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communities of the human and the
animal dead were until very recently
quite separate. The bodies by the
lake were a modern lot.

More than a decade after we
mixed my father’s ashes with the clay
soil of Virginia, I was invited to lec-
ture in Germany. My wife suggested
that I take some of his ashes with
me and mix them with those of his
father, my grandfather, in Hamburg,
I replied that, as she well knew; I had
no ashes; they were by now leached
away by the snows of winter and

I.10. Flowerbed on Claytor Lake, near rains of summer. A body yields little
Pulaski, Virginia, where the ashes of Werner ~ more than a milk carton in volume
and Toni Laqueur, the authot’s parents, and of ash; nothing of him could possi-
Elli Lauquer Silton, the author’s aunt, are bly be left. After some discussion, I
scattered. finally decided to take a small bag of
dirt in which there might have been a
homeopathically small number of inorganic molecules that had once been in my
father and to mix these with the soil of his father’s grave. This gesture of repatri-
ation would have been regarded by my father as an act of rank superstition.

And so, I suppose, it was. If there were any molecules that had been part of
my father’s body in the bag of dirt, they were indistinguishable from the soil
amendments one adds to one’s garden: mostly calcium phosphate and calcium
carbonate, some sodium and potassium salts, trace elements of this and that. But
it did seem right that some of him—however attenuated and basely material—
should be back where he had once felt both comfortable and troubled; and it
did make me understand that he was dead. And it united him with the father
he had lost when he was seventeen, with whom he had been exceptionally close.
It seemed a gesture that mirrored my insistence on giving lectures in German
in Germany, even to an audience like that at the Kennedy Institute for North
American Studies in Berlin, where everyone’s academic English is better than my
academic German. Like the return of dirt pretending to be ashes pretending to
be a body pretending to bear some relationship to a person I had loved, there is
little reason has to say about all this. Such is the work of culture.

I number myself among the unenchanted; I take the work of the dead to be
perhaps the greatest and most mysterious triumph of culture. There is, I am sure,
nothing “real” behind it. It has always taken a leap to make something, but not too
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much, of corpses. (The past must not bury the future.) I believe that the power
of the dead has always worked and still does by sleight of hand, but of a profound
sort. This is what I meant when I wrote earlier that this book is written under the
sway of anthropology informed, in the moment, by history.

If the things magicians did were in fact “real,” they would lose much interest
to us moderns. If we watched their shows always thinking of the tricks that were
being played on us, they would become empty and cold. Unmasking may have
its place, but this is not my purpose. Instead, as Dave Hickey writes of a show in
Las Vegas, we watch elephants disappear without inquiring how this is done and
we listen to a chorus asking that they be made to reappear in the same spirit. We
understand that “the whole tradition of disappearing things and restoring them
is located where it should be: in rituals of death and resurrection.” We “simply
take pleasure in seeing the impossible appear possible and the invisible made
visible. Because if these illusions were not just illusions, we should not be what
we are: mortal creatures who miss our dead friends, and thus can appreciate levi-
tating tigers and portraits by Raphael for what they are—songs of mortality sung
by the prisoners of time.”

We—we moderns and, I suspect, some of those who came before us, if they
could have understood what we were talking about—have come to make mean-
ing with corpses knowing that, if pushed very hard, we would have to admit that
the work of the dead is, in this sense, magic. But it is magic that we can believe
without an ironic shrug. We can and do comfort ourselves in new ways in a post-
metaphysical age; we still keep the dead present, however tenuously, among the
living; we still make and remake communities persisting through time as we have
always done.

I will claim that what is modern about the work of the dead in our era is this:
a protean magic that we believe despite ourselves. I think that death is not and
has never been a mystery; the mystery is our capacity as a species, as collectivities
and as individuals, to make so very much of absence and specifically of the poor,
naked, inert dead body.
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