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FOREWORD

Funerary practice is so broad a topic it is unlikely that any

one individual can easily encompass all its facets. This collab-

oration reflects the combined expertise of two historians who

are both heavily involved in current policy and practice.

Dr Parsons researches and publishes on the history of crema-

tion, burial and funeral directing, and for the past 30 years

has worked as a training consultant and funeral director in

London. Dr Rugg has written extensively on the history of

burial practice, but also has an involvement and interest in

policy and practice in contemporary cemetery and cremator-

ium management.
Funerary Practices in England and Wales addresses a very

basic gap: the lack of readily accessible contextual informa-

tion and detail about funerary arrangements in England and

Wales. The fact that the book has taken over a year to collate

indicates just how widely spread is much of the information

the text contains. The book has a number of additional aims.

It hopes to be an essential reference text for practitioners,

policy makers, students and academic scholars in a complex

field that covers a whole range of activities and practices. As

part of an international series, the book also aims to contrib-

ute to the task of understanding the varied contexts that

configure funerary practices in different countries. The text

presents information in as clear and as unvarnished a way as

xvii



possible. There is no commentary on the information pre-

sented: this book has no agenda beyond the desire to inform.
However, it is hoped that the text will be a baseline for

future editions that will help us pinpoint shifting contexts,

new trends, and obsolescences. Funerary practice mutates

continually, but establishing practice at one single moment in

time will be of value in years to come. We are both histor-

ians, and know that this text will at some juncture constitute

a primary document: a robust narrative of funerary practice

that we would have been delighted to encounter if it had

been written in 1818 or 1918.
Information is correct as the text goes to press. We have

been grateful for input from a wide range of experts, but any

errors are our own.

Julie Rugg and Brian Parsons

xviii Foreword
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CHAPTER 1

ENGLAND AND WALES: AN
INTRODUCTION

England and Wales are part of the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland, commonly known as the UK,
which is a densely populated island nation situated off the
north-west coast of Europe with overseas territories including
Bermuda, the Cayman Islands and Gibraltar. The Channel
Islands and the Isle of Man are also Crown dependencies.
The UK comprises England, Wales, Scotland and Northern
Ireland, which shares a land border with the Republic of
Ireland. At the end of the 1990s, legislative enactment created
separate, devolved, administrations for Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland. Difference in burial and cremation law,
religious history and funerary practice mean that Scotland
and Northern Ireland will be dealt with in separate volumes
of this series. The Channel Islands and the Isle of Man are
also excluded from this volume.

England and Wales are highly developed, industrialised
nations: the UK is currently the ninth largest economy in the
world. At the 2011 census, the population of England and

1



Wales stood at 53m and 3.1m, respectively, with 81 per cent

and 67 per cent, respectively, living in areas defined as
urban.1 Outside London � population 9.78m � there are
10 conurbations or cities that each has a population of over

500,000. The UK was the first nation to become industria-
lised in the modern sense, and massive increases in urban
population in the nineteenth century constitute an essential

context for the chronology of change in funerary practice.
Nevertheless, rurality and images of rurality continue to fea-
ture as defining national characteristics and in many rural set-

tlements the use of local churchyards continues as it has done
for centuries.

The UK is stable, politically, relative to many other coun-

tries in Europe. For many centuries, London has been the
seat of government. Legislation passes through an elected
House of Commons and unelected House of Lords. MPs

from all parts of the UK vote in the House of Commons. The
Welsh Assembly, established in 1999, sits in Cardiff and is an
elected body with devolved authority to create laws in a num-

ber of policy areas.2 The UK is a sovereign state and Queen
Elizabeth II has been head of state since 1952. The civilian
population has not been subject to sustained military attack

since the Second World War, although there have been peri-
ods of more or less intensive terrorist activity. This stability
means that the UK has no legacies of recent military action or

atrocity likely to have a substantive impact on funerary prac-
tice. Where change in practice is taking place, it is largely
reflective of both an increased understanding of choice

1http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20160105224826/http://
www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census-analysis/rural-urban-ana-
lysis/comparing-rural-and-urban-areas-of-england-and-wales.html#tab-
Rural-and-urban-populations-in-2011, accessed 18 Oct 2017.
2http://gov.wales/about/?land=en, accessed 16 Mar 2018.
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mediated by an increasingly sophisticated and responsive

market in funerary service, and growing cultural diversity

following as a consequence of migrants settling in the UK

from other parts of the world. English remains the principal

language in England. Welsh and English are spoken in

Wales, where all statutory documents are produced in both

languages.
England and Wales are largely Protestant countries. From

the period of the Reformation until the nineteenth century,

the Catholic community was persecuted and denied a range

of civil liberties which included the freedom to establish sep-

arate burial space. From the sixteenth century, a number of

Protestant denominations � including Baptists, Quakers and

Independents or Congregationalists � refused to worship

according to the tenets of the Church of England. These

groups were also denied certain civil liberties, but legal

inequalities were largely resolved by the start of the First

World War. Nevertheless, the Church of England remains the

Established Church or state church in England; the Church in

Wales � a related, but separate establishment � is the state

church in Wales. Non-Christian religions in the UK remain a

minority; after Christians (59 per cent), the largest group is

Muslims, who comprise fewer than 5 per cent of the popula-

tion. The centrality of the Church of England to national gov-

ernance means that England and Wales cannot be defined as

‘secular’ countries, although religious tolerance is enshrined

in many aspects of social life.
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