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Death and Dying in Late Antique Mediterranean Religion 

Prof. Sara Ronis  

Office hours by appointment 

To the well-organized mind, death is but the next great adventure. 

 - Albus Dumbledore  

 

Everybody dies. But while all cultures have to confront death, understandings of death 

and the afterlife have differed significantly across religious and ethnic communities throughout 

history.  This course aims to interrogate death and dying in one historical period, the first 

centuries of the common era, and in one geographic area: the ancient Mediterranean. We will 

examine ancient answers to questions such as, What is a “good death”? How do we prepare for 

death? What happens after death? How do we mourn those who have died? Why do humans die 

at all?  Over the course of the semester, we will explore how various late antique religious 

groups approached these questions and many others.  

The lectures for this course meet twice a week, with a third meeting each week taking the 

form of a discussion section. Discussion section will allow you the opportunity to examine 

primary texts in greater depth, and synthesize the facts, ideas, and skills you will learn in this 

course.  

Organized thematically and comparatively, this course is designed so that, by the end, 

you will:  

 Have knowledge of the history, beliefs and practices of many of the religious 

traditions of the Late Antique Mediterranean world. 

 Be able to thoughtfully compare and contrast different religious approaches to 

death and dying in the ancient Mediterranean world.  

 Appreciate how cultural, historical, geographical, and theological differences 

contribute to understandings of, preparation for, and coping with death and dying, 

 And conversely, be able to reflect sensitively on the centrality of understandings 

of death and dying to the construction of religious identity and belief.  

 Develop the methodological and theoretical skills to analyze a primary text and 

contextualize it historically. 

No prior knowledge or background is necessary.  

 

Laptop policy TBD. 

 

Readings for the Course:  

 

All of the primary sources will be gathered in a course packet, which you must bring with you to 

class in either paper or electronic form.  Most of the secondary readings for this course can be 

found online on our course management system. The others are available through JSTOR. Please 

let me know if you have trouble finding any of these readings. 

The following two books will be used extensively, and should be purchased as soon as possible:  
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1. Valerie  Hope, Death in Ancient Rome (New York: Routledge, 2007). ISBN: 

0415331587.  This book is a collection of primary sources from Late Antiquity about 

death and dying, along with discussions of recent scholarship on the topic.  

 

2. Alan Segal, Life After Death: A History of the Afterlife in Western Religion (New York: 

Doubleday, 2006). ISBN: 0385422997. Segal has written a chronological survey of 

developments in understandings of death and the afterlife in Western civilization, 

beginning with the period before Late Antiquity. We will be using this book primarily in 

the second half of the semester.  

Both books are available for purchase at the university bookstore, online for under $20, and as e-

books. 

 

Requirements 

This course has three requirements. The first is in-class participation. The second is four short 

papers. The third is a final exam. 

1. In-class participation (15% of the final grade).  

 Regular and punctual attendance and active participation in lecture and discussion 

sections, based on preparation of the assigned materials, is critical to fully 

engaging in this course.  

 

2. 4 short papers (60% of the final grade) 

 All papers should have 1‐inch margins and 12‐point, double‐spaced, Times New 

Roman font. Footnotes should be in 10‐point font and single-spaced. Titles and 

page numbers are required for all essays. All submissions must be stapled. We 

will talk more about these assignments in class, but please feel free to email me or 

visit me during office hours if you have any questions or concerns. Grading 

rubrics will be pre-circulated for papers 2-4. 

 

Paper 1: Write a 1-2 page personal narrative explaining why you are taking the 

course. What questions are you interested in asking? What do you hope to 

discover in this course? (5% of the final grade). 

  

Paper 2:  Choose one of the primary texts from the list of texts titled: Primary Texts 

for Paper 2, on our classroom server. Write a 5-6 page analysis of the text. 

Don’t just describe what the article says. Analyze what it is doing. What 

argument is the author making? How does s/he portray the religion s/he is 

writing about, and/or religion generally? What is the purpose of the text? 

How is it similar to, or different from, other texts that we have read thus 

far? (15% of final grade). 

 

Paper 3: Choose one of the images on our online classroom management system in 

the folder labeled: Ancient Visual Portrayals of Death, and one text from 

the folder labeled: Ancient Written Portrayals of Death. Write a 5-6 page 
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comparative analysis of these documents. How do the authors/creators 

describe death and dying? How do the documents’ different contexts and 

functions inform their arguments?  Include details comparing and 

contrasting your examples. Explain what this comparison tells us about 

these religious traditions in Late Antiquity. (15% of final grade). 

 

Paper 4: Choose a primary text from Late Antiquity that addresses death or dying 

that we have not discussed in class, and write a 5-6 page paper analyzing 

the primary text, and explaining why it should be included on the syllabus 

next year. What makes it an interesting example? What do you think 

students in this course could learn from it? What new ideas would it 

introduce? (20% of the final grade). 

 

3. Final Exam (25% of the final grade). 

 This exam will take place during the exam period. It consists of two parts: a series 

of identifications of important terms and individuals from the semester as a 

whole, and short essay questions. You will be given 6 short essay prompts and 

must choose 3 prompts to answer. These prompts will focus on synthesizing 

material and concepts within one religious tradition, or on comparing and 

contrasting ideas and practices across two or more religious or cultural spheres.  

 

UNIT I:BACKGROUND MATERIALS 

Week 1: Getting Started 

Meeting 1: Introduction to the course 

No reading today. We’ll go over the syllabus, introduce ourselves, and talk about course themes. 

Meeting 2: Roman Religion 

John North, “Rome,” pp. 225-233;  306-309; 344-347;  408-413; 435-436. 

Sarah Iles Johnston, “Mysteries,” pp. 98-111. 

 

********Two-Page Paper Due******** 

 

Week 2: Roman Religion, cont’d 

Meeting 1: Introduction to Late Antique Judaism 

Shaye Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishnah, pp. 1-26, 205-224. 

Meeting 2: Introduction to Late Antique Christianity 

Gospel of Matthew, selections 

Acts, selections 

Harold Attridge, “Early Christianity,” (2004) pp. 233-242. 

Week 3: What is Death? 

Meeting 1: Why study death and dying? Philosophical understandings of death and dying 

Genesis 2-3 
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Lucretius, On the Nature of Things, Book. 3 selections. 

Valerie Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 39-45. 

Robert Kastenbaum, Death, Society, and Human Experience, chapter 1 

Meeting 2: Medical understandings of death and dying 

Kastenbaum, Death, Society, and Human Experience, chapter 2 selections 

Palestinian Talmud on Oholot 1:6. 

Athenagoras the Athenian, The Resurrection of the Dead, selections. 

 

Unit II How We Die 

Week 4: Aging and Illness 

Meeting 1:  

Johnson, “Illness and Other Crises,” pp. 452-469 

Selections from accounts of the Desert Fathers 

Meeting 2:  

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp.14-25, 39-45. 

Mishnah Avot 5:24 

Babylonian Talmud Baba Qamma 92b, Sotah 47a 

Week 5 Dying Young 

Meeting 1: Infanticide 

Justin Martyr, First Apology, Selections 

Josephus, Against Apion, Book II 25. 

Mishnah Maḥshirin 2:7 

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 10-14 

Catherine Hezser, “The Exposure and Sale of Infants in Rabbinic and Roman Law,” 3-19. 

 

Meeting 2: Gladiatorial Games 

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 28-31.  

Keith Hopkins, Death and Renewal (1985) pp. 1-30. 

Week 6 Martyrdom  

Meeting 1:  

Ra’anan Boustan, From Martyr to Mystic, 60-76. 

Candida Moss, The Other Christs: Imitating Jesus in Ancient Christian Ideologies of Martyrdom, 

Chapter 3, selections. 

Meeting 2: 

The Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas 

The Epistle of Polycarp to the Philippians and the Martyrdom of Polycarp. 

********Paper 2 Due******** 
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Unit III: Life Beyond Death 

Week 7 The afterlife 

Meeting 1:  

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 211-230 

Segal, Life After Death, Chapter 6 

Meeting 2: 

Romanos’ Hymn 

Apocalypse of Peter, selections 

Alan Segal, Life After Death, chapters 10 and 13, selections  

Week 8 Eschatology 

Meeting 1:  

1 Corinthians 15 

Revelations, selections 

2 Enoch selections 

Fritz Graf, “Dionysian and Orphic Eschatology: New Texts and Old Questions,” pp. 239-58. 

Meeting 2: 

Mishnah Sanhedrin 10; Hagigah 2 

Segal, Life After Death, Chapter 13 and 14, Selections 

Week 9 Dying Gods 

Meeting 1: 

Segal, Life After Death, Chapter 1 

Tryggve Mettinger, The Riddle of Resurrection, Chapter 4.  

Meeting 2:  

Matthew 26: 17-67 

John 1: 1-34 

Romans 5 

Athanasius of Alexandria, On the Incarnation, 4-8. 

Origen, Against Celsus 2:43 

Jonathan Z. Smith, “Dying and Rising Gods,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion. 

 

********Paper 3 Due******** 

 

Unit IV:  Grief and Mourning 

Week 10 Burial 

Meeting 1: Texts about Burial 

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 97-127. 

David Kramer, The Meanings of Death in Rabbinic Judaism, pp.14-35. 
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Meeting 2: Burial Inscriptions and Practices 

Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Macrina, selections  

Selection of Burial Inscriptions from Beit Shearim-Scythopolis and Rome 

Week 11 Mourning 

Meeting 1:  

Elizabeth Kubler Ross, On Death and Dying selections  

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 172-210 

Meeting 2:  

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

Palestinian Talmud Ketubot 1:1; Berakhot 2:7 

Plutarch’s Consolation to His Wife 

Jerome, Letter 60 to Heliodorus 

Week 12 Interacting with the Dead 

Meeting 1: Why interact with the Dead? 

1 Samuel 28 

Hope, Death in Ancient Rome, pp. 231-247 

Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy (2001), pp. 230-250. 

Meeting 2: Eating with the Dead 

Augustine, Confessions 9.12; Epistulae 158.2 

Ovid’s Fasti, selections 

Week 13 Interacting with the Dead, Cont’d. 
Meeting 1: Speaking to the Dead 

Deuteronomy 18:9-14 

Tertullian, Apology and De Anima selections.  

Daniel Ogden, Greek and Roman Necromancy (2001), pp. 149-160; 219-230. 

 

********Paper 4 Due******** 

 

Meeting 2: Conclusion and Review 

No reading, but bring all of your burning questions, comments, ideas, and suggestions. This 

class session will act as review for the final exam and as an opportunity to talk about all of the 

themes of the course together one final time. Come prepared. 

 

********** Final Exam During Finals Week ********* 

 

University Statement on Academic Integrity and Plagiarism 

In keeping with the principles of our honor code, students are expected to be honest in all of their 

academic work. Academic honesty means, most fundamentally, that any work you present as 
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your own must in fact be your own work and not that of another. This includes using online 

translation programs such as Google Translate or translating online material, such as Wikipedia 

entries, or excerpting Wikipedia entries without proper citation.  It also includes sharing work or 

jointly completed work (except as authorized in advance). All violations of these principles will 

be reported to the instructor and may result in a failing grade for the course and additional 

disciplinary action by the university. 

University Statement on Inclusivity/Disabilities 


