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The changing face of death.  

A statistical examination of the registers and records of St. Michael's Church, 

Lichfield from 1813 to 2012 

Rev. Prof. Chris Baker1 

 

Abstract  

This paper examines the changing practices surround death, funerals and interments over a two 

hundred year period from 1813 to 2012 in the Lichfield area. The approach is essentially statistical and 

uses data from burial registers and monumental inscriptions from the nine acre churchyard of St 

Michael’s church in Lichfield. In total over fifteen thousand interments are recorded over that period. 

The paper firstly considers the sex, age and residence profiles of the interments, and then looks in 

detail at the transition from funerals being mainly burials to being mainly cremations and interments 

of ashes, specifically looking at the intervals between death and burial or cremation and interment of 

ashes. The nature of memorial inscriptions is also considered, together with the nature of the funerals 

themselves. The data show that from 1813 to the 1960s there was a remarkable degree of stability in 

funeral practices, the intervals between death and burial, and memorial inscriptions, alongside a 

changing death age profile that reflected national trends. After the 1960s there was major change, as 

cremation became the dominant form of interment, and the intervals between death and burial / 

cremation / interment increased significantly. Alongside this, the percentage of interments with 

memorials increased to very high levels, and the memorial inscriptions changed in nature to reflect 

family ties. Whilst necessarily the data is specific to one location (and the St. Michael’s data is 

somewhat skewed by the existence of a large number of workhouse burials), they do tend to support 

the argument of Lampard that over the last 50 years, funerals have changed from having a specifically 

Christian focus on resurrection and ongoing existence, to becoming memorials of an individual’s life 

and family relationships.   

  

 
1 Emeritus Professor of Environmental Fluid Mechanics in the School of Engineering at the University of 
Birmingham, with Permission to Officiate as a priest in the Diocese of Lichfield 
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Introduction  

The nine acre churchyard of St. Michael’ church in Lichfield (Figure 1a), which sits on top of the 

prominence known as Greenhill, is of some antiquity and is allegedly one of the five ancient 

churchyards of England consecrated by St. Augustine (along with Glastonbury, Lindisfarne, York and 

Canterbury). In archaeological investigations of the churchyard in the 1970s 2 a crouched burial was 

found, indicating a possible Anglo-Saxon burial. The dedication of the church to the psychopomp St. 

Michael also suggests potential continuity with the Roman equivalent of Mercury, possibly suggesting 

use in the late Roman period 3. Be that as it may, the existing churchyard contains a large number of 

memorials from the seventeenth century to the present day, even though many have been moved 

from their original position.    

 
 

 

a) Location of St. Michael’s (red circle) 
 

b) The churchyards 
 

 
 

 

c) Old Churchyard looking towards the church 
from the east 

 

d) New Churchyard from the east gate 

Figure 1. St. Michael’s church and its churchyards. 

 
2 Wilson P “Investigations in St Michael’s and St Mary’s churches, Lichfield”, Transactions of the South 
Staffordshire Archaeological and Historical Society, XXI, 1981 
3 James T “The development of the parish of St-Michael-on-Greenhill over 1500 years”, St Michael’s papers 
number 1, PCC of St Michael’s, Lichfield, 1998 
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The churchyard comprises two sections – the old churchyard, which was formally closed to new burials 

in the late 1960s, and the new churchyard, which opened in 1944 and is still in use, although burial 

space is becoming very restricted (Figure 1b).  When the old churchyard was closed, responsibility for 

its maintenance was handed over to the District Council. To make this easier, there was a major 

reconfiguration of the churchyard in the late 1960s, with many gravestones being moved into clusters, 

and many kerbs being buried (Figure 1c).  Occasional burials or interment of ashes have continued to 

take place since closure with the opening of existing graves. The new churchyard contains rows of 

graves, most of them with memorials, together with a cremated remains area (Figure 1d). 

Using the information from the churchyard memorials, together with further information from the 

burial and service registers, this paper will present a largely statistical account of the changing nature 

of death and burial practices in the Lichfield area over the two-hundred-year period from 1813 to 

2012. Firstly, however it is necessary to give some contextual information about the church and the 

parish which is of relevance to this analysis.  

For most of its existence, Greenhill, and the associated small settlement of the same name, was 

outside the bounds of the city of Lichfield as set out by Bishop Roger de Clinton in the 12th century 4. 

The churchyard served as the burial place for those living within the city as well as for those from large 

swathes of the surrounding area. Unlike most towns and cities, the organisation of parishes came late 

to Lichfield, and up to the sixteenth century and possibly beyond, pastoral responsibility was on the 

basis of the scattered and interlacing estates of the Cathedral Prebends. Parishes come into historical 

view around that time and the 19th century parish and townships in the areas are shown in Figure 2. 

The city itself, with the exceptions of the extra parochial areas of the Cathedral Close and the Friary, 

formed the parish of St. Mary. St. Chad’s parish was formed of a discrete block of land in the Stowe 

area north of the town, and St. Michael’s parish contained large swathes of land to the west and south 

of the city – around Greenhill itself; Leomansley, Wall, Pipe Hill, Hammerwich, Burntwood and large 

areas of Cannock Chase to the south and east (Figure 2a); and detached portions at Fisherwick, 

Haselour and Statfold to the west (Figure 2b). The churchyard at St. Michael’s served as the churchyard 

for both the parishes of St. Michael and St. Mary. This situation persisted over the centuries, and 

indeed still does, although the outlying townships were separated into their own parishes in the first 

half of the nineteenth century and the area in the south of the city around Leomansley became the 

parish of Christchurch. In the latter half of the nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth, 

Lichfield grew significantly in size, and Greenhill and considerable areas to the west became urbanised, 

significantly increasing the population of St. Michael’s parish. On the other hand, in the second half of 

the twentieth century, St. Mary’s parish was largely depopulated as it became a commercial rather 

than a residential area. St. Mary’s church was closed in the early years of the current century and the 

parishes of St. Michael’s and St. Mary’s were merged. Thus, in the period under consideration the 

registers and burials record the burials in the outlying townships as well as in the two parishes up to 

around 1850, and after about 1960 the number of burials from St. Mary’s parish fell significantly, with 

the majority of burials coming from the new developments to the west of Greenhill. 

 

 

 

 
4 Victoria County History. A History of the County of Stafford: Volume 14, Lichfield. Lichfield: History to c.1500 
Pages 4-14, 1990, https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/staffs/vol14/pp4-14  
 

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/staffs/vol14/pp4-14
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a) Main parish area around Lichfield b) The detached portions of the parish  
 

Figure 2. 19th century parish and township boundaries (the church is shown as a black circle) 

The other factor that needs to be mentioned at this stage is the existence of the Lichfield Union 

Workhouse in St. Michael’s parish. There were small workhouses in the city and in Greenhill in the 

early part of the 19th century which served the local population, but these were replaced by the 

Lichfield Union establishment which opened in 1840. This served a very wide area with Rugeley in the 

west, Tamhorn to the east, Shenstone to the south and Kings Bromley to the north 5 . Those who died 

in the Workhouse were all buried in St. Michael’s churchyard. As these were, at least in the first 

instance, predominantly male, the death and burial statistics are inevitably somewhat skewed. In the 

twentieth century the Workhouse gradually transformed into a hospital for mainly elderly people, and 

after the NHS was formed it became St. Michael’s Hospital, catering for mainly Lichfield residents. In 

the first quarter of the 20th century, in response to the request from the Registrar General in 1904 not 

to use the rather stark “Workhouse” designation in registers and other official documents 6  the 

register entries became firstly “Workhouse Infirmary” and then “15 Trent Valley Road”. The successor 

establishment, which still operates, is the Samuel Johnson hospital, and some original buildings still 

remain. 

In the next section, the methodology used in this investigation is described – essentially the collation 

of monument and grave information with burial register information into a searchable spreadsheet 

format that enabled detailed analysis to take place. The first part of this analysis is then set out in the 

following section where basic statistical information is presented – number of interments, burial 

analysis by age and location etc. An analysis of the late twentieth century development of cremations 

as the major mode of interment is then presented, together with a discussion of the changing time 

delay between death and interment. Memorials and inscriptions are then considered in terms of the 

relationship between the number of memorials and number of burials, and also the changing 

frequency of different types of inscriptions. The nature of funeral services is then described, in 

particular considering the roles of clergy form the parishes of St. Michael and St. Mary and the 

Workhouse Chaplains, and the operation of the 1880 Burial Act Amendment 7. Finally, the data is 

drawn together, and conclusions are drawn.  

This paper of course contains only part of the story – there is much more that could be said about how 

the data presented here illuminates aspects of the wider history of St Michael’s church, and about the 

lives of the very many people who are interred in the churchyard. Both of these require presentations 

 
5 The Workhouse. The story of an institution. Lichfield, Staffordshire. 
https://www.workhouses.org.uk/Lichfield/  
6 The Workhouse. The story of an institution. Workhouse, timeline. https://www.workhouses.org.uk/timeline/  
7 Burial Act Amendment https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/43-44/41  

https://www.workhouses.org.uk/Lichfield/
https://www.workhouses.org.uk/timeline/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/43-44/41
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of a different type to the one used here, which the author hopes which become available in the near 

future.   

 

Methodology 

At the start of this investigation a number of records and registers were available as follows. 

• The results of a 1967 Council survey of all the graves in the old churchyard that were then 

visible that identified their location, and transcribed names and dates of death. Around 2100 

graves with 3600 individual burials were identified at that stage 8. 

• A survey of Monumental Inscriptions carried out by volunteers from the Birmingham and 

Midland Society for Genealogy and Heraldry (BMSGH – now Midland Ancestors) in 1984 and 

available on CD, that identified around 1600 graves in the old churchyard and 600 in the new 

churchyard 9. 

• Burial registers dating from 1813 to the present10. Those from between 1813 and 1940 had 

been transcribed in the past and are again available on CDs produced by Burntwood Family 

History Group. Only the index information is provided for the period from 1905 to 1940 11. 

• Burial, cremation and interment records held electronically by the church from 1999 to 2012. 

• Service registers that give sporadic, and one suspects incomplete, information concerning 

funerals, burials, memorial services etc.. 

The 1967 and 1984 surveys have been collated into a spreadsheet format and the latter has been very 

considerably extended to include memorial inscriptions up to 2012. A number of what appear to be 

typographical errors in both surveys have also been corrected. The registers from 1940 to 2012 have 

also been transcribed and added to the spreadsheet and more information added to the earlier 

transcriptions from 1905 to 1940. Each entry on the burial register has one line on the spreadsheet, 

which contains the following information where it is available. 

• The Surname and Christian names given in the Burial Register. 

• The Surname, Christian names and post nominals from any inscription. 

• The death age from the Burial Register.  

• The address at time of death from the Burial Register.  

• Officiating minister from Burial Register. 

• Notes made in Burial Register.  

• Plot number from Burial Register.  

• Inscription from grave / memorial.  

• Death year, month and day from Burial Register (from 1990 onwards). 

• Death year, month and day from any inscription. 

• Cremation year, month and day from Burial Register (from 1999 onwards). 

• Interment year, month and day from Burial Register. 

 
8 Plans and Transcripts of 1967 survey held by St. Michael’s church, Lichfield.  
9 Midland Ancestors (BMSGH) CD available at https://midland-
ancestors.shop/index.php?route=product/search&search=lichfield%20st%20michael   
10 Registers from 1813 to 1940 held in Staffotrrdshire Records Office with catalogue numbers LD27/1/9,  
LD27/1/10,  LD27/1/11,  LD27/1/12,  LD27/1/13, LD27/add/10, LD27/add/11, LD27/add/12, LD27/add/13 
http://www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk/CalmView/TreeBrowse.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&field=RefNo&k
ey=CD253%2f1%2f1%2f1. Records from 1940 held by St. Michael’s Church, Lichfield.         
11 Registers 1813-1905 available from Burntwood Family History Group CD https://www.bfhg.org.uk/resources  

https://midland-ancestors.shop/index.php?route=product/search&search=lichfield%20st%20michael
https://midland-ancestors.shop/index.php?route=product/search&search=lichfield%20st%20michael
http://www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk/CalmView/TreeBrowse.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&field=RefNo&key=CD253%2f1%2f1%2f1
http://www.archives.staffordshire.gov.uk/CalmView/TreeBrowse.aspx?src=CalmView.Catalog&field=RefNo&key=CD253%2f1%2f1%2f1
https://www.bfhg.org.uk/resources
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• 1967 survey grave number (OCY only). 

• 1984 survey area (OCY only). 

• 1984 survey grave number (NCY only). 

In total there are 15,444 entries in the spreadsheet from 1813 to 2012. This work is fully described on 

the author’s website 12, where a version of this spreadsheet is provided that can be accessed and 

downloaded for family history studies. Addresses and other details from 1923 onwards which are used 

in an anonymised form in the study reported here, are not given in the online version for reasons of 

confidentiality. 

 

Basic statistics  

We begin our analysis of the data by considering some basic statistics – numbers of interments and 

breakdown by sex and age, expressed in terms of deaths per decade. Figure 3a shows the overall 

number of deaths, with each data point representing one decade in the record. The number of female 

and male deaths is also shown. In general, there can be seen to be an increase up to the 1840s, then 

a levelling off until the middle of the 20th century, then a significant fall from around the 1950s to the 

1980s before remaining level. The early rise is in line with the considerable population increase in that 

period, and the levelling off is largely due to the outer townships of the parish becoming parishes in 

their own right and with their own burial grounds. The overall number of interments remains at 

around 800 to 1000/decade before the rapid fall between the 1950s and the 1970s and a levelling off 

thereafter. We will return to this below, but it would seem that this is largely because of the national 

increase in the proportion of cremations, and the lack of facilities at that time for the interment of 

cremated remains in the churchyard.  

There can be seen to be significantly more male deaths than female deaths from the 1840s to the 

1940s. This is due to the fact that those who died in the Union Workhouse were buried in the 

churchyard, and these were predominantly male. This is illustrated in figure 3b, where a breakdown 

of workhouse and other deaths is given. Workhouse data is presented from the 1840s to the 1940s, 

1948 being the year of the formation of the NHS. The latter is a somewhat artificial boundary, as the 

Workhouse gradually became a hospital for old people in the period from 1910 to 1948. The overall 

proportion of female interments falls significantly below 50% from the 1860s to the 1940s. This is in 

line with the number of inmates in the workhouse – for example in 1851 there was a slight 

preponderance of men (61 males to 51 females) whilst in 1881 the imbalance was much greater (101 

males to 41 females) 13.  

 

 
12 The Churchyard at St. Michael’s, Lichfield – registers and records https://profchrisbaker.com/lichfield-st-
michael-church-and-parish-new/the-churchyard-at-st-michaels-lichfield-registers-and-records/  
13 Census collection 

https://profchrisbaker.com/lichfield-st-michael-church-and-parish-new/the-churchyard-at-st-michaels-lichfield-registers-and-records/
https://profchrisbaker.com/lichfield-st-michael-church-and-parish-new/the-churchyard-at-st-michaels-lichfield-registers-and-records/
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a) Male, female and total number of burials 
1813-2012 

 

b) Percentage of male and female burials from 
Workhouse and elsewhere 1813-2012 

Figure 3. Interments in the churchyard by decade 

Figures 4a and b show the age profile of interments (expressed as a percentage of the sample used) 

again by decade, for female and male interments. They show the same basic pattern. For the data 

from 1813-1820 there is high infant mortality in the 0 to 10 range followed by a relatively constant 

death rate through to the 80-90 age range.  Over the decades, the infant death and deaths in the 10 

to 60 age range decrease significantly, and the percentage of deaths in the older age ranges of 60 to 

100 increase, with the most recent data showing maximum values in the 80 to 90 age range. The data 

for males tends to peak a decade earlier than for females, reflecting the shorter male lifespan. The 

trends of decreasing infant mortality and increasing life span are of course precisely what would be 

expected and are in line with national data 14. 

The workhouse data shown in Figure 4c is somewhat different, but consistently shows maximum 

values in the 70 to 80 age range, and lower percentages of child deaths, which is in line with the 

Workhouse population. The percentage of child deaths increases in the 1940s as the institution 

became a general hospital for the area. 

The register data also enables an analysis of interments by residence to be carried out (Figure 4d).  For 

simplicity we define the following residence categories. 

• Less than 1 mile from the churchyard – this includes most of the city of Lichfield and its three 

ancient parishes of St. Michael’s, St. Mary’s, St. Chad’s and (from the 1840s) the parish 

Christchurch. Because of the significant population interaction between the parishes, no 

attempt was made to categorise the data on a parish basis. 

• The Workhouse and its successor titles – Workhouse infirmary, 15 Trent Valley Road, and St. 

Michael’s Hospital – from 1840 to 1950. 

• Between 1 and 5 miles from the churchyard. This includes the rural hinterland of Lichfield, and 

the old townships of St. Michael’s parish that formed parishes of their own in the nineteenth 

century – Burntwood, Hammerwich, Wall, Haselour, Statfold and Fisherwick. 

• Between 5 and 25 miles from the churchyard. This includes most of the neighbouring large 

towns – Tamworth, Burton-upon-Trent, Derby, Stafford and all but the southern and western 

 
14 Office for National Statistics. Death 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths
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fringes of the Black Country and Birmingham conurbation. It does not include Stoke on Trent, 

Leicester or Coventry.  

• Over 25 miles from the churchyard. 

Unsurprisingly it can be seen from Figure 4d that the churchyard largely served its local population. 

The Workhouse category is significant during the period of its existence, although again it should be 

pointed out that from 1910 onwards it was gradually transformed into a hospital and thus the 

workhouse deaths recorded were more and more of local residents as the years progressed. The 

burials from the one to five mile category decrease in number from 1813 to 1850 as the townships 

form their own parishes. Perhaps most significantly it can be seen that the burials from outside the 

city gradually increase until in 2001 to 2013 they form around 30% of the interments. This reflects the 

increased mobility of families over the years, and the desire to be buried close to relatives.  

 

 
 

 
 

a) Female interments by age 1813-2012 
 

b) Male interments by age 1813-2012 

 
 

 
 

c) Percentage workhouse interments by age 
1851-1960 

 

d) Percentage interments by address at death 
1813-2012 

Figure 4 Age profiles and residence of interments 
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Burial and cremation  

One of the major changes in burial custom in the UK over the last century has been the transition from 

burials to cremations 15. Figure 5 below shows the national (English) percentage of cremations over 

our study period. Cremations began in the late 19th century, but the percentage rises steeply from 

1940 onwards and by the early 21st century cremations account for over 85% of all interments. The 

equivalent values for St. Michael’s churchyard are also shown. It can be seen that the percentage of 

interment of ashes lags significantly behind the national figure and does not begin to rise till the 1960s 

and 1970s. This may be due to a number of reasons – the inherent conservatism of the Lichfield 

population, the lack of provision of specific space for interment of ashes in the churchyard until the 

cremated remains plot was laid out in 1979, or the generally increasing secular nature of society. In 

any case, this effect is probably responsible for the large fall in the number of interments overall from 

the 1960s onward (figure 3), with the churchyard coming to be mainly used by those who specifically 

desired burial. 

 

Figure 5 National and local percentage of cremations 

The combination of the interment dates in the registers, the death dates on the grave inscriptions, 

and, from 1999, the cremation dates from the church electronic records, allows the delay between 

death, cremation and interment to be studied. The basic results are shown in Figure 6a. This shows 

the following information by decade. 

• The 50th percentile (in days) of the interval between death and burial (1813 to 2012), death 

and interment of ashes (1961 to 2012) and death and cremation (2001 to2012 only). This is 

the value of the interval in days for which 50% of the data is above that value and 50% below. 

• The 90th percentile of the same data - the value of the interval in days for which 10% of the 

data is above that value and 90% below. 

Note that the y axis is logarithmic to accommodate the long intervals for both the 50th and 90th 

percentiles between death and interment of ashes.  The striking thing about the data is the stability 

of the death / burial interval from 1813 up to the 1960s with a 50th percentile of around 4 days, and a 

90th of around six days. In the 1960s the 50th percentile for the death / interment of ashes interval 

increased somewhat around 6 days and the 90th percentile interval only slightly higher at around seven 

days. From the 1960s all the intervals rise significantly and by the early years of the current century 

 
15 The Cremation Society. Cremation Statistics. https://www.cremation.org.uk/statistics  

https://www.cremation.org.uk/statistics
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the 50th and 90th percentiles of the death / burial delay are 12 and 18 days, matched very closely by 

the single data point for the death / cremation delay. The values for the delay between death and 

interment of ashes are much higher at 41 and 187 days. 

The reasons for such an increase are almost certainly quite complex and will be discussed further 

below. At this point it will simply be pointed out that that the similarity of figures of the burial and 

cremation intervals does suggest that the latter is at least partly driven by the demands made on the 

crematoria, and the increasing delay in obtaining a “slot” for the cremation. Be that as it may, the 

increase in both the 50th and 90th percentile data does indicate a profound change in the nature of the 

mourning process for those affected.   

More details of the various intervals are shown Figure 6b to 6e. Figure 6b shows the percentage of 

burial by number of days after death from 1813 to 1970. The peaks are at around 3 to 4 days, with 

very few burials over 8 days. There is remarkably little variation over that period. Figure 6c shows a 

similar figure from 1960 to 2012. The gradual lengthening of the death / burial interval and the 

spreading out of the distribution is clear. Figure 6d compares the death / burial and death / cremation 

intervals for 2001 to 2012 and their similarity is clear, suggesting, as above, that the timescale of the 

former is driven by the timescale of the latter. Finally figure 6e shows the distribution of the death / 

interment of ashes interval. Note that the x axis is in intervals of days that double from one category 

to the next to accommodate the very long intervals, and also that the data from the early decades is 

quite sparse. Bur again the trend is clear, with increasing intervals over the decades, and some very 

long intervals between death and interment, with the ashes sometimes held by the deceased family 

for a considerable time. 
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a) 50th and 90th percentiles of intervals between death and burial (1813-2012), interment of ashes 
(1960-2012) and cremation (2001-2012) 

 

 
 

 
 

b) Histogram of intervals between death and 
burial 1821-1830, 1921-1930, 1961-1970 

C) Histogram of intervals between death and 
burial 1961-1970, 1981-1990, 2001-2012 

 

 
 

 

d) Histogram of intervals between death and 
burial and death and cremation 2001-2012 

 

e) Histogram of intervals between death and 
interment of ashes 1951-1970, 1991-2000, 

2001-2012 
 

Figure 6. Intervals between death and burial, cremation, or interment 
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Memorials and inscriptions 

In total 2759 names from between 1813 and 1967 were recorded on monuments in the old churchyard 

in the 1967 survey and 2274 in the 1984 survey, following the reordering of the graveyard in the late 

1960s. Recent investigations by the author have identified only 1412 of these. The percentage of 

graves with memorials in terms of the total number of burials by decade is shown in figure 7a below. 

The 1967 and 1984 percentages are in close agreement up to the 1890s, but the curves then diverge, 

indicating that the more modern graves were lost in the reordering, perhaps because they mainly 

consisted of kerb stone that were buried. The results of the recent investigations fall below both, 

indicating that a significant number of monuments have been lost since 1984 as nature has taken over 

areas of the churchyard. Taking the 1967 and 1984 data together however indicates that the number 

of graves with memorials from the 1850s to the 1920s was around 20% of the total burials. This 

percentage decreases before 1850, perhaps due to inevitable loss of the monuments through age and 

wear, but increases markedly from the 1920s onwards. 

Figure 7b shows similar results for the new churchyard from the 1984 survey and the recent 

investigations. Paradoxically the data for the latter lie above that for the former – due to headstones 

being added many years after death, perhaps when the grave was reopened for the interment of a 

husband or wife, or for their cremated remains. Both curves show the same upward trend, with 

around 90% of the more recent graves having monuments of some sort or another.  

Figure 7c brings together the 1967 results for the old churchyard and the recent results for the new 

churchyard, on the basis that these the most comprehensive. They show a very consistent trend, with 

steady increase in the percentage of graves with monuments from the 1920s onward. 
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a) Percentage of grave with monuments in the 
Old Churchyard 1813-1980 

b) Percentage of graves with monuments in the 
New Churchyard 1941-2012 

 

 
 

 
 

c) Percentage of graves with monuments in 
both churchyards 1813-2012 

d) Percentage of burials with different kinds of 
inscription 

 
Figure 7. Percentage of interments by decade with visible monuments in both Old and New 

Churchyards and breakdown by type 

The data also allows the type of inscription to be studied. In what follows we only consider the 

inscriptions on gravestones – those on the cremated remains plots only have sufficient space for 

names and death date. For the gravestones, which of course all have names and dates of death, we 

define four broad categories of inscription as follows. 

• Biographical – some details, usually very brief of one or all of location of birth or death, place 

of abode, nature of death, occupation etc. 

• Religious – a bible or hymn quote, a mention of God the Father or Jesus, the expectation of 

being reunited with a loved one or of life beyond the grave. In many cases the theology of 

such inscriptions is not always terribly rigorous. 

• Secular – mention of memories of the deceased, ongoing love for the deceased, the qualities 

of the deceased as child, parent, grandparent etc or any combination of the words “rest” and 

“peace”. Such inscriptions are often expressed in terms of what can (very) loosely be 

described as poetry. 
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In the analysis the second and third categories were taken as mutually exclusive, but the first and one 

of the latter two can occur together.  On the basis of these categories, the percentage of interments 

with inscriptions of various types is shown in figure 7d.  In the nineteenth century it can be seen that 

only small proportions of inscriptions contain more than name and death date, with biographical 

details rather more common than religious or secular inscriptions. The former often includes location 

of residence and sometimes occupation such as “Maltster, late of this City” Religious inscriptions range 

from the short such as “Thy will be done” to the verbose “Beneath this stone he sleeps whose memory 

dear from weeping friends long claims the tender tear. Alas how short the joys that earth can give, 'tis 

bliss alone with Christ in Heaven to live”. Similarly, more secular inscriptions have the same range – 

from “Her end was peace” to “Gone is the face we loved so dear, silent the voice we loved to hear”. 

This situation changes markedly from about the 1930s onward, with biographical details dwindling in 

number whilst religious and secular inscriptions increase. Religious inscriptions move away from 

biblical or hymn quotes to rather inchoate expressions of hope of being reunited with a spouse or of 

some sort of after grave existence, whilst the secular inscriptions become almost wholly family based 

– for example “a devoted mother, nan and great nan who will never be forgotten” and “Cherished 

memories of a proud and caring husband, father and grandfather.”. Such is the ubiquity of expressions 

of this type in more recent memorials, that one wonders what has become of the curmudgeonly 

grandfathers or the cantankerous grandmothers.  

At this point, some qualifications to the analysis should be added. Those families who choose burial 

and thus the inscriptions are a small proportion of the whole and wholly self-selecting, and thus at 

least the recent trends cannot be taken as representative of Lichfield society as a whole. Secondly the 

inscriptions do not of course necessarily reflect the beliefs or otherwise of those who have been 

buried, but rather those of the family or, perhaps more cynically, of the stonemasons who suggest 

and use stock content. The inscriptions should thus perhaps be interpreted as reflecting a societal 

mood, rather than individual beliefs or feeling. 

 

Funeral services  

In this section we consider the nature of the funerals themselves.  Firstly, let us consider the ministers 

who carried out these services, for which the data in the registers gives us some information We divide 

these ministers into five categories. 

• Ministers who were based at St. Michael’s – Perpetual Curates and Assistant Curates up to 

1868 and Rectors and Curates from then up to the 1980s, when services also came to be taken 

by non-stipendiary ministers, deaconesses and assistant ministers.  

• Ministers who were specifically designated as chaplains to the Workhouse / St. Michael’s 

hospital. 

• Ministers who were based at St. Mary’s. It has already been pointed out that the churchyard 

was used for burials by both the parishes of St. Michael and St. Mary. Up to the 1880s services 

were in the main conducted by staff at St. Michael’s, then regarded as the junior church. This 

changed at around this time, after what can be inferred from the record was a somewhat 

heated debate between the clergy and churchwardens of the parishes16 when the Rector and 

Curates from St. Mary’s began to take the services for at least some of the burials from that 

 
16 Victoria County History. A History of the County of Stafford: Volume 14, Lichfield. Lichfield: Churches 
Pages 134-155, 1990 https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/staffs/vol14/pp134-155  

https://www.british-history.ac.uk/vch/staffs/vol14/pp134-155
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parish. As St. Mary’s dwindled in population and the church was closed in the 1970s and 

1980s, responsibility for the reduced number of funerals went back to staff of St. Michael’s.  

• Ministers from non-Anglican churches (usually Roman Catholic and Methodist) who buried 

members of their congregation in the churchyard after the passage of the Burial Law 

amendment Act in 188017. These burials are noted in the registers as “Certified by xxx” where 

xxx was either the name of the minister or funeral director. After about 1975, the name of the 

minister is found in the registers, without any indication of certification (see below). 

• Ministers from other Anglican churches, either giving cover to staff at St. Michael’s, or by the 

request of the family of the bereaved. This included services led by the Chaplain and Master 

of St. John’s Hospital which is in St. Michael’s parish, for residents of that establishment. 

The results of the analysis are shown in Figure 8, where the percentages of interments by each 

category of minister is shown by decade. Workhouse interments were in the main carried out by St. 

Michel’s clergy from the opening of the Workhouse through to 1920, and the chaplains concentrated 

on other duties. From the 1920s to the 1940s, the Vicar of Wall seems to have had specific Chaplaincy 

duties and carried out the large majority of Workhouse / Hospital interments.  

St. Mary’s staff start to carry our interments in the 1880s, mainly those from St. Mary’s parish, and 

whilst in the first instance they are very significant they fall to very low levels in the 1960s. The 

Certified burials under the 1880 act following non-Anglican funerals seem to represent around 10% of 

all interments from 1880 onwards. The reason for the change in nomenclature described above is not 

wholly clear. A former Archdeacon of Lichfield has suggested to the author that it might be for one of 

two reasons 18  – a simple change in the nature of completing the registers in a perhaps more 

ecumenically-friendly way being initiated under one Rector that carried forward, or a change in the 

nature of certification, with death certificates for all interments being sent to the Registrar and a 

formal notification of certification in the register became no longer required.   

Finally, the proportion of interments carried out by other Anglican clergy was around 5% from 1813 

to 1860 and from 1980 to 2012 was again around this value. In between the proportions were rather 

larger and fluctuated between 10 and 20% of the total. 

 

 

Figure 8. Percentage of interments carried out by different categories of minister. 

 
17 Burial Act Amendment https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/43-44/41  
18 Personal Communication from Venerable Simon Baker 12/2022 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/43-44/41
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Now let us consider the funerals themselves. On the day of the funeral, the body and mourners would 

normally set out from their place of residence to where the funeral was to be held, either as a small 

group, or as part of a larger cortege. For those who had played a major part in civic life, the cortege 

could be a grand affair, with horses and carriages, mourners lining the streets in silence, and perhaps 

business closing as the cortege passed – for example that of Chancellor James Law in 1876 included 

the Bishop and many clergy, the Mayor and Corporation and students from the Theological College19 

or of former mayor and ecclesiastical sculptor Robert Bridgeman in 1918, attended by the Mayor and 

Corporation with full regalia 20. Similarly old soldiers who were connected with the Militia Barracks in 

the city could expect a military procession. For example, Abraham Onions, a Waterloo veteran, was 

buried with full military honours in 1868, with a troop of the Yeomanry and a military band leading 

the procession, and the deceased charger following the coffin “fully caparisoned” 21. However, for 

many the procession to the funeral would have been a small affair as they made their way to the 

funeral at St. Michael’s, where the funeral could either begin in church and then move to the 

churchyard for the interment or could be held wholly at the graveside. The service in church may 

simply have consisted of spoken prayers, but on occasions a full choral service would be held - for 

example, the funeral of William Durrad in 1889, a former church warden and Lichfield’s first station 

master, for which a full order of service has survived 22 and which included the choir singing a hymn 

around the grave.  

For the residents of St Mary’s parish, the funeral service could have been held in that church and for 

non-conformists or Catholics, services would of course have been held in their own chapels. After the 

service in those chapels, the cortege would have reformed and continued to St. Michael’s churchyard 

for the interment. Before the Burial Act Amendment of 1880, the Anglican funeral service would have 

been used at this point, regardless of what was used in the chapel. For example, at the funeral of five 

members of the catholic Corfield family, killed in a house fire in Breadmarket St. in 1873, the Catholic 

liturgy was read over the coffins in the Guildhall by the Catholic priest and the Rector of St. Michael’s 

used the entire Prayer Book liturgy at the interment in the graveyard which was watched by several 

hundred people 23. After the Act, the use of the Anglican liturgy was no longer a requirement for burial 

in the churchyard. 

Most bodies would be buried in coffins, which had become relatively common by the 19th century, but 

it is likely that in the early years of the study, some would have been buried in a woollen shroud. There 

were exceptions however – Susannah Petit, sister of the landscape artist and architectural critic John 

Louis Petit24, was buried with five of her siblings in the family tomb encased in a “metallic shell” within 

an oak coffin 25. Up to the second half of the nineteenth century, burials were mainly around the 

western and southern sides of the church, with grave positions being somewhat random.  In the 1860s 

a new area to the northeast of the church was opened up for burials, with a more regular arrangement 

of graves which was used through to the closure of the Old churchyard. It is not clear where 

Workhouse or very young infants were buried – there are indications in the registers from the 1940s 

 
19 Staffordshire Advertiser 4/3/1876. For more on Chancellor Law see 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Thomas_Law  
20 Lichfield Mercury 8/3/1918, For more on Robert Bridgeman see 
https://sculpture.gla.ac.uk/view/person.php?id=ann_1394806036  
21 Staffordshire Advertiser 25/4/1868 
22 Lichfield Mercury 25/1/1889. For more on William Durrad see 
https://profchrisbaker.com/2021/01/15/lichfields-first-station-master/  
23 Staffordshire Advertiser 18/1/1873 
24 For more information on John Louis Petit, see the website of the Petit Society http://revpetit.com/  
25 Staffordshire Advertiser 20/2/1897 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Thomas_Law
https://sculpture.gla.ac.uk/view/person.php?id=ann_1394806036
https://profchrisbaker.com/2021/01/15/lichfields-first-station-master/
http://revpetit.com/
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and 1950s that these were to the south of the church, but it is not possible to be precise in terms of 

location. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the funeral services themselves would have used the order in the 

1662 Book of Common Prayer 26. This was quite brief – opening sentences, psalms 39 and 90, the 

passage describing the nature of the resurrection from Chapter 15 of St. Paul’s first letter to the church 

in Corinth, and then short prayers of commendation or committal. The focus throughout was on the 

Christian doctrines of resurrection and eternal life. In the 20th century, the funeral service from the 

(unauthorised) 1928 prayer book 27 came to be the preferred choice of most ministers. This was similar 

in style and tone to that of 1662, with more choice in terms of psalms, readings and prayers. Services 

continued to be held both wholly at the graveside and with the first part in church.  

Over the course of the next few decades the situation changed considerably with nearly all services 

beginning in church before the coffin was taken to the graveyard or crematorium. This often involved 

a journey of considerable length between the church and the crematorium. The various experimental 

liturgies that eventually led to the Alternative Services Book 28 and Common Worship 29 were 

increasingly used as a rather loose framework for the services, with the family taking a much more 

active role in the planning and carrying out of the service, in terms of readings of scripture and more 

secular material, delivering eulogies etc. Lampard 30  suggest that this indicates a change in focus, away 

from the themes of resurrection and eternal life to remembrance and thanksgiving. This is very much 

consistent with the author’s experience as an officiating minister at funerals over the last thirty years.  

The analysis for the number of burials and interment of ashes presented above disguises a rather more 

complex reality than suggested by the results shown in Figure 6 with a wide mix of different types of 

service and their combination. This can be shown by an analysis of the data from 2001 to 2012 for 

which an electronic database exists with details of other services and events. A breakdown of these, 

conducted either by staff of St. Michael’s and / or with interment in the churchyard, is given in Table 

1 below.  The basic form is a funeral service in the graveyard, church or at the crematorium, followed 

by a burial or cremation with or without a later interment, but there are many possible variations. In 

the table, those cells shaded in light grey represent the burial data shown in Figure 6 (24.6% in total) 

and those in dark grey the interment of ashes data shown above (25.2%). Taken together they 

represent only about half the total number of events in the database. The situation was almost 

certainly similar in previous decades and whilst the number of interments declined, it is likely that the 

ministers at St. Michael’s presided over many services at crematoria that are not recorded in the 

church service books. 

 

 

 

 

 
26 G. Nicolasi “A concise history of the Book of Common Prayer”, iUniverse 
27 J. G. Maiden “National Religion and the Prayer Book Controversy, 1927–1928”, Boydell & Brewer, 2009 
28 D. Hebblethwaite  “Liturgical Revision in the Church of England 1984-2004: The working of the Liturgical 
Commission” Joint Liturgical Study 57, Grove Books, 2004 
29 T. Lloyd “Death and Dying Step by Step: A Funerals Flowchart”, Grove Books, Worship Series 160 (2000) 
30 J. Lampard “The future of Christian funerals”. Epworth Review, January 2011 
https://www.methodist.org.uk/media/2584/epworth-review-john-lampard-0111.pdf   

https://www.methodist.org.uk/media/2584/epworth-review-john-lampard-0111.pdf


The Changing Face of death Chris Baker February 2023 

18 
 

 

 

 Percentage of events 

Graveside burial only 6.9 

Graveside service and burial 0.3 

Church service only 2.4 

Church service and burial 17.4 

Church service and burial elsewhere 2.9 

Church service and cremation 10.7 

Church service and cremation with later interment of ashes 6.8 

Cremation service and cremation 32.0 

Cremation service and cremation with later interment of ashes 6.3 

Interment of ashes 11.8 

Memorial service 2.2 

Memorial service with interment of ashes 0.3 

 

Table 1 Service combinations 2001 to 2012 

 

Discussion 

The analysis that has been presented gives some indication of how burial practices in St. Michael’s 

churchyard have changed over a two-hundred-year period. From 1813 to the middle of the 20th 

century there seems to have been little change, other than in the areas and institutions that the 

churchyard served. The intervals between death and burials were short, of the order of three or four 

days. The nature of the burial service remained constant with the use of the 1662 Book of Common 

Prayer or the 1928 book, with services either entirely at the graveside or with the first part held in 

church before the committal at the grave. Around 20% of those buried were ultimately 

commemorated in inscriptions, and there were a large number of unmarked graves, especially of 

those from the Workhouse or those who died in the first year off their life.  Burials were in the main 

from St. Michael’s and St. Mary’s parishes, although both parishes saw major fluctuations in 

population. The workhouse burials had a significant male majority, but the parish burials had the 

expected even split between males and females. After the passage of the Burial Laws Amendment Act 

of 1880, around 5 to 10% of the burials were certified under the act and were conducted by Roman 

Catholic or Non-conformist ministers. The death ages varied significantly across the period, with the 

number of infant mortalities falling very significantly and the peak of the mortalities moving into the 

70 to 90 age band. 

However, the situation changed rapidly in the second half of the twentieth century. The main driver 

for this was the nationwide increase in the number of cremations. This resulted in a major decrease 

in the number of interments in the graveyard from the 1950s to the 1970s. After a Cremated Remains 

area was laid out, the number of interments stabilised, with the proportion of interment of ashes 

increasing until it was around 85% of all interments in the early 2000s. This change was accompanied 

by what might be described as a temporal change in the process of interment, with the interval 

between death and burial or death and cremation gradually extending up to an average of around 12 

days in the first decade of the twenty first century. The intervals between death and interment of 

ashes became very long and very variable, with an average of 47 days, but with some intervals of many 
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months or years.  A wide range of different combinations of funeral services, burials, cremations, 

interment of ashes came to be used. It has been conjectured above that the lengthening of the death 

/ burial interval was locked into the cremation / death interval (which was determined by the 

availability of the crematoria) through the practice of funeral directors. There was also a significant 

spatial change in the interment process. Even for interments in the churchyard, the walk from church 

extended considerably when the new churchyard was opened. But for cremations, there was a much 

longer journey to be made between the service in church and the crematorium. In general, only close 

family would make this journey, and for the committal. 

Alongside this major change there were two other changes that perhaps reflect larger social trends. 

Firstly, amongst the self-selecting group that chose to be buried in the churchyard, the percentage of 

graves with inscriptions increased markedly from around 20% so that by the last decade of the analysis 

around 80% of burials has gravestones with inscriptions. The nature of these inscriptions also changed, 

moving away from biographical details or religious quotes towards those that were connected with 

family relationships. In addition, the proportion of interments of those who lived outside the parish 

increased to around 30% of the total, indicating the increased mobility of society and a desire to be 

interred with family members. 

Taken together these data are consistent with the thesis proposed by Lampard  that there has been a 

change on the nature of funerals from forward looking, seeing the funeral as a step in the movement 

of the deceased towards resurrection and eternal life, to backward looking, concentration on the 

memorialisation of the deceased. This is particularly true of the funeral service itself, wherever it may 

be held, which have become occasion for eulogising the life of the deceased, with very much less 

emphasise on the future. The increased interval between death and either burial or cremation allows 

the family to pass through the first acute stage of grief and gives them the time an ability to become 

involved in the planning of the service, rather than being forced to accept the standard liturgy. One 

might even suggest that the very long intervals between death and the interment of ashes, if they are 

ever interred, allows for a mobile memorial to remain with the family – tales abound of cremated 

remains being placed at very visible points within homes. The inscriptions on gravestones similarly 

have become largely memorial, setting the deceased within the family context. Whether or not this 

trend is to be welcomed or regretted depends very much on one’s point of view. 
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