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“SECURE THE SHADOW E’RE THE SUBSTANCE FADE”: HOW 
POST-MORTEM PHOTOGRAPHY CAPTURES AND EVADES  
 

Brenna Goodwin-McCabe  
 

Photography has an elicit relationship with death. As authors like Audrey Linkman note, 
while detailing 19th century Britain, all photography is pursued with the intention of 
pausing life, or to “secure that shadow ere the substance fade.”1 However, post-
mortem photography declares this relationship by depicting idealized corpses. In 
constructing death, these memorizations capture souls before decomposition, and 
provide “a means of reclaiming the diseased…rehumanizing them and reasserting 
their individuality.”2 Attempting to capture this substance or essence, post-mortem 
photographs were thus multifunctional and complex cultural rites which relied on 
viewers’ intentions. By consciously rendering and arranging (placing) these photos, 
and by indicating shadows or expression, these images were similarly contradictory, 
engaging with theorist Roland Barthes’ concepts of punctum and studium, which 
evaluate the emotional gage of an image. This paper will focus on two examples of 
Victorian imagery by examining their physical, metaphorical, and social roles: Mother 
Holding Dead Child3 from the early 1860’s, and an Untitled piece depicting a young 
reclining woman4. While these images are thematically similar, their different 
presentations of age and composition are noteworthy for the purposes of my research. 
Photographs such as these linger in contemporary culture, seeping into both artistic 
and historical genres. As such, post-mortem imagery sustains its influence while fluxing 
between these categories. Through its methodologies, intentions, and deathly 
manipulations, these images are thus both a micro and macro representation of artistic 
affluence and mortal ineptitude.   

Before examining these images in depth, it is important to note the cultural 
background and methods of post-mortem photography. Historically, the genre started 
soon after “the invention of photography…[where they] were produced…[as] 
daguerreotypes and ambrotypes of the 1840’s, ‘50’s and ‘60’s [before eventually 
transitioning] to albumen prints…[in] the 1860’s until the 1890’s.”5 Likewise, as László 
Kürti notes6, the genre was not restricted to the Victorian era, as instances of portraiture 
engaging with deathly subject matter occur contemporarily. Additionally, this 
typography existed prior to the invention of photography, as post-mortem works 
interacted with a broader painterly tradition.7 As a more affordable form of 
representation, the camera simply extended the practice of post-mortem icons and the 
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audience’s exposure to an “unflinching witness to death…[and] an apparently 
unimpeachable record.”8 Consequently, as Helen Ennis discusses, because the 
Victorians “had to deal with high rates of mortality,” the accessibility of the camera 
permitted photos to be “part of a complex set of rituals developed around death.”9 
Through conscious presentation, these images were “a social rite, a defense against 
anxiety, and a tool of power,”10 as they outlined and adjusted the idea of death. In 
doing so, the camera was perceived as a method of challenging “the dominion of 
death until one has the illusion that death has been abolished.”11  

Because these images were intended for private or familial consumption, “there 
is [often] little identification”12 of the bodies rendered, as many were “concealed within 
the privacy of the family archive.”13 Thereby, it is “difficult to estimate the extent of the 
practice,”14 and authenticate images. For example, figure 1 is a “carte-de-visite of the 
early 1860s by the photographer David Johnson of Corporation Street, Blackburn,”15 
but this amount of identification is quite uncommon, as seen in Untitled figure 2. 
Similarly, as photography was a relatively new practice, and many had never had their 
photo taken, depicting a subject’s personality was a crucial aspect of post-mortem 
works. To heighten their individuality, it was standard to depict a corpse as resting or 
reclining 16 and to accentuate their features through specific lighting. Age was also a 
compositional factor, as “babies and children represented…the most numerous 
group”17, and photographs would highlight their development by including their 
entire body, contrasting adult imagery which focused on facial characteristics18. In both 
contexts, the relationship between death and sleep suggested a comfortable 
ambiguity, as images navigated “the Victorian idea of the ‘sleeping beauty’”19 by using 
clamps and tactful positioning. 

Incorporating this background, post-mortem photographs were constructed in 
and utilized by the household. As objects, the Victorians situated these portraits 
domestically, displaying them in mourning albums20 or other visible locations in the 
home. This placement suggests that “the boundaries of familial, communal…sacred 
and secular”21 simultaneously existed in the household. Extending “the interval 
between death and burial,” these photographs immortalized the time when the body 
remained in the home as was tended by relatives.”22 Due to unhealthy overcrowding, 
the living were forced to cohabitate with the deceased,”23 an action which was both a 
religious procedure and a practical method of stopping potent diseases. 
Consequently, photographers were required to incorporate this domestic 
environment, as most deaths occurred because of either an illness or an undiagnosed 
ailment. Because “contact with the physical remains…carried a potential risk of 
spreading infection,” certain regions even introduced legislature which “specifically 
prevent[ed] corpses from being taken to the studio.”24 Therefore, until “the terminally 
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ill… [began to be] treated in hospitals rather than at home,”25 most images were taken 
within the subject’s household. 

Illustrating the “dead within the circle of living,”26 post-mortem works functioned 
as both the verification and denial of death. For example, Mother Holding Dead Child 
contrasts the typical post-mortem composition by containing a moment of grief, as the 
Mother’s presence forces audiences to acknowledge death’s social and familial 
consequences. Archetypally, “family members were…excluded from the 
photograph,”27 with figure 2 depicting the standardized singular body. Containing a 
relaxed subject, this image indicates that grief occurs outside of the frame, thus 
contrasting the visualized sorrow of Mother Holding Dead Child. Conversely, both 
images involve a compositional domesticity, with the chair in figure 1 and the mother 
in figure 2 illustrating a fixation with the home as a site of “uneasiness…[and] death.”28 
Therefore, by displaying dead relatives through domesticity, these images suggest that 
the home is a binary space, one which comforts the bereaved while also providing 
“unquestionable proof that someone has died.”29 This explains why early post-mortem 
photos were known as  Remembrance Cards30 as they reminded the possessor of the 
individual while also identifying them as deceased31. This function is immediately 
problematic as context is not written but cited through memory. For instance, figure 1 
does not label its subjects, just the studio and estimated year. In doing so, the image 
rejects immediate identification for familial outsiders. However, as these photographs 
also functioned as remembrance tokens for those who knew the subject, the genre 
likewise requires audience participation in order to retain identity. Therefore, while 
Mother Holding Dead Child was intended to provide “visible evidence that the child 
had been brought into the world,”32 and “to give substance and reality to a life,”33  its 
identity has both an evidentiary and contextual requirement. 

Embodying contradiction, post-mortem images were similarly a form of social 
documentation, as photographs had “to retain the dead, to immortalize them,” yet 
simultaneously had “to deny death and recapture”34 the individual. Explained by 
professor of contemporary literature Roger Luckhurst, “trauma theory at one demands 
representation and insists on the erasure of that ghastly presumption,”35 meaning that 
every post-mortem photo has a dual purpose. As an example, the baby in figure 1 does 
not immediately appear dead. Covered slightly, the mother’s gaze is what suggests 
grief and death. Similarly, in figure 2, the woman appears to have fallen asleep, yet her 
rigid positioning and dark clothing suggests a deathly presence. In each instance, 
spatial distance and cloth are used to flux interpretation, with figure 2 inviting 
viewership through the subject’s closed eyes and reclined posture. Because of this 
placement, the photographs are close enough to show the features of the dead, but 
also remove the subject from the audience’s realm. Therefore, the bodies in these 



 
 

2018 UBC Art History Undergraduate Symposium  4 

photos are contradictory, as they illustrate “death as a final moment,” or evidence that 
a person has died, while also depicting them “still among the living,”36 through their 
idealized representation. 

Navigating this duality, post-mortem photographs used expression to capture a 
person’s shadow. Often paired with the term substance, which means soul, a shadow 
represents the metaphorical body. When advertising photography, the terms formed 
a relationship, such as the slogan “secure the shadow ‘ere the substance fade.”37 In this 
rhetorical phrase, the shadow is what the camera captures, and the substance is its 
implication. Because of this association, many “believed that taking a photograph of 
the dead…was securing the shadow”38 and thus retained a person’s soul. This implies 
that “the photographic cadaver becomes a substitute for the real corpse”39 as it never 
departs or decomposes. In this manner, the subject’s metaphorical body or shadow 
transcends death, with the photograph creating an idealized twin which could reject 
disintegration. Because photography was marketed as a medium of immortality, post-
mortem artists had “to start work as soon possible…when the facial muscles were still 
relaxed,”40 and expression could be enhanced. In this context, expression was crucial 
as it “was the mechanism through which the intangible qualities of mind and soul were 
made visible.”41 To give viewers a “taste for someone,”42 post-mortem photos 
attempted to capture expression, or shadow, and thus elicit the substance, or soul. 

 
 In entrapping this substance, these images were what American writer Susan 
Sontag described as a “defense against anxiety.”43 To reanimate the expressive  body, 
props and clothing were used to create a sense of movement. In figure 1, the woman 
clasps what appears to be either a book or handkerchief, both of which are objects 
associated with feminized activity. Likewise, the folds in her dress serve as the “sinuous 
curves… [which introduce] movement into pictures where movement had ceased.”44 
Therefore, each wrinkle in the fabric installs a vibrancy to the photograph, while the 
flower on her belt suggests that her photographic body will never wilt, unlike her 
corpse. This sense of curvature is also found in figure 2, as a comparison between life 
and death. The dead baby is surrounded by wrinkled fabric, as though he is still shifting 
within it. Conversely, the mother’s smooth shoulders suggest a stillness which contrasts 
the suggested motion of the baby, whose creases now appear manufactured. In both 
images, the photographer has toyed with light and dark. In doing so, the young woman 
in figure 2 is illuminated in chiaroscuro, making her face appear more drastic and 
highlighted. Likewise, this method is also used in figure 1, as the baby’s light clothing 
is made brighter by the mother’s dark mourning outfit. In this instance, the baby’s body 
and mother’s face are amplified by the image’s darker tones, such as the mother’s dark 
halo or bonnet. Additionally, the baby’s hand gesture maintains a significant 
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implication. Still grasping, the hand mimics movement to “play down the fact of 
death.”45 This grasp is also found in other infant images, as well as slightly open mouths 
that suggest light breathing. By depicting bodies like this, death is not confrontational, 
but contemplative. 

 
  Involving this visual substance, expression was also a religious necessity. For 
example, faces had to depict the “smile of death… [as it] was regarded as proof that 
‘the soul had sighted the glory of heaven’,”46 and post-mortem works had to indicate 
where the soul had gone. In a biblical sense, this manufactured peace comforted 
relatives, informing them that their loved ones were in a better place. Because “sudden 
death…allowed no time for spiritual reckoning,” this peace negated the belief that if “a 
person had not prepared…eternal damnation would…result.”47 Fixating on this notion, 
the mother in figure 1 emphasizes expression by appearing to hold “her child slightly 
away from her, as if in offering to the camera and the viewer…in an attempt to capture 
the detail of her baby's face.”48 To a similar extent, some Victorians believed that since 
photography absorbed shadow, it could capture “the retinas of a corpse [which] fix[ed] 
the last image seen…like a photograph,”49 implying that post-mortem images contain 
an additional photo within the eye. Because the eyes were culturally noteworthy, and 
gazes were transcriptions of death, both figures 1 and 2 ensure that the eyes of their 
dead are closed, maintaining ambiguity alongside the concepts of a “smile of death”50 
and “sleeping beauty”51. 

 
 In the process of photographing a body, the concepts presented by French poet 
Charles Baudelaire similarly interact with post-mortem functionality. As previously 
mentioned, these images have an evidentiary role, proving that a person existed and 
that they died. Historically, these photographs are snapshots into a different culture, 
providing context and visual information, aspects which reflect Baudelaire’s definitions. 
Distinguishing photography from art, Baudelaire argues that photograph is a “servant 
to the sciences and arts,”52 acting as a tool rather than an independent work. 
Implementing this distinction, these photographic cadavers are measurable and have 
an academic purpose, making any artistic connotation incidental. However, while this 
factual method is one interpretation of deathly photography, Baudelaire neglects the 
complexity of post-mortem imagery; namely, its power over memory, legacy, and the 
viewer. Therefore, although they do “rescue from oblivion”53, their social role and 
context are more expansive than Baudelaire suggests.  

 



 
 

2018 UBC Art History Undergraduate Symposium  6 

 
 Following this discussion on expression and physicality, post-mortem’s 
functionality also problematizes conceptual classification. Although arguments such as 
Baudelaire’s are noteworthy, as he implies that post-mortem “rescue[s] from oblivion 
those tumbling ruins…which demand a place in the archives of our memory,”54 
theories promoted by Roland Barthes also function in post-mortem imagery. As 
Luckhurst notes, since the publication of Barthes’ text Camera Lucida, “the photograph 
has become intrinsically linked with the deathly,”55 as his legacy overwhelms 
photographic scholarship. Presenting a concept previously alluded to, Barthes’ theory 
implies that photographs do “not capture life, but instead build a monument to an 
anticipated…death.”56 Containing this anticipation, photos “are visual triggers evoking 
emotional responses in the viewers.”57 For example, Mother Holding Dead Child incites 
this reaction through her “direct gaze…[one which is] unusual in commercial portrait 
photography.”58 Conversely, the Untitled image creates this sense through invisible 
bereavement, jolting the viewer through what is implied and imagined.  

 
 Further examining Barthes’ concepts, his text Camera Lucida describes the 
“rather terrible thing which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead,”59 or 
the substance. Presenting punctum and studium as methods of encountering a 
photograph, Barthes’ implications are problematized by the photographic body. 
Rather than merely anticipating death, post-mortem images varnish death, depicting a 
form which challenges the distinction between punctum and studium. Barthes defines 
punctum as “that accident which pricks me,”60 or the aspect of an image that captures 
a viewer’s attention. Likewise, studium refers to the cultural or academic participation61 
of a photo –  aspects that are interesting, but do not entrap consciousness. Applying 
these approaches, post-mortem photos transit between studium and punctum. Initially, 
the piece exhibits studium, as its context creates historical evidence,”62 and passes as 
“incontrovertible proof,”63 that something existed, while also “actively promot[ing] 
nostalgia.”64 However, when a viewer recognizes “the subject as dead and not 
sleeping,”65 the photo’s association with mortality and grief creates punctum. 
Therefore, punctum is caused by examining a studium image. After realizing an image’s 
deathly containment, and experiencing punctum, the viewer similarly reverts back to 
studium, engaging with its historical and artistic merits. Creating this cycle, Barthes’ 
terms become transitory, indicating that the substance, or the soul in post-mortem 
images, changes depending on its viewership and approach.  

 
 Evolving this debate on photographic cadavers, Susan Sontag’s concepts 
further complicate the theoretical role of post-mortem, as the genre embodies a form 
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of violence as bodies are reanimated without the subject’s consent. As mannequins, 
vacant of agency and objection, corpses are injected with specific and one-sided 
narratives. Fabricating an approachable version of the subject, these photos represent 
an extreme version of Sontag’s philosophies. To idealize a subject, a photographer 
would position a body for longevity, based on both aesthetic discretion, such as 
concealing scars or injuries, and on practicality, what was feasible with the corpse. As 
with figure 2, the subject’s constructed and standardized form reveals basic facts: she 
was young, middle or upper class, and possibly enjoyed reading. Besides this, there is 
no personal context. Thereby, in “deciding how a picture should look, photographers 
are…imposing standards on their subjects,”66 as post-mortem typology blocks true 
individualism. In this regard, “just as the camera is a sublimation of the gun, to 
photograph someone is a sublimated murder,”67 as each subject is trimmed and 
erased by the frame, photographer, and patron. Likewise, because of this 
memorialization, the photographer and audience impose narratives onto the dead in 
a way that “violates them.”68 In this context, meaning is dependent on the viewer, their 
subjective context, and what they require from the image. Even if the image elicits 
memory and religious comfort, the subject’s body is reconstructed, and its life or legacy 
is comfortably altered. Therefore, because “the circulation of images of dead bodies 
has remained a consistently politicised matter,”69 intention blurs the definition and 
implication of substance in post-mortem photography.  

 
 Ultimately, post-mortem photographs have remained a complex and emotional 
genre. While it is “a medium which...gave…security”70 to the bereaved, it also illustrates 
“the vanity ever trying to understand the world and instead propose that we collect 
it.”71 In doing so, the contemporary gaze defines it as “something that cannot be 
silenced, that…demands the name of the person,”72 as its unusual subjects extend 
beyond the frame, thus negotiating mortality and morality. Therefore, while “time 
eventually positions most photographs…at the level of art,”73 this contemporary 
viewership transforms post-mortem images from private to public, a move which 
suggests that “there is nothing new about the desire to depict the…dead.”74 In this 
manner, both Mother holding dead child and Untitled challenge substance through 
physicality, expressions of the soul, and by transitioning between punctum and 
studium. As this is dependent on the viewer’s context and opinion, only a shadow can 
be captured by photography. Because of this, the idea of an ethereal, social, or 
historical substance, those which the post-mortem genre propagated, can never truly 
be secured by post-mortem photography.   
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Figure 1. David Johnson, Mother holding dead child, Blackburn, early 1860’s, carte-de-visite. (Linkman 
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Figure 2. Untitled Victorian Photograph of a dead woman in a chair. (via 
http://abcnews.go.com/Entertainment/photos/post-mortem-photographs-20496377/image-
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