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Essay upon Epitaphs and British Burial Reform:

Sanitation and Cultivating the Masses™
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ABSTRACT: This essay captures and discusses the moment William Wordsworth opposes and
resists the structure of subordination and domination in British burial reform in the 18th and 19th
centuries. For the safe disposal of the dead, burial reformers idealize the upper-middle class
sanitary ways of disposal, producing suitable and instructive moral effects through the cemetery.
John Claudius Loudon puts into practice burial reformers’ principles in his cemetery design and
builds space that displays order, safety, security, and sanitary conditions. However, the rational
distribution and hygienic imperative of his cemetery not only tame death and reduce it to socially
amicable dimensions but also encompass and reinforce the moral and general sentiments of the
ruling class. Unlike the burial reformers, Wordsworth in Essays Upon Epitaphs affirms and
embraces the dead, while listening to their voices in the epitaph. For him, giving them a proper
burial constitutes the ideal community. The community arising from the cemetery does not
integrate into either the socially amiable aesthetic-moral values or ruling class ideology, as
intended by burial reformers. While building rapport and a sense of communal identity through
the grave and its epitaph, Wordsworth is keenly aware of the impossibility of eliminating the
ghostly domain between the living and the dead. He attempts to build the ideal community upon
mourning and loss that, by binding together the dead and the living, does not allow affectation to
stand in the place of affection.
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[Tlhe mere circumstance of familiarizing the mind with orderly
arrangements, regular features, symmetry [or] means adapted to the end
in view, either in building, in furniture, or in gardens, must have an
influence on conduct. Order is the fundamental principle of all morals:
for what is immorality but a disturbance of the order of civilized society.
(Loudon 1833: 94)

o] AgRE £

7 FAF el HaRlel] el AR AelAuk tzijle
aigo] Bl vgh.mg 4 93 Fdo] B2 A aulg A5 B4
NE7FEL 443 AN, 714, A S 7oz, 5XE Bddla 18l 5
ufz«]/«u JH%_'— w718 @t aEe] BAE AXsket e £94-E BAd widE
3} th2A] g}, BANEFEANA 1elol H3 oj = %ﬁ
< Z}QH =4 *éiﬂt Az, 2gja BAe] @} FH e g §
S AA4ge] Fe R BaE HAR giXEHa gEn BEXe EA ﬁlﬁA
dHo &atHA o o]} kgl 4lgsta EHeks 7S AW A4} oA
Hr

BANG/IEE 479 I g2oz W wBASS #dla, X
ol o] wet Mivl. = F5ASE waleta, 25 ake JdlM wiAlsk gtk ¢
21 BANE V0] AT} wEtE Gl$ Hnl wEA 20 AR ojnA S
AL, S5 doll BF 53t S58lte A4 4718 @t BANY
7Fee] MRl =5 ASS F- 3RS BA oldo= Afsta XAt by,
A28 2 AA] 7193 o= GojlM BE AFEo] A glo] BYShol tiglst
1 uFE RS 879

BANG7FELS AES AR Eejsla Baetn 2ulsla 7]5k89l &
B2 wjgsto], Aol =Y Holn UWO BAE 248 gt a5 7o
e S55 &% 94 delsta, 555 A3 duE A

TANE7 e A4t de, A 59 747%] e 929

R

(




(HA a9 IERANE: 49 ds wst 1023

Ao 2o et Y2 2ol wEH, AL FeloA A AAg
tz7} ofe} «g o] FHG v e Bl AR e 71 E e TR
o @ oA Abzo] AT e el Fdle A9 AMAE, 1e &
I S5 Abole] WEel AAE ARt A=Yt Y S HEs Feot
Eobo) tig] 24 oz vjedl AL 18101 de] Z33h Faut A of gfohfiA] (4
Guide through the District of the Lakes)| A 28 4= ). Ov A& 42 71
Fathe wrgotel] «Q1F2Ql ofto] WA or Il 1, nAgh ofgthgo] 7}
Ao ek e s EHT L ettt

Mo o [ rd > 2
>
o
il
rlo
2L
re
o,
L}Flﬂ
i
[}
=
£Q
o,
x
L2
o
>
u
Ky
X
ox
()
<l
g
X
tH

o2 off

Sy Y e
fo i r ok

All gross transgressions of this kind originate, doubtless, in a feeling
natural and honourable to the human mind, viz. the pleasure which it
receives from distinct ideas, and from the perception of order, regularity,
and contrivance. Now, unpractised minds receive these impressions only
from objects that are divided from each other by strong lines of
demarcation; hence the delight with which such minds are smitten by
formality and harsh contrast. But I would beg of those who are eager to
create the means of such gratification, first carefully to study what
already exists; and they will find, in a country so lavishly gifted by
nature, an abundant variety of forms marked out with a precision that
will satisfy their desires. Moreover, a new habit of pleasure will be
formed opposite to this, arising out of the perception of the fine
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gradations by which in nature one thing passes away into another, and
the boundaries that constitute individuality disappear in one instance only
to be revived elsewhere under a more alluring form. (Wordsworth 210)
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I know not how far the Reader may be in sympathy with me, but more
awful thoughts of rights conferred, of hopes awakened, of remembrances
stealing away or vanishing were imparted to my mind by that inscription
there before my eyes than by any other that it has ever been my lot to
meet with upon a Tombstone. (93)
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[N]o faults have such a killing power as those which prove that he is not
in earnest, that he is acting a part, has leisure for affectation. . . . And
indeed, where the internal evidence proves that the Writer was moved, in
other words, where this charm of sincerity lurks in the language of a
Tombstone and secretly pervades it, there are no errors in style or
manner. (70)
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The sensations of pious cheerfulness, which attend the celebration of the
Sabbath-day in rural places, are profitably chastised by the sight of the
graves of kindred and friends, gathered together in that general home
towards which the thoughtful yet happy spectators themselves are
journeying. Hence a parish-church, in the stillness of the country, is a
visible contre of a community of the living and the dead; a point to
which are habitually referred the nearest concerns of both. (55-56)
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