Secondary Article Essay: C. Walker Bynum source

In this essay I shall focus on the source that is written by Caroline Walker Bynum. I will examine her interpretation of death in the middle ages and find out exactly what her thoughts are on resurrection. I shall look at her opinion’s and preferences carefully in order to gain an understanding of what exactly she is trying to tell the reader and if she is trying to put any specific argument forward. Whilst I am considering the points that I have previously mentioned I shall then be able to give my own opinion on her work giving a conclusion on what I feel are its strengths and weaknesses. By doing this I will hopefully embody my own views on Bynum’s topic throughout this piece 
When one initially thinks of the middle ages, I would imagine that most individuals would think of it as a time of war, a cold and wet time of famine where the black death was feared by all, when all survival and death would have been key features, people would either have been trying to survive day to day or preparing for their deaths. It is even possible to go as far to say that part of one’s survival during this period was to be prepared for one’s death, for people were far more god fearing at this time; especially when compared with today’s society. One of the things that Caroline Walker Bynum focuses on in her written source is the idea of the resurrection. People of the period were taught about the resurrection and of its importance and were given the resurrection of Christ as a prime example and therefore this teaching from the church played a significant part in individuals lives and in what their beliefs were after they had died. What Bynum makes clear in her work is that she does not consider the resurrection in its original and traditional context, rather in a completely different point of view. A point that must be appreciated about Bynum’s writing is that she clearly states out that death and resurrection was not something that could be avoided in the medieval period and what she does in her article is to consider other scholar’s interpretations on the resurrection of the body and how individuals would deal with it.  What should also be recognised is that she appreciates the complexities that might occur when comparing modern readers of history try to understand medieval history. One thing she claims disturbs modern readers about medieval history is the extreme “literalism and materialism”[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  Bynum. C, ‘Material Continuity, Personal Survival, and the Resurrection of the body: A Scholastic Discussion in the Medieval and Modern Context’, History of Religions, vol.30. no.1, (August 1990), p.54] 

The mention of materialism and literalism brings me on to my first point because these are things that I feel are key when considering dying and the resurrection in the middle ages. Materialism being something that was obviously important, artefact and relics and a whole plethora of objects can be found to symbolize death and the resurrection as well as people’s actual positions. However, I feel that literalism is of more importance because of some of the things one reads in medieval texts and sources etc. For example, you may read some accounts when the dead come back or seek another’s body and so on whereas the resurrection is supposed to resurrect individuals in their form at the time of their death, so if one takes a body of another surely this contradicts the idea of resurrection? That is merely my own point of view on the whole body being resurrected and as Bynum explains in her article the matter of cannibalism becomes an extremely complicated matter when considering this, but it is a question that people theologians and clergy would be deemed to face. My personal belief is that it is one’s soul that proceed not the actual body and flesh of an individual, but one thing Bynum puts forward is how close to knowing are we today? I mean theologians and clergy now are just as far away from the answer. The structure of Bynum’s article does however look at the complexities of both sides and it is interesting to see in my opinion that she does not believe this question could be fully answered then or at the time she was writing.

As Bynum goes into looking at how modern historians have discussed the medieval discussions on resurrection, she opens the discussion as follows, “Medieval debates about the resurrection of foreskins or eaten embryos have baffled modern historians and theologians. Deeply embarrassed by such materialism and literalism, they have occasionally cited the debates in order to shock or titillate their colleagues”[footnoteRef:2]. This is an idea that I feel is well made in Bynum’s discussion, especially in the case of modern historians, a point that I previously made is that compared with society now and at the time Bynum was writing this article the medieval people were far more religious. Therefore, being brought up in modern society, a modern historian would not fully grasp the debates of medieval times and in this respect, they do not fully understand the symbolism of a person’s religion and their beliefs. Consequently, they do not grasp fully how individuals then would believe that one’s body would once again become in full tact once they have resurrected, or how someone could question how the loss of certain body parts would concern people. As Bynum goes on into her discussion what she goes on to say would prove this as she states “Scholars have expressed their bewilderment and frustration with medieval argument by trying to sweep away the offensive details while salvaging something of importance” [footnoteRef:3]. The difference is as I see it is this, the medieval debates from the time would likely have been written by not only someone who lived in the period but also who believed and feared the things that the modern historians do not fully understand.  [2:  Bynum. C, ‘Material Continuity, Personal Survival, and the Resurrection of the body: A Scholastic Discussion in the Medieval and Modern Context’, p.57]  [3:  (Ibid)] 


As far as the topic of survival goes there does appear to be many issues involved, “fundamental issues”[footnoteRef:4] is how Bynum puts it especially when considering what is known as bodily resurrection. I mean the belief in medieval times is that one would have to remain complete throughout one’s life in order to resurrect successfully, this would also make some individuals fear the thought of going to hell or to purgatory. I mean if one happened to suffer so badly in either surely, they would be terrified their possibility of being resurrected is in jeopardy. However, that does bring me back to a point made by Bynum concerning the damned, would they be eligible anyway?  [4:  Bynum. C, ‘Material Continuity, Personal Survival, and the Resurrection of the body: A Scholastic Discussion in the Medieval and Modern Context’, p.58] 


[bookmark: _Hlk536561934]To conclude I would like to look at how Caroline Walker Bynum separates the discussions of modern and medieval writers through their cultural differences. When one looks at the writing of a modern historian there tends to be a great variety between different interpretations, admittedly some are similar bur rarely do individuals interpret things the same or nearly identically. As Bynum writes in her article “All medieval thinkers held a soul-body dualism; few modern thinkers do”[footnoteRef:5]. This is true, with medieval there are far more fluid interpretations, they would portray a similar story with the odd twist here and there. When one considers the topic that Caroline Walker Bynum is discussing as far as medieval writing goes it was a fluid subject, not only on the matter of resurrection but of how one can shape one’s life to die a good death and avoid a bad one. In the case of royalty, clergy or anyone of status this may concern how they will memorialise themselves after they have passed away. I mean one only must look at the book ‘The Book of the Craft of Dying’ which was edited by Frances M. M. Comper to see prime examples of peoples preparations for death, their expectations, and what they anticipated would happen. One aspect that I have to agree with Caroline Walker Bynum on is the fact that peoples lives in medieval times were as they are today shaped by what they believed in as far as medieval survival of day to day life goes there is an interesting article by the British Library which gives evidence of the way medieval folk shaped theirs around dying. What the website states is that people shaped their beliefs on at the time was on traditional religious teaching and attempting to “avoid sin”[footnoteRef:6] with the good intentions of “performing good works”[footnoteRef:7], whereas the comparison Bynum makes with Star Treck just goes to show how people shape their lives today and what they believe in. This does make me question how similar individuals lives really were? And has society actually evolved that significantly, granted the religious grounding from the middle ages has become lost, however whether people place their beliefs in other things; what I believe Bynum’s article helps us understand is the need to question this. [5:  Bynum. C, Material Continuity, Personal Survival, and the Resurrection of the body: A Scholastic Discussion in the Medieval and Modern Context’, p.60]  [6:  Bovey. A, ‘Death and the afterlife: how dying affected the living’, (30 April 2015), { https://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/death-and-the-afterlife-how-dying-affected-the-living} [Accessed 29/01/19]]  [7:  Bovey. A, ‘Death and the afterlife: how dying affected the living’, (30 April 2015), [Accessed 29/01/19]] 


Resurrection Commentary 

In this commentary I shall focus on the resurrection and the way resurrection was viewed in the middle ages. I shall look at death and how people reacted to death, how people would respond to individuals dying. Also, I shall focus on people’s personal beliefs, what they anticipated to happen when someone passed away and how they viewed the afterlife. As well as this I shall examine the preparations people made during their lives in order to secure a good place in the afterlife and ensure that they would be resurrected at the appropriate time. 

Resurrection and the afterlife were firm beliefs in the minds of individuals during the middle ages, and it is likely that this belief came from the religious grounding that they had from the church and Clergy. It was during this period members of the clergy could not stress enough the importance of the afterlife and how one day certain individuals would be resurrected, and it was a matter that the individuals living in that period feared far more than today’s society. In the article ‘Death and Resurrection in the Middle Ages: Some Modern Implications’, the author Caroline Walker Bynum raises some interesting points related to dying in the middle ages. One, “the idea that a person’s death is a moment of judgement, of individual accounting and significance”[footnoteRef:8] and two, “the idea that the bodies (or relics) of the holy dead are special loci of access to the divine”[footnoteRef:9]. Personally, the points that Bynum has raised here I must say I would be inclined to agree with, people felt that they would be judged once they had passed and that one day, they would reach eternal glory. However, in this belief there were three possibilities of places one could end up after they had passed heaven, hell and purgatory. The ideal location was obviously heaven and the least favourable of three is hell, however, if needs be people could obviously be sent to purgatory where following up their judgement, they were able to repent their sins by being punished. The place which was known as purgatory gave individuals a sort of second chance in a way, if people could not get directly into heaven the next best thing would be purgatory. The belief was that by suffering the turmoil of purgatory and enduring it for a specific amount of time they would then be cleansed of their sins in order to be prepared to be resurrected at the appropriate time. Another aspect people were concerned about was their actual body, people were taught that at the time they would be summonsed to their resurrection they would gain eternal life in their bodily form, so the question that played on individuals mind’s is what happened if their body was damaged in some way? [8:  Bynum. C-W, ‘Death and Resurrection in the Middle Ages: Some Modern Implications’, (Vol.124 No.4), {Dec.1998}, p.589]  [9:  Bynum. C-W, ‘Death and Resurrection in the Middle Ages: Some Modern Implications’, p.589-590] 


[bookmark: _Hlk536703794]In Bynum’s article she also speaks about the types of death people would die and the preparation’s that they would make before their final hours. The example I favourited most was the case of Frances of Assisi, Bynum writes how he performed his own death by the removal of his clothing and laying on the ground. As it states in the article this idea revolves around the idea of being born, as Christianity teaches you come into the world with nothing and will go out with nothing. By doing this Frances of Assisi “prepared for re-birth”[footnoteRef:10] which is what the idea of resurrection, as I previously mentioned people felt they had to prepare to die and die as good a death as possible to show themselves as worthy individuals for re-birth. However, one must emphasise here that the belief was not a literal re-birth, and everyone would be born a child, rather one’s soul would leave the body and go into the afterlife and wait before taking one’s original body form as I have previously mentioned. The final point I would like to highlight here is that dying was not only a ritual that involved the individual who was dying, it was something that involved whole families, friends, neighbours and a good death securing resurrection would most definitely have a member of clergy present. And there is evidence of this in the book ‘Mirrors of Mortality’ which suggests that any death that does not work out this way it could fall into the bad death category, it reads as follows “bad death is death away from the community and/or one’s friend’s, a lonely unseen death” [footnoteRef:11]. Therefore, people would be frightened to die this way because of the possibility of not being resurrected.  [10:  Bynum. C-W, ‘Death and Resurrection in the Middle Ages: Some Modern Implications’, p. 590]  [11:  Whaley. J, ‘Mirrors of Mortality’, (Edited Version), {Routledge, Oxden, 2011}, p. 31 ] 












Danse Macabre Commentary
[image: Danse Macabre]
Danse Macabre print by Pierre le Rouge, 1491-1492
(Source Available on the Moodle page)


During this commentary I will focus on the Danse Macabre which is seen as the dance of death in the medieval period. I shall examine the actual image that is featured above looking at what it is showing and compare how the print can be interpreted now and how it was interpreted in the middle ages. I shall also look at how useful the print is, and how realistic to death and the nature of death it is and what can we tell from the print?

The Danse Macabre is one of the most popular illustrations from the medieval period, there are many different types of dances which are based on this dance which merely takes a different style of illustration, but the main structure of the dance remains the same. These Magnificent pieces of art were created by Pierre le Rouge, according to dodendans.com and in this version of the dance we see death coming to collect eight individuals and take them to the afterlife. In this version of the dance death isn’t a specific person, rather he’s not depicted in a specific way. Personally, I find this extremely interesting because this can be interpreted in so many ways. For example, I would suggest that the image above has death shaded in three to four different colours each one has a different stance or position as they lead their chosen individual. It is also interesting to see that the figure of death that has come to collect the little baby is significantly different to the others. Now my initial thoughts were that these could be a symbol of the individuals that they are taking away, however, it could be a symbol of the death that they have died possibly. It is imaginable that the ones that have prepared for their death or lived a righteous life have a different figure, on the other hand the baby would obviously not have time to prepare for its death, therefore this could be the reason death is so pale because the child is innocent and without sin. There are written versions of the dance where the figure of death and the individual converse with one another throughout the book. What I find useful about this version of the Danse Macabre is that it goes through different situations with various individuals. However, I do feel than the Danse Macabre does not portray death in the sense it literally happened, one must remember that people experienced terrible deaths during this period so they would not look as well as the individuals in the images look. 

I do believe that the purpose of these illustrations was to soften the blow of death, this version does not portray death as a morbid experience or as something people should fear and be weary of. If one was to be realistic this book only shows death coming to collect the person who is dying, but where are they being taken to? In this case heaven, hell and purgatory spring to mind, here it would be interesting to see if they attempted to depict these places how well would it have been done.  For example, there are many examples of hell and purgatory depicted with individuals burning in flames, how realistically would this be shown, how would it be done? In the various types of dance, one must not forget that it is a dance with a tune, and it is seen as a ritual or a tradition. “The ritual, which consists of dead humans or death personified dancing with the living, is widely found in literature, painting, music and film”[footnoteRef:12]. So this takes me back to a previous point that I have made and could back up this being that the purpose of these images is to make death seem uplifting, I mean I can not imagine that once someone died they would join hands with people who have previously died and begin to dance, however it does seem to be a popular way of depicting death, as it was later developed to revolve the focus on women, in an article I read on the dance of the women it reads “the verses and miniatures of a late-15th-century illuminated manuscript describing the encounter with Death of 36 women from every age and strata of medieval society”[footnoteRef:13]. This point being rather significant as women as women were scarcely included in anything during this period, unless they were someone that was well respected in high society, this dance however includes women from all walks of life. [12:  Bahadur, T, ‘Danse Macabre’, (https://onartandaesthetics.com/2016/10/24/danse-macabre/), (24/10/2016)]  [13:  Tukey. A & Hindman. S, ‘Women’s art Journal’, (Vol 18. No.1), {Spring-Summer 1977}, p.40] 


The Vision of Thurkill, c.1206 Commentary

In this extract I shall be concentrating on the extract in the moodle file which is a section from The Vision of Thurkill which is dated back to the thirteenth century. What I shall focus on whilst writing this commentary is what Thurkill says in his vision and how it ties into the theme of death and dying in the middle ages. I shall highlight any interesting points or themes that are common or uncommon and how this experience portrays death at this period. I shall also compare it with other sources or imagery that I feel works well with it or contradict this source.

To begin I have to say the opening paragraph of the Thurkill Vision leaves a very striking image in one’s mind, imagining these two lines of marked individuals outside this great wall. As we go on, we become to understand that the reason that these people are queuing and are militarised this way is because they are about to enter purgatory. Purgatory is a common place to be described and written about and from what I can gather from this extract is that it is a similar description to most descriptions I have read. This account of purgatory describes it as a place filled with smoke and flames and torture, somewhere that people have been sent to suffer and to be tested. This was somewhere for people to repent and I would stress that people would indeed suffer whilst they are in purgatory. The website historyhit.com gives a brief description of purgatory and how it was stressed by the church. As the website states “One way in which the Church exercised power over believers was through the idea of that after death one may suffer or linger in Purgatory due to one’s sins”[footnoteRef:14]. In the extract by Thurkill this idea of individuals lingering would seem to back the website’s interpretation and the medieval teachings of the church as he describes people waiting around for their time to be tortured. However, as a source that was written during the time, the author of this vision could have been influenced by these religious teachings. He also talks about religious figures and clergy such as saints being present guiding the individuals through, again supporting the religious teaching and the fact this was a religious based idea. In the book Afterlives: The return of the dead in the middle ages the author explains how this place if there is such a place will remain as a spiritual belief, something that living folk then and now will never know until we ourselves pass away. The author describes death as follows, “Death remains elusive. For the living it must always be an imagined experience, albeit one regarded with terror”[footnoteRef:15] and I believe this is a true analysis however way someone believes something and describes it if there is faith it can influence on other people. [14:  Land. G, ‘Was life in Medieval Europe Dominated by a fear of Purgatory?’, (24/07/18) {https://www.historyhit.com/was-life-in-medieval-europe-dominated-by-a-fear-of-purgatory/}, [Accessed 30/01/19]]  [15:  Caciola. N, ‘Afterlives: The return of the dead in the middle ages’, (Cornell University Press 2016), p19] 


The final point I would like to move on to is the actual description that the extract gives on purgatory. As I have previously mentioned it is not to unsimilar to most of the other descriptions that can be accessed, it is always described as a place of suffering but this account gives a very detailed account on how people were being punished, from having to endure flames each and every one at a different level, some up to their knees, others to the waste and some completely covered. But to make this suffering worse they must then endure depths of water too, going from intense flames to cold water before having to cross a bridge of thorns. What is interesting is that the promise of reaching a better place is also a fluid idea that is featured in visions of purgatory. In this vision the glorious ending is a church at the end of the vision. This is an idea to make people grateful in some respect or thankful at least, making them feel they have been given a second chance. What will they achieve by this is making people see that this torture is necessary to them, the church is the light at the end of the tunnel in many ways? This is however one of the many extracts that I have come across that does not describe creatures of some sort present to add to the suffering, but this goes back to the point that death is an elusive happening .
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