Was death celebrated or feared in the Middle Ages?

Death is the end of life and all biological functions in a living organism. It has always been a concept of life, and this will remain the case until the end of times. As a result, throughout history, there has been many different ideas on whether death should be celebrated or feared, and this was also the case for the middle ages. Contrary to modern times, where death is more feared than celebrated, the middle ages typically tended to celebrate death, providing it was a slow death, thus allowing individuals to gain greater proximity to God and atone for their sins etc. However, in less cases, death was also feared in case of it being quick or in punishment, thus meaning that individuals won’t be able to prepare and atone, making their time in the afterlife more uncertain and problematic.

The concept of the celebration of death in the middle ages, primarily lies with the manner in which how you die. In Dealing with the Dead, Mortality and Community in Medieval and Early Modern Europe, by Thea Tomaini, they argue that “a ‘good death’ in the middle ages was not a quick death: ideally, one should have time to get one’s earthly and spiritual affairs in order and thereby transition from the community of the living to the community of the saved in the afterlife.”[footnoteRef:1] This therefore highlights, that a long death was deemed desirable, contrary to the beliefs held today, due to the religious requirements of preparing for death and the afterlife, as set out in the bible. The preparations, “often included the Last Rites with a confession for the dying, administering the Eucharist as viaticum, and praying and chanting Psalms at the deathbed. After death, these rituals continued through prayers over the corpse and at the graveside, and through votive masses meant ‘fulfil the penitential obligations incurred by sin.”[footnoteRef:2] These practices were vital in during the process of dying in the Middle Ages, as it would prepare your soul for the afterlife, but also aid in one’s salvation, “which was achieved through obedience to the ‘will of God’ as set out in canonical texts, and living a good life on earth.”[footnoteRef:3] This process can be deemed as a celebration of death, as it aids in your spirituality and closeness with God, through the process of the Last Rites, which was something that was heavily desired in the Middle Ages. Alongside this, “sometimes at the point of death, a saintly individual might indeed proceed straight to heaven (and this was automatic for those who were deemed martyrs for the faith, such as Archbishop Thomas Becket, murdered in his cathedral in 1170).”[footnoteRef:4] This naturally was a reason to celebrate death, as it demonstrates that these people we good in life, not just by being good Christians but upholding their faith in spite of challenges and looking after people less fortunate than themselves. [1:  Tomaini, Thea. “Dealing with the Dead, Mortality and Community in Medieval and Early Modern Europe” Koninklijke ﻿Brill﻿ NV, ﻿Leiden,﻿ The﻿ Netherlands, (2018). [accessed 20th Nov 2024 via https://librarysearch.uwtsd.ac.uk/discovery/search?vid=44WHELF_UWTSD:44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1]]  [2:  ibid]  [3:  Nilsson Stutz, Liv and Tarlow, Sarah “The Oxford Handbook of the Archaeology of Death and Burial” Oxford University Press, Oxford, UK (2013) [accessed 20th Nov 2024 via https://academic.oup.com/edited-volume/38604/chapter-abstract/334707878?redirectedFrom=fulltext] ]  [4:  ibid] 


Similarly, to Eurocentric ideas on death in the middle ages, the Muslim’s in the Middle East also viewed that a long death should be celebrated but for different reasons. When the Plague reached the Middle East, they shared the Christian view that “the disease was considered a punishment by God on mankind. However, this view changed after the Advent of Islam in 610CE.”[footnoteRef:5] After this, it was viewed as a martyrdom and mercy on Muslims, this was because “in the customary list of the five Muslim martyrdoms, death by plague and by battle are always included; they are equal in Allah’s favour and the believer is assured of reaching paradise.”[footnoteRef:6] This concept of martyrdom through death by Plague, links heavily to the concept of Jihad in Islam. Jihad is an Arabic word that means "exerting", "striving", or "struggling", particularly with a praiseworthy aim. In an Islamic context, it involves any effort to make personal and social life conform with God’s guidance, such as an internal struggle against evil in oneself. This therefore heavily links to the concept of plague and disease, and therefore shows that Muslim’s infected with the disease are battling almost a ‘Holy War’ inside themselves against evil, hence why they are considered martyrs if they die. Therefore, this shows that death was celebrated in the Middle Ages as martyrdom through death by disease was an event to be celebrated as you would be deemed at righteous and holy, not just in Allah’s eyes but to all those who knew the deceased as well and would be forever known as a hero and defender of Islam. [5:  Dols, Michael W. “The Black Death in the Middle East” p? Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, USA (1977) [accessed 20th Nov 2024 via https://www-fulcrum-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/epubs/7w62fb76k?locale=en#page=4] ]  [6:  ibid] 


However, the concept of death being celebrated in the Middle Ages can be disputed. For example, in Europe, a quick death was heavily feared. This was because “commitments to care for the dead in the afterlife were contingent on the preparations an individual made prior to dying, ensuring his place in this continuum between the living and the dead. Failure to prepare would result in damage to material and social bonds in this world, but also hinder one’s salvation in the next.”[footnoteRef:7] As a result of a quick death, these preparations would be unable to be executed properly, as result in the consequences as stated by the source. A quick death was often viewed as a punishment from God due to the belief that they are preventing you from preparing and being accepted into heaven. However, there is some irony with this. Criminals who were condemned to die, were still allowed time to repent for their sins, despite deemed a sinner in God’s eyes, so ironically this was deemed as a more desirable death as you were at least given time to be forgiven and repent despite being a sinner.  [7:  Tomaini, Thea. “Dealing with the Dead, Mortality and Community in Medieval and Early Modern Europe” Koninklijke ﻿Brill﻿ NV, ﻿Leiden,﻿ The﻿ Netherlands, (2018). [accessed 20th Nov 2024 via https://librarysearch.uwtsd.ac.uk/discovery/search?vid=44WHELF_UWTSD:44WHELF_UWTSD_VU1]] 

In the Middle Ages, “dying suddenly was feared to the extent that, by the later Middle Ages, popular beliefs had developed that one might prevent sudden death by “looking at St. Christopher [...] and seeing the raised host,” but those protections lasted only for that single day.”[footnoteRef:8] This again highlights the fear of a quick death in the middle ages as individuals would do anything to escape the unknown and lack of protection in the afterlife, which comes with this death. Perhaps it could be argued that this is the case today, hence it is one of the many reasons individuals choose to follow a religion or spiritual belief. Also, the fear of a quick death could perhaps send a message to all, as a warning to what happens to those who do not worship God and pray regularly.  [8:  ibid] 


In the Middle East, death was sometimes feared, but again only links to those who have sinned. Again, looking at the times when the Plague hit the Middle East, “the disease was considered a martyrdom from God for a Muslim and a punishment for an infidel or criminal.”[footnoteRef:9] This concept solely links to the Quran and the “theological point of view that only God can cause Plague or other diseases,”[footnoteRef:10] so therefore is interpreted as a test of faith. Those who are loyal Muslim’s will pray to Allah and Muhammed for salvation not just for themselves but for others, whereas those who don’t are being punished via pain and suffering for their grave sins. This is demonstrated on multiple occasions in the Old Testament. For example, “David’s numbering of his people (in Israel) offended God, and in retribution for his presumption, David was given the choice of enduring seven years of famine, three months of flight before his enemies, or three days of pestilence. He chose the pestilence, and seven thousand people died. Similarly, God punished the Pharaoh with Plagues for not giving Moses and Aaron freedom to leave Egypt.”[footnoteRef:11] These tales, were written intentionally to demonstrate to all those who follow Abrahamic religions what happens if you abandon God. You will be punished in the most torturous way of all. This therefore shows that death was heavily feared, as because death by disease was viewed as made by God, many would be unsure if they were being punished by God for being a sinner or an infidel or being viewed as a martyr. This uncertainty in how God views people would strike fear in them as there could be no confirmation as to where you would most likely end up after death.  [9:  Dols, Michael W. “The Black Death in the Middle East” p? Princeton University Press, Princeton, New Jersey, USA (1977) [accessed 20th Nov 2024 via https://www-fulcrum-org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/epubs/7w62fb76k?locale=en#page=4]]  [10:  ibid]  [11:  “”] 


Although overall death was celebrated more than it was feared, but an alternative viewpoint is that there were much worse fates than death. Disease was greatly feared during the Middle Ages because nobody knew where it came from, so it was viewed as punishment from God. Leprosy was a disease that was deemed as a fate worse than death. This was because it is a disease that takes years for the symptoms to fully develop and would lead to tissue loss where skin would fall off and your cartilage would shrink, leading to deformities in the fingers, nose, and ears. Because of the way the disease progressed, there was a lot of stigma around it, and the infectiousness of it, so those infected where outcasted from society and sent to live in a Leper’s House with others who were infected to them could be treated by the church. Although those infected with the Plague weren’t outcasted like those with Leprosy, similarly, infected houses were marked with a Red Cross to warn others of the disease, thus creating stigma as some Christians in Europe believed that only sinners would be inflicted with such a dreadful disease. 
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