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MP3: Dead Matter: The Meaning of Iconic Corpses by Margaret Schwartz (University of 

Minnesota Press, 2015).  

Review and audio recording by alea adigweme, University of Iowa. 

Piotr Szpunar: The following recording is a production of Critical Studies in Media Communication, a 

publication of the National Communication Association and distributed by Taylor and Francis under 

the Creative Commons attribution-noncommercial-share-alike license. For more information about 

this audio recording and Critical Studies in Media Communication, please visit Taylor and Francis at 

www.tandfonline.com. 

For this instalment of the podcast, and a few others, we’re trying something a little bit different. 

We’ve asked the reviewer to end their review with a few questions for the book’s author. Once the 

review was accepted for publication, we then contacted the author and solicited responses to those 

questions. 

--- 

alea adigweme:  The Meaning of Iconic Corpses by Margaret Schwartz. Published by University of 

Minnesota Press, 2015. Review and audio recording by alea adigweme, University of Iowa.  

The modern corpse, media scholar Margaret Schwartz posits in the introduction to Dead Matter: The 

Meaning of Iconic Corpses, is “never a unitary, unmediated object, but rather a dynamic collection of 

cultural, biological, and technological practices and processes” (24). In theorizing “the corpse as 

communicative object,” Schwartz posits that the corpse is simultaneously a thing bearing “a 

referential relationship to an absent subject” and media (1). That is, while a corpse is visual material 

bounded by temporal concerns, it is also textual.  However, for a corpse to fully become textual — 

i.e., more durably referential and robust in its ability to circulate meaning — it must first be mediated. 

For Schwartz, that mediation requires technological intervention, which then places the corpse “in a 

kind of future perfect” (18). There, unaffected by decomposition, a corpse is free to become a 

polysemic corpus, which Schwartz defines as “the assemblage of images, practices, processes, and 

texts” that surround the body of a decedent (24). 

Schwartz grounds her meticulous textual analyses of corpses and their corpuses in Pierce and Bazin’s 

respective works on indexicality, new materialist media theory influenced by Deleuze and Guattari, 

and a brief history of the Civil War-era relationship between photography and embalming. Against 

this rich historical and theoretical backdrop, Dead Matter presents a compelling tripartite taxonomical 
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model for unpacking the politics of postmortem iconicity. In chapters titled “The Body of the Nation,” 

“Martyred Bodies,” and “Tabloid Bodies” — a macro-level structure that, for the most part, works 

beautifully — Schwartz undertakes a close reading of the corpse-corpuses of Abraham Lincoln (d. 

1865), Vladimir Lenin (d. 1924), and Eva Perón (d. 1952); Emmett Till (d. 1955) and the Syrian 

teenager Hamza al-Khateeb (d. 2011); and Princess Diana (d. 1997) and Michael Jackson (d. 2009). 

Regardless of the minutiae of their individual existences, these people become iconic corpses, 

Schwartz argues, because they are “always already dead in the public imagination,” their iconicity 

deriving from “lives defined by death, their stories inseparable from their endings” (6).    

In “The Body of the Nation,” Schwartz argues that the corpse materializes and eternalizes the body of 

the nation via the deceased body of a head of state. Starting with the corpse of Abraham Lincoln, and 

moving through to those of Vladimir Lenin, and Evita Perón, Schwartz explores the shifting 

“relationship of the dead body in image and visibility, on one hand, and to time and duration on the 

other” (30). Emphasizing Lincoln’s body as history’s first iconic corpse  — positioned simultaneously 

within Victorian mourning culture, but at the “threshold of [a] modernity” grounded in the “impulse 

to rationalize and exclude death from the productive center of life” — Schwartz argues that the ritual 

circulation of Lincoln’s embalmed corpse was crucial for uniting the United States at a time when the 

body politic was shifting from “[coinciding] with the body of the king [to being] distributed over the 

mass of democratic subjects” (30, 7, 34). Lenin and Perón provide counterexamples to Lincoln, 

demonstrating that the naturalized representational connections between the body of a deceased leader 

and their state-approved legacy are not static, and can be put into the service of deterritorializing the 

nation. 

Unlike the embalmed corpse that acts as the primary relic for the body of the nation, the martyred 

body — which can only be effectively circulated as an image because of the violence done to it — 

“stand(s) for nations of dispossessed” (55). In the second chapter, Schwartz utilizes this comparative 

to tease out the significance of the martyred bodies of Emmett Till, a 14-year-old African-American 

boy lynched by white supremacists in Mississippi in 1955, and Hamza al-Khateeb, a 13-year-old 

Syrian boy tortured and killed by the Syrian government in 2011. Because Till and al-Khateeb 

became public figures solely due to their horrific deaths, Schwartz argues that “hypervisual, strongly 

indexical images of [their] corpses” purposefully avoid “traditional Western mourning practice[s],” 

which use embalming and photography to “preserve the appearance of life” (54, 22). Instead, they 

bear witness to the horror of torture and make publicly visible the “violent dismemberment of the 

nation” (51). Within “Martyred Bodies,” however, Schwartz’s choice of al-Khateeb’s corpus stands 

out. Placed outside of the book’s overall chronological organization, it facilitates a transnational, 

transhistorical conversation about lynching, reminding the reader of a martyred corpse’s ability to 
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“invite us to imagine these boys’ broken bodies as our own” (55).  

Using the corpse-corpuses of Princess Diana and Michael Jackson, in her third chapter, Schwartz 

develops a framework for conceiving the tabloid body. Contrary to the embalmed bodies that can be 

visited or the images of mutilated corpses that can be circulated, the tabloid body’s iconography is 

marked by the visual absence of a decedent’s remains. Instead, the circulated images of caskets 

perform two inter-related functions. They facilitate the postmortem commodification of celebrity lives 

and deaths; and they create a corpus that redeems by displacing the “scandal and anxiety” attached to 

public figures whose physical and emotional suffering were well-documented in life (10). Schwartz’s 

theory of the tabloid body is particularly fascinating, and it sparks questions concerning what the 

corpus of a tabloid body looks like in a post-Michael Jackson era. 

While Dead Matter’s slimness is a feat to behold, I was left wondering how the inclusion of a few 

more examples might have added to or complicated the book’s arguments. Even though “The Body of 

the Nation” features three corpuses, the inclusion of Lenin — whose undoubtedly iconic corpse 

maintains a particular chronology in the chapter — feels much less developed than that of Lincoln and 

Perón. In the same chapter, Schwartz lists seven other leaders who have been embalmed for public 

display: Stalin, Ho Chi Min, Mao Zedong, Kim Il-sung, Kim Jong-il, Ferdinand Marcos, or Hugo 

Chávez. One wonders if utilizing one or more of those listed might have benefited the chapter much 

like the inclusion of al-Khateeb strengthens Chapter 2 by disrupting chronology in favor of an 

expanded spatiality.  

Similarly, in “Martyred Bodies,” while the inclusion of Emmett Till seems necessary because of his 

corpus’s position as a post-Lincoln ur-text exemplifying mediated martyrdom, I began to wonder how 

the inclusion of feminine-of-center gendered bodies — both cis and trans — could have expanded 

Schwartz’s analysis. Dead Matter already offers a framework that would facilitate the examination of 

a diverse set of corpse-corpuses. Indeed, Schwartz’s metric for determining just what makes a corpse 

“iconic” allows for the inclusion of any corpse that left behind “[archives] of public, mediated 

mourning,” however marginalized people were in life or death (6). Given that lynching photographs 

were widely circulated as souvenirs, were publicized by Ida B. Wells in her anti-lynching campaigns, 

and have attained immortal lives on the internet, how might Schwartz’s analysis have been enriched 

by the inclusion of a corpus from that archive — particularly if she’d chosen a black woman?  

Including women of color — specifically women of African descent, who have been martyred in the 

United States for centuries — would have provided a critical visibility to the fatal violences black 

women in the U.S. have endured since their first forcible immigration. Crystal Feimster’s 2011 book 

Southern Horrors: Women and the Politics of Rape and Lynching could have provided a number of 

examples from which to choose.  In her explanation of the way Till and al-Khateeb’s corpuses 
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function, Schwartz states that “both boys’ corpses are sites of identification: they interpellate 

witnesses into a community, their solidarity becoming action in the name of a boy who could have 

been a son, a brother, a neighbor, a friend” (53). How would the inclusion of women of color 

complicate this assertion? What is the structure and function of an iconography of female flesh that 

allows the viewer to consider her broken body as our own? 

While Schwartz’s stellar, meticulous analysis of Hamza al-Khateeb’s corpse-corpus facilitates 

contemporary transnational discussions, I wonder how an analysis of the martyred bodies piling up in 

the 21st-century United States might complicate Schwartz’s argument regarding the revolutionary, 

nation-building function of the martyred body. For example, the death of Trayvon Martin (d. 2013) — 

in response to which #BlackLivesMatter was created — raises the question of how the nation-building 

of the dispossessed functions in broader national and transnational contexts. Relatedly, building on 

Schwartz’s interest in the corpse’s relationship to media, how does the martyred body function in a 

context in which people can watch someone become a corpse-corpus on YouTube? There are a 

plethora of domestic and international examples: Eric Garner (d. 2014) choked to death by an NYPD 

officer; Du’a Khalil Aswad (d. 2007), who was stoned to death in Iraq; and Neda Agha-Soltan, whose 

murder at the 2009 Iranian election protests occurred five days before Michael Jackson’s death.  How 

does the wide circulation of the videos of these murders figure into Schwartz’s motion of the martyr 

and the import of bearing witness? 

Towards the end of the introduction to Dead Matter, Schwartz asks, “Can we dwell in the raced body, 

the gendered body, the body of the nation, the body of suffering — can we attend to these bodies, 

listen to them, when they no longer are able to speak to us in the language of subjectivity” (24-25)?  

In service of answering that question, Schwartz’s monograph — theoretically dense, accessible, and 

short — offers an interdisciplinary theorization of the connections between visual media, collective 

memory, iconography, the nation, flesh, and the subjectivities of both the living and the dead. What 

stakes attend our dwelling on the corpse? By placing the corpse of her then-recently-deceased father 

— and her teenaged discovery of it in their home — “at the heart of [her] book,” Schwartz makes 

clear the ways in which the stakes — for her, for us — are high (ix).  

Though Schwartz doesn’t reference Caitlin Doughty’s 2014 memoir Smoke Gets in Your Eyes, the 

two texts exist in perfect conversation with each other, making the former an excellent scholarly 

complement to the latter’s literary entreaty for death acceptance. Based on her experiences as a 

crematory operator and mortician, Doughty deems “looking mortality straight in the eye” a necessity 

(ix). In her mapping of the ways advances in both embalming and photographic technologies shaped 

corpse-corpuses, Schwartz reads “the corpse’s progressive disappearance from the visual field [as] an 

index of its prohibition,” which precludes us from fully being able to “deal” with death on every level 
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from the individual on up (103). “A culture that denies death is a barrier to achieving a good death,” 

Doughty says in her summation, advocating for “better municipal, state, and federal laws [that would 

allow us to] reclaim our mortality” (232-234).  As an important media studies intervention into the 

humanities end of death studies, Schwartz ends Dead Matter with a similar call: “We need to find a 

way to speak to the dead,” she says in her conclusion, “and, perhaps more crucially, to listen to them, 

so that we can know how to better live” (112).   

----- 

Margaret Schwartz: 

Thank you so much to the reviewer for her careful work. She made me sound much smarter than I 

am! Thank you, for giving me a chance to respond to these important questions, which are not only 

valid in light of the book’s project, but also help me as I work through these ideas in other contexts. 

As I see it, the reviewer introduces two related but non identical critiques. First, she asks after the 

proliferation of death on video that particularly (but not exclusively) has accompanied the rise of the 

#BlackLivesMatter movement and, to a lesser extent, marked the experience of what has come to be 

called the Arab Spring. So that’s the first thing—the fact that streaming video has made it possible to 

watch a YouTube video of Neda Agha-Soltan dying, or a live Facebook feed of Philando Castile 

being shot to death. 

The second critique takes note of the absence, in the book, of black women’s martyred bodies. The 

reviewer rightly points to the use of lynching photography as souvenirs or talismans, and to Ida B. 

Wells and the NAACP’s use of those same images in its anti-lynching campaign.  Citing Crystal 

Feimster’s book on lynching, Southern Horrors, she asserts that a black woman’s body would signify 

differently as a corpus—that it would be mediated by gendered circuits of meaning and value, as well 

as those assemblages that uphold the structures of white supremacy. I am very much affected by this 

second critique. I’ll leave it here for a moment to address the first, and then I will return to it as a way 

of furthering the work left to do—which is, of course, the most interesting part. 

I didn’t include Neda Agha-Soltan because she does not actually die on camera or appear as a corpse, 

and she is analyzed in detail in Barbie Zelizer’s excellent book About To Die. So I thought I would 

leave her as an example of what Zelizer calls the about-to-die photograph’s “subjunctive mode.” More 

to the point perhaps is that academic publishing schedules, which are long, and tenure clocks, which 

are unforgiving, ended up prohibiting the inclusion of more recent events.  

I did have a long section that I ended up cutting—I think with my editor’s encouragement?--  on 

Trayvon Martin’s corpse. The image is of the crime scene, with Martin’s body lying where it fell. It 
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was introduced as evidence in the Zimmerman trial, and was accidentally captured by a camera in the 

courtroom. A viewer took a screen snap, then sent it on to a reporter at Gawker, who published it 

online accompanied by a long (if not particularly compelling) justification for his actions. All of this 

was long after Martin’s death had sparked the #BlackLivesMatter movement, so in the sense that my 

interest is in the image as a vehicle for social movements, that was not necessarily the case here as it 

would be with later shootings. But what fascinated me were the comments, making fun of his khaki 

pants and his white sneakers. Because he was a corpse, it was his vulnerability and utter passivity, 

which subjected him to the same kind of scrutiny usually reserved for tabloid bodies. What I mean is 

that there was a tang of the kind of body shaming that happens when people comment on paparazzi 

photographs—a different kind of “policing,” a different kind of violence, but no less gendered and 

racialized. So it really caught the particular connection, in our culture, between death and the image.  

One of the consequences of the image culture we live in now is that there is no choice, often, for those 

who are grieving. And this, in my opinion, is another way in which Black bodies are violated. I’m 

currently developing that idea in a paper that started as a blog post about Laquan McDonald for the 

University of Minnesota Press blog. (http://www.uminnpressblog.com/2016/01/mourning-what-

matters-on-david-bowie.html).  

Laquan McDonald’s family explicitly requested that the video showing the fatal shooting of the 

seventeen year old boy not be made public. Ostensibly in the interest of social justice, this request was 

not respected—as if we need another video to convince us that Black bodies are subject to routine and 

systemic violence.  

Thus release of the Laquan McDonald video did further violence to his family by disavowing their 

right to grieve as they chose. Implicit in the denial of their request is also a denial of their claim to 

him as a loved one. This claim was already weakened by news media’s framing of McDonald as a 

product of the foster care system. There was no acknowledgement of the disproportionate number of 

black mothers who are deemed unfit, whose children are taken from them. McDonald’s mother, thus 

framed by the racist foster care system as unfit or undeserving, was now also publically denied her 

privacy in grief, the right to care for her son after his death. This is an ongoing problem, as for 

example we saw when Michael Brown’s corpse was left in the street for four hours, while his mother 

struggled to be allowed access to the body. 

This recuperation of grief as care is a key part of what I understand the stakes of Dead Matter to be. 

As, bell hooks and Silvia Federici (among others) have shown us, care work like mourning resists 

capitalist production. Mourning requires that we reflect and remember, and to do that we must 

withdraw from the relentless cycles of production and consumption. In our grief—but also in our 
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tenderness—we find ways to recuperate a humanity alienated from us by capitalist, misogynist, white 

supremacist society. The refusal of this space of grief is a further violence visited upon the body of the 

grieving Black mother. Claudia Rankine wrenchingly depicts this figure in her essay “The Condition 

of Black Life Is One of Mourning.” (http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/22/magazine/the-condition-of-

black-life-is-one-of-mourning.html?_r=0) 

Which brings me, at last, to the question of why I didn’t include a black woman’s corpse. While I 

don’t cite Feimster (whose book appeared after the research portion of this project was completed), I 

do reference Over Her Dead Body, by Elizabeth Bronfen, which makes much of the female corpse as 

a source of meaning making, itself figured as a patriarchal, appropriative activity. But, as the reviewer 

rightly points out, this trope by necessity excludes the particular dynamics of the Black female body, 

and its special precarities. 

Black female bodies have borne witness to lethal police violence, too. The #SayHerName report was 

first issued in May of 2015, when Dead Matter was already in press. The report was updated when 

Sandra Bland died in July of that year, and police brutality towards Black women took on new 

urgency and visibility. I think now what is interesting about that campaign is the way that it elides 

naming with seeing. Andrea Richie, co-author of the report, writes that “Black women are all too 

often unseen in the national conversation about racial profiling, police brutality, and lethal force.” 

(http://www.aapf.org/sayhernamereport/). The social media campaign pairs the injunction to “say her 

name” with an image of the woman in life, captioned by the slogan, “IF BLACK LIVES MATTER, 

JOIN US IN SAYING [HER] NAME. This slogan explicitly refers to the excising of Black women’s 

bodies from the corpus named by “Black Lives Matter” and politicizes the seeming neutrality of the 

terms “lives” and “matter.” What role does the invisible corpse play in these corpora? How do these 

martyred Black women bear explicit witness to the violence of sexual difference? How might their 

corpses serve as literal emblems for intersectionality as a site that, as Kimberlé Crenshaw writes, 

“resists telling”? 

Here is where my book left off but where an explicitly feminist analysis of the martyred Black body 

might productively begin. I see these themes as central to my own activist intellectualism and again 

thank the reviewer for her insight into intersectional corpora that, all too often in the scope of Dead 

Matter have resisted telling. Just as the word “corpus” is used in the book to highlight the textuality of 

the body as assemblage, it also calls to mind the body of literature upon which any book depends. As 

Sara Ahmed reminds us, citation is a political practice. I hadn’t yet understood that when I wrote 

Dead Matter. My future writings will be careful to cite women of color when writing about race. Had 

I done so in this case, Crystal Feimster’s body of work would not be absent from my analysis, nor 

would the martyred bodies of the women she documents in her book. 
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