Was Death Celebrated or Feared in the Middle Ages

Death in the Middle Ages was all around, with life expectancy from birth being 31.3 years for boys born of families with land although if they reached the age of 25 their further life expectancy was 25.7 years. [footnoteRef:1]This meant that although very many people died young, many people also lived into their 60’s and 70’s.   People were more familiar with death as it was much more of a public act and if they were lucky, they died amongst family and friends at home.  There was a much greater open and progressive attitude to dying with infant and childhood mortality, famine, disease and war being some of the main reasons for death in the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:2] Death played vital roles in social, economic, political and cultural spheres.[footnoteRef:3] It was everywhere and as stated by Rev. George Congreve, death was a favourite subject as well as being the greatest fact of life.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Sharon de Witte, Old Age Isn’t A Modern Phenomenon-Many People Lived Long Enough To Grow Old In The Olden Days Too, The Conversation <www.htpps// Old age isn’t a modern phenomenon-many people lived long enough to grow old in the olden days too>2022 [accessed 10 December 2023].]  [2:  Katherine Olson/ HistoryExtra, Plague, Famine And Sudden Death:10 Dangers Of The Medieval Period, (2020), http://www.historyextra.com/plaguefamineand sudden death >[accessed 14 December 2023].]  [3:  Patrick Geary, Living With The Dead In The Middle Ages (1994) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7591/j.ctv2m7k4k.4 > 1-6,p.2 [accessed 14 December 2023].]  [4:  Frances M.M. Comper, The Book Of The Craft Of Dying And Other Early English Tracts Concerning Death (London, New York, Bombay, Calcutta: Longmans Green &Co,1917), i-xxxix,( p. xi).] 

In classical ages, men thought of death as “gloomy” with life and hope left behind while pagans remembered the dead with awe and fond memory.[footnoteRef:5]  Also in pre medieval times there was a general attitude of ‘You will die one day so enjoy yourselves.’[footnoteRef:6] In early medieval times, the Vikings were sent to the after world, Valhalla, where they were promised eternal paradise. Death was an integral part of their culture, holding their predecessors in high esteem and feeling great reverence towards their dead. The Anglo Saxons also had similar views and customs. with their dead being cremated or buried as were the Vikings. Both had artifacts put into their graves according to their status and to help them on their journey to the afterlife. When Christianity became established in the western world, society still maintained some of their customs, for example, wakes and memorial services and then afew centuries later, tokens in the grave.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  Ibid.]  [6:  Kaz Rowe, How Death Influenced Everyday Life In The Middle Ages,2020 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9lOhVjCX2r4 [accessed 14 December 2020].]  [7:  Emma Irving , Funerals And Buriel Rites In Early Middle Ages, (2018) https://www.historyhit.com/funerals-and-buriel-rites-in-early-middle-ages, [accessed 14 December 2023].] 

 As the Catholic church became more important, the attitude changed. Hell, although mentioned in the bible, was a prominent phenomenon in the Middle Ages and fear of death became the driving force of the church to control the people. Within the message of fear though, it was felt that Jesus through his good works and pious living had triumphed over death therefore if he could rise so could ordinary people.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Kaz Rowe, 2020.] 

The ideal way of dying was first suggested by monasteries in the eighth to tenth centuries. The idea was taken up by nobility and then by the turn of eleventh century, the lower classes were also following the same principles. It was  decreed that all people should follow a procedure on the death bed of interrogation(confession), repenting  of sins, making of a will and distributing  wealth and finally the last rites at the point of death.[footnoteRef:9]  Dying a good death was vitally important, becoming a public affair with family and friends around in the death chamber to witness their last breath and to offer prayers for their safe deliverance. People were fearful of sudden death as they worried about being unable to receive the last rites. For this reason, they often carried written charms to protect themselves against an untimely demise.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Amelie Auterauge, Thomas Meier, Bettina Jungklaus, Marco Melella, Between Belief And Fear-Prone Buriels In German Speaking Europe, (2020) <https://www.researchgate.net/publication/343999285_Between_belief_and_fear_-_Reinterpreting_prone_burials_during_the_Middle_Ages_and_early_modern_period_in_German-speaking_Europe/link/5f4df52c458515a88ba5a643/download?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19> [accessed 10 December 2023].]  [10:  Harriet Webster, The Resuscitation Of The Twice Hanged Man: Miracles And The Body In Medieval, (2019) <https://www.academia.edu/37882624/The_resuscitation_of_the_twice_hanged_man_miracles_and_the_body_in_medieval > [accessed 16 December 2023]. ] 

Dying became the centre of life, with great importance bestowed on the preparation for the afterlife and the judgement of God. Churches being the centre of society, taught about the importance of living a sin free life and having a good death. A bad death was greatly feared.[footnoteRef:11] Although the death rites performed by the clergy were usually in Latin, it could be spoken in the vernacular if the soon to be deceased person was not a Latin speaker.  Confession prior to the last rites was considered vitally important especially because sickness was thought to be due to sin, therefore confession may bring healing. The people attending were also seen as souls that needed salvation and to be present may have provided them with comfort.[footnoteRef:12]  The   book called Ars Bene Moriendi (The art of dying well. ) became the most popular book in the  late 15th century. It gave people peace of mind and was felt to help smooth the passage from life to death but its popularity  gives evidence of  the general fear of dying and eternal damnation.[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  Sam Tetrault, Medieval Funerals: Customs, Mourning,And Medieval Practices, 2022 <https://www.joincake.com/blog/medieval-funeral > [accessed 14 December 2023].]  [12:  Amy Appleford, Learning To Die In London (2015) <https://www.archive.org/details/learningtodieinl0000appl/page/n3/mode/2up> [accessed 12 December 2023].]  [13:  Christine Klapisch-Zuber, ‘Plague And Family Life’, in The New Cambridge And Medieval History VI, (Cambridge University Press,2008) p.118.] 

In Medieval times a typical burial, as decreed by the Catholic faith, was a single grave in a shared consecrated burial ground in supine position, facing East so that they could see the resurrected Christ in Jerusalem. There were no grave goods after 7th century although they became more common again in the 11th to 13th centuries, when individual gifts for example,jewellery or pilgrim badges, were placed in the coffins with the deceased. High born males were often placed in favourable positions within the church with nobility and clergy buried close to the altar ensuring a greater chance of salvation as God was so close. [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Amelie Auterauge et al, 2020.] 

 Although the normal burial position was supine, some people chose to be buried prone as a sign of devotion. Pepin the Short in Saint Denis (died 768AD) chose to be buried in this way as a sign of humility and as a penitence in reparation for his father’s sins.  Prone was considered a sign of humbleness and humility although in the late medieval period it was seen as a sign of deviancy and social exclusion. The ultimate punishment was to be buried in un-consecrated ground outside of the churchyard. This sanction was afforded to murderers, those that had committed suicide, died suddenly or anyone who had not been able to follow the normal practice of dying. Executions were also treated differently, although members of nobility were buried within the church yard, less noble people were often buried around the execution site with no formal grave for example around Tyburn.[footnoteRef:15] This was compensated for some in London at St Pauls Cathedral when a Pardon cemetery was created for those that had died without receiving the final sacraments for example during the Black Death when no last rites were performed. If they were buried in this site, they were automatically granted a pardon for their sins.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  lbid]  [16:  Amy Appleford, Learning To Die, p.84.] 

  Ghosts and the undead were not a significant phenomenon but they were feared especially if the livings’ obligations had not been carried out as requested by the deceased. If there was a worry that the deceased would rise up out of graves, they would be nailed down or weighted down with stones.[footnoteRef:17] Decapitation post mortem was also a way to prevent them to rise up out of grave or indeed to move into heaven although St Augustine had stated that all souls would be gathered up and admitted to heaven in any state.[footnoteRef:18] This was a very important comfort  for martyrs who were executed by burning. [17:  Amelie Auterauge et al, 2020.]  [18:  In Our Time, Purgatory, [podcast],2017< https://www.bbc.co.uk.purgatory>, [accessed 16 December 2023].] 

 As stated previously sudden death caused great fear. The biggest causes of death in the middle ages were  infant and child mortality with 20-30% of children dying  before age seven (across all classes) either at birth or as a result of malnutrition or diseases , women in childbirth, bad weather causing famine leading to malnutrition and starvation, warfare on local or national scale and diseases the most notorious being the Black Death.[footnoteRef:19] It arrived from Europe hot on the heels of a great famine and killed a third of the world’s population during its few manifestations between 1348 and 1401. Towns and country poor paid a high price especially 1347-51 outbreak which was most murderous.[footnoteRef:20] Alongside the emotional and economic impact, contemporaries ‘interpreted the disease as a sign of anger from God provoked by depraved actions of humans.’[footnoteRef:21] therefore fear would have been rife. This would have been perpetuated by the fact that no last rites were performed with the dead mostly buried in mass graves outside the city/town walls, although nobility were still being buried in caskets[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Katherine Olson , Plague, Famine (2020).]  [20:  Christine Klapisch-Zuber, p.131.]  [21:  Christine Klapisch-Zuber, p.124.]  [22:  Sam Tetrault, Medieval Funerals, (2022).] 

St Augustine-413 AD thought that prayers for the dead could hasten their journey to heaven, showing the connection between penitence and purgatory. Saints, martyrs and righteous people -quickly or immediately rose to heaven but godless souls went to hell, a place of eternal damnation[footnoteRef:23] but what of the vast majority in between?  The afterlife also contained Limbo (the place for unbaptised babies and the just who died before Christ), plus purgatory where there was hope of judgement and redemption. [23:  Jerry L Walls, Purgatory, The Logic Of Total Transformation, ( New York,Oxford University Press Inc,2012), p.15.] 

 The phenomenon of Purgatory, which became ingrained in society’s way of thinking by late 12th century, was invented by the Catholic church to help people find their way to salvation but also was thought to control and modify people’s behaviour. It was a place where the dead were purified by fire and purged of their sins in order to enter heaven. It connected the living and dead and allowed people to see it, less as a punishment but more of hope. It was considered joyful even though pain would be worse than any experienced in life.  The time spent in purgatory could be reduced by prayers or acts carried out on earth by oneself, family and friends and in fact penance started on earth could be completed in purgatory. It was thought that the process of grieving by the living was helped with the offering of prayers and masses for the dead to speed their own progress through purgatory to heaven. [footnoteRef:24] [24:  In Our Time, Purgatory, 2017.] 

One of the popular ideas about purgatory, was that people could shorten their future time there, either with good living or by using ‘bargaining tools.’ The church wanted people to live a good and pious life. This could be performed in various ways for example King  Henry 2nd in his expansive way  built Westminster Abbey whereas his contemporary Simon de Montfort would pray all night wearing a hair shir .[footnoteRef:25] People could ask for indulgences which became popular in the 11th century and were punishments that were given in order for their sins to be forgiven and  speed their way through purgatory.[footnoteRef:26] Pilgrimages were also a popular method of cleansing souls within western Europe.  Fully endorsed by the pope who guaranteed remission of their sins, it was described as ‘a mandatory journey imposed as a penance.’[footnoteRef:27] People who wanted the full immersive experience would travel to Jerusalem, but some people would go on shorter journeys to Cathedrals to pray at shrines or tombs containing relics of saints. Some, who were unable to travel due to illness or living in closed orders could even take part by proxy or ‘virtually’. Saints were known as the  ‘Very Special Dead’ and were thought to be able to intercede on behalf of the living to God.[footnoteRef:28] They and their relics were popular possibly because ‘their souls once inhabited a physical living body which made them more relatable and more human to the suppliant’ [footnoteRef:29] They were believed to work miracles and were intermediaries between normal people and Christ therefore prayers were not only offered for themselves but for their deceased loved ones to hasten their time in purgatory. [25:  In Our Time, The Second Barons War, (podcast),2021, < https:// www.bbc.co.uk.The Second Barons War> [accessed 1st December 2023].]  [26:  In Our Time. Pergatory, 2017.]  [27:  Emma Wells, Gone medieval, What is a pilgrimage, (podcast), <https://www.historyhit.com/gonemedieval/what is a pilgrimage>[accessed 14 December 2023]]  [28:  Patrick Geary, Living With The Dead In The Middle Ages, (1994).]  [29:  Harriet Webster, The Resuscitation,] 

Crusades were also a type of pilgrimage, but with weapons. Pope Urban II called for people to go on crusades and become martyrs therefore guaranteeing entry into heaven. Many young men took up arms to fulfil the romantic notion of dying as martyrs- being told that death was not defeat and to die was victory.[footnoteRef:30]  Possibly of all people during Middle Ages, these men who willingly took up arms for the crusades, feared death least of all. [30:  In Our Time, The Second Barons War, 2021.] 

Death was forever omnipresent in the Middle Ages, with the ever-present threat of going to hell if one didn’t conform to normal conventions. The invention of purgatory gave some hope of redemption of souls with the knowledge that punishment would be given, but by living a good and pious life and fully preparing for one’s death, time having sins purged in flames, would be reduced.  This would also have been helped by friends and family continuing to offer prayers and masses after death. For those who were unable to complete their penances on earth or were not afforded a good death, for example those who died of the plague, the fear of hell would have been present.  Christians who were executed as martyrs, the young people that died who may not have had the emotional capacity to fear death and those warriors that were afforded a place in heaven by dying a martyr during the crusades were perhaps the luckiest of them all as they did not have to fear the flames of hell. 
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