The Power of the Dead to Return to Earth
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Though there is no period a which the ancients do not seem to have believed in a future
life, continua confuson prevals when they come to picture the existence led by man in
the other world, as we see from the sixth book of the Aneid. Combined with the eaborate
mythology of Greece, we are confronted with the primitive belief of Itay, and doubtless
of Greece too—a bdief supported by al the rdigious rites in connection with the dead—
that the spirits of the departed lived on in the tomb with the body. As cremation gradualy
superseded burid, the idea took shape that the soul might have an exigence of its own,
atogether independent of the body, and aplace of abode was assgned to it in a hole in
the centre of the earth, where it lived on in eternity with other souls.

This latter view seems to have become the officid theory, a least in Itay, in cdasscd
days. In the gloomy, horrible Etruscan religion, the shades were supposed to be in charge
of the Conductor of the Dead—a repulsve figure, dways represented with wings and
long, matted hair and a hammer, whose appearance was afterwards imitated in the dress
of the man who removed the dead from the arena Surdy something may be sad for
Gaston Boisser's suggestion that Dante's Tuscan blood may account to some extent for
the gruesome imagery of the Inferno.

Cicero tells us that it was generdly believed that the dead lived on beneath the earth,
and specid provison was made for them in every Latin town in the “mundus” a deep
trench which was dug before the “pomerium” was traced, and regarded as the particular
entrance to the lower world for the dead of the town in question. The trench was vaulted
over, 0 that it might correspond more or less with the sky, a ggp being left in the vault
which was closed with the stone of the departed—the “lgpis mandis.” Corn was thrown
into the trench, which was filled up with earth, and an dtar erected over it. On three
solemn days in the year—August 25, October 5, and November 8—the trench was
opened and the stone removed, the dead thus once more having free access to the world
above, where the usud offerings were made to them.

These provisions clearly show an officid belief that death did not create an impassable
barrier between the dead and the living. The spirits of the departed ill belonged to the
city of therr birth, and took an interest in their old home. They could even return to it on
the days when ‘the trench of the gods of gloom lies open and the very jaws of hdl yawvn
wide” Ther rights must be respected, if evil was to be averted from the State. In fact, the
dead were gods with dtars of their own, and Cornelia, the mother of the Gracchi, could
write to her sons, “You will make offerings to me and invoke your parent as a god.”
Ther cult was closdly connected with that of the Lares—the gods of the hearth, which
symbolized a fixed abode in contrast with the early nomad life. Indeed, there is
practicaly no digtinction between the Lares and the Manes, the souls of the good dead.
But the dead had their own fegtiva, the “Dies Parentdles” held from the 13th to the 21st
of February, in Rome; and in Greece the “Genesia,” celebrated on the 5th of Boadromion,
towards the end of September, about which we know very little.

There is nothing more characterigic of paganism than the passonate longing of the
average man to perpetuate his memory after deeth in the world round which dl his hopes



and aspirations dung. Cicero uses it as an argument for immortdity. Many men left large
sums to found colleges to celebrate their memories and feast a ther tombs on dated
occasons. Lucian laughs a this custom when he represents the soul of the ordinary man
in the rext world as a mere bodiless shade that vanishes at a touch like smoke. It subsists
on the libaions and offerings it recaives from the living, and those who have no friends
or relatives on eath are sarving and famished. Violators of tombs were threstened with
the curse of dying the last of their race—a curse which Macaulay, with his intense family
affection, congdered the most awful that could be devised by man; and the fact that the
tombs were built by the high road, so that the dead might be cheered ly the greeting of
the passer-by, lends an additiona touch of sadness to a wak among the crumbling ruins
that line the Latin or the Appian Way outside Rome to-day.

No one of the moderns has caught the pagan feding towards desth better than Giosué
Carducci, a true spiritual descendant of the great Romans of old, if ever there was one.
He tels how, one glorious June day, he was dgtting in school, ligening to the priest
outraging the verb “amo,” when his eyes wandered to the window and lighted on a
cherry-tree, red with fruit, and then drayed away to the hills and the sky and the distant
curve of the seashore. All Nature was teeming with life, and he fdt an answering thrill,
when suddenly, as if from the very fountains of being within him, there wdled up a
consciousness of degth, and with it the formless nothing, and a vison of himsdf lying
cold, motionless, dumb in the black earth, while above him the birds sang, the trees
rugdled in the wind, the rivers ran on m their course, and the living reveled in the warm
aun, bathed in its divine light. This fird vison of death often haunted him in laer years
and one redizes that such mus often have been the fedings of the Romans and dill
more often of the Greeks, for the joy of the Greek in life was far greater than that of the
Roman. Peace was the only boon that death could bring to a pagan, and “Pax tecum
adernd’ is among the commonest of the inscriptions. The life beyond the grave was at
best an unred and joyless copy of an earthly exisence, and Achilles told Odysseus that
he would rather be the serf of a poor man upon earth than Achilles among the shades.

When we come to inquire into the gppearance of ghodts revigting the glimpses of the
moon, we find, as we should expect, that they are a vague, unsubstantial copy of ther
former sdves on eath. In Homer the shade of Petroclus, which visted Achilles in a
vison as he dept by the sea-shore, looks exactly as Patroclus had looked on earth, even
down to the clothes Hadrian's famous “animula vagula blandula® gives the same ideg,
and it would be difficult to imagine a disembodied spirit which retains its persondity and
returns to earth again except as a kind of immaterid likeness of its earthly sdf. We often
hear of the extreme pdlor of ghosts, which was doubtless due to their being bloodless and
to the pdlor of death itsdf. Propertius concelved of them as skeletons, but the
unsubgtantia, shadowy aspect is by far the commonest, and best harmonizes with the life
they were supposed to lead.

Hitherto we have been deding with the spirits of the dead who have been duly buried
and are a rest, making their gppearance among men only at stated intervals, regulated by
the religion of the State. The lot of the dead who have not been vouchsafed the trifling
boon of a handful of earth cast upon their bones was very different. They had not yet
been admitted to the world below, and were forced to wander for a hundred years before
they might enter Charon’'s boat. Aneas beheld them on the banks of the Styx, dretching
out their hands “riple ulterioris amore.” The shade of Patroclus describes its hapless state



to Achilles, as does that of Elpenor to Odysseus, when they meet in the lower world. It is
not surprisng that the ancients attached the highest importance to the duty of burying the
dead, and that Pausanias blames Lysander for not burying the bodies of Philocles and the
four thousand dain a Amgospotami, seeing that the Athenians even buried the Persan
dead after Marathon.

The spirits of the unburied were usudly held to be bound, more or less, to the spot
where their bodies lay, and to be able to enter into communication with the living with
comparaive ease, even if they did not actudly haunt them. They were, in &ct, evil Sirits
which had to be propitiated and honoured in specid rites. Their gppearances among the
living were not regulated by rdigion. They wandered a will over the earth, beonging
neither to this world nor to the next, restless and mdignant, unable to escape from the
trammds of mortd life, in the joys of which they had no pat. Thus, in the Phado we
read of souls “prowling about tombs and sepulchres, near which, as they tdl us, are seen
certain ghostly gpparitions of souls which have not departed pure. . . . These must be the
souls, not of the good, but of the evil, which are compelled to wander about such places
in payment of the pendlty of their former evil way of life”

Apuleius classfies the spirits of the departed for us. The Manes are the good people,
not to be feared so long as their rites are duly performed, as we have dready seen,
Lemures are disembodied spirits, while Larvee are the ghosts that haunt houses. Apuleius,
however, is wholly uncriticd, and the didinction between Lavee and Lemures is
certainly not borne out by facts.

The Larvee had digtinct attributes, and were thought to cause epilepsy or madness. They
were generally treated more or less as a joke, and are spoken of much as we speak of a
bogey. They appear to have been entrusted with the torturing of the dead, as we see from
the saying, “Only the Larvae war with the dead.” In Seneca's Apocolocyntosis, when the
question of the defication of the late Emperor Claudius is lad before a meeting of the
gods, Father Janus gives it as his opinion that no more mortas should be treated in this
way, and that “anyone who, contrary to this decree, shal hereafter be made, addressed, or
painted as agod, should be delivered over to the Larvag’ and flogged at the next games.

Larva also means a skdeton, and Trimdchio, following the Egyptian cusom, has one
brought in and placed on the table during his famous feadt. It is, as one would expect, of
dlver, and the millionaire freedman points the usud mora—-Let us eat, drink, and be
merry, for to-morrow we die.”

The Lavee were regular characters in the Atdlane farces a Rome, where they
peformed various “danses macabres” Can these possbly be the prototypes of the
Dances of Death s0 popular in the Middle Ages? We find something very smilar on the
wdl-known slver cups discovered at Bosco Rede, though Death itself does not seem to
have been represented in this way. Some of the designs in the medievd series would
certainly have appeded to the average bourgeois Roman of the Trimalchio type—e.g.,
“Les Trois Vifs et les Trois Morts” the three men riding galy out hunting and meseting
their own skeletons. Such crude contrasts are just what one would expect to find at
Pompaii.

Lemures and Larvee are often confused, but Lemures is the regular word for the dead
not a rest—the “Lemuri,” or spirits of the churchyard, of some parts of modern Italy.
They were evil spirits, propitiated in early days with blood. Hence the firs gladiatorid
games were given in connection with funeras. Both in Greece and in Rome there were



goecid fedivas for gopeasng these retless spirits. Origindly they were of a public
character, for murder was common in primitive times, and such spirits would be
numerous, asis proved by the festival lasting three days.

In Athens the Nemesa were held during Anthesterion (February-March). As in Rome,
the days were unlucky. Temples were closed and business was suspended, for the dead
were abroad. In the morning the doors were smeared with pitch, and those in the house
chewed whitethorn to keep off the evil spirits. On the last day of the festivd offerings
were made to Hermes, and the dead were formally bidden to depart.

Ovid describes the Lemuria or Lemurdia They took place in May, which was
consequently regarded as an unlucky month for marriages, and is gill so regarded amost
as universdly in England today as it was in Rome during the principate of Augustus. The
name of the fegtival Ovid derives from Remus, as the ghost of his murdered brother was
sad to have appeared to Romulus in his degp and to have demanded burid. Hence the
inditution of the Lemuria

The head of the family waked through the house with bare feet & dead of night,
meking the mystic Sgn with his firs and fourth fingers extended, the other fingers being
turned inwards and the thumb crossed over them, in case he might run agang an
unsubgtantid  spirit as he moved noisdesdy dong This is the sgn of “le corng” held to
be infdlible agang the Evil Eye in moden Itdy. After solemnly washing his hands he
places black beans in his mouth, and throws others over his shoulders, saying, “With
these beans do | redeem me and mine” He repeats this ceremony nine times without
looking round, and the spirits are thought to follow unseen and pick up the beans. Then
he purifies himsdf once more and clashes brass, and bids the demons leave his house.
When he has repeated nine times “Manes exite paterni,” he looks round, and the
ceremony is over, and the restless ghosts have been duly laid for ayear.

Lamige haunted rooms, which had to be fumigated with sulphur, while some mydic
rites were performed with eggs before they could be expdled.

The dead not yet a rest were divided into three classes—those who had died before
their time, the aufiié, who had to wander till the span of their naturd life was completed;
those who had met with violent deaths, the aéaéieUd4aoié; and the unburied, the 46adié. In
the Hymn to Hecate, to whom they were especidly attached, they are represented as
folowing in her tran and taking part in her nightly revels in human shape. The lot of the
murdered is no better, and executed criminals belong to the same class.

Spirits of this kind were supposed to haunt the place where their bodies lay. Hence they
were regarded as demons, and were frequently entrusted with the carrying out of the
drange curses, which have been found in their tombs, or in wells where a man had been
drowned, or even in the sea, written on leaden tablets, often from right to Ieft, or in queer
characters, 0 as to be illegible, with another tablet fastened over them by means of a nall,
symbolizing the binding effect it was hoped they would have—the “Defixiones” to give
them ther Latin name, which are very numerous among the inscriptions. So ed was the
belief in these curses that the eder Pliny says that everyone is afrad of being placed
under evil spdls, and they are frequently referred to in antiquity.



