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The Jeremy Project: 
A Spontaneous Eruption of Postmortem Photography, Reinventing 
Traditions through Need 
 
“ . . . remembrance is sufficient of the beauty we have seen."  

E. B. White’s Aunt Caroline, 1954 
 
 

The absence of beeps and clicks leaves a solemn silence in the postpartum recovery room. Quiet 
sobs permeate the air while Darcie DeNeal quickly sets up a small strobe and connects her camera 
to the artificial light source that will allow her to photograph the newborn that passed away an 
hour ago.  Today she did not make it in time.  But that is okay as the tubes and medical lines that 
kept this baby boy alive for the two hours after his birth have been removed; it will be easier to 
pose the family for the only photograph they will have of their child.  
    ______________________________________________________ 
 
 
 DeNeal is a pediatric operating room nurse, a photographer, and a grieving mother.  

She owns these descriptions of herself and most certainly, if asked, will add several others 

to this list.  Those she will not add are “bearer of tradition” or traditional artist. Yet, this is 

what she is.  DeNeal makes images of children and their families in end of life situations 

and death, a tradition dating back to the fifteenth-century and earlier. DeNeal was unaware 

of this tradition when she founded The Jeremy Project, a not-for-profit organization whose 

specific mission is photographing children near death and post death.  This project was 

inspired by her own grief. After DeNeal’s son Jeremy died in an auto accident, she clung 

to the images of him taken within his lifetime and, in particular, the year before his death. 

DeNeal’s understanding of her own grief and the palliative nature of the images of Jeremy 

lead her to the realization that visual depiction of deceased children is vital to parents’ 

healing and remembering.  She does not carry this tradition forward because she observed 

the practice or made a conscious decision to perpetuate the custom. Her private grief over 

the loss of her child connected her to the common grief of all bereaved parents. Her 
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unwitting use of past customs in contemporary settings demonstrates our capacity to 

engage in tradition through need rather than knowledge. 

 

Parental Grieving 

 Twelve years ago, DeNeal was a mother of two, working towards a Bachelor’s degree 

in nursing.  She writes of her life at that time: 

[I] was focused on my teenage kids.  Jeremy was 17 and Rachel was 19.  At that time, and a 

few years prior, Jeremy was a typical teen . . . he acted out and struggled with school.  He 

required a lot of attention . . . but I felt that our relationship was getting closer as he matured.  

We had many heart-to-heart talks about his feelings and goals . . . I was [finally] beginning to 

feel confident that he would become a happy, productive adult . . . something I had often 

doubted during the difficult teen years.    

 

. . . [While in school], to fulfill my liberal arts requirements, I took classes in photography.  

Jeremy was often my model for assignments.  Though he pretended to find our sessions 

boring, he was always willing to do another shoot (2007). 

 
 Upon earning her degree, DeNeal worked with a team of ophthalmic surgeons and 

nurses who repaired eye defects in children and adolescents. On breaks, they traveled to 

under-developed countries, donating their time and talent to treat children who otherwise 

would remain sight impaired.  It was a hot August day when DeNeal’s plane touched 

down at the St. Louis airport returning from one of these trips.  She was expecting her 

son, Jeremy, to pick her up.  He never made it.  Jeremy was killed in a one-car accident 

on his way to the airport. Life not only ended for Jeremy, but for DeNeal, her husband, 

and daughter.    

Theresa Rando, in Parental Loss of a Child, suggests that parental bereavement 

following the death of a child stands as one of the most severe and long-lasting types of 
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mourning, regardless of whether the child is stillborn, a toddler, adolescent or adult.  The 

grief is of a magnitude that surpasses any other loss through death (Rando 1986:6). 

Although child mortality rates have dropped enormously in the last century, the grief of 

surviving parents and siblings remains acute, and possibly harder to accept due to the 

expectations of modern medicine and its inevitable failure to save an individual child’s 

life.  

 

Visual and Material Culture in Mourning 

 DeNeal cherishes every image she has of Jeremy.  They not only remind her of the 

time they spent together making the photos, but the visual presence of his image keeps 

him alive in her mind.  DeNeal describes what the photographs mean to her:  

After his accident, every photo ever taken became my most precious possession because it was 

my visual link to him.  Those images [from] the last year of his life meant even more because 

it was how I last saw him.  It is where he is frozen in time for me.  The feelings I have towards 

those last images are hard to describe.  I think it is knowing that there will never be any more 

photographs of him. If I can hold on to the photographs, I am somehow holding on to him.  It 

has taken me almost 10 years to be able to let go of some of his possessions for that same 

reason.  Over the years I have become more confident that his memory will live forever in my 

heart whether or not I have his possessions.  But only the photographs remind me of the details 

of his physical appearance.  It is hard for a parent to accept that they could forget the face of 

their child but the details do fade.  What stays with you is the feeling of holding your child or 

the way you felt when they laughed.  That certain little freckle or [the] way his hair would lay, 

all begin to fade without photographic reminders (2007). 

 
 Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote  “Those whom we love no longer leave us in dying, as 

they did of old.  They remain with us just as they appeared in life; they look down upon us 

from our walls; they lie upon our tables; they rest upon our bosoms” (1861:14, qtd. 

Humphreys 1993:686). Imagery connects people to each other in life and in death. 
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Bereaved parents do not “recover” but are able to continue to live with the adjusted 

paradigm of being connected to their child through memory.  Images of the child aid that 

memory connection.  Without it, as DeNeal stated, the physical details fade and thus a bit 

of the child fades (2007). Elizabeth Edwards in her article Photographs as Objects of 

Memory, further suggests that the “tactile possession” of a photograph calls forward 

memories of all senses, not just visual, but also touch, smell, and taste (Edwards 1999: 221 

in Hallam and Hockey 2001:144). A photograph represents a life lived into eternity, 

although not in this world, but, in the liminal space between physical presence and 

imagination. And Kathryn Humphreys, in her article “Looking Backward: History, 

Nostalgia, and American Photography” describes it this way: “The uncanny accuracy of . . 

. the photograph, [seems] to make presence out of absence, to transgress boundaries 

between life and death, past and present, self and other” (Humphreys 1993:686).  

 Today, there is an emerging interest in studying the historical use of material objects 

as palliative agents in the process of learning to “live again” after the death of loved ones, 

particularly children.  Douglas Davies, in A Brief History of Death, suggests that we make 

images of “things we can see” in order to provide a means of self-reflection at a later time 

(2005: 98).  Humanity has thrived on self-reflection, it is a part of what we do in our daily 

living.  Henry Glassie, in Material Culture, addresses the propensity of “experts” to 

wander into realms of which they are uneducated as a natural state of growth.  This 

provides a way to shape themselves through the shaping of their own memories (1999:5).  

I suggest, by melding these two concepts of self-reflection of death imagery and the 

shaping of memories, grieving parents manage to define a life without the physical 
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presence of their deceased child, converting their memories into the present so that they 

can fashion a new way to live with their child. 

 

Traditional Visual Depictions of Children in Death 

 As an outgrowth of her grief from Jeremy’s death, DeNeal discovered a void in the 

area of palliative mourning. Through a casual suggestion to a friend, DeNeal ignited a 

tradition unknown to her at the time – photographing end of life circumstances as a way to 

keep parents connected to their children after death:   

I knew I [wasn’t] the only parent to lose a child and feel this way. The connection of Jeremy’s 

death and my photography didn’t occur to me until I met someone who had a grandmother 

isolated in a nursing home . . .  I offered to take some images of my friend and his 

grandmother and these images became his most precious possession of her.  That was when I 

realized that there had to be many families who would want these photographic memories but 

had little access to getting them due to their circumstances, . . .  loved ones confined to a 

nursing homes or unable to leave the hospital or [life] had just ended too soon.  Once I realized 

this was the direction I wanted to take my photography, I started contacting hospitals with my 

idea of photographing families facing end of life circumstances (2007). 

 
The custom of photographing death, although changed in form and medium,1 is rooted in 

tradition from previous periods. A short stroll through sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 

Western art provides examples of paintings depicting death of children, as well as wealth. 

Only the rich were able to commission an artist to produce a work of art, and the luxury of 

having an image of a deceased baby, whether shown realistically or as “angelic beings,” 

provided comfort to grieving parents (Davies 2005:99).  Many of these paintings include 

the mother and father, as well as siblings, in positions of grief and mourning.  Not only is 

death portrayed, but the visual representation of grief provides the strong suggestion these 

images were used as agents to stay connected to the dead.   
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 The depiction of the dead in paintings continued into the nineteenth-century. 

Unknown painters2 provided the service of painting the deceased (Ruby 1995:46) and by 

the mid 1800s photographers joined them in creating the imagery. The practice became so 

widespread in America that many photographers traveled the countryside looking for a 

town still in need of someone to make images of their dead. Painters and photographers 

provided these services during the same time period at an affordable rate making the 

custom available to the middle and lower classes. Both types of artists were able to coexist 

because the reasons for each were different.  Painters provided more life-like images that 

were used to hang in the parlor during the mourning period as private display for the 

family and visitors (Ruby 1995:30).  The photographs were of a more realistic nature, in 

spite of the efforts to make the deceased look alive, and were used as postcards to send to 

those unable to attend funerals and as cabinet cards carte de visite for family albums and 

distribution to family members. Several examples of pre-death photographs accompany 

postmortem images from this era. It was a time of incurable disease with thousands of 

children succumbing to a variety of untreatable conditions. Some families were afforded 

the time to call the photographer to their home in anticipation of the death of the child.  

 Deceased children in images of this time period are often depicted in restful sleep, 

with attention paid to the careful positioning of hands, feet and angle of the head, and soft 

pillows and blankets for cushioning (image 1). In other situations, the child has obviously 

died, shown propped upright in a chair with eyes half-closed and mouth gaping open 

(image 2).  I attribute these discrepancies to the talent and care of the photographer. 

Images include infants and children cradled in grieving parents’ arms (image 3), with 
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siblings (image 4), on parlor tables with medicine bottles nearby, in their carriages as if 

alive, and in coffins.   

 DeNeal has unknowingly repeated many of the nineteenth-century customs in her 

careful arrangement of children and their families, sometimes with a beauty that defies the 

circumstances (image 5). If the child has disfiguring birth defects or medical tubes, she 

chooses positions to minimize these aspects so they are not the focus of the image (image 

6).  When photographing a child who has died, DeNeal comfortably arranges hands, feet, 

and head, putting the parents at ease during the creation of the only visual link they will 

have to their child (images 7, 8).   

 

Postmortem Photography Pushed Underground 

In her efforts to get The Jeremy Project launched, DeNeal met resistance from 

those she least expected.  Many hospitals she contacted closed doors to her without even 

viewing her images.  Acquaintances did not understand how she could even think of doing 

the work, and because of lack of thought, reflection, and empathy, didn’t see the value. 

DeNeal continues: 

It was a hard sell at first because [it was] perceived that the images would be very hard to look 

at.  Eventually people began to see that I could create touching photographs that did not focus 

on the illness or death but rather on the person and what they meant to the family. It was then 

that my referrals began to increase from one hospital to multiple hospitals and programs.  

Though I soon realized . . . to say I was photographing “end of life” was always going to meet 

resistance.  So I changed my mission statement to read that I photograph children with special 

needs. That simple change of wording has made a big difference in how I am received by 

people and families (2007). 
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 Barbara Norfleet in her book Looking at Death says, “We don’t deny death; we don’t 

want to forget death, but we have lost the art of sharing it” (1993:96).  What was a natural 

mechanism for mourning went underground as our views of death, specifically public 

mourning, changed. After 1880, embalming increased in popularity in America, causing 

funerary customs to change. Undertakers began to take over the preparation of the dead, 

moving the corpse from the home and into the funeral parlor. Home “parlors” were 

renamed “living” rooms and funeral homes provided the “parlor” for the dead. After-death 

activities were removed from the hands of loved ones by several degrees. By taking over 

the touching and handling of the dead, funeral directors created a void in the mourning 

practices of survivors.  Death imagery began to disappear from bookshelves, distribution 

of photographs to absent mourners dwindled, and the comfort level with death reached a 

new low.  The photographs of the dead were eventually relegated to family albums and 

sometimes segregated into separate envelopes and private bureau drawers to be pulled out 

in the most private of times. The funerary changes resulted in an altered attitude towards 

death, its acknowledgment masked in embalming fluid and flowers. Death was now kept 

under wraps, reluctantly shared, with postmortem and pre-death images following suit 

(Ruby 1995:161). 

The face of death was suppressed, but death kept coming. The bereaved continued 

to need and want images of loved ones in their last days and hours. The commercialization 

of funeral preparation in combination with the advent of consumer hand-held cameras 

gave rise to survivors abandoning the professional photographer, and fulfilling their desire 

for a final image of deceased loved ones with their own cameras. The custom disappeared 

from public display but remained strong within private space. 
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 In a 1981 personal communication to Jay Ruby, author of Secure the Shadow (1995), 

Dian Rabson, photographic librarian of the Colorado Historical Society, recounted her 

experiences while working in Kodak’s processing division.  “I inspected a surprisingly 

great number of photographs of mourners posed around or beside an open casket.  This 

image would sometimes be supplemented by a portrait of the dead person in the casket. 

Sometimes these images would out number wedding photographs!” (Ruby 1995:163).  In 

Ruby’s personal investigations, he witnessed several dozen funeral images out of several 

thousand run through consumer photo labs within an hour, a typical count according to the 

plant operators (1995:163). Photographing the deceased has continued in the hands of the 

private mourner to this day.  

In the early days of The Jeremy Project, DeNeal fought the culture of death 

suppression that remained from the early twentieth-century.  Her mission seemed all the 

more foreign because she was photographing children in death, a situation most people 

avoided unless forced through circumstance to face. She was asking for permission to 

document and become a key player in a tradition squelched from public view 100 years 

hence. A core group of friends, family, and work peers did understand DeNeal’s concept 

and gave their support in time, talk, and money.  In a step forward, DeNeal applied for 

funding and received a grant from the Pulitzer Foundation, which provided not only 

money but also social merit to the project. 

 

DeNeal’s Journey into Tradition 

 DeNeal admits the tradition of nineteenth-century bereavement photography was not 

a conscious part of her desire to photograph end of life situations, and in fact, she was 
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unaware of the practice.  She felt from her own grief a deep need to connect to her son 

through imagery.  She knew that need was not unique to her alone.  She also had an innate 

understanding that, because of her own personal experience with the death of a child, 

grieving parents would feel comfortable with her in their private space of mourning.   

Even if the child has already passed away, it is . . . emotion that brings life to the image and . . 

.  [celebrates] the life of the child.  I find myself in an odd mix of my own emotions when I am 

with these families.  On one hand I have to remain in technical mode to capture the image I 

want.  But part of me is always aware of what the family is going through at that moment.  I 

try not to bring any of my personal grief into the situation, but I also know that identifying 

with someone who shares your grief is an important connection.  It brings a level of trust to the 

table.  Often the parents are crying throughout the entire session.  Sometimes they cannot even 

finish the session . . . [but] they are so thankful that I am there, and that I am [at ease] with the 

child.  Whether the child is sick or has already passed away, it is important to them that I am 

willing to touch and, hold the child. Often they are fearful themselves. 

  

When I am finished photographing and go home to edit and retouch the images, it is then I 

remove myself from the situation . . .  The final prints are mailed to the family, and I seldom 

have contact with them from this point on . . . the family is dealing with their own lives 

(2007). 

 
DeNeal uses her personal experience, instincts, and sensitivity in crafting art for a family 

she knows only through a common bond of death.  She works in intensely emotional 

circumstances, and then removes herself, leaving a visual remnant for the family to use as 

they will. 

 Elliot Oring, in his essay Three Functions of Folklore, outlines functionalism in 

perfect alignment with DeNeal’s work: first, that “sociocultural patterns have 

consequences … independent of the conscious intentions of the actors who perform them” 

(1976:70).  Deneal’s images exhibit sociocultural patterning from the fifteenth-century 

with variations up to and through our current times, and provide palliative consequences 



The Jeremy Project: Traditions of Need 12 

that DeNeal, the actor, will never know; she is not privy to the use of these photographs 

but only their making.  (2) Oring says “these patterns may be explained or understood in 

terms of these consequences” (1976:70). The literature has shown that use of material 

culture, especially photography, in bereavement is palliative, keeping the survivors 

connected to the deceased through visual means. And (3) Oring states “these 

consequences are explanatory only if they contribute and are necessary to the proper 

integration and functioning of the individual or society” (1976:70). The successful use of 

postmortem imagery as a palliative tool in bereavement has been integrated into western 

society for over 500 years, the length of which is testament to its assistance in the 

functioning of both individuals and societies in mourning.  

 

The Rest 

 Over ten years ago, DeNeal offered to photograph a friend’s grandmother.  Since then 

her own discoveries regarding her personal journey have shaped her thoughts and her 

ambitions. Each time she enters a hospital room to make an image, her own grief surfaces, 

connecting her to the parents of a child soon to be remembered only in pixels, pigments 

and paper:  

Once in a while I will get a letter expressing how much the photographs have meant to [the 

parents].  Or how surprised they were that the images were beautiful in the face of such 

sorrow.  These letters help to restore my own soul, and I never tire of hearing how it has 

helped them with their grief.  It is also a reminder how much my own photographs mean to 

me.  When I [started] this project it was a way to use my skills and help families.  What I 

didn’t realize was how it would . . . keep [Jeremy’s] presence in my daily life.  Little things . . 

. I probably would rarely write his name since his death, but now I write The Jeremy Project 

all the time.  Or that I can even say his name is association with my daily life and not just in 

association with his death (2007). 
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Henry Glassie eloquently describes the reason I suggest DeNeal’s photography is a 

perpetuation of tradition, manifesting a continuity of human emotion through common 

experience:    “We can know about culture only as it cycles in flashes and scraps through 

the sensate.  We have things to study, and we must record them dutifully and examine 

them lovingly if the abstraction called culture is to be compassed, if the striving of the 

human actor is to be met with fellow feeling” (1999:41).  For a parent, a DeNeal image, is 

dutifully recorded, it “flashes and scraps” through the senses and demands a loving 

examination by all “human actors” associated with the birth and death of a child.  A 

DeNeal image belongs to a material culture that Glassie describes as “the inner wit at 

work in the world. Beginning necessarily with things, but not ending with them, the study 

of material culture uses objects to approach human thought and action” (1999:41). 

 Many have called photography the folk art of the century.  It permeates the global 

culture across age, race, gender, and nationality. When cameras became hand-held tools 

with consumer price tags, the masses took them as their own, creating a body of imagery 

so large even a fraction of it defies cataloging.  It is a major category within material 

culture, emerging from millions of common folk exhibiting imaginations and “inner wit” 

and whose images fall into uncountable categories of human interest and need, death 

images being just one.  DeNeal’s work is a contribution to the long-standing tradition of 

postmortem image making and to the material culture of our modern society.  She 

participates in this arena of folkloric art not through knowledge of its previous practice but 

through her spontaneous reactions to the human state of grief. She represents one instance 

where a traditional art form is resurrected from the realm of collective human 

consciousness to fulfill a fundamental need.
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Images – 19th Century 

 

 
 
Image 1 – Photographer: Southworth & Hawes ca. 1850s. 
Courtesy, International Museum of Photography at 
George Eastman House, Rochester, NY as printed in 
Ruby, Jay. Secure the Shadow. 
 

 
 
Image 2 – Photographer: Anon. ca. 1844. Plate 
27. Printed in Burns, Stanley. Sleeping Beauties. 
 

 

 
 
Image 3 - Photographer: Anon. Plate 3. Ca. 1848. 
Printed in Burns, Stanley. Sleeping Beauties. 

 
 
Image 4 - Photographer: R. W. Snyder. Cabinet 
Card, 1874. Plate 543. Printed in Burns, Stanley. 
Sleeping Beauties. 
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Images – 21st Century 

 
Image 5 – The Jeremy Project  
Photographer:  Martha LaFata 
 
 

 
    Image 6 – The Jeremy Project  
    Photographer: Darcie DeNeal 
 

 
    Image 7 – The Jeremy Project 
    Photographer:  Darcie DeNeal 
 

 

 
  Image 8 – The Jeremy Project 
  Photographer:  Darcie DeNeal 
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________________________________________________________________________ 

Notes 

1. “In avowing folklore as a form of action, Barre Toelken’s Dynamics of Folklore  (1979, 

revised 1996) emphasizes, “variation within a tradition, whether intentional or inadvertent, 

is viewed here simply a central fact of existence for folklore, and rather than presenting it 

in posed terms of conscious artistic manipulation vs. forgetfulness, I accept it as a defining 

feature that grows out of context, performance, attitude, cultural tastes, and the like” 

(Toelken 1996:7 qtd. in Bronner 2000:99). 

 

2. “In the nineteenth century, itinerant and small-town painters flourished in America.  

These Limners were seldom academically trained and consequently mixed conventions 

and genres with apparent ease” (Ruby 1995:38).  Ruby calls the posthumous mourning 

paintings done by these artists “folk art” (1995:39).
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