HST3103/4 – WEEK 5, SEMINAR 8: Good and Bad Deaths

Seminar Aims:
In this session we will be exploring what represented a ‘good death’ and by contrast, what bad deaths were characterised by in this period. In the reading, you will cover a variety of topics such as suicide, funeral sermons, murder, executions, zombies and burial practices (both good and bad). We will consider, in particular, the importance of funeral sermons in a ‘good death’ and ‘speeches from the scaffold’ in the case of ‘bad deaths’.

Questions/ Themes to Consider:
What constituted a good death?
A bad death?

Early modern attitudes towards suicide and crime.

The role of the devil and evil spirits in both suicide and crime.

What was the importance and function of scaffold speeches?

Core Texts:
A selection of short pamphlets relating to execution, gallows confessions and speeches and suicide: An Account of a most strange and Barbarous action (London, 1685), The Adultresses Funeral Day....or the burning downe to ashes of Alice Clarke (London, 1635), The Speech of Major John Harris at the place of Execution (London, 1660), A True Account of the Behaviour, Confession and Execution of Samuel Alderton (London, 1685)

George Abbot, A sermon preached at Westminster May 26. 1608 at the funerall solemnities of the Right Honorable Thomas Earle of Dorset, late l. high treasurer of England (1608)

Further Reading:
Carlson, E. J., ‘English Funeral Sermons as Sources: The Example of Female Piety in Pre-1640 Sermons’, Albion 32 (2000).

Fletcher, A. J., Preaching, Politics and Poetry in Late-Medieval England (Dublin, 1998), esp. chapters 5 and 6.

Gaskill, M., ‘Reporting murder: fiction and the archives in early modern England’, Social History 23 (1998).

Gatrell, V. A. C., The Hanging Tree: Execution and the English People 1770-1868 (Oxford, 1994).

Gregory, B., Salvation at Stake (1999).

Houlbrooke, R., ‘Death in childhood: the practice of the “good death”’,�in James Janeway’s A Token For Children in A. Fletcher and S. Hussey, Childhood in Question (Manchester, 1999).

Kelly, J., 'Introduction', Gallows Speeches (Dublin, 2001).

Lake, P., and Questier, M., ‘Agency, Appropriation and Rhetoric Under the Gallows: Puritans, Romanists and the State in Early Modern England’, Past and Present 153 (1995).

Laqueur, T. W., ‘Crowds, carnival and the state in English executions, 1604-1868’, in A. Beier, D. Cannadine, and J. Rosenheim (eds.), The First Modern Society: Essays on English History (Cambridge, 1988).

MacDonald, M., and Murphy, T., Sleepless Souls: Suicide in Early Modern England (Oxford, 1994).

Marshall, Peter, ‘Angels around the deathbed: variations on a theme in the English art of dying’ in Marshall, Peter, and Walsham, Alexandra, eds., Angels in the early modern world (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 83-103.
Murray, A., Suicide in the Middle Ages (2 volumes, Oxford, 2000, 2002).

O’Connor, M. C., The Art of Dying Well: The Development of the Ars Moriendi (New York, 1966).

Royer, K., ‘Dead Men Talking: Truth, Texts and the Scaffold in Early Modern England’, in Devereaux, S., and Griffiths, P., Penal Practice and Culture, 1500-1900: Punishing the English (Basingstoke, 2004).

Sharpe, J. A., ‘“Last Dying Speeches”: Religion, Ideology and Public Execution in Seventeenth-Century England’, Past and Present 107 (1985).

