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14 Simulacra of Eternal Life 

Ostensions, Exhibitions and the 
Concealment of Human Remains 

Maria Teresa Milicia 

 

 
Introduction 

. . . neither doth corruption inherit incorruption . . . the trumpet shall 
sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed 

(1 Corinthians 15,  50–53) 

 
 

This chapter presents reflections on ongoing changes in the social prac- 
tice of publicly displaying human remains in Italy, both in the ceremonial 
form of the ostension of relics of the bodies of saints and in the museum 
context of exhibiting scientific collections of human remains. This jux- 
taposition of cases involving religious and scientific practices is aimed at 
exploring certain emerging trends in attitudes towards death and, spe- 
cifically, in the relationship with the dead mediated by the material pres- 
ence of the corpse or remains. The ostension of the body of Saint Pio of 
Pietrelcina in the sanctuary of San Giovanni Rotondo in Puglia on 23 
April 2008, 40 years after his death and almost ten after his canonisation 
(2 May 1999), is at the centre of the first part of this reflection.1

 

The focal point of the spectacularity of the event was aimed at the 
incorruptible nature of Saint Pio’s body—one of the miraculous signs 
codified in the Catholic tradition of the cult of saints2—despite the fact 
that the apparently extraordinary state of preservation of the corpse was 
the product of the aesthetic performativity of a silicone mask. The plac- 
ing of masks on the face of relics of saints was nothing new: the use of 
wax masks, obtained from plaster casts of the deceased’s face with a sig- 
nificant degree of likeness, emerged gradually, starting at least in the late 
nineteenth century.3 The artifice of waxwork, derived from the Baroque 
period, reveals the dissimulation in the act of transfiguring the earthly 
image of a venerable body. But in the case of Saint Pio, which for the 
moment is unique, the aesthetic force of the perfect imitation obtained 
through the use of silicone annihilates the presence of the mask and the 
signs of death that it covers. 

Was this a radical break with the Catholic tradition of the cult of rel- 
ics, famous for the veneration of skeletal and mummified saints that 
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“shockingly transport you to what feels like a dark and primitive living 
past”?4 Is it a confirmation that exemplifies the “denial of death” sup- 
posedly widespread in Western societies? The idea that this attitude is 
pervasive has been a mainstay of the social critique of modernity since the 
1950s,5 but it is undoubtedly controversial and debated due to its exces- 
sive reductionism, which has conveyed and perpetuated the widespread 
idea of a “taboo of death” in Western societies and has been used to 
explain a disparate number of social phenomena.6 The by now obsolete 
picture of the linear logic and temporality of the interdiction of death has 
given way to a tangle of contrasting tendencies, some of which appear to 
be radically opposed to the underlying premise. The spectacular centrality 
of the proliferation of images of corpses in popular entertainment (includ- 
ing even documentaries depicting the various stages of the decomposition 
of bodies) and in artistic productions forms a picture of cultural produc- 
tion involving subtler dispositifs of negating the experience of death.7

 

My intention, within the limits of this chapter, is to interpret the 
instances of this denial as forces operating within a wider complex of 
strategies of immortality that “incorporate” the corpse in performative 
actions (especially but not always visual) that counter the destructive 
violence of death. In this perspective, I examine the use of masks and 
their sensorial impact of “incorruptibility” in the ostension ceremonies 
of Saint Pio and of Saint Leopold Mandić in Rome in 2016, in contrast 
to the skeletal “nakedness” of the relic of Saint Anthony of Padua, which 
was exposed to the devotion of the faithful in 2010. I will go on to exam- 
ine the technological surrogates of incorruptible corpses, from the “real” 
face of Saint Anthony created from anthropometric measurements of his 
skull to the digital resurrection of Egyptian mummies and extinct human 
species through the miraculous art of silicone. At the conclusion of the 
article, I will pause briefly to consider the controversial question of the 
exhibition of human remains in museums, which serves as an example 
of how the places and practices of their ostension or concealment can 
become a battleground for opposing conceptions of immortality. 

 
Vi Divinitatis Adversus Naturae Decreta Pugnante 

Corpses that have been miraculously saved from decomposition have 
been a recurring theme in hagiographic tradition since the spread of the 
cult of relics in the medieval period. The model is the glorious body of 
Christ, a putrefatione servatu (saved from corruption), which rose from 
the dead on the third day. However, it was during the Catholic Counter- 
Reformation that the notion that bodies preserved from decay were a 
sign of saintliness returned with new force. The Protestant condemna- 
tion of the “superstitious craving for relics,” which culminated in the 
destruction of human remains exhibited in German churches—“the 
sacred bones were first mocked and then vandalised”8—contributed to 



15032-3212d-1pass-r01.indd 248 10/1/2019 3:42:54 PM 

 

 

 

 

 

248 Maria Teresa Milicia 

the forming of an enduring alliance between the power of medicine and 
that of the Catholic Church in setting the boundaries between the natural 
and supranatural, beyond which miracles break into the world. 

In the seventeenth century, thanks to anatomical knowledge acquired 
through post-mortem examinations of corpses, medical science was able 
to provide religious authorities with criteria for ascertaining the state of 
preservation of the remains of the beatified. Instances of “real” incorrupt- 
ibility of bodies, declared miraculous thanks to the certification of medi- 
cal examination, were held in high regard. The need to distinguish the 
true from the false stemmed from the practice of embalming the bodies of 
saints, widespread during the medieval period, especially in monasteries, 
which prompted a process of extending the symbols of incorruptibility 
from bone relics to entire bodies.9 In particular, “the aromatic quality of 
the remains” became “one of the more densely metaphorical images of 
the perfect condition of the beatified”:10 the odour emanating from the 
bodies of saints, which contrasted with the fetid smell of putrefaction, 
was a manifestation of divine power over the laws of nature.11 To  this  
day signs of miraculous non-decomposition continue to exert extraor- 
dinary rhetorical strength in discourses on holiness initiated by the mass 
media. It is in fact the experts called to carry out the recognition of the 
bodies of saints—a true secret ritual of a medico-religious kind—who in 
numerous interviews reveal the miraculous details of the bodies’ state of 
preservation. The popular expectations of signs of the incorruptibility of 
the flesh, an anticipation of the resurrection of bodies in eternal life, are 
given confirmation by the scientific attestation of the miracle. 

The Congregation for the Causes of Saints—whose rules require the 
medical certification of the authenticity of miracles of healing that are 
essential for advancing the process of beatification and canonisation— 
and the well-known Bureau de constatation medical based in Lourdes  
both typify this alliance of powers conspiring against death.12

 

During the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy announced by Pope Francis 
in 2015, the new spectacular ceremony for the ostension of the Saint of 
Pietrelcina in Rome focused media attention on the phenomenon of the 
uncorrupted body. This time Padre Pio was placed alongside the osten- 
sion of the body of another Capuchin friar, Leopold Mandić, who was 
canonised in 1983 but did not become the object of mass veneration.13    

Of Croat origin, Saint Leopold is much loved above all in the northeast    
of Italy and in the city of Padua, where he spent most of his life humbly 
dedicated to welcoming into the confessional of his convent the crowds 
of penitents seeking the mercy of forgiveness and hope of eternal life.14 

He loved to repeat that “we should pass over the earth like a shadow  
that leaves no trace,” and was the interpreter of a spirituality powerfully 
oriented towards an otherworldly meaning of life. 

Random events have a mysterious cosmic potency and it was purely by 
chance that Saint Leopold shared the honour of the ostension ceremony 
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with Saint Pio. About a month after the announcement of the Jubilee of 
Mercy,15 on 22 April 2015 Father Flaviano Gusella, rector of the Sanctu- 
ary of San Leopoldo, took part in a public audience held in Saint Peter’s 
Square. Thanks to a German priest who gave him his place on the front 
row behind the barriers, Father Flaviano had the privilege of finding him- 
self face to face with the pope: “Holy Father, have you heard of Saint 
Leopold Mandíc?” he asked; there followed a brief exchange of words 
that was sealed by the pope declaring: “He will be one of the protectors 
of the next Holy Year of Mercy!”16 Only a few days  later,  the  Paduan 
friars received a phone call from the Vatican informing them that, as 
expressly desired by the pope, Saint Leopold’s remains would be trans- 
lated to Rome to be shown to the public in Saint Peter’s Basilica along 
with those of Saint Pio. 

The friars’ surprise and joy were followed by hectic preparation for  
the examination of the relic, which had never been exposed to the pub- 
lic before the forthcoming ceremony. In 1942 Leopold’s confrères had 
planned to bury him in the bare earth, inside a non-galvanised wooden 
coffin and without any preservation treatments, as is the normal practice 
among the Capuchins.17 However, in deference to the friar’s reputation  
for holiness, the Paduan clergy insisted that a galvanised coffin be used, 
and in that Father Leopold was laid to rest in a recess in the cemetery of 
Padua. In 1963 the body was translated into the convent’s church and 
placed in a marble sarcophagus. Following the decree of beatification (2 
May 1976), a second inspection of the body was carried out by the pro- 
fessor of anatomy of the University of Padua, Virgilio Meneghelli, who 
certified its state of natural mummification. The bishop decided to remove 
a relic from the body to be exposed to the veneration of the faithful, and 
thus the right hand, with which Father Leopold had bestowed blessings, 
was therefore placed first in a reliquary and, from 2004 onwards, in a 
shrine shielded by glass coloured to lessen the visual impact of mummifi- 
cation. The idea of a future ostension of the entire relic was at that time 
very remote. 

The pope’s impromptu decision highlighted the problem of the inevita- 
ble “aesthetic” comparison with the image of incorruptibility of the face 
of Saint Pio. The friars of San Giovanni Rotondo, whose advice had been 
sought by the rector of the Paduan sanctuary, recommended sending for 
the team of artists from London’s Madame Tussaud waxwork museum, 
which had created Saint Pio’s mask. But, after a careful evaluation of the 
significant work involved and the limited time available, the brothers of 
San Leopoldo decided to fall back on the experience of Lineo Tabarin, 
who had created the wax mask and reconstruction of the hands of Pope 
John XXIII.18 To match as closely as possible the high-quality results of 
silicone, Tabarin chose to work with compacted elastic polyurethane, a 
malleable and versatile material widely used in the production of soft 
toys. The plaster death mask, made by the sculptor Enrico Parnigotto 
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in 1966, served as a cast.19 Like a shadow that left no trace even of her 
name, a nun of Croat  origin  who  was  devoted  to  the  saint  took  care 
of suffusing the mask with colour and, with a loving touch, refined the 
details. The work was also supervised by a theatre makeup artist, Dona- 
tella Zancanaro. 

 
Saint Leopold, Saint Pio and Saint Anthony 

He looks like he’s asleep. Untouched by death. The atheists of course will 
say it’s a fake. Some kind of wax dummy. For those who understand, no 
explanation is necessary. For those who don’t, none will suffice. Victory 
to Pio!20

 

 
 

When news of an upcoming examination of the body of a saint breaks, 
journalists lay siege to the experts in charge in the hope of receiving first- 
hand statements about the body’s state of preservation. The enormous 
popularity of Saint Pio aroused equally enormous expectations on the 
part of the public, which were fuelled by the information released to      
the press and television in interviews. One of the articles  from  2008 
bore the title: “He is perfectly preserved.” And the bishop present at the 
examination, referring to the state of the nails, said, “If Padre Pio would 
allow, it is as if he had had a manicure.”21 Nazzareno Gabrielli, a consult- 
ant appointed by the Congregation for the Causes of the Saints, revealed 
other details about the corpse’s ongoing process of decomposition, saying 
that “the body was very wet,” a disclosure he immediately toned down 
by mentioning the absence of a “bad smell,” which recalled the codified 
olfactory sign of holiness.22 The opinion of the expert, a privileged wit- 
ness to the real conditions of the corpse, that Saint Pio “seemed to be 
sleeping” summed up the general impression formed before the ostension 
of the relic.23

 

The media coverage of the examination of the body of Saint Leopold   
in 2015 (6 October to 30 November), arranged in view of the upcoming 
ostension of the body in Rome, was limited to the local press in Padua 
but nevertheless extensive, focusing as it always did on the incorrupt- 
ibility of the body. As was the case in 1976, pathologists of the Univer- 
sity of Padua took charge of the examination, which had “exceptional 
results” according to Professor Raffaele De Caro, who told of the body’s 
excellent state of preservation. The medical team “did not find before it 
merely a mummified skeleton”: a CT scan of the body revealed “with        
a certain surprise” the presence of some internal organs that were still 
intact, including the cerebral hemispheres and part of the heart.24 The 
“doctors’ surprise” at the results of their examinations admitted the pos- 
sibility of the phenomenology of miraculous incorruptibility, but this 
concession was not disclosed to the public. The scientific paper published 
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by the team was more explicit about the exceptional details: the mummi- 
fication caused by factors that prevent the “natural processes of decom- 
position” had occurred spontaneously and in the absence of favourable 
environmental conditions, “moreover, the preservation of the ossicular 
chains and larynx cartilages is to be highlighted since in his life Saint 
Leopold exercised for many hours a day the sacrament of confession and 
absolution through these anatomical structures.”25 In the perspective of 
the medico-religious tradition of ascertaining signs of “real” incorrupt- 
ibility,  the body of Saint Leopold matched them all, while that of Saint  
Pio did not. 

When on 3 February 2016 the two relics found themselves side by 
side in the Basilica of San Lorenzo, the first stage of the jubilee osten- 
sion ceremony, the centre of the power structure that controls the order 
of the signs of “true” incorruptibility wavered. Accounts of the event 
focused on Padre Pio, and hundreds of video cameras and mobile phones 
were trained on his face.26 One newspaper article, supplemented by pho- 
tographs, merely put Saint Leopold in parenthesis: “in these days long 
queues are ‘besieging’ the Vatican Basilica to pray before the mortal 
remains of Saint Pio (and Saint Leopold),”27 a disrespectful decision in 
very poor taste to be considered a lapse symptomatic of the visual seduc- 
tion exercised by the perfection of Pio’s simulacrum of eternal life. The 
technology of incorruptibility had produced the miracle of eternal life 
through the immanence of the simulation that brings “back from the 
dead [. . .] his deceased body, incorrupt for nearly half a century now.”28 

In the case of Saint Anthony of Padua, a cult of ancient devotional tra- 
dition managed by the Order of Friars Minor Conventual, the ostension 
was an exceptional event that gave pilgrims the rare opportunity to see 
the entire relic. The basilica ordinarily displays the saint’s mandible and 
the reliquary containing his uncorrupted tongue, while the other remains 
lie in a monumental marble sarcophagus on which the devoted place 
their hands, hoping that the tactile contact will communicate with the 

power of the sacred. 
In February 2010, I was among the pilgrims queuing for the ostension 

of the relic of Saint Anthony.29 When we came within sight of the trans- 
parent case, I heard a soft murmur around me, not one of prayer, but of 
discomposure. The sight of the saint’s skeleton—an authentic relic of dif- 
ferent times—could not fail to arouse perturbation in those familiar with 
the imagery of the simulacra of the incorrupt body, developed within the 
newer “aesthetic formations”30 of the cult of relics. 

Yet a few years later, Saint Anthony had also been involved in experi- 
mental forms of devotional imagery, thanks to a digital reconstruction of 
his face “based on the cast of his skull, using the most modern techniques 
of forensic reconstruction.”31 The project, coordinated by Nicola Carrara 
of the Institute of Anthropology of the University of Padua in collabora- 
tion with the Saint Anthony Centre of Studies, was carried out by experts 
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of the Arc-Team (3D imaging and forensic art) and by the Renato Archer 
Information Technology Centre (with its multicolour 3D printers).32 To 
prevent any iconographic imagery of the Saint prejudicing the objectivity 
of the result, the forensic artist Cicero Moraes was asked to work on the 
basis of “essential” anthropometric data—“male, 36 years old and Cau- 
casian”—without knowing the identity of the subject.33 The operation of 
bringing back to life the real image of the saint did not, however, receive 
the unanimous approval of the devoted since the objectivity of the foren- 
sic technology was called into question when its results were compared to 
the iconographic tradition of the saint.34 Their misgivings might appear  
to have been a reflection of the usual resistance of believers who are wary 
of science, but the matter was actually more subtle. The reductionist view 
of the objectivity of representation based on anthropometric data—the 
“blindness” to previous images imposed on Moraes is paradigmatic of 
this—produced a somewhat commonplace object devoid of the expres- 
sive force of the “true face” of a saint. After a temporary exhibition at    
the Museum of Popular Devotion (12–22 June 2014) and in the exhibi- 
tion “Faces: the thousand faces of humanity,” alongside reconstructions 
of the “real faces” of other famous people,35 the “living” simulacrum of 
Saint Anthony discreetly left the scene. 

 
Sacred Material 

Silicone is a resistant and malleable compound that is extremely versa- 
tile and suited to the most disparate of uses. In addition to it being used 
to make the prostheses used in reconstructive and aesthetic surgery, the 
recent advance of 3D printers that can reproduce objects from digital 
models has made possible other sophisticated, innovative applications, 
such as the creation of anatomical models for use in neurovascular sur- 
gical simulation.36 A material used in the “malleable anatomies” of the 
digital era, silicone restores the dream that waxwork could create per- 
fect and lasting anatomical reproductions, which became obsolete when 
techniques of preserving corpses enabled the emergence of new ways to 
represent the human body.37

 

The potential of the use of silicone is evidenced by the success of 
renewed collaboration between artistic disciplines and scientific technol- 
ogies that bring back to life the likenesses of mummified bodies and even 
remains of fossil “samples” from millions of years ago. In the Altamura 
Man Museum we are welcomed by the good-natured model of Ciccillo,     
a Neanderthal who lived in Puglia (as did Saint Pio) 30,000 years ago, 
while in the archaeological museum of South Tyrol we meet Ötzi, fixed in 
concentration on his everyday concerns of 3,000 years ago, unaware that 
his “real” mummified body rests nearby, barely visible behind the thick 
porthole of a refrigerated chamber. By visiting the online gallery of paleo- 
sculptures by the artists Adrie and Alfons Kennis and Elisabeth Daynès,38
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we step into the “miraculous” dimension of hyperreality. “Artistic imi- 
tation is, as it happens, a paradoxical notion: it disappears at the very 
moment that it achieves perfection,”39 for by achieving perfection, the 
principle of imitation gives way to that of simulation, which in turn 
removes the original referent from the image and makes it “dangerously” 
open to new meanings.40

 

Simulation acts as a cosmic force for creating new worlds that chal- 
lenge the clear-cut separation between appearance and reality, between 
the natural and the artificial, between the authentic and the false, and 
between the living body and the dead body. Only apparently question- 
ing the principles of “Western rationality.” The demiurgical power of 
technological rationalism is able to act directly on the code-matrix of     
all meanings. The creation of a synthetic DNA with an eight-letter code 
and the facility of genetic manipulation using the CRISPR (Clustered 
Regularly Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats) technique constitute 
the (hyper)rational product of controlling the potential of life simula- 
tion.41 As Foltyn has written, “as modern biotechnical societies continue 
to decode the secret of life and birth, it could be that one day those who 
have access to this death-taming technology will view the corpse as an 
anachronism, a relic of an era when people die.”42

 

This prospect—the exploration of the new symbolic forms created by 
the artists of hyperrealism—has been evoked by Patricia Piccinini and Sam 
Jinks among others. By utilising the techniques of digital reproduction of 
the models and the incorruptible malleability of silicone, their sculptures 
reintroduce the shadow of death that the simulation of life erases.43 In 
this context, the treatment of the relic of Padre Pio sets the standard. The 
mask-simulacrum—the immortal mask of immortality44—obliterates the 
signs of death when it absorbs the saint’s dead body into the appearance 
of a single sacred material. The innovative choice of the silicone mask 
does not differ from the entrepreneurial tradition of the cult of relics that 
has always exploited “the omnipotence of the simulacrum”45 to make 
immortality strategies effective and to successfully mediate the symbolic 
exchange between the living and the dead. Especially for the living who 
will continue to die. 

 
Conclusions: Detestandae Spectaculis de Mortuis? 

At the same time that the spectacular display of simulacra of eternal life 
continues to pervade the global imagination,46 there has emerged with 
force the need for a cross-cultural ethic that opposes the public exhibi- 
tion of human remains in museums, from anatomical and anthropologi- 
cal collections to the ancient mummies that visitors nevertheless enjoy 
seeing. Exhibited in the context of the “naked truth” of scientific arte- 
facts, skulls, pieces of anatomy and mummified remains can become 
upsetting and disturbing signs, being of the same substance as the corpse 
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and therefore revealing the triumph of death over life. The treatment of 
anatomical samples arrests the decomposition of the corpse, preserving 
them like relics, but in contrast to relics (except in certain rare signifi- 
cant exceptions),47 which are made to celebrate the exemplary lives of  
the saints to whom they belonged, their treatment renders irrelevant the 
biographical uniqueness of the deceased. The reduction of human beings 
to inert substances is a reminder of the corpse, without face and without 
mask: only a strong symbolic order can tame the uncontrolled prolifera- 
tion of its power of signification and limit its “improper” use. 

In recent decades the successful activism of movements aimed at repat- 
riating the human remains of indigenous people,48 strengthened by the 
passing of Native American Grave Protection and Repatriation Act 
(NAGPRA) in the United States, has liberated the  dead  from  the con- 
trol of the symbolic order of the bio-anthropological and biomedical sci- 
ences established on the ethics of pursuing the wellbeing of humanity. 
Consequently, not only museum exhibitions, but also the very existence 
of scientific collections of human remains, display the genealogy of the 
“contemporary form of subjugation of life to the power of death,” the 
“necropolitics” that characterises the expansion of Western civilisation 
and on which its global hegemony is founded.49 In these terms, the prom- 
ise of delaying death is only a mask that hides the historical connivance 
with the sovereign power of the biosciences, in particular racial science. 
The space of the museum loses the authority of representation, quickly 
becoming the signifier of the presentification of colonial thanatopolitics, 
an experiment that leads to the extermination camp.50

 

The struggle for the return of the dead to their original communities 
takes on the value of a reversibility of the past, the possibility of re- 
appropriating the symbolic exchange with the dead, guarantors of the 
continuity of the death-regeneration cycle of life. This is not about a 
change of attitudes or sensibilities in the face of the ostensive signs of the 
corpse,51 but rather of the conflict for the reaffirmation of the sovereignty 
of symbolic control over strategies of immortality. 

The use of corpses in the history of biomedical sciences, the many dif- 
ferent preservation methods aimed at understanding the human body up 
to the point of dismembering it into spare parts for transplant surgery 
also refers back to the same symbolic death-regeneration relationship of 
life. On reflection, the obscenity of exhibition concerns the unsustainable 
awareness of the incessant work of the “sacrificial machine,” the “necro- 
power” of the technologies governing life and death from which no living 
society manages to escape. 
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