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Preface

In 1963, Robert Habenstein and William Lamers published The History
of American Funeral Directing. Now in its sixth edition, the volume traces
the origins of funeral service in the United States from the Egyptians to
contemporary times. The subject has since been brought even further up-
to-date by Gary Laderman’s Rest in Peace: A Cultural History of Death
and the Funeral Home in Twentieth-Century America. This side of the
Atlantic, those wishing to investigate a similar period of history need only
refer to Julian Litten’s authoritative work The English Way of Death: The
Common Funeral Since 1450. His survey, however, concludes towards the
end of the nineteenth century. The intention of this book is to start at
this point by providing a comprehensive account of how funeral service
developed in Britain during the following 110 years. In a period that has
seen a shift from burial to cremation, the replacement of the horse-drawn
hearse by motor vehicles, the introduction of embalming and the growth
of large funeral firms operating on a centralised basis, there has also been
an increasing preference by the industry for the description ‘undertaker’
to be replaced with ‘funeral director’. Endorsing the desire to be perceived
as a professional, this new term reflects the increase in responsibility and
complexity of funerals acquired during the twentieth century.

This book draws together research I have carried out over the
last 20 years. Some material was presented in 1997 to the University
of Westminster as a thesis entitled ‘Change and Development in the
British Funeral Industry, with Special Reference to the Period 1960-
1990°. Teaching on the foundation degree in Funeral Service at the Uni-
versity of Bath prompted the revision of the original along with new
material, a move greatly assisted by unlimited access to the Undertakers’
Journall Funeral Service Journal and the BUA Monthly/ National Funeral
Director/Funeral Director Monthly.



xvi  Preface

The development of the British funeral industry is a vast subject. It is
hoped that this first text on the subject will provide a good starting point
for anyone wishing to become acquainted with a fascinating but largely
unexplored part of our social and industrial history.

Brian Parsons
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