now

(f) I know I can't do
anything”’

(9) when this person
thinks this this person
feels something bad
(h) X felt something
like this

(c) “‘some very bad
things happened to
me

(d) I wanted things
like this not to
happen to me

(e) I can't not think
about it”’

(f) when this person
thinks this this person
feels something bad
for some time

(g) X felt something
like this

(h) because X
thought something
like this

is happening to me
now

(d) I don't want this
to be happening

(e) because of this |
want to do something
if 1 can

(F) 1 don't know what
I can do

(9) I want someone
to do something’’

(h) when this person
thinks this this person
feels something bad
(i) X felt something
like this

(j) because X thought
something like this

(c) “‘something very
bad is happening to
me

(d) 1 don't want this
to be happening

(e) I can't think: 1 will
do something
because of this

() I can't do anything
(9) I can't not think
about this’’

(h) when this person
thinks this this person
feels something very
bad

(i) X felt something
like this

(j) because X thought
something like this

In her article “Genry mowy” [Speech genres] (Wierzbicka, 1983) presents a set of thirty-eight

formulae defining selected Polish simple speech acts such as question, order, or request, and

complex speech genres such as autobiography, lecture, or discussion (Wierzbicka regards it

as essential that complex speech genres and speech events should be treated on the same level

as simple speech acts; cf. Wierzbicka, 2003: 149). She does not provide a definition of the

obituary or the death notice; the only death-related genre to be defined is that of the

condolences:

KONDOLENCJE

wiem ze stato si¢ co$ co jest dla ciebie zle
(kto$ w twojej rodzinie umart)

sadze ze czujesz smutek z tego powodu

mowig: 1ja czuj¢ smutek z tego powodu

méwie to bo chce zeby$ si¢ czul mniej
smutny

CONDOLENCES

I know that something happened that is bad

for you (someone in your family had died)

| assume that you feel sad because of that

I say: And | feel sad because of that

| say that because | want you to feel less sad
(Wierzbicka, 1983: 130; transl. by G. Cebrat)

It is noticeable that Wierzbicka treats both speech genres and lexemes in a similar manner:

emphasizing the mental acts and communicative intentions of the sender, however her

cognitive definitions lack formal analysis of structural or lexical components of a genre, even

in the case of complex speech genres.

More recently, Wierzbicka (2003) emphasizes the role of her approach to genres and speech

acts in intercultural studies. She argues that the application of elementary sentences and

42



semantic primitives, their sequence and recurrence allow not only for comparison of different
speech acts and speech genres in one culture but for comparison of different cultures, since
each culture has not only its own repertoire of genres but also its taxonomy and terminology.
Thus, to avoid imprecise and biased English term denoting a genre in a foreign culture (e.g.
‘warning in Japanese’) on the one hand, and to avoid unfamiliar term satosu (the concept
which combines English warning with an idea of advice and admonishment, expressed
because the speaker — in the superior position — is responsible for the listener), on the other,
one should perform semantic analysis culture-independent semantic metalanguage and

compare their formulae (152-155).
1.2.9. Discourse and genre analysis in Poland

Although several aspects of texts and genre were analyzed by Polish scholars in the 20"
century (for instance Teresa Dobrzynska, Maria Renata Mayenowa, Anna Wierzbicka or
Andrzej Bogustawski), it is only since the early 1990s that the research on discourse and
genres of speech has developed rapidly. That interest can, to some extent, be associated with
the publication of a number of fundamental foreign works on text, discourse, and genre, by
Mikhail Bakhtin (1986), Robert-Alain de Beaugrande and Wolfgang Dressler (1990), and
Teun van Dijk (2001), in particular. Profound influence of French studies in discourse
(French discours) and German Textlinguistik led to some terminological and methodological
problems; thus, the new science may be referred to as tekstologia (e.g. Bartminski &
Niebrzegowska-Bartmifiska, 2009), lingwistystyka tekstu (e.g. Urszula Zydek-Bednarczuk,
2005), or analiza dyskursu (e.g. Anna Duszak, 1998); similarly, text can be regarded as a
product of discourse (e.g. Janina Labocha, 2008) or its synonym (e.g. Urszula Zydek-
Bednarczuk, 2005: 69). Contemporary Polish discourse studies concentrate on particular
aspects of text organization and coherence (e.g. Danuta Ostaszewska, 1991; Aleksander
Wilkon, 2002), different discourses, for example academic discourse (Stanistaw Gajda, 1982),
discourse of advertising (Adam Wojtaszek, 2011) or discourse in the Internet (Jan Grzenia,
2006), as well as on linguistic genology in general (e.g. Bozena Witosz, 2005), genres
representing specific discourses, for example press genres (Maria Wojtak, 2004), and finally,
individual genres, such as press interview (Malgorzata Kita, 1998), mission statement (Piotr
Mamet, 2005), last will (Bozena Zmigrodzka, 1997), letter of complaint (Katarzyna Wyrwas,
2002). The school of Critical Discourse Analysis in Poland is represented by Anna Duszak
(Duszak & Fairclough, 2008).
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It should be pointed out that this brief outline of the contemporary research into discourse,
text and genre in Poland is by no means comprehensive; the more complete presentation of

those issues can be found in the studies of Bartminski and Niebrzegowska-Bartminska (2009:

17-21) and Duszak (1998: 13-33).
1.3. Some problems of genre analysis

Alistair Fowler (1982), quoted in John Swales (1990: 37, 38) provides four, what he calls

‘ancient misapprehensions’ concerning literary genre theory:
1. Genre theory is of little relevance because it corresponds ill with actual works of literature.
2. Genre theory leads to heavy prescription and slavish imitation.

3. It sets up highly conservative value hierarchies (‘no great novels since Joyce or

Lawrence’).
4. It is inevitably obsolescent in its attempts to characterize a present period by then gone.

Yet, those are not the only problems faced by the theory of genres; taking into consideration
other media, Daniel Chandler (1997, italics in original) observes that:

1. The classification and hierarchical taxonomy of genres is not a neutral and ‘objective’

procedure. There are no undisputed ‘maps’ of the system of genres within any medium.

2. There is often considerable theoretical disagreement about the definition of specific genres.
One theorist's genre may be another's sub-genre or even super-genre (and indeed what is
technique, style, mode, formula or thematic grouping to one may be treated as a genre by

another).

3. Specific genres tend to be easy to recognize intuitively but difficult (if not impossible) to
define. Particular features which are characteristic of a genre are not normally unique to it; it

is their relative prominence, combination and functions which are distinctive.

4. A genre is ultimately an abstract conception rather than something that exists empirically

in the world.
5. The same text can belong to different genres in different countries or times.

6. Practitioners and the general public make use of their own genre labels (de facto genres)

quite apart from those of academic theorists.

After presenting the general issues concerning the concepts of discourse, text, and genre, it

seems necessary to proceed to a closer investigation of the discourse of death, its socio-
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cultural determinants (the taboo of death in particular), lexical devices it employs, and two
discourse communities (one comprising representatives of medical profession, the other —
those involved in funeral business) whose members employ various discourses of death; the

issues will be discussed in Chapter Two.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE DISCOURSE OF DEATH AND ITS GENRES

Although in all cultures and societies the dead are treated with utmost respect, the
incomprehensibility and inescapability of death have manifested in regarding death, the dead
and death-related people, places and objects as taboo (2,1). Since talking about death and the
dead was either forbidden or required special restricted language, which can be referred to as
the discourse of death, it is essential that it should be investigated. Therefore the analysis
covers the concept of language taboo in general (2.2.) and death as language taboo in
particular (2.2.1.). The argumentation is intended to concentrate on the perception of death in
contemporary American culture and the English language, in which, as Michael C. Kearl
remarked, “‘dead’ is a four-letter word. Because four-letter words have a reputation for being
obscene, death is obscene to modern sensibilities; that is, to those in modern death-denying
cultures who rarely have firsthand experiences with the dying and the dead” (Kearl 2003:
574).

To cope with taboo topics, language users rely on a number of linguistic devices, particularly
euphemisms and dysphemisms, whose characteristics is presented in 2.2.2; special attention is
paid to American euphemisms and dysphemisms of death and death-related concepts, their
categorizations, and a variety of linguistic devices that are employed (2.2.3 and 2.2.4). The
investigations are concluded with brief presentation of samples of American discourse of
death used by two professional communities for whom the matters of death, dying and the

dead are connected with their everyday experience: medical staff and morticians (2.2.5.).

The second part of this chapter (2.3) will be devoted to the presentation of a wide range of
genres that the discourse of death has been employing since antiquity, as both the
contemporary obituary and death notice originate from a variety of literary and religious
traditions; the most significant being: the theory and practice of Classical Greek and Latin
rhetoric (2.3.1); poetry of mourning — also rooted in the Classical tradition (2.3.2); epitaphs
inscribed on tombs and headstones (2.3.3.), compilation books and registers of the dead in the
Middle Ages; and collected biographies of saints, particularly martyrs, and other eminent
deceased (2.3.4 and 2.3.5.).
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2.1. The concept of the taboo. Death and the dead as a taboo

The etymology of the term “taboo” and its significance in anthropology, ethnography, religion
or psychology have been well researched since the 19™ century. It defines a prohibition
“against touching, saying, or doing something for fear of immediate harm from a mysterious
superhuman force,” which is “imposed by social custom or as a protective measure” (Webster
Third). Alternatively, taboo can be defined not as a prohibition but a kind of “behavior which
is believed to be supernaturally forbidden and/or highly immoral and/or very improper, and
which is prohibited for irrational rather than rational reasons” (Trudgill, 2003: 133). That
prohibition includes an inherent idea that its violation will ultimately lead to some kind of
trouble to the offender: from lack of success in basic activities, like hunting, to disasters of all
sorts, illnesses, miscarriage, or even death. Aside from the abovementioned misfortunes
resulting from supernatural causes (e.g. wrath of gods, ghosts or spirits), the offender may
suffer from the penalty inflicted by other members of the society, as a means of discouraging
other offenders. Such societal punishment includes a wide range of penalties: from isolation,

exclusion, fines or compensations, to death.

Scholars provide various explanations concerning the origins and reasons for constructing and
enforcing taboos. For Sigmund Freud taboos constitute a system for controlling society: in his
Totem und Tabu [Totem and Taboo] the scholar argues that the irrational nature of taboos
reflects prehistoric prohibitions that society imposed on the strongest (and unconscious)
inclinations of an individual (which is to explain sexual taboos, in particular). He defines
taboo as

... a series of restrictions which these primitive races impose upon themselves; this

and that is forbidden without any apparent reason; nor does it occur to them to

question this matter, for they subject to these restrictions as a matter of course and are

convinced that any transgression will be punished in the most severe manner. (Freud
1918: 36-37)

Therefore, as he states, it includes everything that is “sacred, above the ordinary, and at the

same time dangerous, unclean and mysterious” (ibidem).
Other scholars define taboo in broader terms; for Franz Steiner, taboo is concerned:

(1) with all the social mechanisms of obedience which have ritual significance; (2)
with specific and restrictive behavior in dangerous situations; [...] (3) with the
protection of individuals who are in danger, and (4) with the protection of society from
those endangered — and therefore dangerous — persons (Steiner, 1956: 20-1).

Consequently, he defines taboo as “an element of all those situations in which attitudes to

values are expressed in terms of danger” (Steiner, 1956: 21).
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Taboos may operate in every sphere of human life: James George Frazer in his classic study
The Golden Bough (1922) classifies taboos into four categories: tabooed activities (for
instance, taboos on eating, drinking, showing the face), tabooed persons (kings, chiefs,
menstruating women, manslayers, mourners, etc.), tabooed things (including parts of human
body), and tabooed words (including the names of gods, kings, relations, sacred or dead
persons). This final category can be interpreted as an example of linguistic taboo, which is

discussed below (see 2.2.)

As our analysis concentrates on death the concept of taboo can be illustrated with some
examples of taboos on the dead displayed by primitive cultures; they prohibit tribesmen from
touching the dead (numerous examples are present in the Old Testament; e.g. Leviticus, 21:1-
2, where priests are forbidden to touch a corpse lest they be defiled, or Numbers 19:11, which
reads: “He that toucheth the dead body of any man shall be unclean seven days”), use their
possessions or anything associated with them, encounter widows or widowers, enter burial
grounds, or even mention the names of the dead. The examples of the last type were analyzed
by Frazer, who observes that
. one of the customs most rigidly observed and enforced amongst the Australian
aborigines is never to mention the name of a deceased person, whether male or female;
to name aloud one who has departed this life would be a gross violation of their most
sacred prejudices, and they carefully abstain from it. The chief motive for this
abstinence appears to be a fear of evoking the ghost, although the natural

unwillingness to revive past sorrows undoubtedly operates also to draw the veil of
oblivion over the names of the dead. (Frazer, 1922: 251)

Breaking the rule may bring serious consequences upon the offender, including death, as the

scholar remarks:

Among the Goajiros of Colombia to mention the dead before his kinsmen is a dreadful
offence, which is often punished with death; for if it happens on the rancho of the
deceased, in presence of his nephew or uncle, they will assuredly kill the offender on
the spot if they can. (Frazer, 1922: 252)

It should be emphasized that it is rituals that can overcome the dangers represented by taboos
so that both an individual and the community is protected. For example, the Old Testament
contains several regulations imposed on the Jews, who were to observe obligatory purification
in a number of clearly specified situations. Thus, a Jew who was in physical contact with a
corpse was required to undergo a ritual cleansing (Numbers 19: 12-22), which was, in fact, a
matter of health, as cleansing could protect him/her from contracting germs from a decaying
corpse and, in consequence, prevent infections especially in areas where humans came in

close contact with each other.
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2.2. The concept of language taboo

As David Crystal (1987) argues, language or verbal taboo has its roots in the magical use of
language: the idea that certain words can control people, objects and spirits, since language
has always been considered to contain special powers and be able to cure sickness, keep evils
away, bring good to oneself and harm to an enemy (hence the use of magical formulae,
incantations, swearwords, etc.). In the contemporary society, language taboo refers to certain
acts, persons, creatures, objects, or relationships which “society wishes to avoid — and thus to
the language used to talk about them” (Crystal 1987: 8-9). McArthur (2005: 599) defines
taboo as something that is not to be mentioned “because it is ineffably holy or unspeakably
vulgar”; in result, words relating to taboo topics have been stigmatized as bad or foul
language, banned in polite conversations, and particularly in print. According to Wardhaugh
(2006: 239), “taboo is the prohibition or avoidance in any society of behavior believed to be
harmful to its members in that it would cause them anxiety, embarrassment, or shame.” It can
be concluded that language taboo is connected with politeness: certain things cannot be said
or talked about, others can be referred to only in certain circumstances (for instance, only by
certain people or in certain situations), or in a special manner (that is by means of

euphemisms, dysphemisms or circumlocutions).

While the traditional language taboos resulting from fear of the unknown or supernatural can
be referred to as the “taboo of fear,” and as Widtak (1963) or Anna Dabrowska (1992), argue,
can be viewed as the primary taboo, as it is derived from religion; in the case of modern
taboos, which are related to constraints resulting from politeness, they can be referred to as
“the taboo of delicacy” and “the taboo of propriety” (Ullmann (1967: 205-208). The former is
concerned with “a general tendency to avoid direct reference to unpleasant subjects”
(Ullmann 1967: 205), such as death, suicide, miscarriage, diseases (particularly mental or
venereal), disabilities, unemployment, dismissal, crimes, religion, politics — in particular if
those aspects concern the speakers themselves or their families; the latter (also called “the
taboo of decency”) does not allow for naming certain bodily functions (e.g. defecation,
farting), certain parts of human body (e.g. genitalia or female breasts), sexual behavior (e.g.
copulation, masturbation, bisexuality, homosexuality, prostitution), certain places (e.g.
lavatories, prisons, brothels), certain elements of clothing (brasseries or underpants), lest the
hearer/reader should be offended or shocked.

The research into linguistic taboo can also tell us about the moral, religious, social, political

and other values of a community. Polish scholars, for example Stanistaw Widtak (1963) and

49



Zenon Leszczynski (1988) distinguish two reasons for creating language taboos:
psychological (for instance, feeling unease while discussing certain bodily functions) and
social (social conventions, good manners). The scholars categorize taboos into four types: (1)
taboos related to religion, superstitions, magic and fear; (2) taboos that help avoid indecency;
(3) taboos showing speaker’s proper upbringing, politeness, sympathy, good manners; and
finally, (4) “diplomatic taboos” displaying the speaker’s aim at creating the positive image of

himself/herself.

What happens if a taboo word is used? The use of a taboo word can lead to a variety of
feedbacks, including physical violence or legal action. David Crystal (1987: 8, 61) points out
at a variety of sayings, practices or responses it may cause: the reaction to mentioning a devil
may be either verbal (e.g. a divine incantation) or physical (e.g. the sign of cross); the range
and power of consequence may also differ: an obscene term “can be the cause of shocked
recrimination (‘go and wash your mouth out’), physical violence (especially if ‘ladies are
present’), or legal action” (Crystal 1987: 61), as in the trial over the publication of
unexpurgated D.H. Lawrence’s novel, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which was supposed to
deprave and corrupt in accordance with Victorian legislation, particularly with Obscene
Publication Act of 1857. Although norms and standards concerning the use of taboo words
change, it should be pointed out that blasphemy and obscenity are still crimes in many

jurisdictions.

Nevertheless, despite abovementioned penalties, there are people who break that strong
politeness constraint for different reasons, for instance, to draw attention to oneself, to show
contempt, to be aggressive or provocative, to mock authority, to seduce verbally (i.e. “talking
dirty”), to show one’s own freedom from social constraints, or to expose the taboos as
irrational and unjustified (Wardhaugh, 2006: 239-240).

Finally, it is to be pointed out that variability in the attitudes towards taboos, including such
topics as sex, religion or death, can be observed across cultural and temporal dimensions. As
Keith Allan and Kate Burridge (2006: 11) conclude, there is no absolute taboo since “every
taboo must be specified for a particular community of people, for a specified context, at a
given place and time.” This principle will be illustrated with the presentation of the changing
taboo of death.
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2.2.1. Death as language taboo

The taboos of death can be associated with all three types of taboos discussed by Ullmann
(see 1.4). The primary and most fundamental reason for tabooing death seems to be fear of
death. According to Allan and Burridge (1991: 153, 159; 2006: 222), taboos of death are
motivated by several types of fears, which they summarize as the fear of “our finiteness”
(1991:159): (1) fear of the loss of loved ones; (2) fear of the corruption and disintegration of
the body; (3) fear that death is the end of life; (4) fear of malevolent spirits or of the souls of
the dead; (5) fear of a meaningless death, (6) fear of what follows the end of life. Everyone
knows that death is the only inevitable event in his/her life, the only uncertainty is when and
how it will happen. As Denis Jamet (2013) claims, it is the unique phenomenon that triggers
fear, for everyone experiences it only once:

... and the first time is also the last; in addition, it is certainly because the Grim Reaper

often strikes without warning, at random. More than a secret, death is a mystery [...]

Man has no control over his/her death, which certainly explains why death is tabooed

and spoken of euphemistically. Death is the ultimate non-sense which nevertheless
gives meaning to life.

Secondly, mentioning or discussing death violates the taboo of propriety (decency). It was a
British anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer, who coined the phrase “the pornography of death.” His
essay under the same title, published in 1955, is frequently referred to as the first and most
accurate criticism of the omnipresent taboo of death in contemporary Western culture. Gorer
contrasts the Victorian and modern attitudes to sexuality and death, arguing that pornography
is traditionally related to all aspects of sexuality, which was the most powerful taboo in
Victorian times. Death, on the contrary, was none. It used to be a commonly experienced and
accepted phenomenon:
Children were encouraged to think about death, their own deaths and the edifying or
cautionary death-beds of others. It can have been a rare individual who, in the 19th
century with its high mortality, had not witnessed at least one actual dying, as well as
paying their respect to “beautiful corpses”; funerals were the occasion of the greatest
display for working class, middle class, and aristocrat. The cemetery was the centre of
every old-established village, and they were prominent in most towns. It was fairly

late in the 19th century when the execution of criminals ceased to be a public holiday
as well as a public warning. (Gorer, 1955: 50)

Nowadays, the situation is reversed: sex has become a more and more “mentionable” topic,
and death, particularly from natural causes, has become more and more “unmentionable.”

Gorer (1955: 51) proposes the following explanations for that change:
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1. Life expectancy has increased enormously and infant mortality has decreased
dramatically; therefore natural death, particularly among the younger members of the
population, is much rarer than in earlier periods; as a result death in a family is a
relatively uncommon incident, which means that few members of a family witness the

agony of at least one close relative.

2. Simultaneously, violent death increased in the 20" century, not only as a result of wars

and revolutions, but also because of high rate of fatal traffic accidents in time of peace.

3. In Victorian or Edwardian novels “plethora of death-bed scenes [...] was one of the
relatively few experiences that the author could be fairly sure would have been shared
by the vast majority of his readers”; nowadays, “while natural death became more and
more smothered in prudery, violent death has played an ever-growing part in the

fantasies offered to mass audiences.”

4. The process of decay of a corpse has become as ugly and disgusting as the acts of
copulation or childbirth for Victorians; hence the growing importance of embalming

industry, which aims at denying the ugliness of the natural processes.

5. It is probable that the shift in taboos can be associated with the shift in religious
beliefs: as fewer and fewer people believe in the Christian doctrine of future life, and
“without such belief natural death and physical decomposition have become too

horrible to contemplate or to discuss.”

Thus, according to Gorer, it can be concluded that the more society has been liberated from
the Victorian constraints concerning sex, the more it has rejected all issues that have to do
with death. We can observe this change while analyzing the treatment of the dead in the
US.A.

In America of the twentieth century funeral and mourning rituals changed dramatically. In the
earlier epoch, death, dying and grieving had been part of everyday communal experience:
families had accompanied their relatives in the process of dying, and members of a
community had participated in funeral ceremonies, thus offering comfort and support to
mourners. The transformation resulted in death and dying becoming a taboo, whose causes,

according to the founder of American thanatology, Herman Feifel (1959), include:

1. the abdication of community to a pervasive sense of individualism;

2. the replacement of a predominantly religious worldview with the secular one;
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3. the sweeping power that materialism holds on the values, interests, and behaviors in
modern society;
4. the influential place of science and technology in daily life.
Fifty years after publication of Gorer’s and Feifel’s studies, similar views are held by Allan
and Burridge (2006: 223), who also claim that death as a natural process has become a taboo,
whereas violent death or death from unnatural causes has been widely displayed in all media

(contrary to Gorer, who predominantly concentrated on literary aspects of the death taboo):

Death has become the great taboo subject, smothered in prudery. There is a parallel
between the repression of sex, which brought with it a thriving industry in
pornography during the Victorian times, and today’s taboo on death, which exists
alongside the depiction of murder and violent death in fiction and fantasy in print,
comic books, and on screen — from Dr Who to Kill Bill. News stories featuring violent
death are just as ubiquitous. (The difference is that Victorian pornography was — at
least supposedly — underground, whereas today’s depictions of death are publicly
acknowledged and often publicly celebrated.)
Allan and Burridge also argue that modern society does everything to avoid death and anyone
tainted by it, and by doing so we largely expel it from our consciousness and suppress any
direct reference to it. It is hospitals and hospices that care for the terminally sick and dying,
who less and less frequently die at home; it is a funeral industry that is to dispose of the
deceased, who first are to undergo a series of embalming procedures, only to be cremated
afterwards, as cremation seems to be quickest and “cleanest” method of removing the remains

—and, in the extreme case, the ashes are scattered, which obviously excludes the possibility to

visit the gravesite.

Philippe Ariés (1989), who developed an insightful account of Western attitudes towards
death since the Middle Ages, proposes a sequence of dominant patterns that can be linked to
more or less specific periods: the Middle Ages are associated with “tame death” pattern, the
Age of Enlightenment — “death of the self,” the Romantic period — “the death of the Other”
(exemplified in Britain as a notion of Victorian “beautiful death”), and the 20" century —
“death denied” (alternatively: “forbidden death,” “invisible death”). Aries argues that the
evolution from “tame death,” when death was regarded as inevitable social event (which the
dying expected peacefully, surrounded by their loved ones and other members of the
community, all of whom waited peacefully till the very end), and which meant merely the
transition from earthly to eternal life, is radically opposed to “death denied.” “Death denied”
means death stigmatized as ugly and dirty, meaningless and frightening; therefore it is a

phenomenon that should be avoided: the dying should be isolated from the living (for instance
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in hospitals or homes for the elderly), and mourning should be as short and invisible as
possible, since it is regarded a shameful experience and impolite behavior if practiced too
long (Smart 1973). As Aries (1981) concludes, in this way the culture of denial and avoidance
of death began to characterize Western culture, and particularly that of America, where, as
Arnold Toynbee (1973: 211) argues, the concept of death is simply “un-American,” because
if Americans recognized the fact of death, it would mean that the U.S.A. is not the earthly

paradise, as it is commonly believed.

A French thanatologist, Jacques Brehant, commenting upon the contemporary attitudes to
death in Western society, observes that it has become an absolute taboo: we do everything in
our thinking, reading or talking so as to avoid mentioning it. He explains that we do it in self-
defense, since the fear of death is natural and omnipresent; yet, in our epoch of welfare,

pleasure and entertainment, death is to be concealed (Brehant 1993: 19-21).

Nevertheless, death is a topic that cannot be avoided. As James Sexton (1997) observes:
“what is not discussed, and instead denied or avoided, is quickly removed or at the very least
diminished, from our cultural consciousness. Whichever came first, the denial of death, or the
refusal to speak of it freely, the situation we find ourselves in remains much the same.” This
is why, since the 1960s thanatologists and psychologists have been researching such issues as
discussing death with children. Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross in her pioneering study On Death and
Dying (1969) argues that “in a society where death is regarded as a taboo, discussion of it is
regarded as morbid, and children are excluded with the presumption and pretext that it would
be ‘too much’ for them” (1969: 6). Discussing the contemporary situation in French
education, Brehant (1993: 17-19) points out that reflection on death is absent, and death
related books are disapproved of in French schools, whereas sexual education have been
accepted without any major criticism. In his research into British mourning customs, Gorer
(1965) proves that more and more frequently children do not attend funerals of closest
relatives; neither do they visit their tombs, as going to cemeteries has been replaced with
recollecting the dead at home.

Likewise, the communication between the medical staff and dying patients have been
investigated. Sherwin Nuland (1994: 17) emphasizes its role, stating: “Only by a flank
discussion of the very details of dying can we best deal with those aspects that frighten us the
most. It is by knowing the truth and being prepared for it that we rid ourselves of that fear of

the terra incognita of death that leads to self-deception and disillusions.” In modern medical
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world patient’s death is no longer treated as a natural phenomenon — it is “a business lost”

(Aries 1989: 575). This observation is supported by Sexton (1997), who vividly points out:
Death however, in our current conceptual framework, could be viewed as the ultimate
failure for Western medical science. It is incurable, it has a 100% fatality rate, and no

matter how hard one studies, practices one's technique, or memorizes related formulas,
it cannot and will not be prevented indefinitely.

Ariés (1989: 572-585) contrasts what is regarded by the medical team as an acceptable style
of facing death, that is when a patient does not know or just pretends not to know he/she is
going to die (it can be deduced that physicians do not feel obliged to communicate it or
succeed in hiding the truth), with what the scholar describes as “an embarrassingly graceless
dying,” as the patient does know about his/her imminent future. Then he/she may be
rebellious and aggressive, or the opposite, depressed and withdrawn. This embarrasses the
survivors — the family and medical staff, who are not prepared to communicate with the
dying; moreover, it is because such death causes too strong an emotion to burst forth, and, as
Ariés ironically remarks, emotions must be avoided both in the hospital and everywhere in
society. An American Teresa psychologist L. Thompson (1996: 388) argues that fear of death
and the stress it generates are one of the factors that inhibit communication with the dying and
their families; moreover, it not only makes the communication with the terminally ill difficult,

but also leads to avoiding them as few people feel comfortable confronting their fears.
2.2.2. Linguistic means of coping with the taboo of death: euphemisms and dysphemisms

Since death, being a most fundamental and unavoidable human experience, is considered to
be such an “unmentionable” topic in modern society, there have to be linguistic means of
coping with the reality of death. They can be divided into two major contrastive categories:

euphemisms and dysphemisms.

Traditionally, both major British and American dictionaries define euphemism as “that figure
of speech which consists in the substitution of a word or expression of comparatively
favorable expression or less unpleasant associations, instead of harsher or more offensive one
that would more precisely design what is intended” (OED Vol. V: 436), or “(1) the
substitution of an agreeable or inoffensive word or expression for one that is harsh, indirect or
otherwise unpleasant or taboo, allusion to an offensive thing by an inoffensive expression,
contrasted with dysphemism; (2) a polite, tactful, or less explicit term used to avoid the direct
naming of an unpleasant, painful or frightening reality” (Webster’s Third: 784). Although
both definitions overlap, the authors of Oxford English Dictionary seem to have followed the

rhetoric tradition without alluding to the concept of taboo, which is referred to by those of
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Webster’s Third; it is the second part of their definition that can admittedly be employed
while dealing with death — an unpleasant, painful or frightening reality.

In other sources of general reference, the euphemism is defined in a similar manner, for
instance, as a “mild, comforting, or evasive expression that takes the place of one that is
taboo, negative, offensive, or too direct” (Mc Arthur 2005: 223). In his definition Mc Arthur
follows Sir Ernest Gowers (1968: 171), who describes it as a “mild or vague or periphrastic
expression,” which is used as a “substitute for blunt precision or disagreeable truth.” Gowers’
definition of the euphemism is also quoted by R.W. Holder in the Explanation to his

Dictionary of Euphemisms (1990).

Contemporary linguists perceive euphemisms differently, emphasizing their role in the
process of communication; for instance, Allan and Burridge employ Goffman’s (1955)
concept of face, and state: “A euphemism is used as an alternative to a dispreferred
expression, in order to avoid possible loss of face: either one’s own face or, through giving
offense, that of the audience, or of some third party” (Allan & Burridge, 1991: 11).
Additionally, as the scholars metaphorically point out, euphemisms are “a deodorizing spray
and perfume” of language (Allan & Burridge, 1991: 25), since euphemistic language is
directly linked with the notion of politeness, the concept which is affected by a number of
factors, including “the relationship between speakers, their audience, and anyone within
earshot; the subject matter; the situation (setting); and whether a spoken or written medium is
used” (Allan & Burridge, 2006: 31). Likewise, Jamet argues that euphemism is not only the
matter of stylistic or lexical choice, but also a functional one: it is used by speakers (1) to
soften the potentially offensive effects of a taboo, (2) to preserve social harmony in

communication, and (3) to avoid any face-threatening acts (Jamet, 2013).

Euphemisms are so commonly used and so “deeply embedded in our language that few of us,
even those who pride themselves on being plainspoken, ever get through a day without using
them” (Rawson 1981:1); similar views are held by Charles E. Kany (1960: vi), who remarks
that no speaker can avoids them completely as they “accompany him from the cradle to the
grave.” Yet, despite their frequent use, sooner or later they lose their euphemistic qualities,
they undergo the semantic change (pejoration), and after some time each new euphemism
becomes in turn as explicit as its predecessor and has to be replaced with a new one (Gowers
1968: 171). Referred to as the ‘euphemism treadmill’ by Steven Pinker, the process can be
explained as continuous human attempt to invent new polite words to refer to emotionally

laden or distasteful things; yet “the euphemism becomes tainted by association and the new
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one that must be found acquires its own negative connotations” (Pinker 1994). This
diachronic process, can be observed, for instance, while analyzing the lexical changes

connected with the concepts of funeral parlor or undertaker.

Since euphemisms are closely related to socio-cultural context, any dramatic historical event
may result in an euphemism appearing and then becoming archaic or obsolete; as a
consequence it may disappear from everyday use, as in the case of the periphrastic expression
substituting the verb ‘to be killed’: ‘to be a landowner in France’. The term, coined in the time
of the Great War yet incomprehensible today, referred to British soldiers killed and buried in
France (Grzebieniowski 2005: 229).

The taboo of death can be, however, dealt with in the opposite way: as it is so frightening an
experience, it should be ridiculed and laughed at. To do so, a language employs dysphemisms,
which are defined as “an expression with connotations that are offensive either about the
denotatum or to the audience, or both, and it is substituted for a neutral or euphemistic
expression for just that reason.” (Allan & Burridge 2006: 26). If a dysphemism is particularly
negative and/or offensive, it can be referred to as cacophemism (McArthur 2005: 189);
however, it has to be pointed out that contemporary linguists in Poland tend to use the Polish
term ‘kakofemizm’ as the synonym of ‘dysphemism’ (see, for instance, Dabrowska 1990,
1994: 60-62); contrary to Zenon Klemensiewicz, who treated this term, in the same way as
McArthur, as referring to only “lewd, obscene, and vulgar words” [“wyrazy spros$ne,

ordynarne, bewstydne”] Klemensiewicz (1965: 6).

Allan and Burridge coined new terms — the orthophemism, which accounts for direct or neuter
expressions that are neither “sweet-sounding, evasive or overly polite (euphemistic), nor
harsh, blunt or offensive (dysphemistic),” and the X-phemism, being a set of euphemisms,
dysphemisms and orthophemisms denoting the same concept but used in different styles or
contexts (that distinction is exemplified in Table 1, presenting selected death-related X-
phemisms). Thus, having the same denotation but different connotations they display cross-
varietal synonymy (Allan & Burridge, 2006: 31). This phenomenon will be discussed below,

in sections devoted to medical jargon, funeralese and undertakers’ slang (see 2.2.5)
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Table 2.1. Selected examples of death-related X-phemisms in English (based on Allan &
Burridge, 2006)

X-phemism
euphemisms orthophemisms dysphemisms
demise death the Grim Monster/Reaper
depart, decease, expire, die kick the bucket, kiss the dust,
perish
deceased, defunct dead croaked, gone cold, stiff
(mortal) remains, the loved corpse cold meat, food for worms
one,
cremains ashes dust
casket coffin bone box, wooden suit, cold
box
entombment funeral, burial cold meat party
mortician, funeral director undertaker black operator
slumber room morgue icebox
invalid coach hearse cold meat cart
memorial park/garden cemetery, graveyard, boneyard, skeleton park, last
home
final resting place/estate grave, tomb deep six, dustbin
euthanasia, palliative mercy Killing pulling the plug on
sedation

2.2.3. Categorization of death-related euphemisms and dysphemisms in English and
Polish

The most eminent Polish researcher into euphemisms, Anna Dgbrowska, identifies 17 lexical
and semantic areas in which euphemisms are to be found; yet only those related to death are
present in all 15 dictionaries, thesauruses, lexicons of euphemisms compiled in Polish,
English, German, French, and Italian that the scholar compared. She observes that
euphemisms in various European languages belong to the same or very similar areas; what is
more, linguistic means are generally similar across them; however, it is only the taboo of
death that has been identified as undoubtedly present in the contemporary society (Dagbrowska
1994: 69).

Over a decade later, writing about the changes that have occurred in language taboos for that
period, Dabrowska (2008: 185-186, 191) remarks that the taboo of death has hardly changed,
particularly as regards directly experienced death of an individual human being: the death (or
terminal illness) of a relative or friend. They are still viewed as taboo; so do abortion and
suicide, but only if they refer to a individual person that is close to us. On the contrary, death
that does not affect us (violent death in wars, disasters, terrorist attacks), death omnipresent in
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the media, death in the Internet and computer games is no longer a taboo topic. Also, the
treatment of corpse as an object of art is less and less frequently perceived as a disrespectful

and profane act.

Linguists propose different typologies of death-related euphemisms (the comparison of
different classifications of euphemisms according to semantic fields can be found in
Dabrowska 1994: 63-72). Table 2.2. presents six categorizations: the oldest comes from an
article by Louise Pound (1936), a pioneering researcher into American death euphemisms,
who relied on “oral sources sermons and conversations, with occasional expressions from
newspapers and books” (Pound 1936: 195), and whose classification is primarily based on
their origin and usage rather than semantic field. R.W. Holder (1995), in his Index to his
alphabetically ordered Dictionary of Euphemisms, proposes only four basic categories. In two
major topically organized dictionaries, Roget’s Thesaurus and the Longman Lexicon of
Contemporary English (McArthur 1980), euphemisms are to be found in sets of synonyms
(only in the latter are euphemisms labeled). In Dabrowska (1994) death-related euphemisms
constitute the fourth (entitled “Death and death-related phenomena” [Smieré i zjawiska z nia
zwigzane]) of the 17 semantic fields in which euphemisms occur in written and spoken
Polish; that category is further subdivided into 6 subcategories; she applied the same
subcategorization in her dictionary of Polish euphemisms (Dabrowska, 1998), where it was
supplemented with two new subcategories: euphemisms of the gallows and the coffin. In a
similar manner, Anna Jasik (2009) classifies euphemisms of death while analyzing
sociolinguistic aspects of euphemistic treatment of the death taboo in present-day colloquial
Polish spoken in the Opole region. Recently, a comprehensive and detailed study covering all
lexical aspects referring to death and death-related concepts in Polish and other Slavonic
languages has been created by Wtodzimierz Wysoczanski (2012), yet the scholar does not

specified any categorization of euphemisms.

Alternatively, death-related euphemisms can be listed in the alphabetical order under a
general heading: “Death” as in the dictionary of euphemisms by Neaman and Silver (1983).
It should be also pointed out that, despite the fact that lexicographers and compilers tend to
use only the term ‘euphemism(s),” their studies and dictionaries contain dysphemisms as well

(but not marked as such).
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Table 2.2. Categorization of death-related euphemisms

Pound (1936) | Holder Roget’s McArthur | Dabrowska | Jasik (2009)

(1995) Thesaurus (1980) (1994)

(1922)

1. Sentimental | 1. Death Section IlI: Sections A | IV. Death 1. Death as a
and poetic 2. Funerals | Organic matter. | 1-13 Life and death- figure
expressions 3. Killing and death: related 2. Death as
(general 4. Suicide Subsection 1: dying, phenomena |anactanda
literary and Vitality killing 1. Natural state
figurative death and 3. Corpse
expressions, Supercategories: | Sections C | dying 4. Coffin
metaphors of 360. Death 50-59 2. Unnatural | 5. Funeral
sleep and rest, 361. Killing Death and death 6. Grave
metaphors of 362. Corpse burial: (killing, 7. Cemetery
departure, 363. Interment | someone murder, 8.
setting out, dying, death | death Gravedigger
return) and penalty)
2. Flippant mourning, 3. Images of
and slang burying and | death,
expressions cremating, 4. Suicide
3. Terms from funerals, 5. Cemetery
work and coffins, 6. Funeral
recreations graves,
4. Terms for places of
hanging burial and
lynching, and cremation
electrocution
5.
Miscellaneous
euphemisms
(the dead,
cemetery,
coffin, grave,
funeral)
6. Predictions
of death

2.2.4. Classification of linguistic means of expressing euphemisms and dysphemisms

Linguistic euphemistic means are much diversified; they encompass all the levels of
language. Following the detailed classification of linguistic means of expressing euphemisms
and dysphemisms proposed by Dabrowska (1994: 262-268), we can distinguish six categories
that classify devices used to create death-related euphemisms and dysphemisms in English;
they are ordered following their supposed level of significance and frequency: (1) semantic

devices, (2) lexical devices, (3) morphological devices, (4) phonological devices, (5) syntactic
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devices, and, (6) graphic devices. Most of the lexical material analyzed in this subsection
comes from Roget’s Thesaurus (1922), Pound (1936), Neaman & Silver (1983), Holder
(1995), Allan & Burridge (1991, 2006), Crespo Fernandez (2006), and Jamet (2013).

2.2.4.1. Semantic devices

A. Metaphor. Metaphors of death seem to be the most commonly used euphemistic device.

They have been studied thoroughly, yet various classifications are offered, for example:

DEATH IS A JOURNEY, DEATH IS A JOYFUL LIFE, DEATH IS A REST,
DEATH IS A REWARD, DEATH IS THE END, and DEATH IS A LOSS (Crespo
Fernandez 2006; based on the analysis of a sample of 228 Victorian obituaries

published in two Irish newspapers in the 1840s),

DEATH AS LOSS, DEATH AS WORRIES ABOUT THE SOUL, DEATH AS A
JOURNEY, and DEATH AS BEGINNING OF NEW LIFE (Allan & Burridge, 1991;
based on the analysis of 536 death notices published in Melbourne Sun in 1988),

DEATH AS MOVEMENT, DEATH AS DOWNWARD MOVEMENT, DEATH AS
A SLEEP, DEATH AS A LOSS, DEATH AS SURRENDER, DEATH AS LIGHT
GONE OUT and DEATH AS END-POINT (Bultnick, 1998, based on lexicographic

analysis of contemporary English),

DEATH AS THE END OF LIFE, DEATH AS A JOURNEY, DEATH AS
DOWNWARD MOVEMENT, DEATH AS DEPARTURE, DEATH AS A REST,
DEATH AS A SLEEP, DEATH AS BEGINNING OF NEW LIFE, DEATH AS A
FALL, and DEATH AS LIGHT GONE OUT (Engelking, 1984; based on

lexicographic analysis of contemporary Polish).

It does not matter, however, whether a linguist follows the traditional rhetoric concept of
metaphor as, for instance, Pound (1936), Engelking (1984), Dabrowska (1994), Allan and
Burridge (1991), or the cognitive model of Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) Conceptual
Metaphor Theory, as for example, Jamet (2013), Crespo Fernandez (2006), Bultnick (1998)

do;

it can be pointed out that metaphors of death are universal in Western culture, as the

comparative analyses have revealed (Dgbrowska 1994; Wysoczanski 2012; Krzyzanowska

1996).

Having analyzed the lexical material we can argue that the most common English metaphors

of death include the following:
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DEATH AS A JOURNEY - death is understood in terms of a journey: a departure from
this world (the dying process as the act of leaving) and a spiritual destination (the
encounter God in Heaven, eternal stay in a better place). This metaphor is deeply rooted in
ancient mythologies and religions, and can be exemplified by the verbs ‘depart’ (and its
collocations: ‘depart this life,” ‘depart out of this world’), ‘pass’ (and phrasal verbs like
‘pass away/over/out/on’) ‘pass off the earth,” ‘pass into the next world), ‘go’ used to
describe the actual process of dying: ‘one is going’ and its effect ‘one is gone,” or with a
prepositional phrase denoting destination: ‘go to Heaven,” ‘go to a better place,” ‘go to
one’s rest,” ‘go to one’s reward,” ‘go West’ (in many mythologies souls of the dead were
supposed to go westwards), ‘go the way of all flesh’ (biblical; III Kings 2:3), ‘go to the
happy hunting ground’ (supposedly borrowed from Native American mythology), ‘go up
the gate’ (i.e. the gate of a cemetery) and ‘go up the chimney’ (used in Nazi death camps);
other rarer verbs include ‘come’ (in expressions: ‘come to one’s resting place’ and ‘come
to the end of the road’), and ‘enter’ (in ‘enter the next world’). On their way there, they

may ‘cross over the river Jordan/Styx.’

Since the dead, euphemistically referred to as ‘deceased’ (from Latin decedere ‘go away,
depart” — its participle decessus was used in Latin as an euphemism for mors) or
‘departed’ (from Old French departir ‘divide’, ‘depart’), go away from this world, by
doing so they ‘leave behind’ their survivors. It should also be pointed out that the root of
the word ‘obituary,” obit meant ‘goes to/toward’ in Classical Latin, and obitus ‘departure’
or ‘encounter’ was euphemistically used while talking about death (c.f. mortem obire ‘to
meet death’).

DEATH AS A FALL/ DEATH AS DOWNWARD MOVEMENT - corresponding with
Lakoff and Johnson’s metaphor SICKNESS AND DEATH ARE DOWN (1980), it is
usually connected with the verb ‘fall’ being used in the context of military service and
death in battle (hence ‘the fallen’ i.e. those killed on military service). This metaphor also
employs other verbs that denote movement downwards: ‘go under’ and ‘drop’ (‘drop
dead,” ‘drop off,” ‘drop in one’s tracks’ i.e. die suddenly), as well as prepositional phases
referring to the position of a dead person: ‘down’ (‘down for good’) and ‘under’ (‘under

the daisies,” ‘under the grass’).

DEATH AS A LOSS - death is viewed from the perspective of survivors, who focus on
its negative results. Since life is believed to be a most precious and valuable ‘object,’

death equals its painful and irretrievable loss. Life can be ‘taken away’ by fate or God.
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Consequently, the living mourn their ‘loss’. The concept of ‘losing’ a person, who is to
be ‘missed’ is therefore commonly found in oral condolences and condolence notices:
‘Condolences for your tragic loss’ or ‘Condolences on the loss of your ...” “We will miss

him/her’ (see Chapter Seven).

DEATH AS A SLEEP/REST - death is conceptualized as sleep, which implies that it is
temporary as the dead is to expect resurrection, or a time of peaceful rest after hard earthly
life. The origins of this metaphor can be traced to Greek mythology: Hypnos, the god of
sleep was the brother of Thanatos, the personification of death. Allan and Burridge (who
refer to it as the metaphor of DEATH AS WORRIES ABOUT THE SOUL) argue:
Activity in animals and humans is explained by the presence of a soul in the
body; sleep and death indicate its absence — which is why sleep is a frequent
euphemism for death. In sleep, the soul’s absence is only temporary but on
death, the soul vacates the body forever; and a soul without a body to reside in

must be laid to rest somehow, lest it become distressed and trouble the living.
(Allan and Burridge : 2006: 225)

Hence the euphemisms used in inscriptions to be found on tomb stones: ‘here sleeps...,’
‘here rests....,” ‘... is asleep in Jesus,” ‘rest in peace’ (and its Latin equivalent, requiescere
in pace, abbreviated to R.I.P.). The dead are ‘put/laid to rest’; they ‘sleep peacefully,” or
‘repose in God’ in a ‘resting place.” That metaphor was commonly employed by Victorian
obituarists, from short expressions like ‘rest in Him’ (i.e. God), ‘eternal rest,” ‘fall asleep
in Christ,” to lengthy ‘rest from the labours of a well spent life” and ‘rest on the merits of

one’s Saviour’ (Crespo Fernandez 2006 :121).

DEATH AS A REWARD/ DEATH AS BEGINNING/DEATH AS NEW LIFE — this
metaphor is strictly connected with religious beliefs: death is perceived as a reward after
having led a life full of virtues. It may overlap with the metaphor of DEATH AS A REST
and likewise was popular with the Victorians, as Crespo Fernandez argues, citing such
circumlocutions from Victorian obituaries: ‘enjoyment of the fruits of a well spent life,’
‘enjoyment of that peace and bliss that await the virtuous and the good’ or ‘blissful reward
in the world of unending glory’ (Crespo Fernandez 2006: 121). The dead are ‘in Heaven,’
‘with the Lord/God’ ‘in Abraham’s bosom’ (biblical; Luke 16:22), ‘in the arms of
Jesus/the Lord/one’s Maker’; similarly, they ‘meet the Maker/Prophet,” or are ‘promoted
to Glory’ (the term used by the Salvation Army). Such metaphors are used especially by
members of various denominations who have confidence that death is not the end, hence

‘afterlife’ or ‘eternal life/glory.” According to a popular belief (and what children are
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often told), the dead are alive in heaven with angels, their predecessors (‘gathered to one’s
fathers’) or ‘join the immortals.” As a Jewish mourning prayer says ‘their names are

inscribed in the Book of Life.’

DEATH AS THE END — death is viewed as the ultimate end of the process of life; thus a
number of expressions that include the word °‘last’: ‘last call,” ‘last end,” ‘last
voyage/journey,” ‘last resting place,” ‘last debt’ (and a related phrase;: the dead ‘pay the
debt of nature’). In a similar manner, soldier’s death is referred to with the following
expressions: ‘make the ultimate sacrifice,” ‘fire his last shot” and ‘be present at/answer the
last roll call/muster.” Obituarists frequently refer to the favorite activities of the dead,
stating that it was the last time they did it, thus a cricketer “pulled up the stumps for the
last time,” and a gambler “finally cashed in his chips” (quoted in: Allan and Burridge

2006: 227).

. Metonymy. Metonymies of death are directly related with metaphors discussed above.
For instance, in the aforementioned metaphor of DEATH AS THE END, the concept of
death is replaced with one of its physiological effects: ‘breath one’s last’ (cf. ‘expire’ from
Latin expirare, which meant both ‘breath out’ and ‘die’), ‘bring one’s heart to its final
pause,’ ‘close one’s eyes for the last time,” or images commonly attributed to the behavior

of a dying person: ‘turn up one’s toes’ or ‘turn one’s face to the wall.’

. Simile. In dysphemistic colloquial language or slang, a dead person can be compared to
an extinct animal (‘dead as dodo’), a permanently fixed object (‘dead as a
doornail/doorknob’), an inanimate, that is lifeless, object (‘dead as stone/wood’) or piece

of meat or fish — a creature that used to live (‘dead as mutton/pickled herring’).

. Circumlocution or periphrasis. This elaborate, wordy and indirect way of referring to
death seems to have grown in popularity in modern times. As Jamet (2013) comments on
its usage: “...there seems to be a dilution of the signifier [death], as if it was one of the
most useful ways of diluting its threatening effect too. The longer the mitigating
euphemistic expression, the more polite it is expected to be. Therefore, proper manners
and politeness require to disguise death, its circumstances and the dead: death can be
described in medical jargon as ‘negative patient care outcome,’ the dead are referred to as
‘the loved ones’ (cf. the title of a satirical novel The Loved On. An Anglo-American
Tragedy by Evelyn Waugh, depicting funeral business in Los Angeles), who are buried in

their ‘final resting place’ (i.e. grave) situated in one of ‘Forest Lawn Memorial Parks’ (the
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chain of corporation-owned cemeteries in California). There, a grave that was purchased
before death may be referred to as a ‘pre-need memorial estate,” as contrasted with the ‘in-
need’ one, bought just before the funeral (Mitford, 2000). In a professional jargon, a
physician or solicitor may advice a patient that suffers from a terminal illness by saying ‘I

think it’s time you got your affairs in order’ (Allan & Burridge 2006: 222).

Nevertheless, that tradition is not new: it is rooted in the pompous style of Victorian
obituaries, where the dead was said to have been ‘called by the will of the Almighty
before his throne of mercy, ‘cut away in the bloom of life’ or ‘carried off in the prime of
time’ (quoted in Crespo Fernandez 2006: 126-128; see also the metaphors of DEATH AS
A REWARD presented above).

. Meiosis: The grim aspects of unavoidable phenomenon such as death can be understated
and ridiculed; thus implying its lesser significance. Hence numerous humoristic
expressions, used predominantly in colloquial language, e.g. ‘push up/ count daisies,” ‘buy
one-way ticket,” ‘kick the bucket,” ‘quit the scene’ or ‘pay a visit to St. Peter’, and in the
discourses of those occupations in which violent death involving killing or murdering is
commonly experienced, that is in the slang of soldiers (e.g. ‘to go home in a box’)
gangsters (e.g. ‘take someone for a one-way ride’) or prisoners, who coined numerous
expressions describing the death penalty (e.g. ‘do a dance in mid-air,” ‘put on the hempen
collar/necktie,” used for hanging or ‘fry/burn in a chair,” ‘take the electric cure’ for
electrocution), and for whom death is ‘the last getaway.” The favorite American term for
the coffin — ‘casket’ seems to be literally a genuine meiosis, as it originally meant a small

case for jewels.

. Oxymoron. Death can be viewed as a paradox, incomprehensible contradiction; for
instance in the case of the metaphors of DEATH AS BEGINNING or DEATH AS NEW

LIFE; -in which the dead or dying person is ‘born into eternal life’ or ‘lives in Jesus.’

. Personification and animalization. Personification of death can be regarded as a kind of
metaphor in which the abstract, non-human concept of death is identified with a human
figure. As death has been personified since the antiquity (see, e.g. Vovelle 2008: Plates 8,
11,12, 26, 37), its numerous personifications found in the English language (as well as in
literature and art) include: ‘the Great Leveller’ (the image originating in the Middle Ages:
neither rank nor wealth do not protect anyone from death) and ‘the Grim Reaper,” the

image of an old man with a scythe that cuts down people. Animalized death is a much
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rarer phenomenon: the commonest image is that of ‘Pale Horse’, which is the shortened
version of a ‘Rider on a Pale Horse,” originating from the biblical depiction of death

riding a pale horse (Revelation 6:8).
2.2.4.2. Lexical devices

A. Loan words and technical terms. Since borrowings from Latin, Greek or French are
generally supposed to be more abstract and less emotional, their use not only increases the
formality of the utterance, but also helps deprive it of highly emotional connotations. This
is why the loan verbs from French, Latin (or Latin through Old French) replacing ‘die,’
such as ‘depart’, ‘decease,” ‘expire’ and ‘perish,” or ‘inter’ substituting ‘bury,” and the
noun ‘demise’ as a synonym of ‘death’ are likely to occur in formal and solemn contexts
of funeral ceremonies and post-mortem rites. Latin terms for ‘death’ mors, mortis and
‘die’ mori gave English adjectives ‘moribund’ (Latin moribundus ‘dying’) and ‘post-
mortem’, as well as nouns: ‘mortician’ (see also Blending below) and ‘mortuary’
(Medieval Latin mortuarium from Classical Latin mortuus ‘dead’), which replaced the
earlier ‘dead-house.” The Greek word nekros (‘dead person’) can be found in a number of
compounds and blends, beginning with ‘necro-’, including ‘necrology’ (borrowed through
Latin: necrologium ‘register of death’), ‘necropsy’ (‘autopsy’), and ‘necropolis’ (Greek
polis, ‘city’), which whereas the word ‘cemetery’ itself derives from Classical Greek
koimoterion, which originally meant ‘dormitory’ (cf. the metaphor of DEATH AS
SLEEP).

Technical terms are predominantly used in jargons of those professionals (lawyers, police
officers, physicians) who have to identify and define various causes of death by means of
Latin and Greek loanwords, or of those, like undertakers, who have to deal with the corpse
in a variety of ways; thus an Old English ‘burial’ may be replaced with more specific
terms: ‘inhumement’ (burial in earth) and ‘entombment’ (in a tomb), cremation can be
followed by ‘inurnment’ (placement of ashes in an urn) and ‘immurement’ (disposal in a
‘columbarium’ or ‘mausoleum’; originally the term meant death by locking a person
within walls, though). Such terms were the subject of satire of Evelyn Waugh’s fictional
rendering of a cemetery representative’s offer: “Normal disposal is by inhumement,
entombment, inurnment or immurement, but many people just lately prefer
insarcophagusment. That is very individual” (Waugh, 1948: 43). Yet, since the
publication of Waugh’s novel. other methods of corpse disposal have been recorded in

English: ‘promession’ (freeze drying), ‘resomation’ (alkaline hydrolysis), which is
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alternatively called ‘bio-* or ‘green cremation,” or most recently — processing it into

‘remember diamonds’ (Raymond, 2014).

B. Hyperonymy. The use of hyperonymy is related to that of metonymy; since death and
dying are referred to by means of a vague term, it is the situational context that the proper
understanding of a hyperonym in an utterance relies on. The word ‘death’ can be replaced
with ‘it,” ‘that,” ‘thing’ ‘fact,” ‘anything,” as in the conditional clause: ‘if anything should
happen to me... .” Their use seems to be one of the commonest devices of the death-
avoiding language, particularly in everyday conversations; the hyperonyms in the
following examples, cited in Jamet (2013), are italicized: ‘I was only 5 when he... when it
happened,’ I didn’t think she would do it’ (i.e. commit suicide), ‘You don’t have to go

through this alone’ (i.e. someone’s death and mourning period).

C. Antonymy. As ‘life’ is the antonym, of ‘death,” death can be called ‘the end of life.” In a
similar manner, the term ‘life insurance’ is commonly used although it is claimed only

after the insured person’s death.

D. Collocations and compounds. Numerous metaphors are formed by replacing the single-
word denotatum with a collocation; thus, since heavenly life is supposed to be superior to
earthly one, the noun ‘heaven’ is replaced with the Adjective-Noun collocation, beginning
with ‘better’: ‘better place/country/world.” In a similar manner, as the temperature of
corpse is much lower than that of a living person, coldness is associated with death and
the dead; which produces the following collocations: ‘cold meat’ (corpse), ‘cold-cart’
(hearse), ‘cold cook’ (mortician), ‘cold storage’ (grave) and ‘cold-meat party’ (funeral),
where the double process (compounding and collocating) occurs. As coffin is made of
wood, the term tends to be replaced with dysphemistic ‘wooden
box/suit/breeks/coat/overcoat,” ‘tree suit’ or ‘timber breeches’ (most of these collocations
and compounds are obsolete; see Holder, 1995: 379, 408). Alternatively, in American
funeral jargon it may be euphemistically called ‘slumber box/cot’ (derived from the
metaphor of death as sleep); likewise compounds ‘slumber room’ (viewing room in a

mortuary) or ‘slumber robe’ (shroud) have been coined.
2.2.4.3. Morphological devices

A. Abbreviation and acronym. In order to avoid a taboo word only its first letter is used: in
this manner ‘death’ is replaced with the phrase ‘big D’ (and it frequently results from ‘big
C,” ie. cancer). Although the best known death-related acronym is ‘R.LP’,
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euphemistically used acronyms can be also observed in medical jargon, e.g. ‘DOA’ that is
‘dead on arrival,” or slang, as the following expression, quoted in Jamet (2013), shows:
‘He OD’ed,’ - he died from a drug overdose. Military jargon and slang also commonly use
abbreviations and acronyms; for instance, NYR means ‘Not Yet Returned’ and refers to
missing pilots, presumably killed in action. In contemporary U.S. military slang, by
means of an acronym based on NATO Phonetic Alphabet, ‘dead’ can be replaced with

T.U. (pronounced as Tango Uniform), which stands for ‘tits up.’

B. Blending. Although used infrequently, blending two terms of negative connotations can
lead to produce a more euphemistic neologism: ‘cremate + remains’ > ‘cremains’,

‘mortuary + physician’ > ‘mortician’, ‘electric’ + ‘execute’ > ‘electrocute.’
2.2.4.4. Phonological devices

Though used scarcely, phonological devices can be encountered in colloquial speech; they
include the uses of rhyming slang, as in Cockney, where ‘brown’ means ‘dead’ (rhyme:
‘brown bread’ — ‘dead’), onomatopoeia: in soldiers’ slang, a soldier killed with a bullet is
‘buzzed’ (a word derived from onomatopoeic word ‘buzz,” imitating the sound made by a
passing bullet, similarly, someone who died ‘went pfft’ (the sound imitating flattening
automobile tires). The jocular use involves puns: a corpse may be dysphemically described
as ‘diet of worms,” the expression being a pun on the historical German Diet of Worms of
1521 (Holder 1995: 100). Likewise, the conflating homonyms may produce humorous effect
as in the sentence: ‘At his funeral, four of his drinking companions carried the bier/beer’

(McArthur 2005: 476).
2.2.4.5. Syntactic devices

A. Use of Simple Past Tense. Using a verb in Simple Past Tense (and the copular ‘be,” in
particular) may signify that the person being referred to is no longer alive: My husband

was such a wise man.

B. Ellipsis. Ellipsis can be described as an ultimate euphemism: neither are the terms ‘death’
or ‘died’ used nor they are is replaced with any euphemism. Allan and Burridge (2006:
224) in their analysis of Australian death notices have come across a number of notices in
which the verb ‘died’ has been omitted; it is only because they are located in classified
advertisements section headed “Died” or “In Memoriam™ that their reader can find out

that the subject died:
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SMITH (Ross), Frances Winifred. — On March 8 at Sherbrooke Private Nursing
Home. Upper Ferntree Gully, aged 71 years.

THOMAS, Margot — On March 11 in Adelaide. In affectionate memory of our dear
Aunt and good friend.

2.2.4.6. Graphic devices

The commonest graphic device is the symbol of the cross, ¥ meaning ‘died in/on...” and used

in tombstone inscriptions or in epitaphs, where it follows the date of a person’s death, e.g.:

John Smith 1850 .
2.2.5. Use of euphemisms and dysphemisms in death-related jargon and slang

Concluding this brief analysis of the taboo of death and linguistic means of avoiding it, we
can observe how members of two professions, for whom death is an everyday phenomenon

cope with the taboo of death in dealing with in- and out-groupers.
2.2.5.1. Death-avoiding medical jargon

James Sexton (1997) in his analysis of language used in American medical institutions
provides a number of expressions that denote death of a patient. He points out that medical

personnel, while talking to the family of the deceased, tends to replace the word ‘died’ with:

e ‘gone’ — “She/He’s gone.” This euphemism used in the context of death seems to be
highly ambiguous, as one can ask about the destination and possible come back. It may be
paraphrased by other circumlocutions: ‘he/she won’t be coming home,” and ‘he/she is no

longer with us.

e ‘lost” — “We lost him/her,” According to Sexton, it is the most frequently used euphemism
while informing the patient’s family about his/her death; although it may be also used in
conversations within medical teams (e.g. surgeons) as in: “We lost the patient,” or “We
attempted resuscitation, but lost him anyway.” The use of this term by physicians or
nurses suggests the concept of death as a failure or defeat for medicine and its
professionals, like a lost battle.

Yet medical staff may avoid direct reference to death not only in communication with patients
and their relatives, but also in discussing death and the dying in their own jargon, which
excludes out-groupers (i.e. persons not practicing medical professions, such as other patients,
patients’ relatives or visitors) who could overhear their conversation. Sexton quotes the
following synonyms of ‘death’ and ‘dying’ used by in-groupers (representatives of medical

profession) in their in-group conversations:
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e ‘coded’ — “How’s the old woman in 4B?” “Oh, she coded last night.” ‘Code’ comes
from the term used on hospital public address systems to alert the medical staff, whose
members are to respond in accordance to procedures (e.g. Code Blue means heart attack);
this euphemism used by in-groupers must be incomprehensible for out-groupers as it lacks

any connotations with death in the hospital context.

‘PBAB’ — this initialism stands for ‘Pine Box At Bedside” and refers to imminently dying
patients; using such a dysphemism reveals some way the medical staff has to cope with
emotional or stressful situation of patient ’s death; moreover, the use of acronyms and

initialism is typical of medical jargon, as its meaning can be easily hidden for out-groupers.

‘circling” — used in a sentence “Who’s circling today?” According to Sexton, this metaphor

can be linked with the image of vultures circling over a dying individual.

Finally, in their hospital reports the staff may use circumlocutions; thus, patient’s death can be
described as ‘negative patient care outcome’ (Burridge 2004: 37) ‘substantive negative
outcome,” ‘therapeutic misadventure,” ‘The patient failed to fulfill his wellness potential.’
(Allan & Burridge 2006: 227), or ‘checked out’ (literally ‘left the hospital”). As the scholars
argue such euphemisms “gloss over the fact that the death was premature and seek to prevent

an action for negligence against hospital staff” (ibidem).
2.2.5.2. Funeralese: the jargon of funeral industry. The undertakers’ slang

“I am not an undertaker. He served his purpose and passed out of the picture. | am a funeral
director. I am a Doctor of Services. We are members of a profession, just as truly as the
lawyer, the doctor or the minister.” (Mitford, 2000: 155-156). Those words, attributed to a
member of National Funeral Directors Association and quoted by Jessica Mitford in her
critical assessment of American funeral industry, The American Way of Death Revisited
(originally published in 1963 as The American Way of Death), illustrate the evolution of
funeralese, the jargon used by the staff of funeral parlors. Its development has evolved since
the 1940s and can be closely linked with the growing importance (and wealth) of that industry
in post-war America, and with what Michel Vovelle, following Mitford, refers to as “the
American way of dying” (Vovelle, 2008: 657-661). Mitford cites press releases issued by
associations of funeral directors, who disliked the use of the term ‘undertaker’ in headlines,
and criticized the New York Times for its “continuous insistence upon using the relatively
obsolete and meaningless words ‘undertaker’ and ‘coffin’ to the exclusion of the more

generally accepted and meaningful ones, ‘funeral director’ and ‘casket.”” (Mitford, 2000:
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156). Thus, as Kate Burridge (2004: 36) observes, funerals are ‘conducted’ or ‘arranged’ by
‘funeral directors’ in ‘funeral parlors,” and not any more by ‘morticians’ or ‘undertakers.’
Before the funeral takes place, their staff first has to come to collect the corpse, which is

referred to with the terms ‘removal’ or ‘doing the contract.’

Pinker’s euphemism treadmill operates in full in funeralese. It can be observed that there is a
strong tendency to continue substituting one euphemism with another; in this way the oldest
euphemism, such as ‘mortician’ was replaced first with ‘funeral undertaker’, which was later
euphemistically clipped to ‘undertaker’ to avoid the word ‘funeral.” (Grzebieniowski 1995:
230). “Yet as early as in 1882, the ‘undertaker’ (still in use in Britain) gave way to ‘funeral
director’ (Laderman, 2006: 5); however, as Allan and Burridge (1991: 22) argue, it is
conceivable that the ‘funeral director’ “will one day be clipped to mere ‘director’, which will
then follow ‘undertaker’ and become a taboo term.” Since the 1920s undertakers have been
also referred to as ‘bereavement counselors’; nowadays a mortician who treats a corpse with
preservatives can be called an ‘embalmer,’ or ‘embalming artist,” and his workplace, where he
prepares the body for the ‘viewing’ or ‘visitation,” can be called a ‘prep room’ (Jamet, 2013
:6). Today mourners may choose another option: ‘drive-thru viewing,” which allows to pay
their last respects on the go (for three minutes) and sign a guest book, without leaving their
car (Householder, 2014). Funeral directors manage a ‘funeral parlor,” a ‘funeral home’ or
even a ‘funeral chapel’ (Vovelle, 2008: 658). Laderman (2006: 6, 18) argues that the
commonly used term ‘parlor’ originates from the 19" century tradition of viewing (as well as
preparing) a body in the parlor of a deceased person’s house; such room in an early funeral
house was often called ‘slumber room’ as it often resembled a bedroom (Laderman, 2006:
24). In a similar manner, the term denoting a special room where the coffin (or preferably a
‘casket’) is chosen has undergone the following evolution: ‘back room’ > ‘show room’ >
‘sales room’ > ‘casket display room’ > ‘casket room’ > ‘selection room.” (Mitford, 2000:
156). Yet, it must be stated that the title of the leading funeral industry trade journal in the
U.S.A., Mortuary Management, has not changed since 1914.

Undertakers use their funarelese in formal situations: in contacts with out-groupers (the
families of the deceased); yet, their language is likely to change into slang while addressing
in-groupers. It seems obvious that, due to their grim profession and “dirty work”, which
requires having to cope with death and the dead every day, undertakers will tend to use
dysphemisms in their in-group conversations so that their humor could produce “the death

desensitization” (Kearl 2003: 575), “lighten the grisly reality” (Burridge 2004: 36) and make

71



their work easier to bear. Thus, in in-group conversations, embalming is replaced with
‘pickling’ or ‘curing the ham,” cremation with ‘shake and bake,” and coffins with ‘tin cans,’
but “when dealing with the public, the ‘patient’ (not the corpse) is ‘interred’ (not buried)
within a ‘casket’ (not coffin) beneath a ‘monument” (not tombstone)” (Kearns, ibidem).
Similarly, Burridge enumerates such Australian slang terms as ‘soup’ denoting a badly
composing body, or a ‘floater’ — a corpse that has been fished out of water. Jamet (2013), in
his analysis of an American drama series Six Feet Under (a story of a family running a funeral
parlor), cites a number of jocular expressions used by the family members (undertakers): “dirt
in a jar’ (ashes in an urn), ‘a big chunk of dead meat in a box’ (a corpse in a coffin), “We’ll
torch him’ (he will be cremated). In contrast, euphemistic language should be used while
addressing the bereaved, as the following conversation between displays (quoted in Jamet,

2013); dysphemisms are italicized whereas euphemisms are marked in bold):

Nate: “I never realized how much money there was to be made in the funeral

business.”

Gilardi: “Death-care industry.”

Nate: “So it’s like a little factory. Of embalming.”

Gilardi: “Preparation for visitation. We maintain a small fleet of vehicles.”

Nate: “Hearses?”

Gilardi: “Funeral carriages.”

Nate: “Dead wagons.”

Gilardi: “Removal vans.”
The exchange quoted above seem to reveal that a single homogenous discourse of death does
not exist. Following Gee (1999) we may distinguish several Discourses, which, despite
sharing the common topic of death and the identical genre (conversation), are to be used only
in particular social contexts and discourse communities: within the discourse community of
in-groupers, whether physicians or morticians, the discourse of death may (and does, as
proven) include dysphemisms; whereas in the case of a heterogeneous community consisting
of professionals and out-groupers (mourners), such dysphemistic discourse would be
absolutely unaccepted and condemned. It would be rejected because it breaks the norms and
traditions accepted in the American (and generally Western) society, which require using

euphemistic discourse while dealing with the bereaved.
2. 3. Genres of the discourse of death

The discourse of death can be realized by a wide range of genres: some are directly related
with funeral ceremonies (for example, street obituaries and funeral notes, funeral speeches,

eulogies, hymns, prayers, tributes and laments), others help survivors cope with grief
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(mourning books, poems of mourning, personal diaries, memoirs and albums, condolences),
and commemorate their beloved (from epitaphs and necrologies to cyber-memorials and
virtual cemeteries) — it must be stated that the above lists of genres are, by no means,
comprehensive. Discourse of death overlaps with other discourses, for instance, with religious
discourse, whose genres include obsequies, requiem mass and other services and prayers for
the dead, funeral sermons and orations, theological treatises on death, ars moriendi literature,
martyrologies, hagiographies and medieval registers of the dead; with legal discourse (from
the bill of mortality and the death sentence to the last will or testament), or with press
discourse, which includes not only obituaries and death notices, but also other press genres
dealing with the subject of death (e. g. articles and reports of executions, assassinations,
funeral ceremonies, etc.).

It is true to say that the topic of death may also appear in numerous other genres, for instance,
in letters, telegrams, or mails, both private and informal, passing the news concerning the
death of a relative or friend, as well as official and formal ones, such as those that inform a
soldier’s family of his death in action. The scope of our thesis does not allow to investigate
each genre in detail; therefore we have to concentrate on presenting only these genres (in
chronological sequence) that directly or indirectly affected the creation and evolution of the
genres of obituary and death notice.

2.3.1. The Classical tradition: funeral speeches

For classical Greek rhetoricians, epideictic genre (from Greek émideikvopt “to reveal,
display”) was one of three major genres of rhetorical discourse (the other two being dicanic
1.e. “forensic” rhetoric, characteristic of court speeches aiming at convincing the judges of
innocence or guilt, and symbouleutic, i.e. “deliberative” rhetoric, used at public or political
meetings to persuade the audience to take an action). Epideictic speeches involved either
praising virtues (epainos) and deeds (encomium), or casting blame and invectives on them
(psogos), thus, the task of an orator was to praise or censure individuals and their qualities,
actions or speeches (Sloane, 2001:251; Aristotle, Rhetoric, 1.9).

A funeral oration or epitaphios logos (Greek émtdaeiog Aoyog, Latin laudatio funebris) was
one of indispensable parts of a solemn funeral ritual in Athens, originally commemorating
dead heroes or notable citizens. The major aim of a funeral oration was to present the
characteristics of the dead hero, appeal to people present at the ceremony to copy their
virtues, and offer them consolation. Only six classical Greek epitaphioi have survived

(Sloane, 2001:255-256); the most famous examples of extant speeches include Pericles’
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oration (431 BC), recorded by Thucydides in The Peloponnesian War (Book I, 35), written
in honour of warriors who died fighting for the city, and Aspasia’s speech quoted in

Menexenus, a Socratic dialogue of Plato, where Socrates ironically comments on rhetoricians’

skills:

Death in battle is certainly in many respects a noble thing. The dead man gets a fine
and costly funeral, although he may have been poor, and an elaborate speech is made
over him by a wise man who has long ago prepared what he has to say, although he
who is praised may not have been good for much. The speakers praise him for what he
has done and for what he has not done — that is the beauty of them — and they steal
away our souls with their embellished words; in every conceivable form they praise
the city; and they praise those who died in war, and all our ancestors who went before
us; and they praise ourselves also who are still alive, until | feel quite elevated by their
laudations, and | stand listening to their words, Menexenus, and become enchanted by
them, and all in a moment | imagine myself to have become a greater and nobler and
finer man than | was before. (Plato, Menexenus, 234c-235a)

While the Greeks originally praised their heroes fallen in wars and the city they fought for, a
Roman funeral oration focused on a single individual. Moreover, Roman rhetoricians
formalized the material to be dealt with by the orator and order in which it should be
presented. In Rhetorica ad Herennium, the oldest Roman book on rhetoric (c. 90 BC),
formerly attributed to Cicero, the anonymous author prescribed:
[...] we shall set forth the things we intend to praise or censure; then recount the
events, observing their precise sequence and chronology, so that one may understand
what the person under discussion did and with what prudence and caution. But it will
first be necessary to set forth his virtues or faults of character, and then to explain how,

such being his character, he has used the advantages or disadvantages, physical or
external circumstances. (Herennium, 111, 7.13)

According to Herennium, the facts concerning a person, whether dead or alive, are to be dealt
with in the following order: his ancestors and education, physical advantages (e.g.
impressiveness, beauty, strength, health) and, finally, external circumstances (virtues and
defects of character, wealth, power, titles to fame, friendships). If the person was dead, the
orator should present the circumstances of his death and its consequences (Herennium, Book
I1l, 7-8). Quintilian in his Institutio Oratoria (c. AD 95) developed the ideas of his
predecessor and formalized the material to be dealt with by the orator, and the order in which
it should be presented: firstly, the facts preceding the dead man’s birth (his noble ancestry,
parentage, oracles and prophesies); secondly, a variety of aspects related to his upbringing,
education, character, physical attributes and virtues, giving an exemplification and account for
his use of those qualities and features in his deeds; finally, honors granted after his death in
order to demonstrate his contribution to the society (Institutio Oratoria, Book I1l, 7, 10-18).
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As Buchner (1958:7) states, the funeral oration is the most epideictic of all rhetorical genres.
Other epideictic genres include panegyric, enconium and eulogy. The term panegyric is
derived from classical Greek movnyvpikdc "a speech suitable for a general assembly”
(panegyris) and originally meant a speech delivered at public festivals, where speakers
praised and expatiated the former glories of Greek cities and their heroes. The most famous
extant Greek panegyrics include the speeches of an Athenian orator Isocrates (436 — 338 BC),
entitled the Panegyricus (c. 380 BC) and the Panathenaicus (c. 340 BC). In Rome, panegyric
(panegiricus) developed into oration celebrating the glories of eminent men of the past at the
festivals, or, as laudations funebres, at their funerals. If the person to be praised was alive,
panegyric might take a form of thanksgiving, gratiarum acto, delivered by a successful
candidate for a public office to thank, praise and flatter a person of influence. Twelve Roman
panegyrics, most of which are anonymous compositions dating from the third and fourth
century AD, have been preserved in the collection of XII Panegyrici Latini. They praise the
emperors for their achievements or express the gratitude of their authors (e. g. the earliest and
most famous panegyric by Pliny the Younger, who gives tribute to Emperor Traian, after
being nominated consul in AD 100). However, as Marcus Tulius Cicero remarked in Brutus
(46 BC), orators in their laudatory speeches corrupted the historical truth by inventing
circumstances that never existed and confounding men of inferior rank with nobles of the

same name (Brutus, 62).

In England the history of panegyric as a literary genre begins with the reign of the Stuart
dynasty. OED records its first use in the title of Samuel Daniel's poem on the Stuart
succession: “A Panegyrike Congratulatorie Delivered to the Kings most excellent majestie”
(1603), although the term panegyricall oration, derived from Latin oratio panegyrica appears
in the 1590s (‘Panegyric’ in: OED, Vol. XII). The earliest definitions of
panegyric/panegyrical were closely associated with the Roman prototype; thus John Bullokar,
in his dictionary An English Expositor (1616), defined it as: “Panegyricall. That which is
spoken flatteringly in praise of some great person: Also it signifieth, stately, honorable,
magnificent, or a speech made of many great matters together” (quoted in: Garrison, 1975: 5),
yet they might be loaded with antimonarchical emotions as in Thomas Blount’s
Glossographia (1625): “Panegyrick. A licentious kind of speaking or oration, in the praise
and commendation of Kings, or other great persons, wherein some falsities are joyned with

many flatteries” (ibidem).
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As James D. Garrison (1975) argues, for poets like Daniel or Ben Johnson (the author of “A
Panegyre, on the Happie Entrance of James Our Soveraigne, To His first high Session of
Parliament in this his Kingdome, the 19. of March”), the panegyric meant an address to a
monarch read or spoken on some public, ceremonial occasion, which was actually read to the
king. However, for the Restoration poets who welcomed Charles II, like Thomas Fuller (“A
Panegyric to His Majesty, on His Happy Return”, John Dryden (“To His Sacred Majesty, A
Panegyrick on his Coronation,” or Sir Francis Fane (“A Panegyrick to the King's most
excellent Majesty, upon his happy accession to the crown, and his more fortunate marriage”),
the panegyric became a poem praising the monarch and celebrating an occasion. Gradually, in
the early 18™ century the panegyric lost it serious, ceremonial dignity, and acquired pejorative
connotations of a poem expressing exaggerated praise of anyone or anything (for instance,

Thomas Warton’s “A Panegyric on Oxford Ale,” written in 1750).

The Latin term encomium comes from Classical Greek encomion (éyxopiov) and originally
meant a set form of verses used during a procession for the purposes of praising a victor (&y
“in”, kopog “festival, feast, revelry”). In classical rhetoric the term acquired two basic
meanings: a figure of speech expressing praise (one of fourteen progymnasmata i.e.
rudimentary exercises, intended to prepare students of rhetoric for the creation and
performance of complete practice orations) and a complete epideictic oration. The most
famous example of the latter was The Encomium of Helen, composed by a pre-Socratic
rhetorician and Sophist, Gorgias (c. 485 — c¢. 380 BC), who, by means of a series of
paradoxes, aimed at praising the mythological character of Helen of Troy. The classical
tradition was continued in the Middle Ages, for instance in Latin text of Encomium Emmae
Reginae (In Praise of Queen Emma), written in 1041-2 by an anonymous monk to praise
English Queen Emma of Normandy and her son Cnut (and, most probably, commissioned by
the queen herself). According to OED, the first usage of the term in English can be attributed
to George Puttenham, an Elizabethan literary critic and the author of the treatise The Arte of
English Poesie (1589), who contrasted the genres of the hymn and encomium, stating: “The
immortall gods were praised by hymnes, the great Princess and heroicke personages by
ballads of praise called Encomia” (Puttenham, 1589, Bk I, Ch. XX). However, unlike the
word panegyric, encomium remained a formal term, which could acquire jocular connotation
as, for instance, in Dickens’ Old Curiosity Shop, where Jem Groves, pub landlord, “brought in
the bread and cheese, and beer, with many high encomiums upon their excellence” (Dickens,

1841: 262)
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Although early English lexicographers distinguished panegyric from encomium (or
encomion), which was referred to as praise in general, in the 18" century the borderlines
between those genres became blurred: in Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary panegyric, eulogy, and
encomium are used interchangeably, thus “panegyrick” is defined as: “An eulogy, an
encomiastick piece”, similarly, “encomium” as “Panegyrick, praise; elogy” (Johnson, 1755).
Yet, George Crabb, in his English Synonyms (1816), observes that although the idea of praise
is common to all those words, encomium should be applied to things or unconscious objects,
such as works of art or productions of genius, refraining from direct reference to the
performer, whereas eulogy is bestowed on a person who we admire, and panegyric is either
directly directed or referenced to such a person, and “may be mere flattery, resulting from
servile dependence” (Crabbe, 1979:301). A similar distinction can be found in Webster’s
Revised Unabridged Dictionary (1913), however its authors state that the word encomium
may be used of both persons and things which are the result of human action, and emphasize
the fact that panegyric is pronounced before an assembly gathered for that occasion. The
evolution and merging of the abovementioned genres that has been recorded by British and
American lexicographers from the early 19" century to the beginning of the 21 century is
presented in Fig. 1.

Table 2.3. Definitions of the terms panegyric, eulogy and encomium in selected
dictionaries

Source panegyric eulogy encomium
Webster, N. (1828) | 1. An oration or Praise; encomium; Praise; panegyric;
American eulogy in praise of panegyric; a speech or | commendation. Men
Dictionary of the | some distinguished | writing in are quite as willing to
English Language | person or commendation of a receive as to bestow

achievement; a person, on account of | encomiums.
formal or elaborate | his valuable qualities,
encomium. or services.

2. An encomium;
praise bestowed on
some eminent
person, action or

virtue.
Webster’s Revised | An oration or eulogy | A speech or writing in | Warm or high praise;
Unabridged in praise of some commendation of the | panegyric; strong
Dictionary (1913) | person or character or services | commendation.
achievement; of a person; as, a His encomiums
fitting eulogy to awakened all my

a formal or elaborate

encomium: worth. Synonyms: ardor. W. Irving.

encomium; praise;
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a laudatory
discourse; laudation.
See Synonym

of Eulogy.

panegyric; applause.

Eulogies turn into
elegies. Spenser.

Oxford Concise
Dictionary, 6™
Edition (1976)

Laudatory discourse

Speech or writing in
praise of person etc.,
esp. Am E funeral
oration, (expression of
praise)

Formal or high-flown
praise

Oxford English
Dictionary, 2"
Edition (1989)

Public speech or
writing in praise of
some person, thing
or achievement;
laudatory discourse,
formal encomium or
eulogy

A speech or writing in
commendation of the
character and services
of a person or the
qualities of a thing,
esp. set oration in
honour of deceased
person.

A formal or high-flown
expression of praise, a
eulogy or panegyric

Merriam-Webster's
Online Dictionary,
11™" Edition (2003)

A eulogistic oration
or writing;

also formal or
elaborate praise,

1.a commendatory
oration or writing
especially in honor of
one deceased (she
delivered the eulogy at
his funeral)

2. high praise.

Glowing and warmly
enthusiastic

praise; also an
expression of this.

Collins Cobuild
Dictionary (1987)

A speech or piece of
writing that praises
someone or
something

(=eulogy).

1. a speech or piece of
writing that praises
someone or something
very much (= tribute)
FORMAL

2. a speech, usually at
a funeral, in which a
person who has just
died is praised (Am
E).

Oxford
Dictionaries
Online (2013)

A public speech or
published text in
praise of someone or
something:

a panegyric on the
pleasures of malt
whisky.

A speech or piece of
writing that praises
someone or something
highly, especially a
tribute to someone
who has just died: a
eulogy to the Queen
Mother.

A speech or piece of
writing that  praises
someone or something
highly.

Desiree Henderson (2011), who has examined the significance of the funeral sermon and

eulogy in early American history, observes that, contrary to the modern tradition that requires
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performing an eulogy on the day of burial at the grave, Colonial Puritan funeral sermons were
delivered on the following Sunday; moreover, the death and burial of a deceased individual
(whose name was not mentioned by the preacher) were not aimed at commemorating him or
her, but at reminding the congregation of God’s judgment their mortality and approaching
death, as well as teaching the community moral and religious values. The social and political
changes caused by the Revolution led to growing popularity of the eulogy. It not only
emphasized the individuality of the dead person and celebrated his or her life and deeds, but
also helped arouse patriotic mood and create national identity, as in the case of the victims of
the Boston Massacre of 1770 (Henderson, 2011: 51). That popularity of the eulogy reached its
climax in 1799, when over 300 eulogies were published following the death of George
Washington (346 are extant). The first American President and general was idealized and

deified by eulogists, like Henry Lee, who wrote:

First in war—first in peace—and first in the hearts of his countrymen, he was second
to none in the humble and enduring scenes of private life; pious, just, humane,
temperate, and sincere; uniform, dignified, and commanding, his example was as
edifying to all around him as were the effects of that example lasting. To his equals he
was condescending, to his inferiors kind, and to the dear object of his affections
exemplarily tender; correct throughout, vice shuddered in his presence, and virtue
always felt his fostering hand; the purity of his private character gave effulgence to his
public virtues. His last scene comported with the whole tenor of his life—although in
extreme pain, not a sigh, not a groan escaped him; and with undisturbed serenity he
closed his well spent life. Such was the man America has lost—such was the man for
whom our nation mourns. (Lee, 1800)

Such exaggerated and grandiose discourse was used in order to express national mourning,
and sooth the nation’s grief, yet the idealized portrayal of the deceased closely resembles that

of hagiography (see 3. 6.).

In modern times, the eulogy is required to meet the death of another person since it
acknowledge the death, articulates public loss, and transforms the relationship between the
dead and the living from the present to the past. It also serves as a therapeutic tool to help
mourners with their grief, and ease their terror at confronting their mortality, thus it consoles
them by arguing that the deceased person lives on. Finally, eulogies encourage unity within

the community which experiences the loss.
2.3.2. Literary genres: poetry of mourning

Several poetic genres of mourning: epicedion, nenia, monody, threnody and elegy have their
roots in the literature of ancient Greeks and Romans. Greek epicedion (¢mkndgiov) or Latin

epicedium, a song of lament, was originally sung at a deathbed (Zabtocki, 1965). It consisted
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of several consecutive parts: laudes (or laudatio) praised the dead, iacture demonanstratio
showed the importance of the loss, luctus expressed grief, consolatio consoled the living and
exhortatio offered them moral teaching (Pelc, 1972: 62) Similarly, Roman songs, nenia
(Latin naenia) derived from the name of a goddesss Nenia or Naenia Dea, being a
personification of the funerary lament's protective power and also connected to the end of a
person's life, were sung by either relatives or hired weepers (accompanied by the flute)

originally during a funeral feast, and later in the course of funeral procession.

Both monody (Greek povodia from pov “one” and @dn “ode”), the term which generally
referred to lyric poetry sung by a single performer and not by a chorus, and
threnody (Greek thréenaidia from thrénos "wailing” and @dn "ode") were mourning hymns or
poems, composed or performed to commemorate a dead individual. The terms ‘monody’ and
‘epicedium’ were introduced into the English literature by George Puttenham, who contrasted
them in The Arte of English Poesie (1589), stating: “ [...] such funerall songs were called
epicedia if they were sang by many, and monodia if they were vttered by one alone”.
(“Monody”, OED, vol. IX: 196). Classical threnody inspired other poets who wrote in grief
following the loss of their children: Jan Kochanowski’s Treny [Threnodies], being a
collection of nineteen poems written upon the death of his beloved daughter Urszula and
published in 1580, Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Threnody, bewailing the death of his son Waldo
from scarlet fever in 1842, or commemorating the death of an eminent person (John Dryden’s

Threnodia Augustialis, written after King Charles 11 had died in 1685).

Originally, ancient Greek elegeia (¢Aeyein) and Roman elegia was a type of metre, not a
poetic genre. The term meant a couplet consisting of a dactylic hexameter followed by a
pentameter, which was used for all kinds of subjects: mythological, erotic as well as mourning
(cf. elegiac poem 101 of Catullus, addressed to the ashes of his brother and concluded with
famous words ave atque vale “hail and farewell”). In English poetry, however, from the
Renaissance, the term elegy (or elegie) referred to a poem lamenting the death of a particular
person, thus sharing the qualities of threnody. Early examples of the genre include Spencer’s
Astrophel (1595) on the death of Philip Sidney, a poet, John Milton’s Lycidias (1637) on the
death of his friend Edward King; both poems being a significant subtype within that genre:
pastoral elegy (though Milton called his poem a monody). Their conventional apparatus of
nymphs, satyrs, and shepherds, images of Nature mourning the dead individual set the pattern
for the 19™ century English pastoral tradition, culminating in two elegies commemorating the
death of a poet: John Keats in Shelley’s Adonais (1821) and Arthur Clough in Matthew
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Arnold’s Thyrsis (1867). Yet, Tennyson, in his poetic cycle In Memoriam A.H.H. (1833-
1850) departs from the model of pastoral elegy and becomes and introspective and personal
expression; it shows a deeply personal strain of grief in a form of a poetic diary, a record of

progressive change of emotions: from despair and doubt to Christian hope.

Not only did elegy mean a lament for the passing of a beloved individual, a poet could also
meditate over the transience of human life itself, witness Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard (1730), a poem deprived of traditional pastoral elements, where the
narrator ponders over the lives of the obscure country folk buried in a churchyard, concluding
the poem with an epitaph of an unknown poet. Gray’s poetic output, however, comprises not
only the abovementioned Elegy, but also a mock-heroic Ode on a Death of a Favorite Cat
(1747): it is not a human but a beloved animal, whose death by drowning in a goldfish tub

while attempting to devour fish is mourned upon.

Elegiac poetry of the 18th century, frequently exaggerated and sentimental, made the elegy
become an object of some irony and mockery. That critical attitude can be traced in Benjamin
Franklin’s A Receipt to Make a New England Funeral Elegy, the seventh of a series of essays
published in The New England Courant (May 22, 1722) under the pen name Silence Dogood.
The author ridicules the mourning poetry of New England, concentrating his criticism on An
Elegy upon the much Lamented Death of Mrs. Mehitebell Kitel, Wife of Mr. John Kitel of
Salem, written by a Dr. John Herrick, which Franklin insincerely flatters as the
most Extraordinary Piece that ever was wrote in New-England.” The essay concludes with a
mock recipe how to write a funeral elegy, which is spite of its length, deserves to be quoted
entire:

For the Title of your Elegy. Of these you may have enough ready made to your Hands;

but if you should chuse to make it your self, you must be sure not to omit the Words
Aetatis Suae, which will Beautify it exceedingly.

For the Subject of your Elegy. Take one of your Neighbours who has lately departed
this Life; it is no great matter at what Age the Party dy'd, but it will be best if he went
away suddenly, being Kill'd, Drown'd, or Froze to Death.

Having chose the Person, take all his Virtues, Excellencies, &c. and if he have not
enough, you may borrow some to make up a sufficient Quantity: To these add his last
Words, dying Expressions, &c. if they are to be had; mix all these together, and be
sure you strain them well. Then season all with a Handful or two of Melancholly
Expressions, such as, Dreadful, Deadly, cruel cold Death, unhappy Fate, weeping
Eyes, &c. Have mixed all these Ingredients well, put them into the empty Scull of
some young Harvard; (but in Case you have ne'er a One at Hand, you may use your
own,) there let them Ferment for the Space of a Fortnight, and by that Time they will
be incorporated into a Body, which take out, and having prepared a sufficient Quantity
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of double Rhimes, such as, Power, Flower; Quiver, Shiver; Grieve us, Leave us; tell
you, excel you; Expeditions, Physicians; Fatigue him, Intrigue him; &c. you must
spread all upon Paper, and if you can procure a Scrap of Latin to put at the End, it will
garnish it mightily; then having affixed your Name at the Bottom, with a Moestus
Composuit, you will have an Excellent Elegy.

N.B. This Receipt will serve when a Female is the Subject of your Elegy, provided you
borrow a greater Quantity of Virtues, Excellencies, &c. (Franklin, 1722)

Yet, American elegy had survived, and in the 19" century reached its peak in Walt Whitman’s
major poem “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d”, which commemorates, without
naming, Abraham Lincoln, presented, as Harold Aspiz (2004: 192) argues, as “an abstract
national hero, the first among equals, representative of the legion of the dead who felled in a
sacred war that poem never names”’; and which displays a spectacle of public mourning and

state funeral.

English poetry of mourning has not only classical origins: ancient English and Scottish
funeral customs included singing a dirge, a song in a form of lament, performed at burial (or
the following feast or wake) to commemorate the dead (the practice related to Gaelic
cronach). The term comes from Latin antiphon Dirige, Dominus meus in conspectu tuo viam
meam [Direct, Lord, my God, my way in Thy sight, Psalm V.8], being part of the medieval
Office of the Dead. Its form is supposed to be less elaborate than that of elegy, however it
found its way to literature: Ariel’s song “Full fathom five thy father lies” in The Tempest (Act
I, Scene II, 394) and the lament “Fear no more the heat o’ the sun” in Cymbeline (Act IV,
Scene 11, 258) are regarded as examples of that genre in Shakespeare (Baldick, 2001: 68).

Finally, a poet meditating upon the theme of death in general and not of a specified
individual, may compose a thanatopsis (from Greek thanatos ‘death’ and opsis ‘view’). In
American literature the most famous thanatopsis was written in 1817 by William Cullen

Bryant, yet a number of Emily Dickinson’s poems can be classified within that genre.
2.3.3. The discourse of a churchyard: epitaphs

The name of that oral genre, coming from éxni "at, over" and tagog "tomb™), was later
applied to an epitaph, the term that refers to a short text inscribed on a tombstone or a
mortuary monument about the person buried at that site, a commemorative plaque with such
a text, or a short poem eulogizing the deceased. Although the earliest inscriptions appear on
ancient Egyptian sarcophagi and tombs, the origins of epitaph as a genre are associated with

Simonides of Ceos (c. 556-468 BC), the author of the famous epitaph commemorating

82



Greeks fallen at the Battle of Thermopylae, written in elegiac couplet, whose epigrammatic
form was to become typical of Classical Greek epitaphs:

O Stranger, send the news home to the people of Sparta that here we

Are laid to rest: the commands they gave us have been obeyed.

[Q E&iv', dyyéhhey Aaxedonpoviolg 8t thide

keipeba, Toig Keivov puact Teldouevor.]
Roman epitaphs, on the contrary, were more factual: an initial abbreviated phrase (e.g. D.M.
Diis Manibus ‘ or D.M.S. Diis Manibus Sacrum ) was followed by the name of the deceased,
age at death, the information about their status or profession, followed frequently by the name
of the donor of the urn and a request to leave their bones in peace:

D(iis) M(anibus) s(acrum).

memoriae aeternae C. Valeri Saturnini, qui vix(it)
annis noviens denis, prope convenientibus annis.
h(ic) s(itus) e(st): o(ssa) t(ibi) b(ene) g(uiescant).

(“Roman Epitaphs”, B 1609)
Since Roman tombs were situated along highways, the epitaphs were addressed to the
passers-by: the dead appealed to them so that they would stop: sta viator, amice viator siste
(‘stop dear traveller’) and meditate over their fate: mihi hodie, tibi cras ‘today for me,

tomorrow for you’ (Kolbuszewski, 1985: 181).

Anglo-Saxon epitaphs tended to be concise like that of Venerable Bede (died in 735): Hac
sunt in fossa Bede venerabilis ossa [‘Here in the grave lie the bones of the Venerable Bede’].
After the Norman Conquest epitaphs, carved in stone or brass, were still in Latin or Norman
French; the earliest English epitaphs date from the late 14" century. They identify the place of
burial, state the name, occupation and major accomplishments of the buried person, and
invoke prayers for their souls, for example the epitaph of Henry Nottingham, buried in 1405
at Holme-next Sea, Norfolk:

Henry Notyngham & hys wyffe lyne here

Yat [that] maden this chirche stepull [steeple] and quere [choir]

Two vestments and belles they made also

Christ hem [them] save therefore ffro wo [woe]

Ande to bring her saules [their souls] to blis at heuen

Sayth Pater and Ave with myld steven [quiet staves]
(quoted in: Suffling,1909: 52)

In the Elizabethan period epitaphs assumed more literary character of a memorial, not
necessarily to be placed on a tomb or inside a church; verse epitaph evolved into a literary

genre, whose exaggerated and pompous style, full of mythological allusions and hyperboles,
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led Samuel Johnson to comment critically upon them in his Essay on Epitaphs (1740),
demanding a true portrayal of the deceased:
Though a sepulchral inscription is professedly a panegyrick, and, therefore, not
confined to historical impartiality, yet it ought always be written with regard to truth.
No man ought to be commended for virtues which he never possessed, but whoever is
curious to know his faults must inquire after them in other places; the monuments of

the dead are not intended to perpetuate the memory of crimes, but to exhibit patterns
of virtue. (Johnson, 1809: 320)

Epitaphs attracted attention of 19" century antiquarians and scholars, who traveled all over
Britain or the USA copying texts from tombstones and memorials, and publishing the corpora
afterwards. The major American epitaph collector was Timothy Alden, who published a
voluminous work, entitled A Collection of Epitaphs and Inscriptions with Occasional Notes, a
comprehensive set of 750 epitaphs coming from all thirteen states and covering the period
1647-1813. The analysis of that corpus, carried out by Michelle Vovelle (2008: 414-421),
reveals an evolution in their language, structure and contents: the number of Latin epitaphs
constituting about 20% of all earliest, 17" -century epitaphs decreases to 2% in the early 19"
century (though the use of some Latin phrases e.g. hic iacet ‘here lies’ or anno aetatis
‘aged... years’ was continued). Opening formulas denote the function of the tombstone, e.g.
Here lies the body... , Here are deposited the remains/relics of..., The monument is erected to
the memory of ..., Consecrated to the memory of.... ; they are followed by the name of the
deceased, their position or/and profession, and the date of death. The age at death is provided,
yet the date of birth and birthplace are extremely rare. The majority of epitaphs contain other
biographical data, and particularly, a list of virtues, predominantly moral, religious and civil,
rather than intellectual and social. They might include information about the circumstances of
death, their relatives (usually those predeceased), and individuals or institutions that had
erected the monument. Their text might be followed by an elegiac poem, biblical quotation or
prayer, and their language not only expressed grief and feeling of loss experienced by family

and community, but also hope of eternal life and resurrection.

As Vovelle (2008: 415) proves, most epitaphs in Alden’s collection commemorate the male
(epitaphs of women constituted only 4% in the 17" century, rising to 28% in the early 19™)
elite of the Colonial and post-Revolutionary American society: governors, mayors, scholars,
and particularly, clergymen, like the one of Rev. Edward Barnard, buried at Haverhill, Mass.:
Beneath are the remains of the rev. Edward Barnard, A. M. pastor of the first church in

this town, who died, 26 January, 1774, in the 54 year of his age- and 31 of his
ministry. In him were united the good scholar, great divine, exemplary christian [sic]
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and minister. His understanding was excellent, judgment exact, imagination lively, and
invention fruitful; eminently a man of prayer; as a preacher, equalled by few, exceeded
by none; indefatigable in the discharge of his ministerial duty, and possessing the most
tender concern for the happiness of those committed to his charge. His piety was
rational, disposition benevolent, of approved integrity, consummate prudence, great
modesty, and simplicity of manners; a kind husband, tender parent, faithful friend, and
agreeable companion; his life irreproachable, and his death greatly lamented by all,
who knew his worth. Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright; for the end of that
man is peace. His grateful flock have erected this monument as a testimony of their
affection and respect to his memory. (Alden, 1814: 54-55, Epitaph 296)

According to Jan Trzynadlowski (1977: 67-68), epitaphs can be classified into three
subgenres: onomastic epitaph [‘epitafium onomastyczne’], the shortest and simplest,
consisting only of the name of the deceased; identificatory epitaph [‘epitafium
identyfikacyjne’], which provides information about him/her: date (and place) of birth and
death, occupation, virtues, etc.; and poetic epitaph [ ‘epitafium poetyckie’] in a verse form of a
lament or elegy. Kolbuszewski (1985: 63-96) argues that the choice of the subgenre is related
to the social aspects and conditions (e.g. onomastic epitaph of a famous person — identifying
information is not necessary) as well as emotions and religious beliefs of its founder (and
sometimes author): the language of metaphor and circumlocution of poetic epitaphs may
express the grief of the founder of the memorial, the feeling of loss, as well as elements of
laudatio — praising the deceased for his life, virtues and deeds — in particular those that

benefited the founder.
2.3.4. Christianity and commemorating the dead: books and registers of the dead

In the Middle Ages a fundamental duty of a religious community, whether a monastery, a
cathedral chapter or a college, was to offer prayers for the living and the dead. Therefore, the
names of the dead bishops, monks, benefactors, and other eminent individuals were recorded
in a liber memorialis, a memorial book (also known as liber vitae, since death marked the
moment the deceased had begun their new life in Heaven) to be read by a priest as part of the
holy mass in an appropriate order so that the congregation could pray for their souls (Aries,
1989:151-154). The memorial books originated from an earlier Christian tradition (39-4%"
century) of compiling diptychs of the living and diptychs of the dead (sacrae fabulae, libri
vivorum et mortuorum), which included the names of those, living or dead, who were
considered as members of the Church (exemplifying the theological doctrine of the
Communion of Saints); the content of the diptychs could be read out at various stages of the
Mass (Briggs, 1987:53-63). The registers of the dead varied in form: they could be written

down as marginal entries of books of martyrologies or calendars, or in separate volumes,
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whose names were diversified: necrologia, mortuologia, libri obituum, and obituaria.

(“necrologies” in: Catholic Encyclopedia)

In medieval England that tradition was deeply rooted: the practice was mentioned in a letter
of St. Cuthbert, archbishop of Canterbury in the years 740-60. The book, placed on the altar,
contained the names ordered into categories with headings for kings, bishops, monks and so
forth, however the names of the common folk might have been recorded more or less at
random. Apart from the names and ranks the books contained little or no other information
about the deceased. The preface to the eleventh-century New Minster Liber Vitae is the most
informative source for their use and purpose:
Here follow in due order [...] the names of the brethren and monks, and of our
"familiares”, and benefactors, living and dead, by whose alms, through the bounty of
Christ, this family is day by day supported; that by this written remembrance on earth
they may be inscribed on the page of the heavenly record. And let there be entered the
names of all who commend themselves to the prayers and fraternity of this
community, so that a commemoration of them may be made daily in the holy
solemnities of the Mass, and in our psalmody, and their names presented daily before
the holy altar, at the morning and the principal mass by the sub-deacon, and be recited

by him so far as time permits in the sight of the Most High. (quoted in: Briggs,
1987:61)

A congregation prayed not only for their own dead. Documents in a form of parchment rolls —
hence the Latin name rotuli (French rouleaux des morts) — including the names of the
deceased who were members of the same monastic order or religious associations, were
carried by messengers to other congregations and societies whose members were obliged to
pray mutually for each other’s dead, which was attested with an entry on the roll (Vovelle,
2008:95).

2.3.5. Commemorating the holy and the eminent: martyrologies, hagiographies, and

necrologies.

Another part of the holy mess is a fragment from Martyrology, an official list of martyrs,
other saints and beati recognized by the Church. It is read out to commemorate their
anniversary or feast. The earliest martyrologies, e.g. Bede’s Martyrologium (c. 725) or
Martyrologium Hieronimianum (9" century) provided the name and type of a saint,
information concerning the circumstances of his/her death, and, if a martyr, the name of the
persecutor, and the description of tortures and execution. The presently used Roman
Martyrology, is derived from Martyrologium romanum ad novam kalendarii rationem et
ecclesiasticee historice veritatem restitutum, Gregorii XIII pont. max. iussu editum, was

published in Rome in 1583, and subsequently approved and imposed on the Catholic Church
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by Pope Gregory XIII. Yet, it was hagiographies (from the Greek (h)agios (é&ytog, “holy” or
“saint”) and graphéin (ypdperv, “to write”), the collected accounts of saints’ lives, composed
and compiled from various authentic and legendary sources, which were more widely read by
common folk, thus inspiring piety, providing ideals of Christian life, and propagating the cult
of saints. Those medieval collections, the most famous being Legenda aurea by Jacobus de
Voragine (c. 1260), presented an idealized portrait of a saint, emphasizing his/her virtues and
pious life, full of good deeds and miracles, and concluded with martyrdom or death in odore

sanctitatis.

In the 18" century, collections of biographies of the eminent dead were published as
necrologies; the name being a compound of Classical Greek words vexpdg (dead body) and
Aoyog (word). Kolbuszewski (1997: 46-47) argues that the first major work of that type was
Nécrologue de Port Royal by Rivet de la Grande (1723), yet it was the Nekrolog der
Deutschen (1790-1806), compiled by Adolf Heinrich Friedrich Schlichtegeroll (1765-1822) in
twenty-eight volumes, which provided a model for similar publications in Europe (e. g.
Nekrologia by Jozef Ignacy Kraszewski): each volume, entitled Nekrolog auf das Jahr [the
year stated] FEnthaltend Nachrichten von dem Leben merkwiirdiger in diesem Jahre
verstorbener Personen, contains extensive obituaries of famous Germans who had died in that
year - hence the English term ‘necrology’, referring to a list of persons who died within a
certain period of time (‘Necrology’ in: OED, Vol. X: 284).

2.4. Concluding remarks

Death is an event that requires a number of genres of speech whose conventions have shaped
memorial and mourning traditions, customs and practices. Thus, although every death is
unique and every individual experience of grief and mourning is different, those diverse
genres help make death meaningful, restore social order after the loss, soothe grief. The
variety of genres and conventions related to death, their evolution in history of mankind,
growing popularity of some and vanishing of others are linked with political, social, and
individual dimensions of dealing with death, characteristic of a particular society or culture.

In Western tradition, the origins of the obituary and the death notice can be seen as deeply

rooted in three traditions:

1. Classical Greek and Roman rhetoric and poetry regarding the appraisal of the deceased by
means of a wide range of genres including funeral oratory, eulogy, panegyric or elegy,

which were transformed and developed in the Middle Ages and Renaissance — and still
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practiced nowadays — have left their traces in the contents of the early obituary practice,

particularly the way the deceased was presented, praised and lamented upon.

2. Christian (both ancient and medieval) presentation of saints, particularly martyrs, in the
form of hagiographies and martyrologies, whose authors emphasized saints’ virtues and

circumstances of their deaths, forming an ideal to be pursued and followed.

3. Medieval tradition of recording the names of the dead so that their souls could be prayed

for, thus creating the first lists, called obits or obituaries.

The overall introduction to discourse of death and its genres should be followed with the
presentation of the birth and evolution of the obituary and death notice in Britain, the issues

that will be presented in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE GENRES OF OBITUARY AND DEATH NOTICE

This chapter begins with presenting the origin, etymology, meanings and different early uses
of the term ‘obituary’ in English history, literature and press, as recorded in a number of
dictionaries (3.1.and 3.2.), as well as those features that distinguish it from death notice (3.3).
The early evolution of both genres, their distinctive features characterizing structure and
contents are discussed by analyzing a number of early samples of the genres, in particular
texts collected from early issues of one of the earliest British papers, The Gentleman'’s
Magazine (3.4. and 3.5.). Since the issues concerning obituaries and death notices have only
recently become the subject of linguistic and sociological research both in Poland and abroad,
it is necessary to present contemporary research into obituaries and death notices, and the
most significant investigations that have been conducted in Poland, Germany, Switzerland,
Great Britain, the U.S.A., Australia and Canada (3.6).

3. 1. The obituary: its etymology and early usage in English

The etymology of the word obituary has its roots in Classical Latin, in which a compound
intransitive verb obire (ob ‘up to, toward’ and ire ‘to go’) meant ‘to go to’, ‘to go to meet’,
and was used as a euphemism of ‘to die’ (i.e. ‘to meet the death’). Its 3" person singular form
past tense (Perfectum) form obiit (he/she died), and its past participle obitus are related to
the verbal noun obitus, whose multiple meanings included ‘an approaching, a going to meet,
setting (sunset), downfall, destruction, death’. Medieval Latin word obituarius, was created
by adding a suffix -arius to the noun obitus; the derived adjective acquired the meaning
‘pertaining to death’ (Ayto, 1990: 369). Both lexemes, ‘obit’ and ‘obituary’, entered the
English language at different periods of its history: the former as early as the 14" century, the
latter, most probably, in the 17 century (see the discussion below).

Originally, the word ‘obit’ was used as a synonym of ‘death’; its earliest occurrence can be
found in the following fragment of John Wycliffe’s translation of the Bible (1382):
And pe days of pe lyf of Abraham wern ahundrep & seuenty & fyue 3ere & fayling he

was deed [...] & after pe obyte of hym god blysside to ysaac hys sonn. (Gen. XXV,
11, quoted in: ‘Obit” OED Online; the author’s emphasis)

That use had become obsolete by the end of Early Modern English. Yet, Late Middle English
and Early Modern English texts (mostly wills) prove that ‘obit’ acquired four related

meanings:
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1) a ceremony or office (usually a mass) performed either at the burial of a deceased person or
as a memorial service, usually on the anniversary of his/her death, on behalf of his/her soul,
e.g. the will of Jon Croxton of Yhorke (1394) says: “Also I will that prestes of my parisch
kirk have a quarte of wyne and a pund of wax candill to syng wyth on the day of my buryng,
and at the obet also.” (Raine, 1836: 185)

(2) money (offering) given for performing abovementioned rites or service; as it is said in the
will of John Trollop of Thornley (1522): “Also | will that myne Executor make an obbet of
xxs [20 shillings] at my twelfmonth day [death anniversary].” (Raine, 1835: 106)

(3) an entry or record of the death in an obit-book; e. g. the will of Sir Thomas Chaworth
(1458) mentions “another olde Messe boke [...] in the which ar titled of olde tyme the Obitts
of the auncetors as welle of the faders of the said Sir Thomas as of his moder.” (Testamenta
Eboracensia, 1855: 227)

(4) an obituary or death notice; (see ‘Obit” OED Online)

According to OED, the first usage of the word ‘obit’ in the fourth meaning is recorded as
early as in 1535, when Andrew Boorde, wrote in his “Letter IV”: “... the sayd reuerend
father hath sentt to yow the obytt off hys predycessor” (Boorde, 1870: 57); however, it is not
clear what exactly the form of obit he had in mind while using that word. It was Anthony
Wood, an Oxford scholar and antiquarian, who, in his memoirs, referring in June 1673 to an
(unidentified) text published in London Gazette (the oldest surviving English newspaper, first
published on November 71", 1665), wrote: “Lord Fairfax buried at Bilbrook in Yorkshire. Mr.
[Mathew] Hutton told me his obit was in the Gazet, but | have looked 1670, 71, 72 and
cannot find it” (Wood, 1892: 265).

Meanings (1), (2) and (3) have become obsolete in contemporary English, whereas (4) is

colloquially used nowadays as a synonym (abbreviation) of ‘obituary’.
3. 2. Obituary — multiple meanings of the term

The Oxford English Dictionary provides two definitions of ‘obituary’: the first refers to “a
register of deaths as obit-days (obit-books)” (‘Obituary’ in OED: Vol. X: 640), and its first
occurrences are recorded in the early eighteenth-century dictionaries: in White Kennet’s
Cowell’s Interpreter (1701), where the entry “Obit” is provided with the following
explanation: “In Religious Houses they had a Register or Kalendar, wherein they entred
the Obits or Obitual Days of their Founders and Benefactors, which was thence called
the Obituary” (quoted in OED Online) and in the sixth edition of Edward Philips’ dictionary
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The New World of English Words or a General Dictionary, (revised and enlarged by John
Kersey in 1706), which reads: “Obituary — a Calendar or Register Book in which the Friers in
the monastery enter’d the obits or Obitual Days of their Founders and Benefactors”
(‘Obituary’ in OED: Vol. X: 640). Yet, as Nigel Starck (2004: 17) claims, the lexeme
obituary in that meaning was used in an earlier text: in the title of the collection entitled The
Obituary of Richard Smyth, secondary of the Poultry Compter, London: being a catalogue of
all such persons as he knew in their life; extending from A.D. 1627 to A.D. 1674, whose
author, Richard Smyth (1590-1675), a deputy sheriff in a prison for debtors and a book
collector, compiled a chronological obit book, entering the names of the dead, preceded by
the date of death, and followed with a brief characteristics of the person. As its subtitle
suggests, the author’s selection of the deceased to be included was basically limited to the
inhabitants of London. The shortest entries provide the name of the person, his/her title,

position or occupation and address:

[1628] October 24. Geo. Mountain, A.Bp. of York, late Bp. of London, died.
25. Anth. Culcerwell, attorn. in Wood Street, died.
(Ellis, 1849:4)

Yet most entries include the information about the circumstances of death, which, in later
years, tended to be more detailed, especially when death resulted from murder, accident, or it
was unexpected:

[1628] August 23. George Duke of Buckingham, stabed to death at Portsmouth in

Capt. Mason's house by one John Felton.

December 21. Mis Gale, in ye Old Jewry, leaping out of a garret-window
into her neighbour's yard, broke her neck. (Ellis, 1849:5)

[1671] August 7. Daniell Trotman, younger brother of Edw. Trotman, secondary
of the Poultry Compter, coming with some company from Hackney,
calling in by the way at the Verginia Alehouse to play a little at the board's
end, was sodenly taken with a vomiting of blood, and again presently
vomiting againe, at least a quart more of blood, therewithall fell downe
speechless, and some imposture or vein (as is conjectured) breaking in him
and choaking him: buried August 10th at Lothbury Church.

(Ellis, 1849: 92)
Rarely, however, does Smyth provide details regarding the funeral ceremonies:

[1672] Decemb. 26. Mr. Crofton, a preacher, buried at St. Buttolp Aldersgate. Dr.
Arden, rector there, preached at his funerall. (Ellis, 1849: 97)
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Smyth’s Obituary, as his private enterprise and unknown to general audience, was preserved
in manuscript until its publication in 1849 by the Camden Society, therefore, without the
direct access to the Smyth’s manuscript itself, it is impossible to confirm Starck’s hypothesis
concerning the first use of the word ‘obituary,’ for the title of the publication might have been

created by its publishers and not by Smyth himself.

The first usage of ‘obituary’ in the second meaning, as “a record or announcement of death or
deaths, especially in a newspaper, usually comprising a brief biographical sketch of the
deceased” (“obituary” in OED: Vol. X: 640) is recorded as having occurred in 1738, when
Thomas Birch, in his introduction to a complete edition of Milton’s works, wrote: “He
[Milton] died at his House in Bunhill-Row November 15th, according to Mr. Richard Smith,
his Neighbour, in his Obituary; though Mr Wood tells us, that it was on the 9th, or 10th of that
month” (Birch, 1753: 73). Nevertheless, the word must have been used infrequently then,
since it is not found in Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755), the
scholar recorded only ‘obit’, whose brief entry (lacking any literary sources) reads: “funeral

obsequies (corruption of obiit or obivit)” (Johnson, 1799: 199).

The editors of the recent edition of OED Online have altered the second definition of
‘obituary’, stating: “A record or announcement of a death, esp. in a newspaper or similar
publication; (in later use) (also) spec. an appreciation appearing in a newspaper or news
broadcast, of an eminent or well-known person who has recently died, typically including a
brief biography” (‘Obituary’ in OED Online). The new definition seems to take into account
modern media (the Internet), vaguely named “news broadcast”. It is also worth noticing that it
emphasizes the notion of importance and fame attributed to an individual to be appreciated,
thus posing a question on selection criteria concerning the deceased to be remembered (see
the discussion in: Fowler, 2007, 3-4).

The new definition is also expanded by adding the third meaning of ‘obituary’, classified as
obsolete: “the section of a newspaper in which deaths are announced” (its evolution is

presented in Section 3.4.4).

Likewise, the entry ‘obituary’ Webster’s New International Dictionary (1913) contains four
definitions of the term: the first states generally that obituary is “that which pertains to, or
is called forth by, the obit or death of a person; esp., an account of a deceased person.” The
following two definitions emphasize the press usage of the term; thus ‘obituary’ iS a

“notice of the death of a person, published in a newspaper or other periodical, accompanied
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by a biographical sketch which may be brief or extended” or the section of a newspaper in
which obituaries are printed. The fourth definition refers to the archaic meanings of the
lexeme as a “list of the dead, or a register of anniversary days when service is performed for
the dead.”

3. 3. The related genres: death notice (death announcement) and obituary

Both OED and Webster’s Dictionary lack the entries ‘death notice’ and ‘death
announcement.” As shown above, the fourth definition of obit in OED (“an obituary or death
notice”) and the second one in Webster’s Dictionary “ (“notice of the death of a person
published in a newspaper or other periodical, accompanied by a biographical sketch which
may be brief or extended”) regard the obituary and the death notice as one concept (the latter,
exemplifying the adjectival use of ‘obituary’ provides the collocation ‘“obituary notice,”
which may vaguely refer to the death notice). The Routledge Encyclopedia of Death and
Dying states that the former “... can be described as a published notice of the details of a
person’s death together with a biography cataloguing his or her life”” (334); whereas the latter
texts “... are inserted in local newspapers by family and friends and are also known as paid
obituaries” (ibidem). Nigel Starck emphasizes that difference arguing that “this is particularly
the case in the United States, where paid obituaries — in effect, lengthy death notices often
incorporating a detailed life history — are common ... that classified advertising headed
Obituaries or Paid Obituaries is often applied to what are, in reality, death notices” (Starck,
2004: 32-33). Therefore, for most British and American newspapers, the term ‘obituary’ has
been reserved for staff-written texts, which can be seen as news items telling something of the
deceased’s life story rather than simply supplying biographic information; on the other hand,
death notices or death announcements are treated as paid advertisements, and are used to refer
to short texts written by families, friends or colleagues of the deceased (or funeral directors);
they usually provide very basic information about him or her. However, as Bates et al. argue,
in recent years in the USA the line between the paid death notice content and the editorial
obituary has been blurred, resulting from “...economic concerns of newspapers, including
their need to diversify their revenue streams, as well as an imperative to reduce staff costs to

increase or maintain profitability” (Bates et al., 2009: 6).
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3. 4. The evolution of the British death notice and obituary: the case of The Gentleman’s
Magazine

3. 4. 1. The beginnings: Edward Cave’s tenure (1731-1754)

As Bridget Fowler (2007: 4) points out, it was London-based periodical The Gentleman's
Magazine, or Monthly Intelligencer, founded by Edward Cave in January 1731, where the
origins and evolution of the genre of the obituary, associated with the latter definition
supplied by the OED, can be traced. In his advertisement for the first number of the Magazine
Cave presented a list of topics to be dealt with, including: “Domestick Occurences, viz.
Births, Deaths, Marriages, Preferments, Casualties, Burials and Christenings in London” (The
Gentleman’s Magazine Vol. |, Jan. 1731: 1). In fact, that was not the first instance of
organizing news material in such a manner; as Udo Fries (2006: 163) remarks, similar lists of
topics appeared in other magazines already as early as 1701, when, the advertisement for The
Post Angel or Universal Entertainment, submitted in Post Man of May 1701, enumerated and
described the contents of each of its five parts: the second was to include “Lives and Deaths
of the most Eminent Persons that Died in that Month.”

Consequently, each issue of The Gentleman’s Magazine contained a section entitled
“Domestick Occurences,” which included a subsection “Deaths” (only in the first issue of
January 1731 it is headed “Deaths of Eminent Persons”), preceded by a subsection
“Casualties” and followed by one headed “Marriages”. The early “Deaths” pages resemble
Smyth’s obit-book: the day of month is followed by the name of the deceased, his present or
previous occupation, post or title; optionally the name of hometown or estate (and its worth),
and the names of relatives are provided. The following list was published in the first issue of
The Magazine (only the first ten entries are presented below; the use of italics in proper nouns

follows the original text):

Jan. 1. William Willoughby, of West Knoyle in Wiltshire, Esq; and 700I. [pounds]
per Annum fell to his Brother Richard Willoughby of Southampton Buildings, Esq;
Sir Peter Verdoen, Kt. late Lord Mayor of Dublin.
Casper White, Alderman of the same City, and Dutch Merchant.
2. Capt. John Turner, at his Seat at Tilford, near Farnham, formerly a Wholesale
Mercer in Bucklerbury.
3. Mr. Morris, Coach-maker to his R. Highness the Prince of Wales.
Mr. Oliver Savigny, Cutler to his Majesty.
Dr. Morton, of the College of Physicians.
Mr. Dobbyns, Lithotomist and Senior Surgeon of St. Bartholomew’s Hospital.
Mr. Boheme of Lincolns-Inn-Fields Play-house.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine Vol. 1, Jan. 1731: 32-33)
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The “Deaths” section blurred the social distinction to some extent: in the same column the
deaths of representatives of different classes, trades and professions are noticed, without any
further interpretation or evaluation. The first notice (of William Willoughby), providing the
information on the value of his property may exemplify Norman’s (2008: 22) argument that
the death notices published by The Gentleman’s Magazine “... were not out of place next to
information regarding recent bankrupts any more than the monthly ‘Bill of Mortality’
appeared beside the prices for stocks or corn.” That inclusion of the death notice, as Nathaniel
Norman (2008: 2) claims, corresponds with the subtitle of the Magazine: Monthly
Intelligencer; consequently, it fulfills one the editor’s aims — to enable creditors to make
claims against debts. However, in the case of the death of a member of the landed gentry, the
notice was likely to include the data concerning the succession of his title, which emphasizes
the importance of continuation and heredity, as well as the information related to the estate:
hence relevant terms of his last will are quoted and referred to. Thus, monetary listings in the
following notice focus on the value of the estate held and not on the values or virtues of the
deceased himself, except for his title and posts:
[April 9] Robert Benson, Lord Bingley, Treasurer of the Household, and one of the
Hon. Privy-Council, formerly Chancellor of the Exchequer. He marry’d the Sister of
the present E.[Earl] of Aylesford. The Honour is become extinct His last Will and
Testament having been open’d, he did thereby bequeath 100,000l. to Miss Harriot
Benson, his Daughter, which is to be laid out in the purchase of Lands for her; to his
Widow her Mother, 400l. per Ann. over and above her Jointure, which is 1000l.
per Ann. 7000l. to a young Lady; and another considerable Legacy to the Mother of
the said Lady; besides many other great Legacies: He has also left to his Stewart
1001. per Ann. for his Life, and to all his Household Servants one Year’s Wages. His

Grace the Duke of Hamilton, Councellor Hamilton, and Mr Hoar the Banker, are
Executors of the Will. (The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. |, April 1731: 173)

Rare entries of deceased women (only five in January 1731 issue) never contain their first
names; they are referred to by the names of their husbands instead; additionally, the names of

fathers or siblings can be mentioned:

[9] Lady of the Hon. Brigadier Hopkeys, at Chelsea.
[20] Mrs Young, Wife of Thomas Young of Oxfordshire, Esq; in Child-bed, being
first deliver’d of two Children. She was Daughter of Sir John D’Oyly of
Chislehampton, Bart.
[20] The Wife of Micheal Lister, Esg. and Sister to the Lady Willoughby de Broke at
Boston, Lincolnshire.
[24] The Relict of Daniel Deering, Esqg. at the Bath, She was Sister to Sir Philip
Parker Long, Bart. and to Lord Percival’s Lady.

(The Gentleman’s Magazine Vol. |, Jan. 1731: 32-34)
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The only exception to the rule is the exceptionally lengthy death notice of Lady Catherine
Howard, since, like the notice of Robert Benson quoted above, it comprises of her family
connections (male relations only) and issues involving bequeathing her estate:
[22] The Lady Catherine Howard, Widow and Relict of the late Lord Frederick
Howard, and formerly of Sir Richard Kennedy, of Mount Kennedy in Ireland, Bart.
She left issue only a Daughter by Sir Richard, Elizabeth, married to Sir William
Dudley, of Clapton in Northampton, Bart. To whom and her Issue by Sir William,
she hath left the Bulk of her Estate. By her Death, a Rent-Charge of 350l. per

Annum, fell to Robert Jones, Esq; of Westminster.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine Vol. 1, Jan. 1731: 34)

The information about a person’s age is omitted unless he/she died at a great age, as in the
following unique case, where the exceptionally good health is praised in a bracketed editorial
comment:

[12] Robert Bristow, aged 105, at Stamford. [He had lost his Hearing, but had his

Sight and other Senses to the last.]
(The Gentleman’s Magazine Vol. |, Jan. 1731: 33)

The notices included in the edition of January, 1731 lack subjective commentaries; the only
attempt at evaluating the deceased is a brief statement concerning a Mr. William Taverner,

who was “remarkably honest in his business” (ibidem).
3. 4. 2. The development of the genre(s): John Nichols’ tenure (1778-1818)

Fergusson (1999: 149) claims that it was under the editorship of John Nichols that The
Gentleman’s Magazine “established a standard of necrology for modern times”. The evolution
is displayed both in the size and contents of obituaries. Norman (2006: 9) estimates that
during Cave’s tenure (1731-1754) the “Deaths” section filled on average 68.7 lines per issue,
at 2.24 lines per entry, whereas during Nichols’ time (1778-1818), the section occupied
1060.88 lines per issue, with 42, 79 lines per entry. Analyzing a sample of death notices
published in January 1780 in the section headed “Deaths of considerable Persons”, it can be
observed that the majority of death notices preserve their compact structure: date (if known)
and place (optionally) of death, name, followed by (optionally) age, position or occupation.
That pattern was typical of Cave’s editorship (however the practice of applying italics to

proper nouns was abandoned) e. g.:
Jan, 1. [1780] At York Tho. Fountayne, esq. aged 22.
24. At Bath, Archi. Stewart, esq; late an eminent merchant in London, formerly lord

provost of Edinburgh.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. L, Jan. 1780: 51)

96



Although most notices tend to entirely impartial and equally devoid of any detail, in the case
of an unusual achievement or a unique feature, an entry might be concluded with a brief

presentation or characteristics, for instance:

[Dec.] 31. [1779] At Ludlow, Charles Bowlker, universally acknowledged to have
been the best angler in Great Britain.

[Jan.] 8. [1780] Mr. Ward, inventor of cork jackets.

[Jan.] 23. At Elcombe, Kent, Mr. Tho. Elcombe, farmer, whose ancestors were farmers
there in the reign of Henry IV. (ibidem)

However, four out of fifty-eight notices published in the analyzed issue are developed into
longer texts. The first one, referring to the death of Robert Douglas as a result of a fatal injury
caused by his accidental fall, described here in detail, could have been placed, under Cave’s

editorship, in the “Casualties” section of The Magazine (discontinued by John Nichols):

Oct. 24. At St. Christopher’s, Robert Douglas, esq; governor of his all majesty’s forts
and fortifications in that island. This gentleman’s death was occasioned by a most
extraordinary accident indeed; leaning against the palisades which enclosed his court-
yard and being rather corpulent and heavy, the wood gave way, and he falling with
great violence, occasioned a contusion of the spine, of which he died in 24 hours,
labouring under the most excruciating torture, but perfectly placid and resigned. He
has left the bulk of his fortune (which is very considerable) to his brother, Capt. John
Douglas, of his Majesty’s ship the Terrible.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. L, Jan. 1780: 50)

Two following entries are supplemented by editorial comments, consisting of one or two
lengthy complex-compound sentences, which emphasize the eminence of the deceased and
their being, according to the section heading, “considerable persons”. Both gentlemen are
praised in the epideictic manner; thus fulfilling the basic requirements of the panegyric or the
obituary:
Nov. 13. [1779] At Chislehurst in Kent, the Rev. John Lawson, B.D.R. of
Swanscombe in that county, and formerly fellow of Sidney Sussex College,
Cambridge. This gentleman was remarkable for his knowledge in antient [sic] and
modern geometry, and was admired, and his acquaintance courted, by those who had a
true taste for that sublime science.
[Jan.] 27. [1780] At Stationers-hall, advanced in years, Mr. George Hawkins, treasurer
and warehouse-keeper to the Company of Stationers. He was formerly a bookseller in
Fleet-street, and many years kept a shop during the season in Turnbridge-Wells. He

was a man of fair character, and much respected by the nobility and gentry who
frequented his shop. (ibidem)

The fourth text, a tribute to a Thomas Hope, an affluent and prosperous merchant, can be
classified as an early example of the obituary as a record of death including appraisal and
brief biography of the deceased, thus satisfying the basic requirements of the genre. The 225-

word text begins with the short information on his age, cause of death and ancestry, which is
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followed by the appraisal of his “great natural abilities” and highlights of his flourishing
international career as an Amsterdam banker, and concluded with praising his personal

virtues: justice, trustworthiness and prudence — features characterizing an ideal businessman:

Dec. 26. [1779] Of lingering illness, in the 75th year of his age, Tho. Hope, esq.; well
known in the trading world, as one of the first characters that this or perhaps any other
age ever produced. He was originally descended from the elder branch of the family of
Hope in Scotland; and, endowed with great natural abilities; he with unremitting
application raised the credit and affluence of the house at Amsterdam, which continues
to bear his name, to such a height, as perhaps no other house of trade in any country
ever arrived. Nor were his thoughts in business confined to that object only, having for
many Yyears presided as representative of the Prince of Orange, first in the West India,
and afterwards in the Dutch East India Companies; where particularly in the latter he
established such wise laws and regulations in their trade, as must make his memory
respected and adored as long as those companies shall exist. And it will be
remembered by the latest posterity that a merchant could at once prescribe laws to
sovereigns in the East, and, by his moneyed powers, greatly sway the scale of Empire
in Europe. He was just in all his dealings; and friendly, where he had once placed his
confidence, to a degree that by many might be thought to exceed the bounds of
prudence in trade. (ibidem)

The new approach to such presentation of the deceased, which combined the elements of a
factual biography with those characteristic of “panegyric tributes”, met with the editor’s
unusual criticism in form of his editorial request, published as a bracketed comment, which
directly follows the obituary of Hon. Jos. Bowdoin, governor of Massachussetts and eminent
scholar. John Nichols writes:
The character which a correspondent desires for us to insert is of too rhapsodical and
general a nature for our Obituary; and we take this opportunity, once for all, to request
that no such essays may in future be obtruded upon us, as we wish to be faithful
recorders of historic facts, not of panegyric tributes of the friends, acquaintance, or

relatives of the parties deceased.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LX, Dec. 1790: 1147)

As Norman (2006: 21) comments, “this statement of policy acknowledges two ways of
recording death, with a focus either on the ‘historic facts’ surrounding the deceased or on the
feelings of the survivors. The first serves as a testament to the life of the person; the second
serves more as a testament to the regard of ‘friends, acquaintance, or relatives’ for the
deceased.” Nevertheless, despite his policy, Nichols included in the same issue of The
Magazine (page 1152) a brief notice of Dr. John Clerke, only to be followed by a nineteen-
line poem (written by J. Crane, M.D., a friend of the deceased), being just a perfect example

of what Nichols was supposed to reject — “panegyric tribute.”
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3.4.3. Gender and age issues: early death notices and obituaries for women and children

Most death notices and obituaries for women which were published under the editorship of
Nichols follow the traditional convention, which required that a woman’s first name should be
omitted, and she should presented predominantly only through marital or family connections,
I. e. as wife, widow, or, if unmarried, a daughter of a male member of a family, identified
only by the surname of her husband or of hereditary family. Therefore, it was marriage
through which a woman’s position in the society could be recognized; as a result her entry, in
extreme cases, might concentrate on providing genealogical information about the male
members of her family and not on herself. Readers of the following notice were presented
with scanty data about the deceased: her full name and title, place of death and age, described
as “very advanced”; whereas they could find details concerning life and career of her late
husband (including his age and date of death) and son:
At her house in Old Bond-street, in a very advanced age, Dame Sarah Egleton, sole
daughter and a at length heiress of Samuel Kent of Fornham St. Genevieve, in Suffolk,
esg. many years MP for Ipswich, and widow of Sir Charles Egleton, sheriff of London
1743 (married 19 Jan. 1742-3, and died April 25, 1769, aged 69) by whom she had
issue one son Charles, who assumed the name of Kent in pursuance of the will of his
grandfather, was created baronet Aug. 3, 1782, and married Mary, eldest daughter and
co-heiress of Jonas Wordsworth, of Wordsworth, in Yorkshire, esq. by whom he has

issue Mary, Sarah-Ann, Charles-Egleton, and Louisa.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LX, Dec. 1790: 1150)

Bridget Fowler (2007: 88-89), analyzing an obituary for Viscountess Newry, very much alike,
though published in The Times over a hundred years later (6 January, 1900) stated that “she is
significant — in other words — merely for her father and her husband and her son! The entries
for women habitually and decorously present them as objects of marital exchange. ...They
appear devoid of individual achievements.” There are, however, entries, although infrequent,
when a reader could learn about the deceased more than only her name, age and family; those
could be fatal accidents, as the following case of death by burning, which as Norman (2006:

14) emphasizes, was the second most frequent circumstance for woman’s unexpected death:

At the apartments of her uncle, in Berwick-street, Soho, Miss Tredaway, a young lady,
who was so shockingly burnt as to cause her death in 48 hours. The fatal catastrophe
was occasioned by setting fire to the bed furniture while reading.

(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LXXX, Jan. 1810: 89)

A notice could also mention the importance of charity in her life: three entries found in the
December 1790 issue emphasize that virtue: Mrs. Barbara Sligsby, who “has left legacies to
the County-hospital, Charity-schools, Lunatic Asylum and other benevolent institutions in

that city”; a vicar’s wife, Mrs. Annesley, whose “loss is severely felt by all her relations and
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friends, and particularly by the poor of her parish, to whose wants she lent a charitable ear;”
and the Lady of Sir Nigel Bowyer Gresley, whose ““ benevolent and charitable disposition had
gained her universal esteem.” (The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LX, Dec. 1790: 1148, 1150).
Alternatively, the notice might include a brief panegyric praising the virtues of the deceased,
as in the following case of an “amiable young Lady”, who died from unspecified (most likely
natural) causes:

At the house of her mother, Mrs. Humphreys, of Ludlow, co. Salop, in her 21% year,

Miss Catherine Pryce Humphreys — Beauty and worth equally distinguished this

amiable young Lady. Whilst the elegance of her manners rendered her the object of

general admiration, the sweetness of her disposition conciliated the regard of all her
acquaintance. (The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LX, Dec. 1790: 1150)

Norman (2006: 12), in his twice-annual sampling of the obituaries and notices published in
The Gentleman’s Magazine from 1731 and 1830, calculates that, out of 4,191 entries, 3093
(74%) are male and only 1,098 (26%) are female. That disparity can be accounted for by the
fact that, for the editors of The Magazine, women seemed to lack the qualities necessary to be
represented in the “Death” section: they were neither “eminent”, “remarkable” nor
“considerable”. The three possible ways for a woman to be included were the relationship to

an eminent man, unusual death, or — the rarest — her occupation.

According to Norman (2006: 12-13), in entries published before 1785 no profession or
occupation of a deceased woman is mentioned, and even afterwards their number and variety
is limited; they include among others, shopkeepers, innkeepers, a spinner, a postmistress:
“Aged 63, Mrs. Chamberlin, formerly, for many years post-mistress of Derby” (The
Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LXX, Dec. 1800: 1219), or a thrifty and ascetic besom (i.e.
broom) maker:
At Dashlington, Cumberland, in an advanced age Martha Bay, besom-maker, in
which business, for a number of years past, and by her parsimonious manner of living
she had scraped together no less a property than 700l. which she has left by will
equally amongst her nephews and nieces, she having never been married. Her clothing
has been estimated to have cost her seven shillings annually for the last ten years of
her life and her diet was on a plan not less frugal: potatoes and salt forming the

principal articles of the table.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LV, Dec. 1785: 1009)

Death notices of children are extremely rare since a child could hardly be called a
“considerable person”; a reason for recording a child’s death might have been its unusual
cause or circumstances, as in the case of the following entry, in which the incident of the
child, bitten by a mad dog, contributes to author’s comment upon the traditional methods of

treating rabies:

100



At Thornbury, co. Gloucester, raving mad, John From, a child of about 5 years old. He
was bitten about a month ago, and immediately dipped in the Severn; but the dreadful
catastrophe that followed evidently shews [sic] that the salt water is not to be relied on.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LX, Supplement for the year 1790: 1213)
3. 4. 4. Evolution of the “Obituary” section (1778-1833)
After Nichols had acquired the editorship in 1778, the heading and structure of section
devoted to death notices underwent a number of alterations. Thus “Deaths” changes into
“Deaths of considerable Persons” in 1780, and in December of that year it becomes “Obituary
of considerable Persons”; in 1785 it turns into “Obituary of considerable Persons; with
Biographical Anecdotes”; that new heading emphasized the influence of the genre of
biography and role of biographical details, (in the 18" century the term ‘anecdote’, according
to OED, denoted “secret, private, or hitherto unpublished narratives or details of history”). In
1800 the heading was slightly altered into “Obituary, with Anecdotes, of Remarkable
Persons,” finally, in 1825, it was shortened to “Obituary.”

In the early 1810’s the section, invariably placed in The Magazine after the sections devoted
to “Births” and “Marriages”, was frequently preceded by texts, entitled “Memoirs” or
“Character Sketches”, which could occasionally refer to formerly published death notices, as
in the case of “Memoir of the late Rev. Peter Foster,” which begins with the reference to his
death notice, published two years before: “In addition to the brief account, referred to above
of the late Rev. Peter Foster, Rector of Hedenham &c Norfolk; the worth and attainments of
the deceased may well deserve some further mention.” (The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol.

LXXXIV, Part II, July 1814: 83). The earlier text, “the brief account”, reads:

Norfolk. — Aged 75, Rev. P. Foster, more than 50 years rector of Hedenham, and
nearly as long a term, of Mulbarton.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LXXXII, Part 11, Aug. 1812: 300).

The “Memoir”, on the contrary, is a full-page obituary of over 900 words; however, the text is
not divided into paragraphs. According to the ancient rhetorical tradition of panegyric, it
begins with a lengthy description of his “very respectable family in Devonshire, which had
furnished members for the Church and Navy through a long succession of generations”,
whose careers, mainly ecclesiastical are presented in detail. What follows is the characteristics
of his education and academic career at Cambridge, as well as friendship and scholarly
patronage of his eldest brother, Dr. Nathaniel Foster. His further life, position of a church

rector, marriage and family life did not seem to be worth presenting in detail; the author’s
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comments aim not only at evaluating Foster’s life, but at presenting him as an example of a

wise man of virtue:
He thus became early and happily settled, possessing a competent share of what are
called the good things of this life; and, being surrounded by near and dear connections,
his attention was gradually drawn from those luminous heights which the genius and
ambition of a scholar love to contemplate, to the mild domestic duties of ordinary
occurrences, and the education of his two children. His life, however, affords a signal
proof of the immense value of an early cultivated mind, in the abundant resources it
afforded him through an afflicting period of age, infirmity, and the most painful of all
privations; in the respect and affection he obtained from all who knew him; and in that

sincere regret which his loss will long occasion.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. LXXXIV, Part 11, July 1814: 83)

The obituary is concluded with a quotation from Foster’s epitaph, which rephrases and
summarizes the above comment, describing the deceased: "Eminently distinguished by sound

and extensive learning, a highly cultivated mind, and the most exemplary conduct.”

In the final years John Nichols’ tenure of the editor of The Gentleman’s Magazine (he was
succeeded by his son, John Bowyers Nichols in 1826), the “Obituary” section acquires a new
structure. Between 1822 and 1833 (the year marking the end of the second series of The
Magazine) it is divided into three subsections. The first subsection consists of obituaries and
Is organized in the way reflecting the hierarchical structure of the society. Thus, the
“Obituary” of July 1833 includes the obituaries presented in the following order: two earls, a
countess, a lord, a lieutenant-colonel (being a younger son of an earl), two baronets, a major-
general (a farmer’s son), a banker, a professor of law, two artisans (engravers), and a lady that
was well known for her charity; twelve obituaries occupy ten pages, each headed with the
heading “Obituary” and the name(s) of the deceased (The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. CIlII,
Part 11, July 1833: 78-87). The second subsection, “Clergy Deceased” contains brief death
notices of the Church of England’s clergymen, which in most cases include information about
their ecclesiastical titles, nominations and posts held, arranged in the chronological order, like

that of:
The Rev. Lebbeus Charles Humfrey, Prebendary of Lincoln, and Rector of Laughton,
Leicestershire. He was of Peterhouse, Camb. LL.B. 1796; was presented to Laughton
by the Marquis of Hertford in 1797; and collated to the prebend of Milton ecclesia in

the cathedral of Lincoln by Bishop Pretyman in 1802.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. CIII, Part 11, July 1833: 88)

The third subsection includes remaining death notices; they are sequenced in accordance with
two rules: primarily, the place of death (commencing from “London and its vicinity”, to be

followed by counties in alphabetical order, Wales, Scotland, Ireland, East and West Indies,

102



and concluding with “Abroad”, which most commonly meant any place on the Continent),
and secondly, its date (if unknown, it was marked by adverbial ‘lately’). Unlike earlier
volumes, the majority of entries follow highly conventionalized patterns (all the following
illustrative examples come from The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. CllI, Part 11, July 1833: 90-

95); the bracketed name identifies the county or country, italics in original)
1. Death notice of a man:
(date) + place + (age) + name + (title/occupation/position) + (origin/residence)

[DEVON] — July 15. At Torquay, aged 76, Francis Gregory, esq. of Stivichall, near
Coventry.

[GLOUCESTER] — June 11. The Rev. William Anderson, classical and mathematical
tutor of the Baptist Theological Institution, Bristol

[SALOP.] — July 2. At Shiffnal, aged 42, T. J. Burges, esg. M.D.

[SALOP.] — At Shrewsbury, aged 63, G. Wingfield, gent. Coroner for that town and
liberties for more than forty years.

2. Death notice of a woman:
(date) + place + (age) + first name (surname) + wife/widow/relict/daughter/sister of +

name(s) + (spouse’s/relative’s title) + his occupation/residence)

[KENT] — July 4. At Middle Deal House, aged 38, Alice-Holness, wife of Henry Wise
Harvey, jun. esg. Lieut. R. N.

[KENT] — July 6. At Farleigh, in her 88th year, Martha Maria Beresford, widow of the
Rev. Wm. Beresford, Rector of Sunning, Berks.

[SOMERSET.] — June 16. At Bath, Charlotte, widow of Charles Dumbleton, esq. and
dau. of late Ralph Leycester, esq. of Toft-hill, Cheshire.

(date) + place + (age) + wife/widow/relict of + name(s) + (spouse’s/relative’s title) + his
occupation/residence)
[SOMERSET.] — July 5. In Taunton, the wife of Capt. Maher, of the West Somerset
Yeomanry Cavalry.

[SOMERSET.] — July 17. At Bath, the widow of Simon Adams, esq. of Anstey-hall,
Warwickshire.

3. Death notice of a child:
(date) + (place) + age + first name + son/daughter of + father’s name(s) + (father’s title
/occupation/residence)

[LONDON AND ITS VICINITY] — Lately. Aged 3. Herbert-Edward, younger son of
Hon. Robert Henry Clive.

[SURREY] — June 10. At Richmond, aged 12, John-Chafin, only son of Wm. Chafin
Grove, esg. late of East Knoyle, Wilts.

[YORK] — June 11. Aged 15, William, eldest son of William Armitage, esq. of
Ainderby Steeple.

4. Death notice of an army officer:
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(cause) + (date) + place + rank + (name) + surname + name/number of military unit

[EAST INDIES] - July 18, 1832. At Berhanpore, Bengal, Lieut. Macnamara, 49th
foot.

[EAST INDIES] — Dec 22. At Shalapor, Lieut. Robert Davison Mackensie, 1st Native
Cav.

[EAST INDIES] — Jan.2. From a wound received in service against the Chowars, near
Bandee, Lieut. R.H. Turnbull, Adjutant 24th N.I.

Due to being so brief and concise, death notices published in that period rarely contain further
information concerning the deceased. If they do, one of the abovementioned patterns (1, 2,
and 4) is followed by a commentary clause or sentence, pointing at, for instance, a dead
person’s striking appearance (e. g. Mary Widdicombe, who was “only 33 inches in height,
and had been formerly exhibited in a travelling caravan”, p. 93), his/her longevity (e. g. “...
aged 104, Mr. Philip Dawson, leaving three surviving children (out of seven), seventeen
grandchildren, and forty-six great-grandchildren”, p. 93), spectacular death circumstances (e.
g. John William Horsley, who “was attacked with apoplexy, when driving, and the horse
having in consequence taken fright, his carriage came in contact with a cart”, p. 90), or
participation in a historical event (e.g. “Mr. James Wallis, carpenter in the Navy, who

accompanied Captain Cook in his second voyage round the world”, p. 91).

The notices of nobles, on the contrary, become biographical entries; they list the titles and
family relationships, provide genealogical and biographical data, but abstain from

commenting on their life achievements or personal characteristics:

[LONDON AND ITS VICINITY] April 18. In Lower Grosvenor-st. aged 53, the Most
Hon. Harriet Marchioness dowager of Lothian, aunt to the Duke of Buccleuch, and
sister to the Marchioness of Queensberry, the Countesses of Home and Courtown, and
Lord Montagu. She was born Dec. 1, 1780, the fourth dau. and youngest child of
Henry 3d Duke of Buccleuch, by Lady Elizabeth Montagu, only dau. of George Duke
of Montagu. She became the 2d wife of William 6th and late Marquis of Lothian, Dec.
1, 1806, and was left his widow Apr. 27, 1824, having had issue five daughters and
three sons, the eldest of whom is now Lady Clinton.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. CllI, Part 11, July 1833: 90)

Finally, the notices of the military might refer to their involvement in wars or battles (e. g.
Lieut. Edward Vincent, who “served in the Peninsular war from the battle of Talavera to that
of Salamanca, and at the latter received a wound in the chest, which had latterly opened and

bled internally, and hastened his death”, p. 91), or present their career in the army or navy:

[IRELAND] — June 10. At Dublin, Major Wm. Holland. He was appointed Ensign in
90th foot, 1795; Lieutenant, 1796; Captain, 1804; brevet Major, 1814; Capt. 1st Royal
vet. Batt. 1820.

(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. ClllI, Part 11, July 1833: 93)
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3. 5. Obituary and death notice vs. death report. Controversy concerning the origins of
the genre

In presenting, structuring and positioning the information on the deceased, The Magazine was
no exception since, as Udo Fries (2006: 158-159) points out in his analysis of Zurich English
Newspaper Corpus (ZEN Corpus), similar headlines or headers: “Deaths”, “Dead”, or “Died”,
positioned either centrally or at the beginning of the first line of the text, identify the section
in other eighteenth-century English newspapers and magazines (predominantly preceded by
the section headed “Wedding Announcements”, “Marriages” or “Married”). Fries identifies
two patterns of death notices: ‘telegraphic style’ notices and ‘full-sentenced’ notices. The
former type, generally present in the earlier press issues, constitute a mere list of persons who
died at the same unspecified date or period; in that manner they resemble a mortality bill, as
in the case of a list published in The Champion; or The English Advertiser of January (1741),
where the names of the deceased (with infrequent information on their occupation) are listed
in one paragraph, separated by dashes or semicolons:
DEAD. The Lady of Thomas Apreece, Esq.; Mr. Robert Humphreys, an eminent
Brewer. — Mr. Salvo, a Jew-Merchant. — Mr. Peter Harvey, of the Six Clerk’s Office.
— Lieutenant General Kirk. — Capt. William Frazer. — Mr. Bernard Lens, Miniature-
Painter. — Thomas Allen, of Durham, Esq; — And Robert Vernon, Bart. One of the

Gentleman-Porters to His Majesty.
(quoted in Fries, 2006: 160)

The abovementioned paper, The Champion, changed the format and header in July of the
same year, introducing the latter pattern: each entry is made of at least a single sentence and

forms a new paragraph; thus it follows the structure:

the date of death + (place/age/other circumstances) + the verb died + name +

position/occupation

DEATHS  On Monday last died Mrs. Montescute, Wife of Mr. Montescute, an
eminent Merchant in Cannon-Street.

Tuesday died at his house in Abchurch-Lane, after a short Iliness, Mr. Wright, a
Merchant of large Concerns in the New-England and Jamaica Trades, in Partnership
with Mr. Sidebothom in Birching Lane.

A few Days ago died Miss Hoppe, Daughter of Mr. Hoppe, an eminent Hamburgh
Merchant, in Lime-street.

A few Days since died, in and advanced Age, at his Seat at Compton in Wiltshire,
Thomas Penruddock, Esg. (ibidem)

Additionally, an additional sentence, following the abovementioned structure, might provide
details concerning the deceased and death circumstances:
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Yesterday about Noon died Mr. Thomas Rivers, an ingenious Chaser, one of the
Court Assistants of the Cutlers Company, and Colonel of the Lumber Troop: This
unhappy Gentleman had the Misfortune to fall into Fleet-Ditch about three Weeks
ago, which occasion’d his Death. (ibidem)

Although English newspapers of the seventeenth and eighteenth century contained
information about deaths, according to Udo Fries, not all texts can be classified as death
notices or obituaries: many can be seen as death reports, scattered among other news, which
either informed about the deaths of people of highest rank or importance; like the one
informing about the death of a Polish monarch, King Augustus Il on March 8™, 1702:

From Warsaw, Feb. 1. That the King of Poland in going from his Coach to his
Apartment, struck the Toe of his distemper’d Foot such a Blow as set it a bleeding,
upon which he swooned, being very ill before; this being folow’d by a Fever and
Sore mortifying, he died within few hours; having just arrived to his Grand
Climacterick, the 63d Year of his Age. He has left one only Son, now Elector of
Saxony. A Report was spread, grounded upon a Prediction made to his Majesty
when in the Ukraine that the Polanders had massacred him. When he was only the
Prince of Saxony, he was shewn himself in a Glass, with the Electoral Coronet upon
his Head, then with a Royal Crown, and lastly drowned in his Blood, surrounded
with Sabres; all which has exactly happened as they make it out, thus: He first
succeeded his Brother in Electorate, was afterwards elected the King of Poland, and
died by a Loss of a great deal of Blood by his Foot, whilst the Dyet was assembled,
and had drawn Sabres upon the Nuncio Hurka. The first of May is fixed for the
Election of the new King.
(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. l11. Feb. 1733: 105)

or presented readers with sensational news of violent death, related in manner abundant with

macabre detail, as in the following:

On the 23™ Instant one Thomas Guildford of Gainsborough in Lincolnshire, ript up
his own Belly with a Pen-knife, and afterwards cut out two to three Yards of his
Guts, which he put into a Chamber-Pot, and died soon after.

(quoted in Fries, 2006: 165)

Likewise, in The Gentleman’s Magazine death reports are to be found under the head
“Casualties,” the section immediately preceding the one headed “Deaths,” and being a
collection of miscellaneous bits of information on cases in which death tended to result from
unusual or spectacular accidents, suicides, murders, disasters, fires, etc.; their sample is
presented below:

Jan. 3. A Post-boy was shot by an Irish Gentleman, on the Road near Stone in
Staffordshire, who dy’d in two Days, for which the Gentleman was imprison’d.

12. Mrs Goodchild, Wife to a Linen-draper at Charing Cross, being in a Fit fell in
the Fire and burnt to Death. She was two Months gone with Child.

Mr. Morris, Peruke-maker in Pell-Mall, hang’d himself, being Lunatic.
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13. Mr Wilkins, Brother to the City Plaisterer, kill’d by a Fall from the new Church
in Horslydown.
This Morning one Mary Martin was found dead in a Field near Hoxton; a piece of
Knife was sticking in her Head, and a Knife under her left Ear; one Chapel
belonging to the Work-house in Bishopsgate street was committed to Newgate for it,
and there confes’d.

(The Gentleman’s Magazine, Vol. 1, Jan. 1731: 32)

The structure of several death reports resembles that of death notices; it is the cause,
circumstances or manner of dying, described in detail, which is likely to be the reason for not

placing the news item in the “Deaths” section.

Fries (2006: 165-169), analyzing the structure of 294 texts classified as death reports in ZEN
Corpus, argues that many have prototypical form of death notice: the vast majority (80%)
begin with the date of death, or rarely (12,5%) with the name of the deceased. However there
was yet another way of introducing news, unused in death notices by a reference to

2 e

unspecified sources of information by means of a phrase, for instance: “letters from...”, “they

29 ¢

write...,” “we learn/hear from...” as in the following reports:

Letters from Venice of the 26" December say the Duke of Mirandola died at
Bologna the 21%,
They write from Cambridge, that last Week died there Rev. Mr. Lowcock, Fellow of
Trinity College.

(quoted in Fries, 2006: 167)

However, Fries’s principle, stating that not only the structure and contents but, predominantly,
the placement of a text in an appropriate section of newspaper or magazine determines its
genre and qualifies it either as the obituary (alternatively, the death notice) or the death report,
seems to be contradicted by findings of Nigel Starck (2004, 2006) and Lorna Clymer (2012).
Clymer associates the origin of the obituary in England with the activity of Roger L’Estrange
(1616-1704), a Royalist journalist, censor (Surveyor of the Press) and the publisher of two
weeklies, The Intelligencer and The Newes (both papers, as their subtitles announce, were
“Published for the Satisfaction and Information of the People”), who seems to Clymer to be
the person responsible for printing “what may, in fact, be the first print text to offer what we
recognize as the obituary” (quoted in Starck, 2006: 58). It reported the news of David
Jenkins, and was published in The Newes of December 17th, 1663:

Cardiff, December 12

Upon the 6" of this Instant, that Eminent, Loyall, and renowned Patriot, Judge Jenkins

Departed this Life, at his House in Cowbridge, the 81. Year of his Age, and in perfect

Sence and Memory. He dyed, as he lived, preaching with his last Breath to his

Relations, and those who were about him, Loyalty to his Majesty, and Obedience to
the Lawes of the Land. In fine, he has carried with him all the comforts of a Quiet
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Conscience, and he left behind him an unspotted Fame, together with the Memory of a
President, which only this Age could have needed, and the Next will hardly Imitate.
(quoted in: Clymer, 2012: 290)

Due to the royalist stance of his periodicals, obituaries published by L’Estrange clearly
declare his political sympathies; combining factual information — the name of the deceased,
date and place of his death, and, as in the case of the following text (published on the front
page of The Newes of June 9", 1664), its cause — with elements of hagiography: his public
and private virtues are demonstrated and praised, furthermore, not only his life, conduct and
achievements but also his proper behavior at death bed — dying a good death (according to
the ars bene moriendi tradition) were to be followed and imitated:
Edinburgh May 31
This week affords but little the sad news of the death of that great Minister of State,
William, Earle of Glencairn, Lord High Chancellour of Scotland, a Person most
Eminent, and well known in all his Majestyes Dominions, both for Gallantry of his
Spirit in the Noble Attempts against the Usurpers, as also for his sufferings during
those times of Usurpation, and many signal Services he hath performed in that high
Station, wherein his Majesty most deservedly placed him since his happy
Restauration. He dyed the 30" of the Instant of a Feavour in the 49" year of his Age,
Beloved of his Prince, and Bewayled of all Ranks of his Mayestyes Subjects here,
and hath not only left us the Commemoration and Imitation of those his most
specious Virtues of Piety, Loyalty, Valour and Justice, but also a little before his

death layd his Commands upon his Friends’ Children and Successors to follow the
same Rules. (quoted in: Starck, 2004: 58)

The concept of dying well could become the central part of the news item: it was the moment
of death and not the life of the dying person which was worth detailed reporting, thus, as it is
evident in the following account, whose reader learns only that the deceased man was “an
eminent Wood-monger in Fountain Court”, who died such an exemplary death:
Jan. 20. [1729] Mr. Aires, an eminent Wood-monger in Fountain-Court in the
Strand, being at Breakfast in perfect Health, rose up on a sudden, crying out, Lord
have mercy on me! How a Man ought to be prepared for Death! and dropt down

immediately.
(The Monthly Chronicle, quoted in Clymer, 2012: 291; italics in original)

Clymer (2012: 291) argues that those private virtues, known mainly to the inner circle of
family and friends of the deceased, were announced to the public by means of the obituary,
which points at the close relationship between the function of the death notice or the obituary
on the one hand and that of the epitaph on the other, as expressed by Samuel Johnson who

wrote in his Essay on Epitaphs (published in The Gentleman’s Magazine in 1740):

As honours are paid to the dead in orders to incite other to the imitation of their
excellencies, the principal intention of the Epitaphs is to perpetuate the examples of
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Virtue, that a tomb of a good man may supply the want of his presence, and the

veneration of his memory produce the same effect as the observation of his life. Those

Epitaphs are, therefore, the most perfect, which set the virtues in the strongest light...
(Johnson, 1809: 320)

Although the majority of scholars argue that the English obituary and the death notice have
their roots in the rapidly evolving press of the early 17" century, that view is not shared by
Norman Starck (2006), who claims that the birth date of the genre actually corresponds to the
very birth of the English press, that is, the publication of newsletters and newsbooks, being
the precursors of newspapers. His research reveals that as early as on July 2nd, 1622
Nathaniel Newberry and William Sheffard published an anonymous report with a longish title
The True Relation of That Worthy Sea Fight Which two of the East India Shipps had with 4
Portingals of Great force, and burthen, in the Persian Gulph, which recounts the story of the
life and death of Captain Andrew Shilling, who had been “so liked and looked upon with the
judicious eyes of the East India Company” that he was appointed the Admiral of its fleet,
through whose “vallour and directions, his Company were victors”; however, “in the midst of
the conflict [with the Portuguese], while we were wrapped in smoake and sweating in blood, a
crosse shot crost us all and slu our Captaine, yea his perished in the midst of our triumphs”
(quoted in Starck, 2006: 88). Thus, like both abovementioned texts by L’Estrange, the story of
Captain Shilling would fulfill the requirements of the obituary: “In offering that career
summary and an assessment of Captain Shilling’s seamanship, the True Relation account
satisfies the tenets of obituary definition. It has greater substance, through those biographical

properties than a simple chronicling of the fact of death” (Starck, 2006: 88).
3.6. Contemporary research into the genres of obituary and death notice
3.6.1. Polish research into the genre of death notice (nekrolog)

The meaning of the Polish term nekrolog combines the meanings of both the obituary and the
death notice. The authors of Encyklopedia wiedzy o prasie (Maslanka, 1976) define it as a
type of classified paid notice, conventionally printed within a black frame, which informs
about a person’s death and its date, funeral ceremonies and their form. It optionally provides
some personal information (e.g. academic title, profession, position, age, date of birth). The
term may also refer to a short article containing the information about a person’s death and
the most essential biographic information (a photo of the deceased is usually attached):
Nekrolog — 1. Ogloszenie prasowe zwykle w czarnej ramce powiadamiajgce o zgonie
jakiej§ osoby, zawierajace dokladna dat¢ $mierci, a takze czgsto pewne dane

personalne (n.p. tytut naukowy, zawod, stanowisko stuzbowe, liczbe przezytych lat
lub date urodzenia) i zawiadomienie o dniu pogrzebu oraz charakterze uroczystosci
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zalobnych. Nekrologi drukuje si¢ zwykle na kolumnie ogloszeniowej, rzadziej na
innych stronach gazet. 2. Niewielki artykut, zwykle w ramce, zawierajacy informacje
o $mierci danej osoby 1 najczgsciej wazniejsze szczegoty biograficzne, przewaznie tez
zdjecie. (Maslanka, 1976: 151)

Additionally, as Wolny-Zmorzynski et.al. (2006) observe, nekrolog not only provides the
information about the deceased and his/her death but also includes expressions of grief and
mourning, and the name(s) of the person(s) (relatives, friends, colleagues of the deceased, or
officials) that have submitted the text.
W swej podstawowej odmianie nekrolog to zwig¢zta informacja o $§mierci danej osoby,
umieszczona w gazecie w ramkach wielkos$ci od jednego modutu do kilku modutow.
Zawarte s3 w niej dane o wieku zmarlej osoby, czasami przyczynie zgonu, miejscu i
godzinie odprawienia mszy §wigtej za jej dusze, miejscu pochowku; sa tez wyrazy
zalu 1 dzielenie si¢ nim po odejsciu kogos bliskiego. Pod trescig nekrologu podpisuje
si¢ rodzina, przyjaciele, znajomi, wspotpracownicy badz urzednicy panstwowi, w

zaleznosci od tego, kto nekrolog umieszcza w prasie. (Wolny-Zmorzynski et.al., 2006:
111)

It is worth noticing that several Polish scholars investigating press genres, for instance, Maria
Wojtak (2004) or Wolny-Zmorzynski et.al. (2006) refuse to regard nekrolog as a press genre
since, by definition, a press genre has to be created or edited by a newspaper editorial staff.
Nenertheless, it may be regarded as such when it additionally contains its author’s
recollections of a deceased, subjective evaluation of his/her life and achievements, and feeling
of loss his/her death aroused. Thus, a staff-edited obituary could be classified as a press genre,
but a family-authored death notice would definitely not. It should be also pointed out that both
definitions are limited; what they describe is, in fact, only the informative death notice
(nekrolog informacyjny), and, to some extent, the farewell death notice (nekrolog
pozegnalny), excluding other subgenres, for instance, the anniversary, condolence or thank-
you notices (nekrolog rocznicowy, nekrolog kondolencyjny and nekrolog-podzigkownie; see

Kolbuszewski’s classification in Section 3.6.1.2).

3.6.1.1. The pioneers: Wojciech Chlebda and Tadeusz Klimowicz and their studies of
Soviet death notices

In Poland the pioneering research was carried out by Wojciech Chlebda and Tadeusz
Klimowicz, who investigated the death notices published in Soviet newspapers. Chlebda
(1993) analyzed the corpus of 62 notices published in the Izviestia newspaper in 1989, and
postulated the presence of basic obligatory components of the text and their sequence: initial
information (announcement, the name of the deceased and the cause of death), information

about the deceased, condolences, information concerning the time and venue of the funeral or
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cremation, and information about the author(s). Applying Anna Wierzbicka’s (1983) concept
of the genre (see 1.2.8.2.), Chlebda proposed the following definition of the death notice:
A person who was very important to me, my family and friends has died
| want to inform as many people as possible who the deceased person was for me and
for other people.
| do it because tradition and custom demand it
I think: now it will be hard for us to live without him/her

| say when and where his/her funeral is going to take place, hoping that you will feel
sympathy for me

[zmart cztowiek, ktory wiele dla mnie i dla moich bliskich znaczyt

chce powiadomic¢ jak najszersze grono ludzi o tym, kim byt on dla mnie i dla innych

czynig tak, bo tak nakazuje zwyczaj i dobre obyczaje

mysle: bedzie nam teraz bez niego ciezko

moéwie, kiedy 1 gdzie nastgpi pozegnanie ze zmarlym w nadziei, ze znajd¢ u was

zrozumienie] (Chlebda, 1993: 56)
Klimowicz (1996), in his analysis of several hundred death notices of Soviet writers published
in the Literaturnaya Gazeta in the years 1984-1992, reveals the effects of Soviet ideology and
Communist axiology upon the presentation of the personality and literary output of the
deceased, concluding that his/her prestige and reputation depended on the size of the notice,
its place in an issue, and the number of signatures and their order, which reflected the

hierarchy within the Union of Soviet Writers.
3.6.1.2. Jacek Kolbuszewski and his classification of Polish death notices

The first major analysis of Polish death notices has been carried out by Jacek Kolbuszewski, a
historian of Polish literature, culture and folklore, whose research concentrates on
multidimensional aspects of death (since 1997 he has chaired annual thanatology conferences
Tanatos, held by Wroctaw University; in the years 1998-2010 he edited the academic journal
Problemy wspolczesnej tanatologii. Medycyna — Antropologia kultury — Humanistyka,
Volumes | -X1V), particularly the cultural significance of the cemetery and the death related
genres: epitaphs, funeral poems and songs, obituaries and death notices. In his major study, Z
glebokim zZalem... O wspolczesnej nekrologii (1997), Kolbuszewski presents the history of
obituaries and death notices in Poland and analyses contemporary death notices published in
Polish national and local press. Kolbuszewski (1997: 23-45) defines the death notice as a
formal, highly conventionalized non-literary press genre, edited in accordance with specific
customarily defined rules, whose main aim is to inform general public about a person’s death
and the date and place (and possibly the form) of the funeral. It may contain axiologically

marked information concerning the life and activity of the deceased and is signed by an
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individual or institutional sender, who, in a diverse way, may express their emotional attitude
towards the deceased, thus creating emotional tone of the death notice, ranging from
extremely official to deeply intimate. What distinguishes the Polish death notice is a
collection of conventional verbal and non-verbal formal features: the text can be set in a
special typeface of varied size, it is usually versified and boarded with black frame and
optionally contains emblems (predominantly the cross).

Taking into consideration the sender, Kolbuszewski divides death notices into
private/personal, written chiefly by relative(s) or friend(s) of the deceased, and institutional,
signed by the representative(s) of the institution (company, organization, church, etc.) whose
employee, partner or member the deceased was. Taking into consideration their content and

purposes he distinguishes the following seven subgenres:

e informative death notice [nekrolog informacyjny] is a brief announcement informing
about the death of a particular person; it may contain optional information about the
funeral; furthermore, if emotions of its sender, evoked by the death are shown, it becomes
the subjectively informative death notice [nekrolog subiektywnie informacyjny)]
(Kolbuszewski, 1997: 151).

e farewell death notice [nekrolog pozegnalny] concentrates on the emotions of the
sender(s), who wish to pay the last tribute to the deceased; whereas its informative
function is reduced (in extreme cases, to the name of the deceased only). It may be
addressed either to the deceased or to the living (the bereaved or other mourners); it may
also contain a brief characteristics of the deceased and information describing the cause or
circumstances of his/her death.

e condolence death notice [nekrolog kondolencyjny] aims at conveying condolences to the
next-of-kin of the deceased. It contains information about the sender(s) of the notice, who
are usually socially or professionally related to the deceased, and their recipients (his/her
family), and an appropriate, conventionalized condolence formula. As Kolbuszewski
(1997: 205) claims, the condolence notice seems to have replaced the traditional letter of
condolences. It may also be considered as a form of reply to the frequent request of the
bereaved (expressed in the informative death notice), who ask the mourners not to express

their condolences during the funeral.

e thank-you death notice [nekrolog-podzigkowanie] is published after the funeral by the
bereaved with the aim of expressing gratitude either to all mourners who attended the
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funeral, particular (enumerated and named) individuals or institutions that organized
(morticians) and conducted funeral rites (clergymen), or to doctors/medical staff who

treated the patient in his/her last illness.

e anniversary (or memorial) death notice [nekrolog rocznicowy] is published to
commemorate the anniversary (usually the first) of the death and evoke memories of the
deceased. It may include the information on the Mass to be offered for the soul of the

deceased and/or the characteristics of the deceased.

e hybrid death notice [nekrolog hybrydalny or mieszany] combines features and purposes
of two or more subgenres; e.g. the informative-condolence or farewell-condolence hybrids
are characteristic of institutional notices. Thus, professional, academic or social
organizations, companies or communities may simultaneously inform about the death and
funeral of their late employee, member or colleague, pay tribute to him/her, and express
their condolences to his/her family.

e non-standard death notice [nekrolog oryginalny] consciously and purposefully violate
the conventions and stereotypes of the genre; they share functions of the farewell notices
but they can distinguished by their unique form and style (e.g. poems or eulogies invoking

the memory of the deceased or addressed directly to him/her).

In his later study Kolbuszewski (1997/1998) presents the general aspects of farewell notices
and its recurrent motifs like the idea of final and irreversible departure, and a sense of loss and

emotional emptiness caused by death.
3.6.1.3. Research in Poland after 2000

Jacek Kolbuszewski’s research and classification of notices continue to play a significant role
in investigating Polish death notices. His findings are, for instance, implemented in Alicja
Jakubowska-Ozo6g and Zenon Oz6g’s (2006) study on institutional farewell notices and
obituaries to Pope John Paul Il published in Polish periodicals, which, because of the special
role of the deceased in society and nation, display modifications and exceptions to the
conventions of the genre, e. g. application of uncommon euphemisms substituting the lexemes
‘die’ and ‘death’, the use of citations from the Bible and the late Pope’s poems and speeches,

lack of information concerning the funeral ceremony.

Maria Borejszo (2002, 2003) analyzes the genre features, basic constituents and content of

informative notices, which constitute a dominant set (73.2%) of her corpus of 788 death

notices published between 13" November and 12" December, 2001 in Poznan’s daily Glos
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Wielkopolski. She argues that language of death notices is not much differentiated, which is
manifested, for instance, by the usage of a limited number of euphemisms and metaphors of
death (DEATH IS A PASSAGE, DEATH IS AN END, DEATH IS A SLEEP), and the
presentation of information is limited to few patterns and formulas, repeatedly duplicated by
senders. She points out that the informative death notice has to include four obligatory
components: name of the deceased, date of his/her death, date and place of funeral (and,
optionally, memorial service), and information identifying the sender. However, its structure
may (and usually does) include optional elements: motto, initial formula aiming at expressing
grief and identifying the addressee (e.g. Z glebokim zalem zawiadamiamy krewnych i
przyjaciotl... [In profound grief we inform relatives and friends...]), information about
circumstances or causes of death (e.g. zmart po krotkiej chorobie [he passed away after a
brief illness]), characteristics of the deceased identifying his/her relationship with the sender
(e.g. nasza ukochana Babcia [ our beloved Granny], nasz drogi Kolega [our dear Colleague],
final formula expressing the sense of loss (e.g. jego nieoczekiwane odejscie pogrgzyto nas w
cierpieniu i bolu [his sudden death left us in pain and sorrow], request to the addressee so that
they will not offer condolences (Prosimy o niesktadanie kondolencji), other information (e.g.

concerning transport arrangements to the cemetery, address of the mortuary).

Joanna Debicka (2005) discusses non-standard notices, published in 2002 issues of Gazeta
Wyborcza, whose expressive function tends to be conveyed by means of epistolary manner.
Thus, the deceased becomes the addressee of the notice, and the highly emotional relationship
between the sender and the recipient may be strengthened with hypocoristic forms of the
name(s). That network of interactions between the sender, the subject (i.e. the deceased) and
the recipient is also analyzed by Joanna Ks$ciuczyk (2005), who, relying on the corpus of
Gazeta Wyborcza notices collected in the years 1990-2004, claims that the traditional relation
between the author (sender) and an anonymous newspaper reader (recipient) seems to be
replaced recently with the more and more personal and intimate relationship, in which the
subject (the deceased) becomes the other recipient.

The most extensive linguistic research into contemporary Polish death notices was conducted
by Ewa Kaptur (2008), who studied a corpus of all 10,416 notices that appeared in Poznan
newspapers within the year 2001. Following the typology proposed by Kolbuszewski, Kaptur
analyzes the structure of death notices, their initial and final formulas, forms of identification
and characterization of the three human categories (the deceased, recipients and senders),

optional elements (poems or mottos), and the structures and formulas characteristic of
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particular subgenres. Furthermore, she discusses the conventionalized and euphemistic
lexicon and collocations related to dying, death and its circumstances, as well as the
vocabulary denoting family, social or professional relations between the deceased and the
senders. Additionally, Kaptur authored papers on particular subgenres, including the

anniversary notice (2005) and the non-standard notice (2006a).

Ewa Kaptur also seems to be the first scholar in Poland to investigate the online death notice
(2004), whose first instances appeared on Polish websites in 1998 (notices of the clergy found
on the Lublin Catholic Diocesan Curia site). Her research reveals that condolence notices
prevail in her corpus of 547 notices collected between November 2002 and March 2003 from
six memorial websites (see Table 3.1. below), which means that the online notice performs a
different function: its main purpose is not to inform about death and funeral but to offer
condolences, which is an easier, cheaper, more convenient and permanent way than that of
press notice. Furthermore, the high number of hybrid notices seems to prove that the online
notice is likely to break traditions and conventions of the genre.

Contrary to the ephemeral status of the press notice, online notices may be hosted for a
theoretically unlimited period of time (its length depends on the policy of the site provider),
which allows for coexistence of different subgenres of notices for the same subject, thus

breaking the traditional sequence:

death > informative notice > funeral > condolence notice > thank-you notice > death

anniversary > anniversary notice
Kaptur observes several distinctive features of Polish online notices:

e a wide variety of non- linguistic elements and fonts (some websites provide a range of

templates to choose from),

e a highly unconventional language of condolence notices (most informative,
anniversary and farewell notices tend to follow conventions of the press notice),
omission of particular formulas (e.g. initial abbreviation S+P is found to be missing),

e substitution of the full name(s) of senders with their first name (frequently used

hypocoristically) only, or with expressions of anonymity (anonim, xxx).

e presence of language mistakes (particularly spelling and punctuation), as the language

of notices is left unchecked by website editors.
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The research also reveals that institutional notices outnumber the private ones (which opposes
the tendency characteristic of press notices); furthermore, frequent occurrence of private

farewell notices written for famous artists (pop musicians in particular) can be noticed.

Table 3.1. Comparison of three corpora of Polish death notices (based on Kolbuszewski,
1997; Borejszo, 2002; and Kaptur, 2004, 2008)

Percentage in Percentage in Percentage in
Subgenres of death notices corpus (N=788) of | corpus (N=547) corpus of press
according to Kolbuszewski press notices in of online notices | notices
(1997) Borejszo (2002) in Kaptur (2004) | (N=10,416) in

Kaptur (2008)

Informative notice 73.22 11.15 52.41
Farewell notice 1.39 6.94 2.38
Condolence notice 21.57 57.40 15.73
Thank-you notice 1.39 0 4.21
Anniversary (memorial) notice 0.76 1.28 0.90
Hybrid notice 1.52 21.38 13.91
Non-standard notice 0 0 0.46

Axiological issues present in death notices have been researched by Romuald Grzesiak
(1991), Joanna Ksciuczyk (2007), Ewa Kaptur (2006b, 2007), Izabela Domaciuk and Jan Ktos
(2008), Mariusz Jakosz (2010) and Filip Gonczynski-Jussis (2011). Grzesiak, in his analysis
of notices published in Tygodnik Powszechny in the years 1986-1987, observes that the
positive evaluation of the deceased is displayed in his/her biographical data, particularly those
referring to profession and occupations, posts and positions, obtained degrees and diplomas,
as well as awarded orders, medals and prizes. K$ciuczyk focuses her research on two parts of
the death notice: characteristics of the deceased and death circumstances. She claims that the
former is always positive; even the information identifying the deceased such as his/her first
name (particularly hypocorisms), family or name, pseudonym, and date and place of death,
may create a more positive image of the deceased. Death, on the contrary, may be evaluated
positively, if it is referred to as good, natural or awaited, or negatively, if is unexpected or its
causes are unnatural. Domaciuk and Ktos focus in their analysis of the corpus of death notices
published in Nasz Dziennik on the characteristics of the deceased, which reflects the values
appreciated by the national-Catholic audience of the newspaper (borderland origin, patriotism,
service to God and society, opposition to communism, sympathy for the Radio Maria, to
name but a few) The scholars point out that the axiology is conditioned by both the
personality of the deceased and the social and historical context. Jakosz concentrates in his

research on how and by which means valuation is manifested in different elements of death
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notices published in Gazeta Wyborcza (initial and final formulae, identification and
characteristics of the deceased, his/her date of birth, professional career, academic titles,
awarded prizes and orders). Gonczynski-Jussis has researched selected informative notices
(mostly institutional) published in Trybuna Ludu in the years 1953-1989 with the aim of
presenting what he refers to “communist’s cursus honorum”: biographical information (in
particular: revolutionary activities, military service, membership and career in communistic
parties or trade unions, posts held in the party and the government, orders, medals, and
honorary titles), as well as conventionalized lexicon and collocations characteristic of the

communist party jargon.

Last but not least, the author of this thesis has analyzed the minicorpus of 28 obituaries that
were published in Polish, British, American and Austarlian press after the death of Wistawa
Szymborska (Cebrat, 2013); he also investigated the emerging genre of web memorials for
pets, hosted on Virtual Memorial Garden website (Cebrat, 2015a), and conducted a
prelimianary research into American condolence death notice (Cebrat, 2015b).

3.6.2. The death notice in German and Swiss research

As Kolbuszewski (1997: 20) remarks, European linguistics shows surprisingly little interest in
the genre of death notice. Most research in that field was carried out in by German and Swiss
linguists, most of whom follow the tradition of German text linguistics theory (Textlinguistik).
It distinguishes between two genres: the death notice (Todesanzeige) and the obituary
(Nachruf or Traueranzeige); as Sandig (1983, quoted in Moller: 9-10) claims, in the former
the mourners share information about the person’s death, in the latter they share their
mourning. In accordance with the hierarchical structure of texts in German text type theory,
(Textsortentheorie) the text type (Textsorte) of the death notice belongs to a broader category
of notices (Textsortenklasse); its subcategory of the family notice includes other text types,

e.g. the birth notice or the wedding notice:

Text type category (Textsortenklasse): the notice (die Anzeige)

Text type subcategory (Textsortentyp): the family notice (die Familienanzeige)

Text type (Textsorte): the death notice (die Todesanzeige)

Text subtype (Textsortenvariante): the private death notice (die private Todesanzeige)
Text example (Textexemplar): a single death notice (die einzelne Todesanzeige)

(based on: Piitulainen 1993: 143)
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Contrary to Kolbuszewski’s categorization (see above), German text linguists (e. g.
Eckkrammer 1996 :15; Moller 2009 :10) identify only five subtypes of the death notice:
private notices (Private Nachrichtsanzeigen), institutional notices (Institutionelle
Nachrichtsanzeigen), condolence notices (Kondolenzanzeigen), thank-you notices

(Dankesanzeigen), and anniversary (memorial) notices (Gedenkanzeigen).

The early scholarly interest in German death notices can be observed in the research on the
theological aspects of presenting life and death comprised in notices, which was carried out in
the early 1970s by Klaus Dirschauer (1973) and Hans-Jiirgen Geischer (1971).

The contemporary German research has developed in four directions:

e the textual analysis of the death notice as a text type (Textsorte) in Kathrin von Lage-
Miller (1995), who, in her research on death notices published in German speaking
regions of Switzerland, identifies their obligatory and optional constituents, so as to create
the prototype of the Swiss death notice published in German, whose variants follow the
conventions characteristic of a particular region or a newspaper. Likewise, Frank Jiirgens
(1995), taking into consideration the case of the German death notice, analyzes the notion
of the text prototype, as an abstract concept in opposition to its individual realizations in
particular newspapers. Each realization (example of death notice) may differ from the
prototype, as far as its communicative functions (referential, expressive, conative and

phatic) and the selection of different linguistic resources each function may be performed
by.

e sociolinguistic approach, which can be observed in Petra Moéller’s (2009) application of
Thomas Luckmann’s sociology of communication theory. Her research concentrates upon

the changing practices of representation of the deceased in the genre.

e the diachronic analysis of the German death notice: its evolution and major changes that
occurred in its structure and conventions in the years 1820-1992 in Grumer & Helmrich
(1994), its semantic content displaying process of secularization of society (the case of
Leipzig press within 100 years: 1893-1993) in Gerhard & Melzer (1996), the religious and
communicative aspects of notices in Tubingen press between 1872 and 1993, in Gronauer
(1996), the evolution of the genre in four German regional newspapers in the 20" century
in Niemeyer (2005), comparative analysis of changing role of religion in private and
institutional notices published in selected four Viennese and one regional (Voralberger
Nachrichten) newspapers in Austria within the period 1950-2006, in Cihak (2009).
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e the comparative analysis of death notices originating from different countries
investigating: the degree of divergence and variability in German, Belgian, English,
French and Egyptian notices in Reiss (1977), similarities and differences in
macrostructure, linguistic and non-linguistic features of German and Finnish notices in
Piitulainen (1993), and in six European countries (German, English, French, Italian,

Spanish and Portuguese) in Eckkrammer (1996).
3.6.3. Udo Fries: Textlinguistik and the analysis of British death notices

The research of a Swiss linguist Udo Fries is of particular interest here, since it concentrates
on the diachronic analysis of the British death notice (1990, 2006), and the comparative study
of contemporary death notices originating from two language and culture areas: English and
German (1991). Fries (1991: 538-541) treats the death notice as a traditional written text-type,
a subtype of announcement, which is to be found in newspapers and magazines alongside
other similar texts (for instance birth announcements or wedding announcements).
Announcements as a text type share a number of features: they are relatively short as they
usually consist of few lines, which, however, may occupy a large part of (even the whole) a
page. Their minimal size is determined by a number of obligatory elements, typical of each
subtype, which are necessary to achieve its communicative purpose, yet the text may contain
optional elements; similarly, their language is highly conventionalized, thus deviations can be

easily spotted.

The evolution of the English death notice is presented in “Two Hundred Years of English
Death Notices”, in which Fries (1990) analyses material taken from The Times and its
predecessor, the Daily Universal Register, from the very first issue (1% January 1785) to 1985;
the analyzed samples being taken from issues published in 25-year intervals. He observes that
conventions has played a major role in structuring the information in the death notice and the
conventional language has changed very slowly, reflecting changes in society as death notices
“reflect the different approaches of each new generation to the question of life and death”
(70). He concludes stating that they also reflect “the tension between the desire for individual
expression and the constraints of conventional usage” (70), which accounts for a large variety

of forms despite the limited and restricted use of linguistic expressions.

Udo Fries (1990: 58-59), in his analysis of death notices published in The Times between
1785-1985, emphasizes the role of convention in death notices, pointing at their formal and
structural similarity, irrespective of the newspaper they are printed in; he includes them into
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the category of template texts, the term invented by Nils Enquist, who defines them as
“...instances where the text is rigidly tied to a conventional pre-existing pattern....whose
macrostructure is set in advance and where the text producer, so to say, enters new data into
pre-existing, as when filling a hotel-registration or an income-tax return” (Enquist, 1987:
211). Thus, the macrostructure of the early English death notice can be presented as the

following template:

Date | Place | Age | Circumstances | Name | Relation | Origin | Occupation | Other information

(Fries 1990b: 60)
The notion of the template text can also be observed in the paper “Death notices: the
beginning of the genre”, in which Fries (2006) applies computer corpus analysis to the ZEN
(Zurich English Newspaper Corpus, the corpus covering early English newspapers published
between 1661 and 1791). He investigates the early history of English death notices, their early
appearance in press as individual death reports from the end of the 17" century, and from the
early 18" century as collections in lists published under changing headers, as well as their
structure. He identifies two basic textual variants: the brief one-sentence notice written in, as
he calls it, telegraphic style, as the verb ‘died’ or its equivalent is omitted; and the full-
sentence death notice. In both variants the most important element is the name or some other
expression used for identification of the deceased; it is the only obligatory section of the
notice; other elements, like the date and place of death, its circumstances, the age, origin and
occupation of the deceased and his or her relatives are optional, yet some may become more
or less obligatory, as Fries points out “the conventionalized nature of the text type, however,

will always attach more importance to some sections than to others.” (Fries, 1990: 61)

In his third paper, “A comparative analysis of German and English Death Notices,” Fries
(1991) compares two corpora (each consisting of 100 death notices published in the 1980s)
collected from selected newspapers issues in German and English. The German notices come
from four Swiss, three Austrian and one German (Munich) newspapers; the English corpus
consists of texts from three British newspapers (two quality papers: The Times and The Daily
Telegraph, and a regional one, Dumfries and Galloway Standard), six edited in the USA (The
New York Times, The Salt Lake City Tribune, Minneapolis Star and Tribune, San Francisco
Chronicle, Los Angeles Times, and Plain Dealer), and one in Canada (Toronto Star). The
analysis of conventions characteristic of death notices published in particular countries shows
that they are the result of history, evolution and development of a particular text type; thus,

the German death notice differs from the English one; moreover, in each country regional and
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social varieties can be observed (the latter being determined by the reading public of a
particular newspaper). Fries emphasizes the high degree of intertextuality of the death notice:
its authors have to know similar texts and frequently copy them from other notices they have
seen and follow their conventions, or have their notices written by someone else (for instance,
the editor), which explains a number of striking similarities to be observed in some
newspapers. Finally, he notes that a number of extralinguistic factors, such as the type of
print, the position of the text in a newspaper, its size and layout, the use of photographs and

non-linguistic symbols, have also to be taken into consideration in the analysis.
3.6.4. Janice Hume: the significance of the obituary for American culture

In her major study Obituaries in American Culture Janice Hume (2000) analyses the corpus
of more than 8,000 newspaper obituaries and death notices spanning the period from the early
1800s to early 1900s with the aim of seeing what they reveal about America over time and
how Americans understand their lives through the way they record their deaths. She identifies
obituaries as an unusual source of cultural history; since, as a specific genre, they are part of a
whole society’s experience and they catalogue social values and priorities for their readers.
Thus a life described in an obituary may become an exemplar for the whole society: by
recording the story of a deceased in the obituary, his or her achievements, social connections
and traits, the most desirable traits, which are favored in a particular historical period are

emphasized. Hume claims that:

An obituary distills the essence of a citizen’s life, and because it is a commemoration
as well as a life chronicle, it reflects what society values and wants to remember about
that person’s history [...] Obituaries link published memories of individual lives with
generational, or family memory and with American collective memory. (Hume, 2000:
11)
The corpora of newspaper obituaries that Hume analyzes come from three different periods of
transition in American history: the first includes obituaries written in ten years before (1818)
and ten years after (1838) the election of President Andrew Jackson, the second — obituaries
published in three regions: the South, the North and the border region in the years before
(1855) and after (1870) the Civil War, and the third, consisting of obituaries published in
three major newspapers (New York Times, Chicago Tribune and San Francisco Chronicle)
covers the years before (1910) and after (1930) passing the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920,

which gave the women the right to vote.
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Hume’s study considers four major components of the obituary content: name and
occupation of the deceased, his or her personal attributes, cause of death, and funeral
arrangements. The earliest researched obituaries emphasize those men who either held public
office or had military service, especially veterans of the War of Independence, whereas the
obituaries from 1838 are more egalitarian: they commemorate a great variety of occupations:
businessmen, clerks, physicians, to name but a few. Their most admirable character traits
comprised those typical of middle class: devotion to family, energy, intellect, diligence,
affection. Few obituaries of women refer to them chiefly by their relationship with the male
relatives; women are generally described as being humble, gentle, devoted to domestic duty
and pious, which is connected with the Great Awakening religious revival.

The obituaries published before and after the Civil War reveal regional differences that
became greater in its result; obituaries of men in the North (New York) noted only their
heroic service and patriotism in the war but also their intelligence and manliness, whereas in
the South (New Orleans), the ideal was a “true gentleman”: amiable noble, brave, and
generous. Although women in the Civil War era were still under-represented in obituaries, but
the proportion of women was increasing, besides their occupations, and not only the

relationship with men, were increasingly pointed out.

Obituaries in the early 20" century show the great cultural, economic, and political changes in
American society. Instead of listing the virtues of the deceased man they contain information
about his college education, business or political career (affiliations, promotions,
appointments), wealth, estate or property. On the other hand, the virtue of religious piety,
dominant in the 19" century obituaries, is no longer present. Despite the slight increase in the
number of obituaries for women (e.g. from 15% to 18% in the case of The New York Times;
Hume 2000: 115), women are remembered mainly by their husbands’ business occupations;
yet more and more working women, as well as social and political activists (e.g. suffragists
and feminists) are commemorated. Furthermore, the traditional 19" century female ideal of a
good Christian, beloved wife and devoted mother is frequently replaced with that of an active

participant in social life, engaged in charity and philanthropy.

Hume’s research reveals that the American citizen worth remembering was the prominent
white man. In this respect, the obituary pages prove social exclusion: there is a very low
percentage of obituaries for Native Americans and Afro-Americans in the 19" century press.
Very few of the former were remembered either for their service to the U.S. government and

army, or if they were associated with or subjected to the white culture, whereas the latter were
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commemorated either because of their longevity, or connections with great American heroes
of the past. Likewise, poor men and women of European descent, and Asian-Americans were
excluded. The situation began to change in the 1930s as some Afro-American were

commemorated for their professional accomplishments.

Hume concludes by observing that the ideal American commemorated in obituaries “not only
changed with the times but, during each historical era, met some type of social need .... In a
way this American provided reassurance about the stability of the dominant culture” (160).
Thus, the obituaries “indeed contributed, in one small way, to the well-being of each era’s

dominant culture” (161).

The cultural significance of obituaries for the contemporary American society is also
researched by Janice Hume (2008), who has analyzed Portraits of Grief, a series of obituaries
written by over a hundred editors and published daily in The New York Times between 15
September and 31 December 2001, and weekly in the following year, for the victims of the
September 11 terrorist attack. As Hume argues, they are neither traditional obituaries or
profiles meant to celebrate elites and highlight what the deceased did to distinguish
themselves, as they skip most information that is required in a tradition obituary: “survivors,
lists of colleges degrees, jobs held, and other noteworthy accomplishments” (130). On the
contrary, they aim at presenting their ordinary qualities, emphasizing themes of strong family
relationships, devotion, passion, strong work ethic, good health, energy, sense of humor,
hobbies, talents shown outside the office, etc. Hume observes that talking of death is
marginalized when compared to other obituaries from the same period; since it is victims’
lives that are celebrated not their death. Furthermore, although the victims are idealized and
journalists’ accuracy may be questioned, the truth and accuracy is not the primary purpose of
those obituaries: their cultural function seems to be of the highest importance as “narratives
about death contribute to society by strengthening it collectively and by highlighting the
importance of its individual members. They also provide an occasion to assess shared values

and to construct future collective memory” (150).

3.6.5. Sociological investigations concerning the characteristics of the deceased in
obituaries published in the U.S.A. and Canada

3.6.5.1. The issue of gender discrimination.

The issue of gender discrimination after death present in American obituaries has been

investigated since the 1970s, when Robert Kastenbaum, Sara Peyton, and Beatrice
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Kastenbaum (1977) found that the male-female bias in two newspapers, The New York Times
and The Boston Globe, was 80% to 20% and 81% to 19% respectively; besides, women
tended to be commemorated with an obituary because of their relationship to men, which was
revealed in a number of obituaries in which emphasis was given to the deceased as “mother
of...” or “widow of....”. Their findings proved that “dominant male-preferring value system
of the United States would carry over the threshold from life to death” (353), and have been

confirmed by other researchers, whose studies are summarized below.

Michael Kearl (1986) analyzes sampled obituaries from 1923 to 1979 published in two
national news magazines, Time and Newsweek, and proves that men are six times more likely
to receive an obituary than women and ten times more likely to receive a photograph; besides

male obituaries also tend to be longer.

Similar findings can be found in the research of Karol Maybury (1995) in The Boston
Globe and The Sacramento Bee obituaries in the 1990s, and that of Robin Moremen
and Cathy Cradduck (1998-99), who compare obituaries published within a month in four
major United States newspapers representing four regions (the male-female rate, presented in
the parentheses, also reveals regional differences): The New York Times (88/12) — the
Northeast, The Chicago Tribune (71/29) — the Midwest, The Los Angeles Times (81/19) — the
West, and The Miami Herald (76/24) — the Southeast. Moremen and Cradduck point to the
reason of the male hegemony, blaming the obituary editors, who continue:
...looking back into archives to see how many news clips the paper has on the person
from the past... If the individual is considered newsworthy and information is
plentiful, then an obituary is written ... The explanation that the editors offered for the
preponderance of male obituaries was that these obituaries reflect society as a whole:
men have held higher positions historically and more has been written about them.

Therefore they receive greater obituary recognition. (Moremen & Cradduck, 1998-99:
242)

Moremen and Cradduck also observe that businessmen and performing artists
(predominantly males) receive the most recognition, whereas women are remembered for
being related to someone famous or dominate in such categories as clerical, retail, or
“miscellaneous”, which includes traits like: “devoted to family, animals, and children”;
“homemaker”; “volunteer”; “active with seniors.” Similarly, the extensive study of Ball and
Jones, covering all 9,325 obituaries published in The New York Times within six years
between autumn 1993 and autumn 1999 confirms lack of significant changes since the
research of Kastenbaum et al. as 7,705 (83%) obituaries in The New York Times were for

men.
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The dominant view on the gendered discrimination in obituaries has been questioned by
Bernard Spilka, Gerald Lacey, and Barbara Gelb (1979), who examine obituaries published in
1976 and 1977 in two Colorado newspapers, The Denver Post and The Rocky Mountain News,
and discover that the male-female comparison is only 59% to 41% (still male obituaries tend
to be longer), which, as they argue, shows that the West is more progressive than the East, as
“... women in the West realized suffrage and rose to positions of prominence in state
legislatures and governorships and entered the congress before their eastern counterparts. It is

possible that the frontier experience tended to break traditional restrictions on women.”

Contrary to obituaries, the gender discrimination does not seem to be so evident in American
death notices. The research of Bernice Halbur and Mary Vandagriff (1987) in three
Birmingham, Alabama, newspapers: The Reporter, The World, and The News, published
between 1900 and 1985, reveals that the male-female comparison in the sample of 1923 death
notices is 56.7% to 43.3%, which roughly corresponds to the death occurrence in the same
time period in Jackson County, Alabama (54.7 % males, 45.3% females). That phenomenon
can be accounted for since death notices are written and submitted by family members and
friends of the deceased and not professional obituary editors, who, as the abovementioned
studies show, tend to choose men as the subject of their obituaries. However, Halbur and
Vandagriff point that the average notice length is significantly higher for men (19.0 words)
than for women (16.7 words); furthermore, while in only 10% of death notices for males the

b

deceased were referred to as ‘husband of....°, in as many as 61.3% of death notices for

females the deceased were referred to as ‘wife of...” or ‘widow of...’

The issue of encoding gender in death notices has also been investigated by Mushira Eid in
her book The World of Obituaries (2002), in which she compares the presentation of the
deceased in texts published in The New York Times with those published in Egyptian and
Iranian press over the period of half a century (1938-1988) Her study of a corpus of about
4,400 texts (written by relatives of the deceased) confirms the importance of culture in the
content and the ways of presenting and structuring the information. She observes that an
average Egyptian death notice is more than double the size of an American one, and that men
receive more space in the notice than women. Her particular concern is the analysis of the
situation of women in both Moslem countries reflected in such elements of death notices as
names, titles, and occupations, which she sums up by stating: “The Egyptian obituaries...

treat women worse than children.” (Eid, 2002: 130)
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3.6.5.2. The issue of age, racial and sexual discrimination.

A more complex study was conducted by Alan Marks and Tommy Piggee (1998-99), who, in
their research in 2,262 obituaries published in the Sunday edition of The Arkansas Democrat
Gazette in 1993, take into consideration not only the issue of gender but also race, age and
economic status of the deceased. They point that whites are more likely than blacks to have
longer and more complex obituaries, whereas blacks are more likely than whites to have a
picture accompany their obituaries. The economic status also contributes to the length and
complexity of the obituary: in each racial group, the higher status of the deceased the longer
and more complex obituaries are written. Furthermore, the deceased of higher status are more
likely to have a photograph accompany their obituary. On the other hand, there are no

significant differences within each racial group by gender or age on length of the obituary.

The more recent research shows that gender differences are still noticeable. Shirley Matile
Ogletree, Patricia Figuroa and Daniella Pena (2005) in their analysis of 869 obituaries, death
notices, and memorials observe that the contents of obituaries for males include more lines
devoted to their professional career; besides, pictures were more likely to accompany male
obituaries in newspapers than female obituaries, and the discrepancy between the estimated

age in an obituary picture and actual age at death is greater for women than men.

Keith Anderson and Jina Han (2008-2009) examine newspaper obituary photos in The
Cleveland Plain Dealer over a thirty year period from 1967 to 1997 (in ten-year intervals) and
note that the number of age-inaccurate obituary photos, which are defined by the researchers
as ones where the deceased was more than 15 years older than the estimated age in the
obituary photograph, had increased significantly since the 1960s: from 17% in 1967 to 36% in
1997. In the examined sample of 400 obituaries (78.5% for males, 94% for whites), as many
as 110 (27.5%) are found to have inaccurate accompanying photos; particularly those who
died at an older age and women, who are more than twice as likely as men to have an obituary
photo that is age-inaccurate. The researchers argue that, since obituary photos are typically
selected by either the spouse or adult children of the deceased they show the deceased at the
peak of their life, in their “healthier times” (344). Furthermore, their findings confirm that the
issue of ageism is increasingly dominant in contemporary American culture, and publishing
age-inaccurate photographs “does little to dispel ageism, and may, in effect, perpetuate the
notion that the aging face is somehow less attractive than the face of youth” (343). In the case
of obituary photographs ageism in combined with sexism, which accounts for the high rate of

age-inaccurate photos of women, as the social worth and power of women appear to be based
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upon such temporary values as beauty and sexual attraction, whereas those of men are based
on more permanent ones (and presented in obituary text) as status and wealth.

Odasuo A. Alali (1994) in his analysis of 100 obituaries for victims of AIDS published in The
New York Times considers attitudes towards homosexuality and connections between sexual
practices and AIDS, suggesting that the manner of presentation the deceased, their lives and
the decease displays the manifestation of fear, bias and prejudice about the homosexuals in

American society in the early 1990s.
3.6.5.3. Presentation of death: death-affirming language and death-resistant language

Jason B. Phillips (2007) investigates the changing manner of presenting death in The New
York Times obituaries published between 1899-1999 by comparing three samples (1899,
1959, and 1999). He observes that the oldest obituaries often present detailed medical
narratives of the deceased final hours, and even days and weeks, which involves the use of
death-affirming language, defined by Phillips (2007: 334) as “any language in an obituary that
allows the observer to reconstruct the final biophysical narrative of a decedent through the
circumstances that ultimately culminate in death.” It provides the information concerning the
time of death “sometimes precise to within five minutes” (327), its place and cause, the names
of the attending physician, treatment and complications, the condition of the deceased, level
of consciousness and pain, and attempts at recuperation and resuscitation. On the contrary, in
the most recent obituaries the description of biophysical aspects of dying is minimized or

absent; instead, their authors tend to use death-resistant language, which:

....1. suggests death is socially, culturally or normatively controllable, and
appropriately resisted, 2. incorporates the discussion of the decedent’s explanations of
longevity, 3. mock or trivializes death, or 4. describes medical interventions that are
successful in preventing death or a major debility. (Phillips, 2007:334)

The analysis shows the emerging phenomenon of individuals who actively choose to resist
death: the use of death-resistant language has increased from 3.94% in 1899 obituaries, and
3.80% in 1959, to 16.56% in 1999. Furthermore, it reveals the reduction in using death-
affirming language and omission of its particular aspects mentioned above (e.g. the oldest
obituaries give detailed information on the location of death, those of 1959 frequently report —
a hospital, and the most recent ones — the city or town). Phillips argues that neither gender nor
socioeconomic status have any significant effect on the use of death-affirming language;
however age does, particularly if the person lives beyond the life expectancy, dies at the early

age, or death occurs due to unusual causes.
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3.6.6. Laurie McNeil and his analysis of Canadian death notice

Contrary to comparatively extensive research in the obituary, the death notice attracted little
attention of sociologists and culture historians. Laurie McNeil (2005), in his analysis of
contemporary Canadian death notices, points that press readers take interest not only in
obituaries of public figures, written by obituary editors and considered as news items to be
published on front pages, but also family-written paid death notices of ordinary people,
usually placed on back pages. It is while reading notices that they can create a temporary
community with the deceased, as they can identify themselves with him/her since they might
share age, experience, values, common history. He notes that by writing a death notice the
family members of the deceased attempt to represent his/her life both as a member of their
family and society, thus the feeling of loss and bereavement should be felt not only family but
also general public, since “by paying, often substantially, to publish the death notice of their
loved one, family obituarists insist on the value of the deceased’s life and on his or her
significance to society at large.” (191). This can be achieved not only by narratives of the
deceased’s life story, by also by practice (allowed in some newspapers, e.g. The Ottawa
Citizen) of using subtitles that identify the deceased or summarize his/her life and delineate
how the deceased is seen by his/her family, and how the readers will interpret his/her
biography. McNeill argues that, by highlighting the positive aspects of the deceased’s life, the
survivors present him/her as an embodiment or exemplar of social norms as regards gender
roles, community participation, service to the family and nation, and the well-lived life.
Therefore, there are no negative death notices, as even “while death notices may acknowledge
the deceased’s flaws, they avoid critical comment” (195); besides, newspaper editors may
always refuse to publish a death notice if they regard its content as offensive or inappropriate.
Furthermore, although the Canadian death notice seems to be more inclusive than it used to
be, there are deceased who are still excluded, as McNeill observes, they are not only
criminals, prisoners, prostitutes, transients, drug addicts or people without families, but also
those who have survivors, but, being not “ ‘beloved’, they may never be publicly mourned,
meaning they will leave no formal legacy, no mark of their presence to disturb the

homogenous and homogenizing ritual space of the obituary page.” (197)
3.6.7. British obituaries — a sociological approach

The issue of collective remembering facilitated by obituaries is undertaken by a British
sociologist and feminist scholar Bridget Fowler (2005a, 2005b, 2007), who makes use of the

social theory of Pierre Bourdieu, and argues that obituaries are an important component in
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society's collective memory by analyzing the issue of selection and depiction of the lives
chosen for enduring memory. The scholar defines two social functions of the obituary:
The obituary has a two-fold significance. In the first case, such a notice is itself one of
the stakes of class reproduction in that it is one of a series of material and symbolic
rewards for lives considered well-lived. The obituary offers the rare accolade of public
recognition, the first step towards posthumous memory. Yet it is not just a store of

value, it is also a measure of value: the obituary as a biographical form illuminates the
social reality of dominance and distinction. (Fowler, 2007: 8)

In the first part of her book Fowler investigates the evolution of British obituaries by
analyzing the changes in principles of selecting the deceased in The Times’ obituaries by
comparing obituaries published in 1900 and 1948, but her major research concentrates on the
obituary writing process and the qualitative and quantitative analysis of obituaries published
in 2000-2001 in four British (The Times, The Independent, The Guardian, and Daily
Telegraph) one French (Le Monde) and one American (The New York Times) national dailies.
The quantitative analysis (Fowler, 2007: 129-156, Fowler & Bielsa, 2007) proves that
contemporary British obituaries continue to be oriented to the elite, represented mainly by
higher professions, artists, military and political elites, whose educational background reveals
a high proportion of public school (77%) and Oxbridge (35%) graduates. Simultaneously,
they display gender and ethnical inequality, since women and ethnic minorities (except for the
Jews) are underrepresented: the former are remembered in only 19% of all British obituaries;
similarly, obituaries for African, African-American, Afro-Caribbean and Asian account for

5% of all British obituaries.

In the second part Fowler explores the principles and practices through which the lives of the
deceased of the elite (politicians, artists, writers, trade unionists and sportspeople) are
commemorated. In the qualitative analysis she applies her own classification of obituaries into

five types:

o the traditional positive obituary, being the most common and usual type of obituary,

which descends from the traditional, conventional obituary or eulogy;

e the negative obituary, being a form of critical discourse, in which “by revealing the
subject’s subversion of legal or ethical rules, the writer effectively undercuts the obit’s
ostensible objective: to praise” (18); that is the obituary that the subject’s family
would prefer had not been published at all (e. g. obituaries of dictators, terrorist

leaders, Nazi supporters);
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e the tragic obituary, which “reveal contradictions or social clashed which posses tragic
dimensions” (20); the writer presents a subject who had some success but is brought

down by a fall (e.g. obituaries of assassinated political leaders, spies, exiles);

e the ironic (or satirical) obituary, which subverts conventions by “inviting a contrasting
and distanced reading of the subject’s actions” (20); those obituaries, emphasizing

subject’s eccentricities, are particularly characteristic of The Daily Telegraph editors;

e the untraditional positive obituary, which abandons “the assumption of a steady ascent
upwards, as in the classical career. Instead, their subjects have been thrown by a

roller-coaster of experience” (22).

The influence of Fowler’s considerations of how obituaries construct images of gender to be
remembered can be observed in the recent study of Irmina Wawrzyczek (2012), who tackles
the problem of representation of women in British obituaries in the 20" century. The scholar
analyzes two corpora of women’s obituaries published in The Times in the 1920-1925 and
1985, and argues that they do not adequately commemorate the diversity of women’s
experiences and accomplishments; on the contrary, they “reflect dominant British images and
ideas of womanhood in the time of their publication, contributing at the same time to memory

distortions of women as individuals and as a group” (93).

British gerontologists, Bill Bytheway and Julia Johnson (1996) explore some of the images of
the life course that are conveyed in obituaries published in The Guardian (their corpus
contains 86 obituaries published in 26 editions of June 1995), paying particular attention to
the ways in which obituaries cover the biography, age, ill-health, death and personal
relationships of the deceased. Their research reveals that most obituaries are written by men
about men (70 obituaries); the occupation of the majority of the deceased involves politics,
business, art, literature, sport and education; the absence of professions of medicine, law,
religion and the military may be due to the profile of the newspaper and the editor’s choice (it
is worth mentioning that in Britain the abovementioned professions tend to publish their

obituaries in their journals, e .g. The British Medical Journal).

Since the deceased were of national or international fame, Bytheway & Johnson (1996: 221)
claim that “an entry in the current edition of Who'’s Who remains an important criterion for
inclusion and a source of information for obituarists.” In most obituaries biographical details
that take up most of the text relate to the career of the deceased, thus the texts are peppered

with dates, titles of their books or films, and expressions containing a superlative, e. g. ‘the
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best’, ‘the greatest’, ‘the longest serving’, or ‘the last of a generation’(225). Apart from the
statement of age at death in the first paragraph, few obituaries refer to it afterwards, nor do
they provide details concerning the period of retirement, disability, bereavement, terminal
illness, or the causes, location, and other circumstances of death. A number of obituaries refer
to the last activity, an event the deceased participated in, or finished book or film. The ill-
health and the cause of death are usually presented by mentioning a diagnosis, very few
obituaries present the struggle with the terminal disease or explain premature death. In
concluding paragraphs, obituaries may make references to the works of the deceased

(particularly the final or unfinished ones) and reveal the sense of loss of the bereaved.

A similar view is held by James Ferguson (1999), an obituary editor of The Independent, who
analyzes the function of obituaries in British press and society: they present a “small
biography” of the deceased, being “documentaries of lives, not deaths ...for the most part, of
small lives, lives well lived” (158), as details concerning death (causes and circumstances) are
rarely mentioned in, or even, as in the case of The Daily Telegraph, the date of death may be

even omitted.
3.6.8. Genre analysis of British and American obituaries and death notices

Surprisingly, in contrast with wide ranges of issues researched by historians of culture and
sociologists, British and American obituaries and death notices as genres have attracted little

attention of linguists.

Rae A. Moses and Giana D. Marelli (2004) compare two corpora of texts taken from The New
York Times (chosen from 2003-2004 issues): one containing 99 staff edited obituaries, and the
other, 98 family authored death notices (additionally four smaller samples of 10 texts each,
representing the issues of 1983 and 1993 respectively, have been collected to examine change
over time) with the aim of providing the description of the genre and explaining how it
contributes to American understanding of death and life. The scholars have applied the notion
of the topic framework of Brown and Yule (1983) in order to construct two discourse
grammars to account for both text types, and to present relationship of Life and Death to each
other, by means of constructing labeled tree diagrams identifying the basic elements of the

texts, their relationships and order (see Diagram 3.1 and 3.2.).
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Figure 3.1. The structuring information in the obituary (i.e. staff edited obituary)
according to Moses & Marelli (2004: 126)
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Figure 3.2. The structuring information in the family authored texts (i.e. death notices)
according to Moses & Marelli (2004: 127)
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Moses and Marelli observe that both subgenres reveal basic similarities: they divide the topic

into discourse about death and life, and have similar components (the information concerning

the funeral arrangements tends to be missing in the edited obituaries though). However, the

contents of components differ, for instance, the cause of death is described with objective

medical terms in edited obituaries, whereas in family authored texts it is frequently referred to
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by means of adverbials (‘peacefully’, ‘suddenly’, ‘in his sleep’, etc.). Although the Life
History component always occurs, the family authored texts are less schematic and not only
allow for a more personal, subjective and emotional interpretation of the deceased’s life, but
also to select which of his/her accomplishments should be presented. The researchers
conclude that, contrary to the fairly stable and predictable structure of the edited obituary, the
family authored texts display a more varied structure and less rigid order of components.

Wiodarski (2008) analyses various ways of expressing value judgments within headlines of
obituaries published in The Daily Telegraph and The Guardian, ranging from the very direct
and explicit evaluation to culturally and socially motivated connotations and inferences.
Similarly, Marzol (2006a) analyses the structure of 350 British and Spanish obituaries

headlines and points out their stereotypical nature, functionality and dominant patterns.

Marzol (2006b) in her survey of British and American press discusses the “family stage”
component of the obituary, i.e. lines devoted to the surviving members of the deceased, and
categorizes it as a regular (yet not obligatory), highly formulaic, genre-specific and
multipurpose element, whose traditional function was to inform the readers that surviving
members would expect to be offered the community's condolences. Contemporary obituarists,
however, face a couple of problems: an increasing number of marriages and divorces in
contemporary society, which results in compiling lengthy lists of spouses, ex-spouses,
children and step-children, on the one hand, and dealing with other issues that used to be

taboo not long ago (for instance, same-sex partners or marriages) on the other.

Fernandez (2006) applies Lakoff’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory to explore the euphemistic
language of obituaries published in provincial Irish press of the 1840s. He investigates the
manifold ways in which their authors substituted the taboo of dying and death by means of
applying a wide range of various devices, both semantic (metaphors, metonyms, hyperboles,
circumlocutions) and lexical (technical terms, learned words, borrowings). Fernandez
investigates six major conceptual categories in which consolatory euphemistic terms and
expressions replace the abovementioned taboo notions: DEATH IS A JOURNEY, DEATH IS
A LOSS, DEATH IS A JOYFUL LIFE, DEATH IS A REST, DEATH IS A REWARD, and
DEATH IS THE END.

In his other paper (Fernandez 2007), he explores the same corpus with the aim of analyzing
the extent to which different praising and consolatory strategies help an obituarist fulfill a

social function. He applies Fairclough’s concept of discourse as a social practice in order to
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relate the linguistic elements and patterns found in obituaries to the Victorian social
conventions regarding funeral customs. Thus, he considers the obituary as a “goal-oriented
text with social purpose ... [which] can be viewed as an instance of functional language” (9).
Although his analysis lacks the distinction between the obituary and the death notice, he
distinguishes between the highly formulaic, objective and impersonal “informative” obituary,
and emotional and intimate “opinative” obituary. The former aims at providing detailed
information about the deceased, his/her death, and funeral, and it performs the locutionary
function); the latter is supposed to produce a particular effect on the readers and make a
favorable impression by stressing the social status, virtues, and exemplary religious conduct
of the deceased; thus it fulfills perlocutionary function. Fernandez claims that in the Victorian
opinative obituaries the degree of linguistic elaboration is directly proportional to the social
status, wealth and position of the deceased; furthermore, the sentimentalization of death,
characteristic of the Victorian epoch, is reflected in the abundance of metaphors, many of
which originate from Christian religion. Their application was to help the living to cope with
the loss by viewing death as a desirable event in accordance with Christian beliefs: positive
image of eternal life contrasted with the negative of the earthly one, and hope that those who
died will enjoy a better life in Heaven. Fernandez argues that by using such emotional and
hyperbolic language, which exaggerated displays of grief and praises of the virtues of the
deceased, the Victorian obituarist “carries out an emotional manipulation of its reading
audience ... in an attempt to compliment the departed and, in so doing, satisfy those left

alive” (18).
3.6.9. Death notice and obituary in journalism and media studies

An Australian scholar, journalist and media expert, Nigel Starck (2001, 2004, 2005, 2006)
concentrates his research on the history and evolution of the obituary in three countries: Great
Britain, the United States and Australia. He pays particular attention to the development of
the obituarist profession in the 20" century, its decline in its first half and revival since the
1980s. Starck’s research is concerned with contemporary publication principles, practices and
procedures of editorial work. He aims at comparing different publication styles and policies,
and examining (on the basis of his own experience) the challenges inherent in both the
exercise and the teaching of the obituary craft. His studies present ethical questions and
dilemmas that obituarists have to face, for example, concealing the real cause of death,

disclosing errors and misdeeds.
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3.6.10. Research into obituaries for representatives of professional groups

Apart from research into obituaries and death notices published in particular newspapers,
there are studies concerning obituaries written for professional groups and chiefly published
in academic journals, whose goal is to examine how a profession and its members are
perceived and presented to the general public. In this manner, Juris Dilevko and Lisa Gottlieb
(2004) analyze obituaries of librarians published in The New York Times between 1977 and
2002; Malcolm Tight (2008) investigates the obituaries for academics published in the British
quality press in 2007; Lorraine Radtke, Madelene Hunter and Henderikus Stam (2000)
examine the obituaries for psychologists which appeared in American Psychologist between
1978 and 1997; Gabriela Cichy (2011) studies the language of evaluation in the linguists’
obituaries, which were written by other linguists to be published on The Linguistlist webpage
between 2006 and 2011.

It is worth mentioning some recently published, non-scholarly works on the obituary, which
include:

e obituary anthologies and collections, compiled by obituary editors and writers, for
example, Marvin Siegel (1997), Hugh Massingberd (2001), Jim Scheeler (2008);

e Dbooks depicting the profession of an obituary writer, written by obituarists
themselves, for instance Marilyn Johnson (2006), Life obituary writer, who
investigates the art and craft of major contemporary British and American obituarists,
and the process of collecting data, interviewing survivors, creating, writing and
editing an obituary;

e handbooks for professional and non-professional obituary writers, compiled by expert
American obituarists, for instance Alana Baranick (The Plain Dealer, Cleveland), Jim
Scheeler (The Rocky Mountain News, Denver) and Stephan Miller (New York Sun),
who co-written a handbook for beginners in the obituary editing profession (Baranick
et al. 2005).

3.7. Concluding remarks

In this chapter an attempt has been made to create a clear separation by defining and
considering the genres of obituary and death notice against other genres representing the

discourse of death, with which, due to a number of reasons, both genres seem to have much in
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common. It has also been intended to present the origins and evolution of the genres of
obituary and death notice in the early British press.

The origins of the obituary and the death notice can be undoubtedly connected with the
beginnings of the press in England. Yet, researchers should be cautious in accepting the
suggestion of Norman Starck (2006), who treats early death reports as obituaries. Death,
especially violent, unusual or unexpected, seems to have always been a particularly important
aspect of the news publishing, and sensational information concerning suicides, accidents or
executions is to be found on other pages (e. g. sections entitled “Casualties”). Therefore, we
follow the model presented by Udo Fries (1990, 2006), who draws a line separating death
notices from other death-related texts: death notices are the texts to be placed in appropriately
named section. Thus, it must be emphasized that the question concerning the issue of earliest

obituary in English is left unanswered.

The earliest death notices, being lists of names ordered chronologically in accordance with the
date of death, gradually acquired a more elaborate form, providing more information about
the deceased than mere stating his/her name, date and place of death. Although header of the
death section of a newspaper may refer to “eminent” or “distinguished” deceased, it appears
utterly impossible to establish any rule concerning the editorial choice of selecting the dead to
be commemorated,; it is only the length of the notice that distinguishes the nobles, as editors
presented detailed data concerning their titles, inheritance, relations (living and dead), etc.
Evaluative language is avoided; most notices lack appraisal or panegyric commentary, which
might justify N.D. Norman’s observation (2008) that the primary purpose of entering a dead
person’s name in the death section was strictly linked with legal issues (by officially

announcing his death — in and many a case the worth of his possessions).

The research into selected issues of The Gentleman’s Magazine shows the development of the
death notice and its structural patterns (or templates); moreover, the evolution of the death
notice into the full-length, complex obituary can be observed in the early nineteenth-century
issues, which clearly corresponds with the change of structuring the entries from purely
chronological (i.e. democratic) to predominantly hierarchical, in which detailed obituaries of
nobility and gentry, preceding more compact death notices of the clergy, and those of the

common folk (organized on geographical-chronological principles).

The analysis also displays the relationship between the form of the text and social

characteristics of the deceased; that is the existence of multifarious variant patterns of notices
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as regards class, gender (c.f. death notices of women), age (those of children and the aged),
occupation (e. g. those of clergymen, army and navy officers).

The above-presented overview of scholarly research in obituaries and death notices shows
that in comparison with investigations conducted in Poland, which concentrate on structural
and axiological aspects of the genres, and that in Germany and Switzerland, which generally
follows the German tradition of text-type analysis, British and American research has been
carried most extensively by sociologists, historians of culture and media, and theoreticians
and practitioners of journalism, who either explore selected corpora of obituaries in view of
observing processes occurring in society (i.e. treating mirror the obituary like a mirror that
reflects society and its values), or revealing that obituary practices distort the true image of
society by selective, incomplete or biased presentation of the deceased (i.e. proving that the
reflection produced by that mirror is far from being accurate). Little, however, has been done

as regards the linguistic analysis of the obituary and the death notice as a genre(s).
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CHAPTER FOUR
METHODOLOGY AND CORPUS

This chapter constitutes a bridge connecting the theoretical and analytical parts of the study.
This chapter focuses on the research model and methodological issues: application of the
analytical models, proposed by John Swales and Vijay Bhatia, with the aim of analyzing
death notices (4.1.), creation of an appropriate corpus (4.2.), with the emphasis laid on its
sources (The New York Times and Legacy.com), statistics, and validity, as well as its
subsequent subdivision into sub-corpora; the principles required to assign texts to different
subgenres of the death notice are presented therein (4.3.). The question whether the death
notice can be regarded as a genre in accordance with Swales’ definition of that concept is
disputed afterwards (4.4.). Since each genre can be characterized by determining its
communicative purposes and its discourse community, those issues are discussed in (4.5. and
4.6.). To have a proper and thorough comprehension of the genre and its functioning in the
community it is also important to observe the stages of the process of preparing, writing and
submitting a death notice by an obituarist, and the communicative interactions between
members of discourse community are presented (4.7. and 4.8.). The next subchapter (4.9.)
concerns the question whether and to what extent an online death notice, hosted at
Legacy.com, can be regarded as an example of a web genre. The chapter is concluded by
discussing issues and problems regarding register analysis of the genre (4.10.) and research

methods applied in the subsequent chapters (analytical part) of the study (4.11.).
4.1. The research model

The present study is exploratory in nature. It relies on a top-down analysis (Biber et al., 2007)
of the rhetorical structure of a large sample of death notices, and adopts both quantitative and
qualitative approach, with the emphasis put on the latter. Both approaches provide insight into
the nature of the death notice as a genre, help understand underlying reasons and motivations
for its structure and content, and aim at discovering trends in the contemporary usage of the
genre in question, as observed in the examined texts. Yet, the quantitative approach, though
limited, is not entirely neglected, and the basic data concerning frequency and

representativeness of some lexico-grammatical realizations have to be provided.

The methodology employed in this study follows two analytical frameworks: John Swales’s
(1990) rhetorical move/step analysis, and Vijay Bhatia’s (1993) procedure for analyzing

genres, presented briefly in Chapter One. Originally, the move/step analysis was developed to
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teach non-native speakers the rhetorical structures of research articles (Swales, 1981, 1990),
but it was successfully implemented in the research on the structure of a variety of academic
texts, for instance university lectures (Thomson, 1994), medical research articles and
textbooks (Nwogu, 1991; Williams, 1999), as well as professional texts, for instance legal
genres (Bhatia, 1993, Bhatia, 2004, Bhatia et al., 2008), philanthropic discourse (fundraising
texts (Biber et al. 2007), grant proposals (Feng, 2002; Feng & Shi, 2004; Connor & Upton,
2004) or job application letters (Connor et al., 1995). More recently, it has been applied
effectively in genre analysis of specific non-academic texts such as birthmother letters (i.e.
letters written by prospective adoptive parents to expectant mothers considering adoption
plans for their unborn children, Upton & Cohen, 2009), press releases announcing reduction
in workforce (Taimi, 2013) or suicide notes (Abaalkhail, 2015). Little, though, has been done
to examine the genres of obituary and death notice by application Swales’s and Bhatia’s
models: Mohammed N. Al-Ali (2005) surveyed a corpus of obituaries of 200 Jordanian
newspaper obituaries, Lance Askildson (2007) analyzed a small corpus (42 texts) of U.S.
Department of Defense death announcements for soldiers fallen in Iraq, and Shakiba Rostami
(2010) compared move structures of 120 contemporary Persian and American staff-edited
obituaries. It should be pointed out, however, that no major study that would aim at analyzing
a larger corpus of death notices has been carried out yet.

In Bhatia’s methodology (1993: 22-36) Step 1 requires a researcher to investigate the relevant
discourse community, by surveying available literature on and around the genre in gquestion.
This requires familiarizing oneself with not only contemporary theories of discourse and
genre analysis (see Chapter One), but, firstly and foremostly, the literature (particularly that
referring to American society) on socio-cultural aspects of death, the discourse of death, its
genres and their mutual relationships; the most important findings are presented in Chapter
Two. Since the genre of death notice and that of obituary, their origins and evolution, are
intertwined, it is essential that existing literature on those issues be studied (Step 2). However,
such research should not be limited to studying press obituary traditions in the U.S.A., Great
Britain, or other English-speaking countries; but, since the practice of writing and submitting
obituaries and death notices seems to develop on a global scale, it is worth finding out about

different practices in other countries and communities and their analyses (see Chapter Three).

What matters most in Steps 3 and 5, though, is surveying a variety of texts created by

contemporary practitioners of the genre: professional obituarists, funeral directors, or web
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developers creating websites devoted to funeral customs and practices. The most significant
sources that enable exploring the network of surrounding texts, include:

e anthologies of American press obituaries (in particular, collections comprising
obituaries published in The New York Times: Siegel, 1997; Thomas, 2001, McDonald,
2012);

e popular manuals, providing basic obituary guidelines and templates (Grider & Dauvis,
2007; Newberry, 2008)

e specialized websites dedicated to instructing non-professional obituary authors on
writing death-related texts (obituaries, death notices, tributes, eulogies) that are
supposed to commemorate specific groups of the dead, such as parents, children, ex-
spouses, veterans, newborn babies, victims of crimes or cancer, etc.; for instance:
http://www.obituaryhelp.net/, http://www.obituaryguide.com/,
http://www.remembranceprocess.com/content/9/45-writing-an-obituary-a-step-by-

step-guide, https://www.caring.com/articles/how-to-write-an-obituary;

e commercial providers of online obituaries and memorials, for example, The Virtual

Memorial Garden, Legacy.com, Tribute.com;

e American funeral homes websites, which may include guidelines, templates, and
advice for mourners wishing to write obituaries on their owns, for example,
http://stevensonandsons.com/how-to-write-an-obituary.html,

http://www.skylawnmemorialpark.com/resources/how-to-write-an-obituary;

e obituarists’ own reflections on their profession and their “tricks of trade” (Baranick et

al., 2005; Johnson, 2006)

e research done by media experts on the history, evolution, and present state of obituary

and death notice in press (briefly presented in Chapter Three)

The fourth step in Bhatia’s method of genre analysis requires selecting an appropriate corpus

for the analysis; that fundamental issue is discussed in the following subchapter.
4.2. The corpus

The major step that has to be undertaken in Moves and Steps analysis requires compiling and

editing an appropriate corpus of death notices; the process of which is discussed below.
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4.2.1. Creating the corpus

The corpus contains the complete set of online paid death notices which were either originally
published in the print edition of The New York Times, or appeared only online at the
NYTimes.com site in a three-month period between October 1%, 2012 and December 31%,
2012. All the notices were downloaded in the abovementioned period on a weekly basis from
the Legacy.com site, http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/nytimes/, where they are hosted, and
from where they can be retrieved by means of the ObitFinder search engine (one should fill
out the form “Where Life Stories Live On” on the Home page of Legacy.com with the first
and last names of the deceased, and choose the option All Records). In this way a set of 1843
texts, consisting of 210,021 words, was created. The corpus of that size allows for both the
quantitative and qualitative approaches, and provides a researcher with appropriate data to
conduct statistical analysis of lexical items and structural patterns, investigate a variety of
sub-genres and macrostructure types, and discover not only exemplary but also uncommon or
untypical macrostructural, syntactic or lexical phenomena, which might remain obscure

otherwise.

Originally, each downloaded notice followed the default model required by Legacy.com,
being headed by the full name of the deceased, which is followed by the term Obituary. The
original text of the notice is displayed below; yet this time it commences with the name of the
deceased in the reverse order: surname (capitalized), first name (preceded by double hyphens)
and optional middle name. The text is always (by default) concluded by the formulaic

statement, confirming the date and place of publication, e.qg.:
Published in The New York Times on November 14, 2012
in the case of notices originally published in the print edition of the newspaper, or:
Published on NYTimes.com from December 17 to December 18, 2012
if a notice appeared in the online edition only.

For the purpose of this study, both the heading (full name + Obituary) and the concluding
formulaic statement have been deleted in order to obtain the original text of the notice

(corresponding with that published in the printed edition of The New York Times).

It must be stated that all corpus quotations in the analytical part of the study are verbatim and
therefore include punctuation, sentence structure, spelling and capitalization present in the

original (including mistakes). Since quoting the full text of a notice is in many a case is
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unnecessary in presenting an issue in question, some parts are then omitted and marked with
bracketed ellipsis: [...].

The process of adapting the original notice is exemplified below. Figure 1 shows a NYT death
notice, originally hosted at Legacy.com website, which has been downloaded for the purpose

of the present study.

Figure 4.1. A sample NYT death notice, hosted at Legacy.com website

WORLD | US.  NKY. /REGION BUSINESE | TECHNOLOGY = SCIENCE =~ HEALTH SPORTS | OPINION = ARTS = STYLE TRAVEL | JOBS REAL ESTATE AUTOS

CLASSIFIEDS MARKETPLACE Business Directory Camps & Schools Home & Garden Directory  “ac ation Rentals & Inns

Paid Death Notices ) .
Contact Legacy.com | Terms of use

The following are paid death notices from the print edition of The New York Times. along with Memorial Services, In Memoriam, and Guest Books.

If vou are interested in submitting a notice for online publication only, please click here

Obituaries Funeral Homes Photos & Memorials Send Flowers Grief & Support Find your Family Tree O\Sear(h
MARTY RICHARDS
Obituary Guest Book Give to Remember

Choose Your

RICHARDS--Marty. The New York Center for Children "My Dearest Marfy, [ am so
Charity

mourns the loss of our beloved founder and benefactor. His sad at your passing but I

kind, generous spirit will always guide our work. We will know..." Making a charitable
miss him greatly - Gene Burr donation is a time-
honored way to
remember a loved one.
View Sign

+Daonate Now

Published in The New York Times on Nov. 29, 2012

After downloading from

http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/nytimes/obituary.aspx?n=MARTY -

RICHARDS&pid=161308371, the text takes the following form:
MARTY RICHARDS

Obituary

RICHARDS--Marty. The New York Center for Children mourns the loss of our
beloved founder and benefactor. His kind, generous spirit will always guide our work.
We will miss him greatly.

Published in The New York Times on Nov. 29, 2012
After processing, presented above, assigning it to a proper sub-corpus (in this case, The
Subcorpus of Farewell Notices), and subsequent tagging (see Subchapter 4.3), the text
acquires its final form that can be further used in the analytical part of the study:

F-171 | RICHARDS--Marty. The New York Center for Children mourns the loss of our
beloved founder and benefactor. His kind, generous spirit will always guide our
work. We will miss him greatly.
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4.2.2. Validity of the corpus

The large size of the corpus allows for checking whether its texts represent the structure of the
discourse community. Since in the vast majority of notices there are neither data regarding the
occupation or profession of the deceased nor their origin/nometown, these issues have to be
disregarded. The only item of information present in all notices is their gender, which allows
for comparing the corpus with the corpora of obituaries used by other researchers (Halbur &
Vandagriff, 1987; Ball & Jones, 2000), and statistical information concerning mortality in
New York City (Zimmerman 2013; Statistical Abstract 2012). The distribution of notices

according to gender and number of notices per person is presented in Table 4.1. below:

Table 4.1. The statistics of NYT death notices in the analyzed corpus

Gender | Deceased Number of death notices per person

N 1 2 |3|4|5|6|7(8|9|10|11|12|13|1518
Male 791 662 | 77|23 6| 6| 1|4 2| 1| 2| 3] 0| 1| 2] 1
Female 594 | 520 | 48|14| 3| 5| 1|1/ 0[0| 0| 1| 1| 0| 0| O
Total 1385|1182 125|137 9|11 | 2| 5| 2| 1| 2| 4| 1| 1| 2| 1

The statistics reveal that 57.1% of death notices were written for men, and 42.9% for women,
which, on the one hand, seems to correspond with the findings of Bernice Halbur and Mary
Vandagriff’s (1987) research in death notices published in Birmingham, Alabama between
1900 and 1985, which shows that the rate is 56.7% to 43.3%; however, on the other hand, it
does not with the death occurrence in New York City in 2012: 52,455 (total number of
deaths) including 25,667 (48.93%) males and 26,788 (51.07%) females; or the male/female
mortality rate in the U.S.A, which in the period 2005-2008 ranged from between 49.55 and
50.46% to between 49.66 and 50.34% (Zimmerman 2013: 9; Statistical Abstract 2012).

In the analyzed sample the overrepresentation of men in death notices is almost 9%, if New
York City, or 7%, if the overall mortality rate in the U.S.A is taken into consideration, as
compared to that of only 2% in Halbur and Vandagriff’s sample. It must be, however,
emphasized that the male overrepresentation in the corpus of NYT death notices is strikingly
lower than that of staff-edited obituaries for prominent Americans published in The New York
Times between 1993 and 1999: in the total number of 9,834 obituaries 7,705 (78.35%) were
written for men and only 1,619 (21.65%) for women (Ball & Jones, 2000: 9).

The majority of the deceased (85.3%, which means 83.7% of men and 87.79% of women)
were remembered with a single notice only, yet a substantial number of the deceased were

commemorated by publishing two (9.0%, that is 9.7% of men and 8.1% of women), three
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(2.7%, that is 2.9% of men and 2.4% of women), or less frequently, more (up to 18) death

notices.

Taking the above statistics into consideration it can be argued that the collected set of death

notices is representative, and can be used for analyzing the genre in question.
4.2.3. The sources of the corpus

Since all the texts in the corpus come indirectly from The New York Times and directly from

the Legacy.com website, it seems important that both sources be presented.
4.2.3.1. The New York Times

Founded on September 18" 1851 as The New-York Daily Times by a journalist and
Republican politician Henry Jarvis Raymond and a journalist and banker George Jones, The
New York Times, also nicknamed the Gray Lady, is the most important metropolitan
newspaper in the U.S.A. Its print version, with the circulation of 1,250,000 in 2013, makes it
the third largest American newspaper, behind The Wall Street Journal and USA Today
(Innovation, 2014). The New York Times is generally regarded as one of American
‘newspapers of record’; i.e. newspapers that meet high standards of journalism, pay attention
to editorial independence and accuracy; thus they can be considered as reliable chroniclers of
events and archives of recorded announcements (Martin, 1998: 1-5). The printed version of
the newspaper is organized in three major sections: News, Opinion, and Features; it is in the
News section that staff-edited obituaries are included in Obituaries subsection, whereas paid
obituaries and death notices are published in Classified Advertisement section. The Classified
Advertisement (or Classifieds Marketplace in the online edition) include a number of
subsections, ranging from Autos, Jobs, Commercial and Residential Real Estates,