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Abstract

Both historical and contemporary records of mass contagion provide occasions for
visibility to persons who otherwise remain little recognised and even less studied:
those who bury the dead.While global reports attest to self-advocacy among ceme-
tery workers in the current COVID-19 pandemic, the psychological complexities of
their labour go virtually unseen. Findings on the experiences of those doing such
work reveal a striking contrast. While societal disavowal often renders their task
as abject and forgettable, those who inter the remains frequently report affective
connections to the dead that powerfully, and poignantly, undermine this erasure.
Acknowledging such empathic relationality allows us to look at this profession in
areas where it has never been considered, such as psychoanalytic work on ‘mental-
isation’ or in contemporary ethics. The article concludes with an example from the
accounts of those who have buried the dead in the massed graves on New York’s
Hart Island.

Key words: burials, cemetery workers, grave-sites, COVID-19 pandemic, bubonic
plague, Hart Island

A lot of people thought the bodies were being mistreated, but they weren’t.
(unidentified cemetery worker, Hart Island, New York, on burying

those there who died of the coronavirus, May 2020)1

This article’s title opens with a pair of words that can be read in two significantly
different ways, a disparity that is itself meaningful and apt. As a descriptor of a
burial site, ‘last place’ speaks to a site of finality for the deceased.Whatever spiritual
fate might be anticipated for any non-corporeal aspect, the locus of the interment
of the body or its cremated remains marks a certain terminus ad quem to a life.
In a different reading, the persons who create and then cover this place (either
through manual or mechanical means) are often relegated to an invisibility, a ‘last-
ness’ that is shared with the ultimate fate of those that they are entrusted to bury.
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In many traditions, cemetery workers will stand off to the side, or out of view, dur-
ing the burial rites, and indeed they themselves are often relegated to socio-cultural
margins by virtue of economic disenfranchisement, or, as imprisoned persons, by
being part of a carceral system. In a very different set of circumstances, there are
those who dug graves as survivors of wars and genocides, compelled either by oth-
ers or by their own sense of responsibility to inter those killed around them. Some
of these survivors have had their experiences documented as part of the reckoning
for war crimes and mass murder, but for those who bury the dead as their work,
personal accounts are less frequently sought or preserved.
Here we will focus on this latter category, those who are cemetery workers, and

on the specific circumstance both past and present when these individuals become
much more visible at the very moment they also become more vulnerable: in bury-
ing those whose death was the result of mass contagion. Societal anxieties and the
resulting public focus on dead bodies are intensified in times of highly transmissi-
ble disease, and those who handle the remains of the afflicted assume a distinction
from which they are commonly excluded. The current period of pandemic affords
the opportunity to reflect on those who are both valued and shunned. The physi-
cal presence of these overwhelmingly male workers2 is of course requisite for the
carrying out of their tasks at any time, but in periods of mass disease we find histor-
ical evidence that this very propinquity was often used against them. Their access
to dead bodies during the waves of plagues in Europe that began in the fourteenth
century could lead to accusations of thievery, of callous burial practices and even
of spreading the contagion, the latter an accusation that they shared with members
of over two hundred of Europe’s Jewish communities, who faced horrific violence
and death as a result.3 Yet, both historically and currently, periods of pandemic also
have given rise to self-advocacy by cemetery workers, who leveraged their willing-
ness to risk their own safety to perform these essential tasks as a means to demand
equitable compensation and basic civic protections. Current reporting on the risks
taken by these individuals, and their call for basic care, echo certain demands that
have been preserved from more than five hundred years ago.
Making visible a shared assertion of such rights speaks to the broader intentions

of this article. What follows is an argument for attention to be paid to this largely
unacknowledged and frequently disavowed profession, whose vital function in our
time of mass contagion should be seen as an opportunity to examine its history and
complexities. Rather than approach these buriers of the dead as solely economic
or political subjects – the guises in which they, albeit infrequently, appear – a dif-
ferent investigative locus is posited here, one that privileges their psychological
experiences. There is rare and useful data available from two studies of cemetery
workers, both completed before the COVID-19 pandemic, that provide sobering
insights into the tolls extracted from such an occupation, even in far less stressful
times.
The present study will introduce this work, and go on to complicate these psy-

chical consequences, identifying both the impact of external projections on to
the workers, creating the experience of being made invisible or abject, and also
something markedly different that is generated from within themselves. These are
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feelings of responsibility and relationality to the deceased, responses that gesture
to experiences both ethical and empathic. These investments will be drawn into
the discussion as the article concludes in New York City’s vast burial ground on
Hart Island, just off the north-eastern shore of the Bronx. Here, at the largest mass
grave in North America,4 repose the city’s indigent and unclaimed, among the
most invisible of its residents. They make their final journey to this isolated place
with others who also can be counted as the city’s unseen: those who have come
to bury them. Long under the jurisdiction of the Department of Correction, the
interments have been the work of people incarcerated in the nearby jail on Rikers
Island. Brought to unprecedented media visibility as they interred many who died
in the current COVID-19 pandemic, these men are part of a century-long legacy
of incarcerated cemetery workers here. Their circumstances may differ from other
examples cited in the course of this study, but their psychological responses sug-
gest the impact, and insight, shared by others who have stood at both historical and
contemporary grave-sites: burying the dead calls upon capacities of various sorts,
and the digging of earth can be the least challenging of them.
Practices involving the disposing of dead bodies have a vast global and histor-

ical trajectory; archaeological evidence records burials that span many millennia.
The recent publication of a child’s grave in Kenya is a marker in the origins of
such practices in Africa,5 with its dating of about 78,000 years ago. And there is
also increasing scholarship on the practices of burial among non-human beings,6
from primates and other mammals to fish, insects and birds. These latter practices
are communal and seemingly performed by those connected to the deceased, with
evidence of both the physical activities and the attendant experiences of loss and
mourning. In both the human and non-human realms, the experience of grief is
centred on those who survive and had a connection to the deceased. There are
certainly traditions today where this extends to the familial or communal prepara-
tion and burial or cremation of the body, but many contemporary cultural and
civic practices dictate that this work is done by those paid to bury the dead as
an occupation, who frequently have no direct connection to the deceased or their
survivors. Perhaps due to this relational distance, and the emphasis upon the phys-
ical labour rather than interactions around funerary ritual and locales – whose
dynamic and syncretic histories were mapped in Philippe Ariès’s encyclopedic sur-
vey7 – a form of ‘social invisibility’ has come to be associated with this group of
cemetery workers.8
If those who perform this function are often overlooked as a physical presence,

they are even more spectral psychologically. We thus are fortunate that, in the past
decade – but before the current pandemic – two studies were conducted, one orig-
inating in Brazil and the other in Italy, that offer rare insights into the particular
affective toll that such work extracts. These men preside over the last moments on
the Earth’s surface for the deceased, as they inter the remains that then disappear
from view. To those who survive, imaging that moment for their loved ones and
for themselves may contribute to a blindness regarding those who orchestrate such
a profound finality. This may explain why, despite this intimacy with the dead and
mourning (experiences known to elicit psychological effects), there has been such a
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paucity of recognition and empathy for the experiences of the ‘gravediggers’. Doc-
umentation of labour-related justifications for this absence focus on the fact that
these cemetery workers usually have less direct contact with the physical remains of
deceased and, since their work requires little of the formal training and education
of others who work with dead bodies –medical personnel, emergency technicians,
clergy, undertakers – there is a skewed conviction that they experience less stress
from such interactions. Due to these perceptions, this category of cemetery work-
ers is far less likely to receive mental health support services. The Brazilian and
Italian studies, however, counter such beliefs, suggesting that those who dig graves
can bear an excess rather than a deficiency of psychological investment. Although
struggling with being undervalued and unrecognised, they conduct work that can
be profoundly affective, eliciting responses that can result in a form of ‘secondary’
post-traumatic stress response. Under the extreme conditions of mass death due
to infectious disease, we can apply these findings to an even deeper level of dis-
tress. That said, such conditions also can occasion their visibility and impetus to
advocacy.
In 2012, Fernando Pinheiro, Frida Marina Fischer and Claudio José Cobianchi,

colleagues from faculties at the University of São Paulo, published an arti-
cle – ‘Work of Gravediggers and Health’ – in which they noted ‘literature is
scarce about this theme’.9 Identifying their subjects as a category of an ‘invisible
worker’, they gathered data from them on the physical demands of their labour
and assessed it using the model of the ‘psychodynamics of work’ developed by
Christophe Dejours, a French psychoanalyst and occupational health physician.
The researchers cited two somatic risks that could be readily identified: ‘muscu-
loskeletal disorders’ resulting from the strenuous labour of carrying and digging,
and the possibility of contracting contagious illness through exposure to bodies
carrying infections. But they focused upon a third adversity, that of ‘psychical suf-
fering’ (a concept developed by Dejours) that resulted from the particularities of
their work. An incisive recent study of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
in Brazil, addressing issues regarding the treatment of dead bodies, now pro-
vides a broader frame into which this earlier work, focused on the psychological
complexities of burying the dead, can be more fully contextualised.10
The work done by researchers in 2012 identified the debilitating effects of soci-

etal prejudice on the formation of defence mechanisms that often resulted in a lack
of self-care. These were men who were economically and educationally disenfran-
chised, and they believed that they and their families were subjected to societal
stigma because of their occupation. Most had begun cemetery labour as adoles-
cents – some as young as fourteen – and struggled with its long-term somatic
effects. They report that working so closely to the dead is repugnant to many, and
thus very little respect is accorded to this profession. The authors conclude that
‘both physical and certainly the psychological effects of the work have been woe-
fully unattended to, either by those overseeing the cemetery workers or the society
at large’.11 The study concludes that work-related injuries are closely associated
with the particular stresses of this occupation, and thus what the authors describe
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as the pervasiveness of ‘mental illness’ must be seriously considered as an occupa-
tional hazard of their tasks. A fuller understanding of this becomes more evident
in the Italian study.
The São Paulo data was quite small in scale and sample. A much more com-

prehensive evaluation, with over 100 respondents and focusing exclusively on the
psychological ramifications of this work, was conducted by social scientists affili-
ated with the University of Turin and published in 2019.12 Their findings represent
perhaps the most comprehensive attempt to date to assess the mental health con-
sequences upon those who bury the dead. It is not surprising that such a study
would come from northern Italy, where, as noted above, this occupation has an
exceptionally well-documented history. Unlike in many other places, the cemetery
workers in Florence were often entrusted to be the keepers of the vital municipal
record known as Grascia morti – ‘Books of Dead’ – where accounts and dates of
death and burial were recorded. Extant volumes date to the fourteenth century, at
the time of the bubonic plague, when these workers demanded recognition and
were admitted into a guild that included apothecarists. Tuscany was at the fore-
front of this accounting, but by the later fifteenth century many other northern
Italian cities followed suit.13
It is important to note that the Turin study did not focus exclusively on those

who inter the dead, as did the Brazilian research. Rather, it extends to various
jobs associated with cemeteries, such as gardeners and the office workers, although
those who dig the graves were specified and the results of their data compared to
the others. Echoing the São Paulo study, the authors of the Italian article note at
the start that ‘studies on this topic have focused on the operators of emergencies,
social, and health sectors; little attention has been given to cemetery workers’.14 In
this research the various categories of cemetery workers were evaluated through
interview data and questionnaires that were assessed according to the Secondary
Traumatic Stress (STS) Scale. Presenting their overall findings, it was revealed that
these workers in general score at the highest level on the tests that identify stress
levels, with pervasive evidence of ‘anxiety, sadness, insomnia’. Among those who
bury the dead, unlike other workers within the cemetery, there are specific cir-
cumstances that contribute to this: ‘they directly face grieving clients during the
entombment process or during other procedures such as exhumation’.15 And these
workers scored amongst the highest in two of the most crucial marker categories
for STS: first, ‘intrusion’, referred to as ‘thoughts and images of others’ trauma’,
and second, the category of ‘avoidance’, defined as ‘a general depletion due to an
emotional and situational fatigue with others’ pains’.16 The study identifies those
who score significantly in these areas as participants in ‘emotional labor’, where
the worker must be resonant with the affective tone that surrounds them. This can
create considerable internal conflict; even if these men are experiencing feelings
of resentment and devaluation, they are expected to be capable of empathy. Here
we glimpse a tension that surrounds what the authors characterise as ‘compassion
fatigue’. As one grave worker revealed: ‘I think nobody is ever prepared to manage
the pain of others; we are not already able to manage our own.’17
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These insights into the psychological intensities that can beset those who bury
the dead take on particular relevance in our current moment as the COVID-19
pandemic continues to pose a significant global health threat. Since the late win-
ter of 2020, demands placed on cemetery workers have intensified in ways that
could not have been imagined when the above studies were conducted. But along-
side this has been an increased visibility for those who were tasked with interment,
with transnational reporting on demands for better protective garments, vaccina-
tions, increased wages and relief from gruelling work schedules. In some cases,
union support has been sought, and in others, those who are already union mem-
bers have been able to effect action. It is apparent that the urgent need to address
the bodies of vast numbers of the afflicted dead, both as civic subjects and as fam-
ily members, has created a specific leverage for those willing and able to do this
work. Their advocacy is predicated on their commitment of presence in times of
endangerment, when the danger in many places has reduced the available labour
supply that would in less perilous times be more plentiful and more susceptible to
exploitation.
It is important to note that this marked increase in agency for these work-

ers is not historically unprecedented; it is a phenomenon that can occur under
the extreme circumstances posed by mass contagion and death. As noted above,
records from northern Italy, particularly in Florence and its environs, offer insights
into the activities and representations of the handlers of the dead through excep-
tionally detailed archival records that date to the period of the bubonic plague
there, in the mid-fourteenth century, and continue in municipal documents relat-
ing to subsequent outbursts of deadly contagions in this region over several cen-
turies. We turn briefly to this documentation, as it offers insights into the ways in
which persons who otherwise are phantasmal in historical records attain visibility
at moments of acute dependency on their embodied presence. Their willingness to
attend to the dead was clearly a source of empowerment: burial workers demanded
and received compensation, were made part of a guild in the period of the bubonic
plague and were entrusted in keeping records of their activities, despite those con-
stituencies that often wished less public record of how family members died and
at times pressured burial workers to alter their records.
Accorded such recognition as municipal subjects, these cemetery workers were

nevertheless subjected both at the time and later to vicious attacks on their char-
acter and activities. Ironically, these accusations derived from the same source as
their enfranchisement: proximity to the afflicted dead. But such aspersions, rang-
ing from the worker as petty thief to being the very source of the disease, did not
come from the populace. Rather, surviving records from Florence in the worst
years of the bubonic plague attest that such vitriol usually originated from med-
ical and clerical authorities. Literary and visual representations provide especially
compelling evidence of the contrasting roles attributed to these elites. Samuel Cohn
notes that ‘the Florentine poet Antonio Pucci turned his attention entirely to the
theme of abandonment and neglect by trusted professionals’, with the his Delle
crudeltà della pestilenza (‘Of the cruelties of the pestilence’) making this striking
plea: ‘And for God’s sake, you doctors, priests, and friars, you might try acting
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with some piety towards those who plead for help!’18 This kind of critique was
countered by ecclesiastical and aristocratic self-representations that depicted puta-
tively valiant deeds, some even leading to canonisation for ‘plague miracles’. To
emphasise such narratives of elevated altruism, a contrasting group of figures were
brought into the scene: ‘gravediggers in Renaissance art are almost exclusively con-
fined to representations of epidemic’, and in those they are frequently depicted as
‘degraded and poverty-stricken wretches, boorish yokels … poor, half-naked men,
with no �ner feeling’ (italics added).19
Pucci’s sentiments, according to Cohn’s detailed research, were reflective of pop-

ular sentiment in plague-ridden Florence: those entrusted with the care of the ill,
in body or soul, too often fled their posts. The extreme denigration by the doc-
tors and priests of the ‘gravediggers’, who were often the only ones willing to risk
contact with the infected dead, could be read as a displacement of their own dere-
liction and misdeeds. But it may also have been a manifestation of something else,
suggested by the observation about these workers’ unrefined emotional capaci-
ties: class dis-ease. Through their newly elevated financial position, handlers of the
dead were attaining access to both more economic security and civic responsibil-
ity. And, despite the rhetoric against them, their gains would appear to remain in
place. Hannah Marcus, in her recent accounts of pandemics in the vicinity of Flo-
rence in the seventeenth century, notes that extant accounts ‘depict not only the
mortal risk but also the relative stability and power that gravediggers, fumigators,
low-level commissioners, bailiffs, and guards faced and commanded during the
social and economic crisis of a plague outbreak’.20 She prefaces this observation
about presence with that of a familiar absence, observing that ‘plague doctors were
notoriously hard to recruit’.21 As we can construct a genealogy for this dynamic in
those times of plague, we can hear some reverberations in our current moment of
a pandemic.
In reviewing the media coverage of advocacy efforts among cemetery work-

ers and their allies today, we can identify three nodal points that characterise the
narratives: conditions under which they are left to perform a variety of activities
at the graveside for which they are not adequately protected or compensated; a
disregard for both the physical and psychic toll of working in the current health
crisis; and pressures to remain silent around the extent of their activities and,
at times, the identities of those they bury. Read alongside the discussion from
the Florentine archives, themes of privileged absence, stigmatisation and forced
complicity reappear, threading through the workers’ concerns for survival and
just compensation. A striking difference, however, is that we have access to the
voices of some of these contemporary workers, who took on additional risk to
tell their stories to journalists in the hopes of using media attention to effect
change.
Ernesto Fabián Aguirre, Abu Musa, Darsiman: these are men whose identi-

ties would likely be unknown beyond their communities in Buenos Aires, Kano
(Nigeria) and Jakarta, respectively, had they not become voices for the rights of
burial workers, with stories published by international news organisations and thus
garnering worldwide attention. Recall that the inclusion of the Florentine cemetery
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workers in a guild was a decisive factor both in ensuring their basic rights and in
the expectation that they should perform certainmunicipal record keeping. In con-
temporary locations where a union now exists, if demands cannot be settled, the
greatest leverage, especially in times of mass disease, is the threat to cease their
work. Such a strike was called in May 2021 by cemetery workers in Argentina,
who demanded prioritised access to vaccinations in a country that, at that point,
had made such inoculations available to a very limited number of its people. When
a journalist from Reuters interviewed Ernesto Fabián Aguirre, a veteran cemetery
worker, he described his daily work as ‘going to war each day’.22 Those who bury
the dead, along with those employed by mortuaries and crematoria, are part of a
union, and they united to call a nationwide work stoppage until their demands for
access to vaccinations were honoured. The action was averted when their demands
were met, not long after this story was circulated by news services. Aguirre and
his colleagues explained that, beyond the physical risk of infection, workers had
to deal with the emotional pain of consoling relatives and having to restrict how
many family members can visit the grave due to COVID protocol measures. Echo-
ing findings from studies of the psychic toll of this work, Juan Polig, the manager
of the cemetery where Aguirre works, shared that his daily work is ‘hugely sad and
complicated’.23
Since the period of the bubonic plague, we have records showing that cemetery

workers are often the keepers of secrets, as they hold information about the num-
bers of dead they bury and their identities. Odd disparities occurred in accounts of
howmany children had died in Florence between years of the plague and those that
followed, when disease was less virulent. Were those keeping account somehow
less adept? It is likely that they experienced some sort of pressure not to fully report
these deaths. Burial records become evidence of the extent of the disease and, when
there is a denial of its actual existence, this becomes an especially charged issue.
Abu Musa, a long-time digger of graves in the Abbatuwa cemetery in Kano, in
northern Nigeria, was keenly aware of the disparity between what was reported
as death statistics for his region and the unprecedented numbers of dead bodies
arriving for burial.24 Prior to April 2019 he would dig perhaps two graves a day;
yet when the number rose to a daily tally of forty there was no explanation, and
certainly no protection was offered. Although the reports of the symptoms were in
keeping with those of COVID-19, the possibility of its spread into this region was
repeatedly denied. The expectation was that these corpses would be appropriately
buried – but providing those handling the deceased with adequate protection was
seen as tacit recognition of the existence of the disease. Thus, Abu Musa and his
fellow workers had to make their own masks and body coverings. For many, the
job was a necessity for their survival and that of their families. Yet their survival
was far from guaranteed; a number of cemetery workers in Abbatuwa had already
died. It would be difficult to measure the great stress placed on these workers as
they were expected to deny what they saw so starkly each day, including the pain of
burying their own fellow workers under such conditions of silence. The situation,
once given visibility, such as in writings about AbuMusa by investigative journalist
Henry Obaji Jr, led to a governmental reckoning with the pandemic that helped to
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end this level of life-threatening disavowal and provide more adequate measures
of protection.
For Darsiman (who prefers to use this single name) and his colleagues in Jakarta,

the continuous arrival of the dead has been matched by the enormous fear of infec-
tion, less from the dead than from the large gatherings of mourners who constantly
surround him as he performs various funerary tasks. This proximity is for Darsi-
man a source of both fear and pathos. He understands what brings the grieving
family much too close as he lifts a small coffin from an ambulance – such empa-
thy for dead children can be found in the fourteenth-century records as well. As
he takes this risk, he thinks of his own small children, from whom he lives apart,
so anxious about the threat of bringing this fate upon them: ‘There are too many
things that I feel inside. But I’d rather hold it in because it’s very overwhelming.’25
He and his group of fellow workers are unattended and offered only the barest pro-
tection. The gowns and masks that they were given are inadequate, and they are
covered in mud in the course of gruelling days that can extend from 7:00 in the
morning until 11:00 at night. There had been nearly eighty people buried in the
day prior to the workers’ interview. The possibility of better conditions certainly
motivated their conversation with a correspondent from the Guardian newspaper,
with the simple desire to stay healthy for their sake and that of their families. But
one worker expressed a sense of a responsibility that extended to the dead as well
as the living. In another Jakarta cemetery, Endang Leo, when asked about his well-
being, responded that ‘It’s tiring but we have to stay healthy, because if we’re sick,
who will bury them?’26
What unifies these otherwise very particular narratives is that, even under dire

conditions, there is a significant desire to remain capable to do this work. As in
earlier plague times, the possibility of abandoning the work is hinted at by those
overseeing the workers, but it is not something reported from among them. They
all stressed the need to provide for their families as a motivation, one that can of
course be readily understood. But in Endang Leo’s question we also find another
impetus for doing this dangerous work: a call to an accountability that derives from
close contact with the deceased themselves. This is different from their obligation
to the mourners, whose presence can create a complex and stressful emotional
conundrum, as the studies discussed earlier suggest. Removing them, the inter-
action is the encounter between the remains of a person and the persons burying
them.
Concerns for contagion in the first wave of the pandemic resulted, in many parts

of the world, in subverting fundamental expectations of being with loved ones at
the time of death and soon after. Along with the concerns about infection passed
among the living, these prohibitions were also a sobering acknowledgement that
the virus may remain active for a period of time on or within those whom it has
already claimed. Such evidence suggests that the separation between states of being
and non-being remains in disconcerting flux here, as the body has not been vacated
of all viability; rather, it remains a potential locus of transmission, a carrier of
possible death from the dead.27 It is with burial or cremation that the pathogen
enters into its own version of post-life, and with this occurs the final safe passage
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Figure 1 Fr Eric Bennett officiates at the burial of a man who died of
COVID-19 in Dorchester, Massachusetts (US) on 1 May 2020. Photo by Jessica

Rinaldi/The Boston Globe via Getty Images.

for the remains into a vast ecosystemwhere they become permanently a part. Those
who interred the remains marked the final moment of visibility, for life and for the
agents of potential death. For those who lose their lives in the current pandemic,
one can hope that the separation at the time of death will be mitigated by acts of
memory for those who knew and loved them, and that the painful disruption in
connection to their dying will become metabolised into the much larger narrative
of a life.
Photographs of solitary burials (Figure 1) will undoubtedly become part of the

visual archive of the current pandemic, but one group of images from the United
States has emerged that differs from the rest. These document interments that are
both lone and ‘massed’, with men and equipment carrying numerous coffins into
large, trenched graves (Figure 2). For many of those whose last place is Hart Island,
their memorialisation will not be carried into the future but, rather, held, at best, in
the final moments in the presence of those burying them. Perhaps the most trou-
bling realisation is that these interments, unlike for the ‘lone’ burials so common
in the first year of the pandemic, did not result from a severe health crisis, although
several thousand persons who have died fromCOVID-19 have already been buried
here.28 Rather, such unaccompanied burials will continue long after the virus no
longer threatens us, just as they did before: poverty, racism and isolation are the
lethal toxins here. In a symmetry that is rarely found, those who have buried these
dead – incarcerated workers from Rikers – have often shared in the same life expe-
riences as those they have buried. In some cases it is powerfully close. One worker
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Figure 2 Burial on Hart Island, New York (US) on 9 April 2020. Photo by John
Minchillo via AP News.

recalled learning after he began working on Hart Island that he had an infant sib-
ling buried there: ‘For I can pay my respects now when I bury a baby, and think of
my sister.’29
Although the interment practices on Hart Island have remained unchanged

since the nineteenth century, the sudden interest in documenting the phenomenon
of unaccompanied burials brought this small piece of land in Long Island Sound
into much sharper view. What the location lacks in extent, it more than compen-
sates for in depth. Under its surface are trenches that receive three-tier burials, with
each holding 150 adult coffins or 1,000 for children and infants.30 The number of
those buried is stunningly large, even for the vast metropolis that it serves: about
one million persons have been laid to rest here. Yet, while this official (and offi-
cially called) ‘City Cemetery’ has been in operation for a century and a half and is
well within view from the shoreline, it is very little known to most New Yorkers.
One factor for this is certainly its access, long highly restricted. A ferry carries the
coffins and those who will bury them. These are men who have elected this as their
jail work, although this is far from the best-paying of their options. Many who were
eligible to participate declined the task; it is strenuous work and requires sustained
contact with the dead. But for at least some of those who elected to go to Hart
Island, their physical acts became inextricably joined to another, more ineffable
one: imagining a person deserving of remembrance.
The implications and consequences of such psychical labour certainly are not

recorded among the inventories of those whom these men buried, and there are
no extant records of what, if any, psychological support services were available to
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them. But that absence does not result in a totally amnesiac archive. In written rec-
ollections and oral accounts, to be cited here, we are afforded a glimpse, through
the words of the men themselves, into the ways that they managed the ramifi-
cation of this work. These records contain a recurring wish to hold in memory
these individuals who, although unseen, often elicited an unexpectedly empathic
response in those interring them. The prisoners were expected to maintain highly
routinised actions at the grave-site, as photographs taken of them attest, yet these
repetitive tasks proved for many to be affectively complex. Lowering and arrang-
ing the coffins provided a final moment of physical connection and recognition for
the deceased, but, as the prison-issued shovels then covered them with soil, it also
marked for many the disappearance of the last trace of their earthly existence.
Like many of those who literally would become part of its land, portions of the

history of this island have been rendered forgettable. It was the long-time home to
the Siwanoy people, members of theWappinger Nation, who, under circumstances
that were never fully recorded, ‘sold’ about 50,000 acres of land in 1654, including
what is now the Bronx and its islands, to a British-born physician named Thomas
Pell. The island passed into the hands of various subsequent owners and at some
point began to bear the name ‘Hart’, although the origin of the designation remains
unclear. The land officially passed from private hands into governmental owner-
ship after the conclusion of the CivilWar, but much of it had been used for military
purposes during the war, including as a burial ground for both Confederate and
Union soldiers. The element of separation afforded by an island was reflected in the
choices made for other wartime functions: a training ground for non-white Union
recruits (those of African descent, and alsomen of Asian and Pacific Island lineage)
and a prisoner-of-war camp for Confederate soldiers. When it became a civilian
site in 1868 it was placed under the jurisdiction of the ‘Department of Charities
and Corrections’. In the years to follow, structures were built there, among them
those to house victims of both yellow fever and tuberculosis, to serve as a psychi-
atric hospital and an annex to a ‘reformatory’ for boys on a neighbouring island.
But its most enduring function would be as a municipal cemetery for those New
Yorkers who died without resources or relatives. In 1869, the body of Louisa Van
Slyke, a 24-year-old ‘orphan’ who died of tuberculosis in a charity hospital, was the
first to be buried in this new city cemetery, which quickly assumed the moniker of
the city’s ‘potter’s field’.31
That phrase originated in a Christian biblical account, found in the book of

Matthew (27:2–10), where the ‘blood’ money paid to Judas Iscariot to betray Jesus
was subsequently used to fund a cemetery designated for the burials of ‘strangers’
(in all likelihood this was imagined to be Jewish travellers not from the region) at a
site previously used for the digging of a potter’s clay. But the term as it refers to the
resting place of those who die indigent, abandoned or unknown seems distinctly
American. Its alignment with notions of otherness, harking back to the biblical
story, was retained, but here it became implicated with race from the start. One
of the first descriptions of a ‘potter’s field’ was written by William Penn, refer-
ring to an area in Philadelphia for the burial of both free and enslaved Black
persons, alongside others who seemingly also needed to be placed apart: victims
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of suicide and of contagious disease, the impoverished and adults and children
marked merely as ‘strangers’.32 Like those relegated to an island, these burial sites
delineated individuals whose subjectivity placed them on the societal edges, or per-
haps on the other side of its border. Few are aware today of the etymological origins
of a ‘potter’s field’, but its role as a place of estrangement, through indigency, lack
of recognition and abjection, certainly has been carried forward as its legacy. In
the case of Hart Island these associations were underscored by the cemetery’s long
tenure under the jurisdiction of what became the Department of Correction.
While the current pandemic has given this burial ground unexpected visibility,

this attention has not extended to those labouring there. Unlike the cemetery work-
ers introduced above, the men photographed on Hart Island, who are part of the
city’s carceral system, have little opportunity to speak for themselves or share the
physical and psychic tolls which this unexpected increase in their work brought
them. The epigraph to this article is a rare example of an extant comment. Sadly,
the assumption of their mistreatment of dead bodies is also rather predictable,
speaking to a misperception of poor conduct, a character defamation that echoes
those levelled at such workers in the 1300s. Past and present, these claims of sus-
picious behaviour on the part of the ‘gravediggers’ appear to derive more from
the biases of the accusers than the widespread occurrence of culpable acts. Indeed,
those aimed at the workers on Hart Island assume that one actually could witness
such abuse, but the visual records of these burials are nearly all aerial photographs,
some actually taken from drones. The startling public reaction to these images was
not about those working in the trenches, but about their very existence, with the
stacked coffins, well within New York’s city limits. The human figures are quite
small from the sky, providing little insight into all but their basic movements at
the site.
This contemporary ‘overview’ of those burying the dead here does not consti-

tute our only record of such work. There is a small historical collection of surviving
photographs where the camera was much closer to the graveside, recording a con-
siderablymore intimate experience of the interment. Among the earliest were those
of Jacob Riis, the Danish-born social reformer and well-known chronicler of New
York’s dispossessed. His photographs, taken when the medium of photography
was still young, are what most endures of his work today, with many of the images
depicting people and environments that would otherwise likely be forgotten. It is
noteworthy that upon his receiving a camera in the late 1880s, the first among the
city’s disempowered that Riis chose to record were those burying and being buried
on Hart Island. Riis abhorred the ‘common trench’ interments there, seeing them
‘as an example of the inequality he campaigned against’,33 and he believed that
by exposing them the practice would end. Some of his images were included in
his widely read How the Other Half Lives, where he observed that the deceased ‘lie
packed three stories deep, shoulder to shoulder, crowded in death as they were
in life’.34 The most widely reproduced of these photographs (Figure 3) depicts the
moment when a coffin has been handed down to the person standing in the trench;
behind are others creating the stacks. Theman holding the simply hewed box looks
directly at Riis; it is the moment that he takes possession of the deceased, in a
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Figure 3 ‘The Common Trench’: Hart Island burials circa 1880s. Photo: Jacob
A. Riis (1849–1914). Museum of the City of New York. 90.13.4.86B.

gesture and a grave that, despite Riis’s wish that it were otherwise, would continue
quite unchanged to this day.
One hundred years after Riis, another photographer of New York’s most vulner-

able received rare permission to document a specific group of burials occurring
on Hart Island. In 1991 Claire Yaffa came to record the interments of the some
of the youngest victims of a plague then ravaging communities within the city:
HIV/AIDS. The photographs that resulted from that visit, now in the collection
of the New York Historical Society, reveal the extent to which this disease affected
children, a number of them orphaned, whose small boxes filled trenches that could
hold 1,000 of their bodies.35 Some were buried unidentified, with only numbers
written on their coffins (Figure 4). These are scenes that, like those of Riis, are
compelling in their directness. And Yaffa too recorded the presence of those who
accompanied the dead, here burying children as they ended what for many must
have been short lives of pain and loss. And as they disappeared materially, it was
likely that numbers of them also would be carried no further in memory.
As noted above, the realisation of a life that has been neither mourned nor

held in the mind of another can elicit powerful physical responses in those who
experience this in the act of burial. With the attention garnered by Hart Island in
our current pandemic, a journalist for National Public Broadcasting (US) inter-
viewed Casimiro ‘Cas’ Torres in the summer of 2021. He had been a cemetery
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Figure 4 Claire Yaffa, untitled photograph, 1990. From ‘Children with AIDS’
photographic series, collection of the New York Historical Society. Permission

courtesy of the photographer.

worker in the era of Yaffa’s photographs; now long released from incarceration, he
revisited an oral history account that he gave in 2015.36 His motivation for shar-
ing his memories at that time was the wish, years after he had left Hart Island,
to create some form of memory for those he had interred there: ‘The people who
are unclaimed, I think they would want somebody to remember them, as simple
as that.’ He went on to explain that ‘I think they would want somebody to mourn
them. At least one person in this world youwant to love you. And I think everybody
wants that.’ This sentiment echoes those of Junior Alcantara, whose reflections on
his experiences on Hart Island were published in the journal Oral History in 2019:

You know it wasn’t until they brought the kids in, until they brought the little baby
boxes, that right there was what broke me. I would go back to the dorm sometimes
at night and tears would come out for some of them … I felt like somebody should
cry for them.37

In the small archive of the accounts of cemetery workers on Hart Island, the
desire to have known the dead, to mourn them, to imagine some stake in their
remembrance, are themes that thread through these records. The psychoanalyst
Peter Fonagy called this process ‘mentalisation’, a psychic capacity of ‘imagining
another person’s feelings, thoughts, fears, etc., to hold them as separate people,
to allow them to inhabit one’s inner life’.38 His work primarily looked at famil-
ial relationships, with this capacity being a necessary developmental outcome of
the successful attachment between a child and their primary caregivers, but such
a capability is also the basis for one’s broader empathic interactions. The notion
of both holding someone as separate but also taking on a responsibility to them,
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even if they are unknown to you, formed a fundamental part of the ethical project
proposed by the philosopher Emmanual Levinas.39 But for both Fonagy and Lev-
inas this call to recognise another’s separate subjectivity assumed that the person
you were facing was alive. Here, among the buriers of the dead, we see a pos-
sible third space, where one endures in another’s mind not through encounters
forged in life. Rather, the affective connection is felt as holding the reality that
another person simply had lived and now was facing a second extinction: being
forgotten.
The recent aerial images of these interments also function to document the

final moments of a long relationship. In the summer of 2021 jurisdiction over
the cemetery was shifted from the Department of Correction to the city’s Depart-
ment of Parks and Recreation. With that, the connection between two isolated
islands – Hart and Rikers – came to a close, and the burials are now performed
by outside contractors. This transition was the result of years of advocacy for
increased access to the site, made more compelling by the full digitisation of sur-
viving records that allows those looking for family members to more readily locate
them there.40 Much about this new and very different chapter for Hart Island
as an open, public space still remains undecided. Some stakeholders are inter-
ested in creating a museum dedicated to all who are interred there, and some
have suggested expanding its function to become the city’s official memorial to
all those who died from COVID-19 and HIV/AIDS.41 Whatever its ultimate civic
purposes, this transfer of authority is viewed as one of great benefit and long over-
due. Going forward, more emphasis will be placed on the island’s historic status,
in part due to its role in interment extending back to the Civil War. That prac-
tice will continue, but framed as a tradition of respectful burial for those unable
to afford otherwise. Sally Raudon’s recent article asks whether both historic and
contemporary inequities of class and racism were not deserving of acknowledge-
ment here as well, ‘especially in a place that seemed for so long dedicated to
forgetting’.42
Although numerous American cemeteries, in the century prior to the first buri-

als on Hart Island, contained gravestones carved with the exhortation of ‘memento
mori’, the wish for posthumous memory is a vulnerable one, susceptible both to
the inevitable erosion of time and to adverse circumstances within an individual’s
own lifetime. These two factors intersect in a period of mass deaths, destroying
lives across generations and through the divides that can determine one’s access
to resources, care and remembrance. Such experiences are catastrophic and tragic,
but in the midst of this there are openings of access to what is otherwise moored
in societal blindness. This article has identified one such example in the labour of
those who bury our dead, accorded rare visibility that can be charted both in the
past as well as in the present. The challenge of such an acknowledgement is to resist
flattening these lives as those of ‘gravediggers’, and to recognise other dimensions
in their long-denied humanity. This article has attempted to achieve this by fore-
grounding the psychical experiences of these men and presenting material from a
diversity of settings, aware that this inevitably opens on to many other issues. But it
is hoped that insights into the consequences of relationality and responsibility have
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been offered here, in a context where they are rarely imagined or sought. As con-
sideration is given now to a memorial on Hart Island for those buried there, could
it by extension recognise all who have interred the afflicted, poor or forgotten? It
would be fitting to locate it here, in such a vast and poignant place, where for so
long its only living presence was those who came to carry one million hearts.
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41 B. Ford, ‘The Biggest Public Graveyard in the U.S. Is Becoming a Park’,
Bloomberg CityLab, 15 October 2022, www.bloomberg.com/news/features/2021-
10-15/nyc-s-biggest-public-graveyard-hart-island-gets-remodel (accessed 1
September 2022).

42 Raudon, ‘Hart Island and the Paradox’.
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