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indigent. Doctors made as many as three 
or four house calls a day. However, the 
fi eld of  medicine was notably exempt 
from technological or scientifi c advances 
for most of  the 19th century. Doctors 
did not know what made people sick, 
and what was worse, they didn’t know 
how complete their ignorance really was. 
Erroneous theories of  disease led them 
to practice various “heroic measures,” 
exemplifi ed by a bleeding bowl, one of  
the examples of  medical paraphernalia 
that will be on display.

Bleeding, or venesection, was a 
primitive practice prescribed for almost 
every ailment. The doctor, using a razor 
sharp lancet opened a vein in the neck, 
arm, or leg, and drained blood into a 

bowl, which was marked on the inside 
with measurements to tell how much had 
been let. The bleeding bowl that will be 
on exhibit is on generous loan from the 
New-York Historical Society.

Mourning clothes from the Museum’s 
extensive collection of  19th-century 
textiles and memorial hair jewelry will 
show the strict mourning customs 
that were practiced during the period. 
The deathbed and funeral of  Seabury 
Tredwell, who died on March 7, 1865, 
will be recreated, and there will be an 
opportunity to follow the casket, as 19th-
century mourners did, to nearby New 
York Marble Cemetery, where Tredwell 
was temporarily interred. He is buried 
in the family plot in the churchyard 

of  Christ Church in Manhasset, Long 
Island, along with his wife, Eliza, and his 
fi ve unmarried children.

EXHIBITION

“Every Day, Knocking at 
the Gates of  the Grave”: 

Illness & Death in a 
19th-Century Home

October 12 through October 31

Thursday-Monday, 12 to 5 p.m. 
Special tour free with regular 

admission. Consult the calendar in 
this newsletter or visit our website for 

information about related events. 

By popular demand, the Merchant’s 
House Museum will present a new 
exhibition that will enable visitors to 
experience up close and personal what it 
was like to live in an era when death was 
so often premature and when dying took 
place at home.

“Every Day, Knocking at the Gates 
of  the Grave”: Illness & Death in a 
19th-Century Home, on view from 
October 12 through 31, will present 
recreated scenes in every room of  
the House, telling the story of  how 
families in the 19th century struggled 
with illness, coped with the moment of  
death, and mourned the loss of  their 
loved ones.

A new dimension has been added 
to the exhibit this year with the 
interpretation of  the back bedroom as 
a sick room. Even seriously ill persons 
were treated at home then, hospitals 
being charity institutions for the 

“Every Day Knocking at the Gates of  the Grave”: 
Illness & Death in a 19th-Century Home

The Last Request, c. 1844

“He that would die well must always look for death, 
every day knocking at the gates of  the grave.” 

Quoted from The Rule and Exercise of  Holy Dying by Bishop Jeremy Taylor. First 
published in 1651, Bishop Taylor’s work remained a standard reference in 
Christian homes throughout the 19th century.


