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The Death Arts in Renaissance England

The first-ever critical anthology of the death arts in Renaissance England, this 

book draws together over seventy extracts and twenty illustrations to establish 

and analyse how people grappled with mortality in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. As well as providing a comprehensive resource of annotated and mod-

ernized excerpts, this engaging study includes commentary on authors and over-

all texts, discussions of how each excerpt is constitutive and expressive of the 

death arts, and suggestions for further reading. The extended Introduction con-

siders death’s intersections with print, gender, sex, and race, surveying the period’s 

far-reaching preoccupation with, and anticipatory reflection upon, the cessation 

of life. For researchers, instructors, and students interested in medieval and early 

modern history and literature, the Reformation, memory studies, book history, 

and print culture, this indispensable resource provides at once an entry point into 

the field of early modern death studies and a springboard for further research.
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No creature under heaven may comfort me but thou, Lord God, 

the heavenly leech of man’s soul which strikest and healest, which 

bringest a man nigh unto death and after restorest him to life 

again that he may thereby learn to know his own weakness and 

imbecility and the more fully to trust in thee.

 Katherine Parr, Prayers Stirring the Mind unto Heavenly 

Meditations (London: ; STC ), Cr-v

This death is a gate and entrance unto eternal life; there, at the last, 

are we delivered from all wretchednesses, miseries, carefulness, dis-

quietness, from all errors and juggling casts of the devil, neither 

shall we any more be defiled with the most stinking filthiness of 

sin, neither shall we be seduced and led away into heresies or 

errors, nor yet be thrown headlong into desperation.

 Thomas Becon, The Solace of the Soul (London: ; STC 

), Br-v

The world is a sea, death is a hook, Christ is that fish in whose 

mouth was found a piece the price of our redemption; the tribute 

is paid and we are delivered.

 Peter Barker, A Judicious and Painful Exposition upon the Ten 

Commandments (London: ; STC ), Or

Towards winter I grew to eat very little, much less than I did 

before, so that I was exceeding lean, and, at last, nothing but skin 

and bones. A neighbouring gentlewoman, a very discreet person 

that had a great desire to see me came in at the back-door of the 

house unawares and found me in the kitchen, who, after she had 

seen me, said to Mrs. Wilson, ‘She cannot live; she hath death in 

her face’. I would say still that every bit I did eat hastened my 

ruin, and that I had it with a dreadful curse; and what I ate 

increased the fire within me, which would at last burn me up, and 

I would now willingly live out of hell as long as I could.

 Hannah Allen, A Narrative of God’s Gracious Dealings  

(London: ; Wing A), Gv–Gr
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Englishwoman (Aldershot, UK; Burlington, VT: 
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).

Chaucer WO The Riverside Chaucer, Larry D. Benson (ed.), rd ed. 

(New York: Houghton Mifflin, ).

Cicero TD Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, trans. J. E. King, Loeb 

Classical Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, ).
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Neill, Issues Michael Neill, Issues of Death: Mortality and Identity in 

English Renaissance Tragedy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

).

OED Oxford English Dictionary, www.oed.com

Ovid MO Ovid, Metamorphoses, trans. Frank Justus Miller, Loeb 
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Phillippy, Women Patricia Phillippy, Women, Death and Literature in 

Post-Reformation England (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, ).
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Plato CD Collected Dialogues of Plato Including the Letters, Edith 
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Spenser FQ Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, A. C. Hamilton 
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Vinter, Acts Maggie Vinter, Last Acts: The Art of Dying on the Early 
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Wear, Medicine Andrew Wear, Knowledge and Practice in Early Modern 

English Medicine, 1550–1680 (New York: Cambridge 
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A NOTE ON TEXTS

All references to Shakespeare are taken from play and poem editions in The 

New Oxford Shakespeare: Modern Critical Edition, gen. ed. Gary Taylor, John 

Jowett, Terri Bourus, and Gabriel Egan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

).

Unless otherwise noted, general references to the Bible are taken from the 

King James Version; however, when an entry includes biblical citations in the 

original margin notes, we reproduce them exactly as given by the author.

Abbreviations for the books of the Bible conform to The SBL Handbook of 

Style, nd ed. (Atlanta, GA: SBL Press, ).
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