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Foreword

Since 2016, at the University of York, there has been a growing cluster of academ-
ics who are passionate, committed and focussed on matters of human mortality. 
Researching and talking about death, dying and the dead link us together and led 
to the formation of the Death & Culture Network (DaCNet), an interdiscipli-
nary group of scholars and death industry professionals who wish to engage with 
death from a cultural perspective. As part of the DaCNet steering group, Matt 
Coward-Gibbs brings his wealth of experience to administrating the network 
ranging from his spates as an artistic director, youth theatre manager, research 
assistant and research centre manager. Add to this, Matt’s teaching contribution 
at two universities and his stellar doctoral research, he is truly one of a kind and 
an emerging star into the research dominion of academia. Matt’s vision and edi-
torial work on this book only confirm this status and his value to the death studies 
community and beyond.

As part of DaCNet’s various activities, its first annual symposium Playing 
Dead was held in May 2018. Memorably, the day had a bumpy start with technol-
ogy problems leading to a last minute room change and a late start. Despite this 
inauspicious beginning and with participants being plied with coffee and biscuits, 
Playing Dead was a convivial event. Papers and discussion were insightful and 
thought provoking through an exploration of the intersections between death, 
culture and play. Play, in the context of this symposium, was used to broadly 
speak of leisure and recreational activities and, as such, not only encapsulated 
the playing of (non-)digital games, but also the consumption of cinema, literature 
and theatre. The symposium embraced the largely underappreciated phenomenon 
of play across disciplines by placing it within the context of death and culture.

This symposium was the catalyst for this book and draws together research 
passions that are united by play and focussed on death. As such it engages with 
the intricacies of playing digital games that inflict death in fantasy realms or are 
about memorialising and expressing grief. It examines scary folkloric-horror 
characters such as the Slender Man alongside death in the Pokémon universe. 
These death representations are held up in a complimentary, but contrasting, con-
sideration of books that introduce children to death, the role of the dead and 
undead in television, the controversial relationship between music and suicide 
and even burial and exhumation in contemporary theatre. The significance of this 
work lies in the unity that Matt has managed to create through the interwoven 
thread of play – how we play, who we play and how we are playful in the context 
of death and the dead.



In this volume, Matt has succeeded in breaking new ground by drawing 
together interdisciplinary academics at different stages of their careers as well as 
integrating contributions from independent scholars. He has worked to encour-
age authors to convey their ideas across disciplines and to showcase their work 
and arguments to a high standard. The result is a collection of work that repre-
sents a range of voices that when brought together unite to provide a textured and 
vibrant contribution to death scholarship. Together these chapters bring strength 
and coherence to Matt’s research interest and overarching research argument that 
play has intrinsic value in understanding the world around us in terms of com-
munity, labour, production and self-identity. Understanding and engaging with 
death through play is just one illustration of this and one that opens a wide realm 
to contemplate and investigate human mortality.

Ruth Penfold-Mounce,
University of York (UK)

@DeathandCulture
November 2019
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